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By dave gutknecht Contributors in This Issue

I concluded my previ-
ous column on growing 
our future by empha-
sizing the importance 
of greater alignment 
among stakeholders 
both within local coop-

eratives and within our cooperative sector. Food 
co-ops are in the midst of their strongest expan-
sion since the 1970s, and we need to make the 
most of it. Such a market opportunity is not 
likely to last indefinitely, even as the need grows 
for the kind of community-based and account-
able organizations that food co-ops offer.

This past June, at an annual national gather-
ing, we celebrated the achievements of both 
new and established co-ops (“Deep in the Heart 
of Co-ops,” p. 8). Readers of this publication are 
aware of the impressive wave of new food co-op 
development, now a decade old. At this year’s 
celebration we announced another eight new 
co-ops (“New Co-ops Are Rocking,” p. 14). 

What may be less well known is the unprec-
edented scope of expansion among existing 
food co-ops. A representative of the National 
Cooperative Grocers Association (NCGA) 
recently described the growth plans within its 
membership, presently 134 food co-ops operat-
ing 170 stores. During the next two years alone, 
NCGA expects to see its member co-ops open 
30 additional stores, plus carry out 20 major 
store expansions.

These astonishing figures were presented at 
a landmark food co-op development Summit 
that took place at the beginning of the June 
conference. Present, with the room at capac-
ity, were some 65 directors, managers, train-
ers, and members from NCGA, National Co-op 
Bank (NCB), CDS Consulting Co-op, Food 
Co-op Initiative (FCI), and Cooperative Grocer 
Network. The respective strengths and primary 
activities of these organizations were reviewed, 
followed by discussions that explored specific 
development issues. A planning group will be 
meeting and making recommendations.

One day after the Austin Co-op Develop-
ment Summit, NCB President and CEO Charles 
Snyder announced a $250,000 contribution 
over the next five years to support FCI, which is 
working with its close allies to provide substan-
tial assistance and resources to startups. The 
recent survival rate among new food co-ops is 

about 75 percent, a good record. Nevertheless, 
each startup group must supply most of the 
organizing energy and initial capital, and these 
efforts often require several years of hard work 
before the co-op reaches opening day.

Among the several paths to food co-op 
growth that were identified, Summit attendees 
agreed that the strongest path, leading to the 
greatest growth in co-op owners and buying 
power, is expansion of existing co-ops through 
more stores and bigger stores. Another growth 
strategy scenario, but one for which we have 
only a handful of examples, is the potential 
co-op conversion of privately owned natural 
foods stores where the owners wish to sell. 
There also have been scenarios in which a 
developer wants a co-op at a site and extends a 
proposal to an existing co-op.

Within the several paths of food co-op devel-
opment, the national organizations contribute 
complementary resources and components of 
successful enterprise. Heightened collaboration 
will strongly encourage the growth in co-ops 
and co-op owners that we all want to see. Start-
ups need training in recommended practices, 
and those resources are being greatly improved. 
In parallel development, existing co-ops are 
benefiting from the cumulative experience of 
opening many expanded and additional stores. 

Shortly after the half-day Summit discus-
sions, Food Co-op Initiative issued a summary: 
Summit participants recognized clear consensus 
on these points:

OO There are several paths of co-op development, 
and all should be encouraged as long as they 
are aligned with cooperative principles.

OO A leadership team should be formed to carry 
forward the work of the Summit. 

OO Co-op development needs a stable system of 
funding.

OO The organizations and individuals present were 
already aligned on many of the issues we dis-
cussed, and additional alignment occurred as a 
result of the Summit.

The food co-op sector still has work to do to ensure 
that citizens, governments, schools, and businesses 
recognize the unique economic and social value of  
co-ops so that each new co-op does not have to 
educate to such a great extent and co-ops will be 
seen as an asset in economic development.

We need to exploit cross-sectoral alliances 
more effectively. n
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Thanks to our sponsors 
CDS Consulting Co-op 
802/387-6013 • www.cdsconsulting.coop

Frontier Natural Products Co-op  
319/227-7996 • www.frontier.coop

National Cooperative Business 
Association 
202/638-6222 • www.ncba.coop

National Cooperative Grocers Association 
www.ncga.coop

Once Again Nut Butter  
888/800-8075 • www.onceagainbutter.com

Additional sponsors needed—contact Dan Nordley, 
dan@cooperativegrocer.coop, 612/436-9177

the editor 
notes
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Checking the Alignment: 
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Ka-ching!

Galaxy Nutritional Foods is now GO Veggie!™ Say goodbye to four different lines 

and hello to Lactose Free and Dairy Free . Two lines, under one brand, featuring 

fresh new packaging and a yummier than ever cheesy, melty taste. 

With GO Veggie!™ your registers are going to be singing a happy song.

Give us a ring at 1-800-808-2325 and choose option 3.

To order: (800) 808-2325, option 3    |    fax: (401) 753-6464    |    e-mail: salesorders@galaxyfoods.com

America’s #1 cheese free choice just got better
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