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1	
  Throughout	
  this	
  document	
  references	
  to	
  low-­‐income	
  communities	
  and	
  communities	
  of	
  color	
  are	
  mentioned	
  simultaneously.	
  This	
  is	
  based	
  on	
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 Over 15 years ago, Winn Dixie consolidated and closed stores in North Carolina. Since then, this building has been 
vacant, creating a food desert in Northeast Greensboro. 
Photo:  http://www.wfmynews2.com/story/news/local/2014/02/20/following-the-money-city-of-greensboro/5655377/  

Chapter 1 : 
Dist i l l ing the Problem of Food Retai l  in Low Income 
Communities 
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Unearthing the Dynamic of the Food Retai l  Environment 

 
Over the last few decades, the U.S. food retai l  environment2 has 

experienced a s igni f icant evolut ion in the means by which it del ivers product to 

consumers.3 Food retai l  innovation has bred new models of food del ivery that 

attempt to improve convenience whi le recogniz ing the need to meet exist ing and 

emerging consumer preferences.  For example, a growing subset of U.S. consumers 

are interested in consuming local ,  organic and natural foods for environmental ,  

ethical ,  health and other plausible reasons. As a result ,  an increasing number of 

farm to consumer del ivery models ,  such as community-supported agriculture 

(CSA) programs and farmers markets,  have emerged to meet the demand of niche 

markets . 456 In fact ,  within a 10-year period (1998-2009) the number of farmers 

markets increased by 92% to wel l  over 5,000 across the U.S. and s ince 1986 the 

number of CSA programs increased from two to over 1,000.7 For another subset 

of the populat ion, food preferences are less choice-driven and are essentia l ly 

determined by income levels .  S ince af fordable community-supported agriculture 

programs and farmers markets are not commonplace in many low-income 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
2	
  The	
  term	
  “food	
  retail	
  environment”	
  refers	
  to	
  the	
  number	
  and	
  variety	
  of	
  businesses,	
  non-­‐profits	
  organizations	
  and	
  foodways	
  within	
  a	
  
designated	
  area	
  that	
  supply	
  food.	
  Examples	
  of	
  food	
  retail	
  outlets	
  include	
  convenience	
  stores,	
  corner	
  stores,	
  fast	
  food	
  restaurants,	
  food	
  
pantries,	
  community	
  gardens,	
  grocery	
  stores	
  and	
  several	
  others.	
  The	
  food	
  retail	
  environment	
  can	
  be	
  observed	
  at	
  the	
  national,	
  state,	
  county,	
  
local	
  and	
  community	
  level,	
  however,	
  for	
  this	
  analysis,	
  we	
  will	
  be	
  focused	
  on	
  the	
  community	
  food	
  retail	
  environment.	
  
3	
  United	
  States	
  Department	
  of	
  Agriculture	
  Economic	
  Research	
  Service.	
  (2014).	
  Retail	
  trends.	
  Retrieved	
  from	
  Retailing	
  and	
  Wholesaling	
  website:	
  
http://www.ers.usda.gov/topics/food-­‐markets-­‐prices/retailing-­‐wholesaling/retail-­‐trends.aspx	
   
4	
  DeMuth,	
  S.	
  (1993,	
  September).	
  Community	
  supported	
  agriculture:	
  An	
  annotated	
  bibliography	
  and	
  resource	
  guide.	
  Retrieved	
  from	
  Defining	
  
Community	
  Supported	
  Agriculture	
  website:	
  http://www.nal.usda.gov/afsic/pubs/csa/csadef.shtml	
  	
  
5	
  Brown,	
  A.	
  (2001).	
  Counting	
  farmers	
  markets.	
  Geographical	
  Review,	
  91(4),	
  655-­‐674.	
  Retrieved	
  from	
  
http://www.jstor.org/stable/3594724?Search=yes&resultItemClick=true&searchText=counting&searchText=farmers&searchText=markets&sea
rchUri=%2Faction%2FdoBasicSearch%3FQuery%3Dcounting%2Bfarmers%2Bmarkets%26amp%3BSearch%3DSearch%26amp%3Bwc%3Don%26a
mp%3Bfc%3Doff%26amp%3BglobalSearch%3D%26amp%3BsbbBox%3D%26amp%3BsbjBox%3D%26amp%3BsbpBox%3D&seq=1#page_scan_ta
b_contents	
  	
  
6	
  Prevatte,	
  T.	
  (2009).	
  From	
  farm	
  to	
  fork:	
  An	
  empirical	
  investigation	
  of	
  the	
  challenges	
  faced	
  by	
  north	
  carolina’s	
  small	
  meatpackers.	
  Retrieved	
  
from	
  http://www.firsthandfoods.com/files/misc/Master%27s%20Project-­‐Tina%20Prevatte.pdf	
  	
  
7	
  Brain,	
  R.	
  (2012,	
  September).	
  The	
  local	
  food	
  movement:	
  Definitions,	
  benefits	
  and	
  resources.	
  Retrieved	
  from	
  Utah	
  State	
  University	
  Extension	
  
Sustainability	
  website:	
  https://extension.usu.edu/files/publications/publication/Sustainability_2012-­‐09pr.pdf	
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communit ies ,  low-income consumers reply largely on free food pantr ies ,  

convenience stores and fast food restaurants .   None of these options general ly 

offer healthy food options, relat ive to the food retai l  options avai lable to 

consumers with higher incomes.89  Income therefore is the f irst key indicator 

underly ing access to healthy food. Even as the number and variety of food retai l  

options avai lable to most consumers have r isen in recent years ,  there is 

tremendous variabi l i ty in access of di f ferent populat ions to good, healthy and 

affordable food based on how much they are able to pay. 

 
A second indicator governing access by consumers to good, healthy, 

af fordable food is locat ion. This is especial ly true for low-income communit ies .10  

While food access may not be a cr it ical issue for consumers in these 

communit ies ,  access to  healthy food is . 11 The United States Department of 

Agriculture (USDA) has class i f ied areas with such def ic its as food deserts ,  or 

areas lacking access to healthy food and/or underserved by the healthy food 

marketplace1213.  Several research studies provide evidence of the presence of a 

disproport ionate number of food deserts across several low-income communit ies 
	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
8	
  	
  Sangye,	
  A.	
  (2013).	
  Barriers	
  to	
  consuming	
  healthy	
  food	
  and	
  the	
  role	
  of	
  food	
  pantries	
  in	
  improving	
  diets	
  on	
  low-­‐income	
  families.	
  .	
  Retrieved	
  
from	
  http://corescholar.libraries.wright.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1107&context=mph&sei-­‐
redir=1&referer=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.google.com%2Fsearch%3Fq%3Dfood%2Bpantries%2Bin%2Blow%2Bincome%2Bcommunities%2Bjourna
l%2Barticle%26client%3Dsafari%26rls%3Den%26oe%3DUTF8%26oq%3D%26gs_l%3D#search=%22food%20pantries%20low%20income%20com
munities%20journal%20article%22	
  	
  
9	
  Karpyn,	
  A.	
  and	
  Treuhaft,	
  S.	
  (2013).	
  The	
  grocery	
  gap:	
  Who	
  has	
  access	
  to	
  healthy	
  food	
  and	
  why	
  it	
  matters.	
  	
  Retrieved	
  from	
  
http://thefoodtrust.org/uploads/media_items/grocerygap.original.pdf	
  

10	
  Across	
  the	
  literature	
  “low	
  income”	
  individuals	
  and	
  communities	
  vary	
  in	
  exact	
  definition.	
  For	
  the	
  purpose	
  of	
  this	
  document,	
  low	
  income	
  is	
  
defined	
  by	
  (a)	
  a	
  poverty	
  rate	
  of	
  20	
  percent	
  or	
  greater,	
  OR	
  (b)	
  a	
  median	
  family	
  income	
  at	
  or	
  below	
  80	
  percent	
  of	
  the	
  area	
  median	
  family	
  income.	
  
For	
  the	
  purposes	
  of	
  this	
  document,	
  low	
  income	
  is	
  also	
  defined	
  in	
  this	
  manner,	
  which	
  is	
  aligned	
  with	
  the	
  USDA	
  food	
  desert	
  definition	
  and	
  the	
  
policy	
  map,	
  as	
  shown	
  in	
  Chapter	
  3.	
  
11	
  The	
  term	
  “Healthy	
  Food	
  Access”	
  is	
  defined	
  as	
  having	
  access	
  to	
  foods	
  that	
  are	
  nutritionally	
  dense	
  and	
  low	
  in	
  sodium,	
  fat	
  and	
  sugar.	
  Examples	
  
of	
  these	
  foods	
  include	
  fresh	
  fruits	
  and	
  vegetables,	
  whole	
  grains,	
  dairy	
  products	
  and	
  lean	
  proteins.	
  Some	
  local	
  and	
  organic	
  products	
  may	
  be	
  
included	
  in	
  this	
  definition;	
  however,	
  they	
  are	
  not	
  a	
  requirement	
  in	
  order	
  to	
  be	
  considered	
  a	
  “healthy”	
  retail.	
  
12	
  Further,	
  Underserved	
  Food	
  Deserts	
  are	
  defined	
  in	
  terms	
  of	
  low-­‐income	
  and	
  low	
  access.	
  	
  Low	
  income	
  is	
  defined	
  as	
  a)	
  a	
  poverty	
  rate	
  of	
  20	
  
percent	
  or	
  greater,	
  OR	
  (b)	
  a	
  median	
  family	
  income	
  at	
  or	
  below	
  80	
  percent	
  of	
  the	
  area	
  median	
  family	
  income	
  and	
  low	
  access	
  is	
  defined	
  as	
  at	
  
least	
  500	
  persons	
  and/or	
  at	
  least	
  33%	
  of	
  the	
  census	
  tract's	
  population	
  live	
  more	
  than	
  half	
  a	
  mile	
  from	
  a	
  supermarket	
  or	
  large	
  grocery	
  store	
  (10	
  
miles,	
  in	
  the	
  case	
  of	
  non-­‐metropolitan	
  census	
  tracts).	
  	
  
13	
  United	
  States	
  Department	
  of	
  Agriculture.	
  (2014).	
  Food	
  Deserts.	
  Retrieved	
  from	
  http://apps.ams.usda.gov/fooddeserts/fooddeserts.aspx   
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and/or communit ies of color.141516 While these communit ies lack access to healthy 

and affordable food, many of them are also inundated with convenience stores, 

l iquor stores and fast food restaurants to a far greater degree than in middle- and 

high-income communit ies .17   

This income-based locat ional di f ference in the avai labi l i ty healthy food 

retai l  options relates in large part to the stores’ perceived inabi l i ty to be 

prof itable in poor neighborhoods and the unattract ive aesthetics of potentia l  

locat ions for a tradit ional healthy food retai ler .1819 To add to the complexity of 

this issue, fast food restaurants ,  convenience stores and other such food retai lers 

offer products that are highly processed and are high in sugar ,  fat ,  sodium and 

other unhealthy addit ives . Pr ic ing for products vary for each food retai ler , with 

extremely low food prices at fast food restaurants and higher than average pric ing 

for foods at convenience stores.2021 Lacking other options, many low-income 

communit ies and communit ies of color rely on these retai lers as their main 

source of food.22  

Despite the majority of food access research drawing l inkages between 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
14	
  “People/communities	
  of	
  color”	
  typically	
  refer	
  to	
  minority	
  populations,	
  including	
  but	
  not	
  limited	
  to	
  African	
  Americans,	
  Asian	
  Americans,	
  
Native	
  Americans,	
  Hispanics,	
  and	
  Pacific	
  Islanders.	
  	
  	
  
15	
  Karpyn,	
  A.	
  and	
  Treuhaft,	
  S.	
  (2013).	
  The	
  grocery	
  gap:	
  Who	
  has	
  access	
  to	
  healthy	
  food	
  and	
  why	
  it	
  matters.	
  	
  Retrieved	
  from	
  
http://thefoodtrust.org/uploads/media_items/grocerygap.original.pdf	
  
16	
  Piedmont	
  Together	
  Comprehensive	
  Regional	
  Plan	
  Summary.	
  Retrieved	
  from	
  http://www.greensboro-­‐
nc.gov/modules/showdocument.aspx?documentid=25256	
  	
  
17	
  Alwitt,	
  L.	
  and	
  Donley,	
  T.	
  D.	
  (1997).	
  Retail	
  stores	
  in	
  poor	
  urban	
  neighborhoods.	
  Journal	
  of	
  Consumer	
  Affairs,	
  31(1),	
  Retrieved	
  from	
  
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/j.1745-­‐6606.1997.tb00830.x/epdf	
  	
  
18	
  Ibid.	
  
19	
  Pothukuchi,	
  K.	
  (2005).	
  Attracting	
  supermarkets	
  to	
  inner-­‐city	
  neighborhoods:	
  Economic	
  development	
  outside	
  the	
  box.	
  Economic	
  Development	
  
Quarterly,	
  19(3),	
  Retrieved	
  from	
  http://staging.community-­‐wealth.org/sites/clone.community-­‐wealth.org/files/downloads/article-­‐
pothukuchi.pdf	
  	
  
20	
  Higher	
  pricing	
  at	
  convenience	
  stores	
  is	
  due	
  to	
  the	
  small	
  quantities	
  of	
  food	
  purchased	
  from	
  distributor,	
  resulting	
  in	
  a	
  higher	
  wholesale	
  price	
  
from	
  the	
  distributor,	
  which	
  is	
  passed	
  on	
  to	
  the	
  consumer.	
  	
  
21	
  	
  Karpyn,	
  A.	
  and	
  Treuhaft,	
  S.	
  (2013).	
  The	
  grocery	
  gap:	
  Who	
  has	
  access	
  to	
  healthy	
  food	
  and	
  why	
  it	
  matters.	
  	
  Retrieved	
  from	
  
http://thefoodtrust.org/uploads/media_items/grocerygap.original.pdf	
  
22	
  Ibid. 
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food access ,  avai labi l i ty and consumption, cr it ic isms have come forth, posit ing that 

food access for low-income individuals isn’t s imply based on proximity,  but on 

cultural preferences; pr ic ing of products and abi l i ty to leverage social networks 

for transportat ion to a food retai ler .23 Much of the research on which this 

l i terature is based has been carr ied out in densely populated urban areas, such as 

Chicago or Oakland, making it less general izable to smal ler c it ies .  Increasing 

access to healthy food is not meant to take precedence over cultural preferences 

and historic relat ionships to food, as these ideas are not mutual ly exclusive. The 

main idea behind increasing access within these communit ies is to al low 

consumers to have more options for healthy items that they may not have 

otherwise. Some food retai lers have embraced the importance of providing food 

al igned with cultural preferences, such as the Park Slope Food Cooperat ive in 

Brooklyn, NY, which provides kosher foods. Cost remains a s igni f icant barr ier-to-

access in several healthy food retai l  examples, yet i t  is an issue that some 

retai lers are act ively navigat ing to subsidize healthy food for consumers with 

lower incomes.  

Beyond f inancial costs ,  t ime costs prove to be an equal ly chal lenging issue 

for consumers in low-income communit ies .  Residents who l ive in areas deemed as 

food deserts can spend a tremendous amount of t ime obtaining healthy food. In a 

video developed by The Food Trust24,  lower ninth ward resident Courtney Clark 

shares her travel schedule using publ ic transportat ion for grocery shopping. 25 I t  

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
23	
  Aikon,	
  A.,	
  et	
  al.	
  (2013).	
  Foodways	
  of	
  the	
  urban	
  poor.	
  Geoforum,	
  48.	
  Retrieved	
  from	
  
http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0016718513000936	
  	
  
24	
  The	
  Food	
  Trust,	
  based	
  in	
  Philadelphia,	
  PA,	
  is	
  a	
  non-­‐profit	
  organization	
  dedicated	
  to	
  improving	
  access	
  to	
  healthy	
  food	
  for	
  all.	
  	
  
25	
  The	
  Food	
  Trust	
  (2014).	
  Everyone	
  Deserves	
  Access	
  to	
  Healthy	
  Food	
  (video).	
  Retrieved	
  from	
  https://vimeo.com/73245404	
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was est imated that the entire tr ip could take approximately 3 hours over the 

course of wait ing and buying the groceries,  i f  she did not miss the bus. Only 1 

hour of this t ime was actual ly spent buying groceries ,  i l lustrat ing the s igni f icant 

opportunity and t ime cost of l iv ing in a food desert .  I t  is worth acknowledging the 

power of socia l networks and their role in increasing food access and the 

importance of community in this role. However, I  argue that no community 

should be without basic amenit ies ,  such as a grocery store, or have to heavi ly rely 

on their socia l networks or inordinately long and cumbersome commutes to 

obtain suff ic ient food access to healthier food.  

The publ ic health discourse has also shown that lack of access to and 

avai labi l i ty of fresh produce is associated with increased r isk of diet related 

diseases, such as obesity ,  type I I  diabetes and heart disease, and greater chronic 

health disease disparit ies .26 Thus a proposed solut ion would involve increasing 

access of residents in low-income areas to healthy food options through a retai l  

strategy that is accessible to low-income individuals ,  both f inancia l ly and in terms 

of proximity .   

Towards a Solut ion: Strategies for Increasing Food Access 

The federal government has been a major player in the f ight for more 

equitable access to nutr it ious foods through several in it iat ives, including New 

Market Tax Credits ,  Community Development Tax Credits and the Healthy Food 

Financing Init iat ive (HFFI) ,  which helps to bui ld publ ic-private partnerships to 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
26	
  Karpyn,	
  A.	
  and	
  Treuhaft,	
  S.	
  (2013).	
  The	
  grocery	
  gap:	
  Who	
  has	
  access	
  to	
  healthy	
  food	
  and	
  why	
  it	
  matters.	
  	
  Retrieved	
  from	
  
http://thefoodtrust.org/uploads/media_items/grocerygap.original.pdf	
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assist individuals and organizat ions at the state level in attract ing and/or bui lding 

ful l  service grocery stores in attract ing and/or bui lding ful l  service grocery stores 

in underserved areas.27 Through the HFFI ,  the government’s ef forts have been 

successful in many geographical areas, y ielding more than $1 bi l l ion dol lars in 

publ ic–private partnerships and more than $140 mil l ion dol lars in grants to low-

income communit ies .28 In addit ion to providing more affordable and healthier 

food options for communit ies ,  grocery stores often serve as anchors in retai l  

development, creat ing tremendous economic development opportunit ies in 

communit ies that are often overlooked by tradit ional economic development 

efforts .  The HFFI has created or retained more than 2,500 jobs through their 

projects .  Economic development and job creat ion is a lso of concern grave 

concern to low-income communit ies ,  in addit ion to having access to healthy 

foods.29 

Although tradit ional ful l -scale grocery stores serve as the dominant retai l  

model funded through the Healthy Food Financing Init iat ive, there are some 

issues with this model that run counter to the interests of some low-income 

communit ies .  F irst ,  act iv ists have heavi ly cr it ic ized the Healthy Food Financing 

Init iat ive for indirect ly promoting low-cost land grabs in underserved areas for 

grocery chain store outlets rather than promoting community-owned businesses 

or smal l  retai lers .3031 Secondly ,  rely ing on corporate level grocery chains has not 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
27	
  	
  The	
  Reinvestment	
  Fund,	
  The	
  Food	
  Trust	
  and	
  Policy	
  Link	
  	
  (2014).	
  The	
  healthy	
  food	
  financing	
  initiative:	
  An	
  innovative	
  public-­‐private	
  
partnership	
  sparking	
  economic	
  development	
  and	
  improving	
  health.	
  Retrieved	
  from	
  
http://www.healthyfoodaccess.org/sites/default/files/HFFI%20Fact%20Sheet%2010%2016%2014.pdf	
  	
  
28	
  Ibid.	
  	
  
29 Aikon,	
  A.,	
  et	
  al.	
  (2013).	
  Foodways	
  of	
  the	
  urban	
  poor.	
  Geoforum,	
  48.	
  Retrieved	
  from	
  
http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0016718513000936 
30	
  Ibid. 
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always proved to remedy the issue of food access in low-income communit ies ,  

because many chain stores close their doors i f  they choose to consol idate and/or 

when prof its diminish or when prof it margins are not high enough (above the 

standard 1-2% goal) .32 In the same vein, attract ing a grocery outlet in a low-

income and underserved community has proved to be di f f icult due to redl ining of 

neighborhoods that are seen as high-r isk or unprof itable, or more general ly ,  not 

physical ly attract ive to develop in.33  

As a response, low-income and underserved communit ies across the 

country have init iated a di f ferent and more community- led model of food retai l  – 

that of the grocery cooperat ive (co-op), with the bel ief that the community can 

be the leaders of improving healthy food access and economic development in an 

autonomous manner, yet many of these communit ies have considerable di f f iculty 

opening a brick and mortar store in low-income areas. This is largely due to the 

init ia l  capita l  investments needed and the considerable r isk the lender accepts by 

loaning to a non-tradit ional entity ,  but other chal lenges, such as f inding a suitable 

locat ion, a lso are at play. 34  

 

Given the better f i t  of a grocery cooperat ive for some low-income 

communit ies and the range of chal lenges for implementing this model ,  can a 

grocery cooperat ive be a suitable model for a low-income community and i f  so, 

under what condit ions? This paper seeks to invest igate this quest ion and provide 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
31	
  Holt-­‐Gimenez,	
  E,	
  et	
  al	
  (2011).	
  The	
  urban	
  and	
  northern	
  face	
  of	
  global	
  land	
  grabs.	
  Land	
  Deal	
  Politics	
  Initiative.	
  Retrieved	
  from	
  
http://www.academia.edu/5617524/Urban_Land_Grabs_Holt-­‐Giménez_Wang_Stattuck	
  	
  
32	
  Alwitt,	
  L.	
  and	
  Donley,	
  T.	
  D.	
  (1997).	
  Retail	
  stores	
  in	
  poor	
  urban	
  neighborhoods.	
  Journal	
  of	
  Consumer	
  Affairs,	
  31(1),	
  Retrieved	
  from	
  
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/j.1745-­‐6606.1997.tb00830.x/epdf	
  
33	
  Ibid.	
  	
  
34	
  Powers,	
  A.	
  	
  Personal	
  Communication.	
  2015 
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a response in an attempt of offer ing a potentia l  var iat ion on the tradit ional food 

retai ler economies typical ly implemented and to invest igate what addit ional 

amenit ies cooperat ives may provide that direct ly empower communit ies.   

 

Research Goals ,  Design and Structure of the Report 

The goal of this paper is not to suggest that grocery cooperat ives are the 

superior model in comparison to a grocery store or other healthy food retai lers .  

Through empir ical evidence and grounded comparat ive analys is ,  I  have 

hypothesized that the cooperat ive model is a plausible one for an alternate 

market economy, especial ly in low-income areas where residents may feel 

marginal ized in development processes. Thus, the goal of this paper is to take a 

cr it ical and analyt ical look at the standard cla ims of the cooperat ive model and 

explore the condit ions that better faci l i tate success for a food cooperat ive in the 

context of low-income communit ies .   

To test these cla ims, this study draws on qual i tat ive and f ie ld based 

methods. Interviews were conducted with two representat ives from grocery 

cooperat ives, one representing a grocery cooperat ive that c losed and one 

representing a grocery cooperat ive that is currently open. These examples, as 

wel l  as a review of secondary data, such as reports from the National 

Cooperat ive Grocers Associat ion and reviews of other t ime-honored 

cooperat ives, provide the foundation for the patterns I  draw both on the 

chal lenges and basic tenets of success in a grocery cooperat ive. To understand 

how the major principles for success al ign with low-income communit ies needs, 

two communit ies in North Carol ina were selected as case examples that 
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considered as underserved areas, based on their are al ignment with the USDA 

def init ion of low-income and low-access (see footnote 10) .  These communit ies are 

both in the process of implementing cooperat ives – one as a brick-and-mortar 

store and the form of the other is yet to be determined.   

Through research and prel iminary conversat ions with both communit ies ,  I  

identi f ied the avai labi l i ty of capital as a major barr ier to implementat ion. 

Representat ives from two community development f inancia l  inst itut ions were 

interviewed to better understand the types of capital  avai lable for low-income 

communit ies ;  how they mit igate r isk and the level of feasibi l i ty planning executed 

to determine f i t .  Combined, these data provide a more comprehensive framework 

for determining under what condit ions can a grocery cooperat ive be successful ,  i f  

at a l l ,  relat ive to other options. A copy of the survey and interview quest ions can 

be found in the appendix of this report .  

The remainder of this report is organized into three chapters based on the 

abovementioned research and interviews that I  carr ied out . Chapter 2 provides an 

overview of the grocery cooperat ive model in the l i terature; a brief history of i ts 

historical roots ,  including central tenets of the cooperat ive model ;  examples of i ts 

structure and design relat ive to standard grocery retai l .  Chapter 3 grounds the 

debate by analyzing the structure and success of two grocery cooperat ives and 

two sister projects currently being implemented in Greensboro, NC and Durham, 

NC.  

In Chapter 4, major themes are extracted from the interviews with 

community development organizat ions to determine i f  a grocery co-op could be 

successful and i f  so, by what means. The conclusion of this report reveals dist i l led 
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ins ights into how grocery cooperat ives can be implemented in low-income 

communit ies .  I t  a lso presents a cal l  to act ion for economic development planners 

and government off ic ia ls to invest igate the cooperat ive business model as one 

that may be suitable for low-income communit ies .  
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After loos ing two grocery stores in their  neighborhood, severa l  res idents in Southeast Rale igh 
came together to plan a coop, now known as the Fert i le Ground Food Cooperat ive . They are a lso 
referenced in Chapter 4 .  
Source:  Photo courtesy of Tangerine Photography. http://www.fert i leground.coop/  
 

 
 
 

Chapter 2 : 
Dist inguishing Cooperat ives from Other Reta i lers 
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What is a Cooperat ive? 
 
A cooperat ive is an autonomous associat ion of persons united voluntar i ly to meet 
their common economic, socia l ,  and cultural needs and aspirat ions through a 
joint ly owned and democrat ical ly control led enterprise.  

     Internat ional Cooperat ive Al l iance, 1844 
 
 
Cooperat ives are member-owned, member-governed businesses that operate for 
the benef it of their members according to common principles agreed upon by the 
internat ional cooperat ive community .  In co-ops, members pool resources to bring 
about economic results that are unobtainable by one person alone. Most s imply 
put, a cooperat ive is a business :  (1) voluntar i ly owned by the people who use it ,  
and (2) operated for the benef it of i ts members. 

       National Cooperat ive Grocer ’s Associat ion, 1999 

 

Cooperat ives are companies owned by the people who use their services. These 
member-owners form the company for a part icular purpose…to create an 
economic structure to engage in needed production or faci l i tate more equal 
distr ibution to compensate for a market fa i lure.   
         Jess ica G. Nembhard, Col lect ive Courage, 2014 
 

The def init ions provided above come from three di f ferent sources and at 

di f ferent points in t ime that provide three di f ferent perspectives on what 

cooperat ives are and how they have evolved. As i l lustrated by these quotes, there 

is no s ingular def init ion of what a cooperat ive is ,  largely because the idea of 

cooperat ives has evolved over t ime, and what a cooperat ive is may look di f ferent 

at di f ferent points in t ime and assume a di f ferent form in various industr ies .   

In the U.S. ,  cooperat ives take a variety of forms such as cooperat ive 

grocery stores, credit unions, electr ic companies, agr icultural product 

development, and several other enterprises . 3536 However, there are s igni f icant 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
35	
  Marshall,	
  A.	
  (2012).	
  The	
  surprising	
  design	
  of	
  market	
  economies.	
  Texas:	
  University	
  of	
  Texas	
  Press.	
  
36	
  Currently,	
  Minnesota	
  and	
  Wisconsin	
  are	
  the	
  two	
  U.S.	
  states	
  with	
  the	
  most	
  cooperatives.	
  In	
  a	
  2011	
  report	
  created	
  by	
  Lee	
  Egerstrom,	
  a	
  
Economic	
  Development	
  Fellow	
  for	
  the	
  Minnesota	
  2020	
  project,	
  Minnesota	
  has	
  approximately	
  1,016	
  cooperatives,	
  employing	
  42,000	
  people	
  
across	
  the	
  state	
  in	
  16	
  sectors.	
  	
  They	
  also	
  hold	
  $91	
  billion	
  in	
  assets,	
  yet	
  are	
  still	
  seen	
  as	
  and	
  “underutilized	
  business	
  tool”.	
  Retrieved	
  from	
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commonal it ies among the def init ions, reveal ing major threads that def ine the 

cooperat ive model ,  what its business aims are, who owns it and why it may form. 

Focusing on cooperat ives in the context of a grocery store model ,  and to 

dist inguish it from the tradit ional market model ,  the fol lowing table highl ights 

major comparisons to a basic corporat ion, which represents the typical del ivery 

structure of the largest grocery store chains in the US.  

Table 1: A Current Comparison of the Cooperat ive vs .  the Corporat ion Model37 
 Grocery Cooperative Model Grocery Corporation Model  

(S or C) 
Who Participates? Members who have s igned on 

(usual ly by paying a fee) to 
join the cooperat ive as wel l  as 
the General publ ic (everyone 
who chooses to shop there).38 

General Publ ic (Everyone who 
chooses to shop there). 

Business Aims Business/company, not 
necessar i ly for prof it or 

aiming for high prof it margins  
(over 1-2%). 

For prof it business/company. 
Ideal to have higher than 1-

2% prof it margins .  

Ownership Members of the cooperat ive. Stockholders/ Investors 
(An S Corp is l imited to 100 

stakeholders) 
Purpose To provide goods and services 

based on member 
needs/wants in an 
autonomous way. 

To provide a return on 
investment to stockholders/ 

investors .  

Table der ived from Col lect ive Courage: A History of Afr ican Amer ican Cooperat ive Economic Thought and Pract ice by Jess ica 
Gordon Nembhard and Cooperat ive Frequent ly Asked Quest ions and Facts 

 http :/ /strongertogether .coop/food-coops/co-op-faqs-and-facts/ 

 

F irst ,  in a tradit ional grocery store, the business is open to the general 

publ ic and has no membership requirements. From the perspective of the 

consumer, there is no true relat ionship with the store beyond patronage and 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
http://www.cinram.umn.edu/research/Natural%20Resource%20Enterprise%20Development%20and%20Business%20Planning/3%20%20Coope
ratives/3.11%20cooperatively%20moving%20minnesota%20forward.pdf	
  	
  
37	
  Cooperative	
  models	
  can	
  be	
  member-­‐owned,	
  worker-­‐owned	
  or	
  producer-­‐owned.	
  	
  According	
  to	
  literature,	
  most	
  grocery	
  cooperatives	
  are	
  
currently	
  structured	
  as	
  a	
  hybrid	
  model,	
  with	
  consumers	
  serving	
  as	
  members.	
  As	
  such,	
  the	
  focus	
  of	
  this	
  paper	
  and	
  the	
  chart	
  is	
  from	
  the	
  member-­‐
owned	
  perspective.	
  	
  
38	
  In	
  some	
  instances	
  shopping	
  at	
  the	
  cooperative	
  is	
  limited	
  to	
  those	
  whom	
  are	
  members.	
  In	
  a	
  larger	
  number	
  of	
  examples,	
  grocery	
  cooperatives	
  
allow	
  everyone	
  to	
  shop,	
  however,	
  those	
  individuals	
  do	
  not	
  have	
  voting	
  rights.	
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part ic ipat ing in any potentia l  corporate sponsored projects that may be offered 

by the owners to the community .  In contrast ,  cooperat ives take more of a 

col laborat ive approach to patronage. Cooperat ives consist of a group of 

autonomous persons or part ies who voluntar i ly band together to achieve a 

common goal ,  such as achieving access to a good or service that they could not 

otherwise access through the market .  Thus it is this col lect ive purchasing power 

that al lows the cooperat ive to form. Due to the variety of cooperat ive types, the 

means of membership access may vary by amount of fee or type of payment . 

Typical ly a member pays a one-t ime or annual fee, which also bestows on the 

member voting r ights within the cooperat ive (as al igned with the cooperat ive 

principles ,  see table 2) ,  select discounts ,  and other membership incentives.39 40 

Non-members may patronize the cooperat ive as wel l ,  though they do not receive 

voting priv i leges or other membership benef its such as discounts or div idends. 

Second, grocery cooperat ives and corporat ions are both considered 

businesses, yet their ideas of the need for and use of prof its diverge. As 

businesses, grocery stores typical ly have low prof it margins ,  earning about 1 to 2 

percent. 41 For private corporat ions, prof it margins above 1 or 2% are ideal s ince 

corporat ions must service the needs of their investors ,  though the average prof it 

margin is 1.3%.42 In January 2015, Kroger, Inc. ,  the second largest corporate 

grocery chain reported prof it margins of 2.06%, the highest i t  has been s ince 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
39	
  	
  National	
  Coop	
  Grocers	
  Association.	
  (2015).	
  Co-­‐op	
  faqs	
  and	
  facts.	
  Retrieved	
  from	
  Food	
  Coops	
  website:	
  http://strongertogether.coop/food-­‐
coops/co-­‐op-­‐faqs-­‐and-­‐facts	
  	
  
40	
  See	
  Table	
  2:	
  A	
  Comparison	
  of	
  Cooperative	
  Principles	
  and	
  Date	
  Founded	
  for	
  cooperative	
  principles,	
  such	
  as	
  one	
  membership	
  one	
  vote.	
  	
  
41	
  Wright,	
  T.	
  C.	
  (2015)	
  What	
  is	
  the	
  profit	
  margin	
  for	
  a	
  supermarket?	
  Retrieved	
  from	
  AZ	
  Central	
  website:	
  
http://yourbusiness.azcentral.com/profit-­‐margin-­‐supermarket-­‐17711.html	
  	
  
42	
  Ben-­‐Achour,	
  S.	
  (2013).	
  Groceries:	
  A	
  low	
  margin	
  business,	
  but	
  still	
  highly	
  desirable.	
  	
  Retrieved	
  from	
  Marketplace	
  Business	
  website:	
  
http://www.marketplace.org/topics/business/groceries-­‐low-­‐margin-­‐business-­‐still-­‐highly-­‐desirable	
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January 2007.43 Given these low margins ,  scale is cr it ical to the success of the 

standard for-prof it grocery store. However, natural food stores often have some 

of the highest prof it margins ;  a lso in January 2015, Whole Foods Market reported 

prof it margins of 3.85%. Although these f igures are not large by any means when 

compared to other for-prof it businesses, they are higher than the industry 

average and above the 2% mark. Since investors are the ones who own the 

corporat ion along with the board of directors ,  not the consumers who shop 

there, any prof it is g iven back to them.44 Thus, higher prof its result in a return on 

investment to stockholders and investors and higher prof it margins highl ight a 

f inancia l ly competit ive store.  

With cooperat ives, high-prof it margins are not the primary goal of business .  

Rather, providing essentia l  goods and services for members and the general publ ic 

is the focus. 45  The board of directors does not own the cooperat ive, unless they 

themselves are paying members. Prof its a lso become a unique means of serving 

coop members. For example, in many cooperat ives once development debts are 

paid, prof its are returned to members of the cooperat ive in the form of 

patronage dividends, or other community based benef its ,  such as investment into 

another community project .46  

Third, in the specia l ized case of grocery cooperat ives in low-income 

communit ies ,  the def init ion of a cooperat ive from Jess ica Nembhard adds an 

important dimension to why cooperat ives may be a good alternat ive to for-prof it 
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grocery stores – cooperat ives compensate for a market fa i lure, such as the lack of 

corporately owned grocery store in low income neighborhoods and their inabi l i ty 

to attract such stores. Along with the publ ic health ramif icat ions of not having a 

grocery store in close proximity,  economic underdevelopment is a lso a concern in 

communit ies of color as wel l  as low-income communit ies .47 Vacant bui ldings and 

few amenit ies within a neighborhood decrease property values and make 

development less attract ive. Cooperat ives, when supported and init iated by the 

community ,  a l low people to start their own community enterprise that could 

af fect ively el iminate a food desert and spur economic development at the same 

t ime. In comparison to the for-prof it corporat ion model ,  the foundations of 

whom cooperat ives serve and who they are accountable to al lows for a higher 

level of sel f  determinat ion and autonomy that is not seen in other grocery 

models .   

Since the 1970’s over 200 food cooperat ives have been init iated in the 

U.S. . 48 Although cooperat ives are receiving heightened attention now, their 

history spans beyond the 1970s. To understand how this organizat ional form 

came about, i t  is valuable to look at the roots and history of cooperat ion, as wel l  

as examples of successful cooperat ives . 

 
Key Turning Points in Cooperat ive History  

For centuries the act of cooperat ion has served as a fundamental core of 

socia l  networks aimed at carving out mutual gains .  Early societ ies ut i l ized 
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cooperat ion to achieve basic hunting, gathering and shelter pract ices to increase 

chances of survival . 49 As communit ies transit ioned from nomadic to agrar ian, 

cooperat ion remained intact .  In it ia l  agr icultural pract ices were achieved by mutual 

sharing of equipment and ass istance on neighboring farms to protect land shares 

and harvest crops.50 Many societal beginnings, as i l lustrated in these informal 

socia l  relat ionships, reveal precursors to formal cooperat ives that st i l l  r ing true 

today, such as the sharing of information and tools out of concern for community 

and to meet common needs.  

The presence of formal cooperat ives f irst appeared in Europe, with 

pioneers such as Robert Owen, a Welshman who founded the Vi l lages of 

Cooperat ion in the early 1800’s51 and Wil l iam King, who was a Brit ish Physic ian 

who expounded on Owen’s work in his newspaper series ,  “The Cooperator”.52  

However, the f irst highly c ited example of a group-organized cooperat ive 

happened in Rochdale, England with the Rochdale Equitable Pioneers Society in 

1844.53  This was not the f irst group to organize as a cooperat ive, but they were 

the f irst ones to successful ly make the model work.  In 1843, workers in a 

Rochdale texti le mi l l  went on str ike due to the desolate condit ions most of 

Europe was facing throughout the 1840’s .  This decade in European history was 

marked by poverty, unemployment and hunger. Weavers were not seen as part of 
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a high social c lass .  Instead of holding another str ike, locat ing charity funds or 

support ing the company store, the group chose to take control of their s ituat ion 

and developed plans to start their own food store.54 During the planning stages, 

the group created seven principles (see Table 2) as wel l  as a set of by- laws. The 

twenty-eight-member group, now known as the Rochdale Equitable Pioneers 

Society, opened their food store in December 1844, sel l ing a few staple food 

products to their members. Together the group created a viable economic and 

pol it ical response to the di f f icult condit ions they faced. Their ef fort has left an 

impactful mark on global cooperat ive history. Speci f ical ly ,  the Rochdale model set 

the precedent of creat ing cooperat ives through the creat ion of rules and norms, 

or “cooperat ive principles” that have been adopted by the Internat ional 

Cooperat ive Al l iance, National Cooperat ive Grocers Associat ion and other 

cooperat ive organizat ions.  

In Table 2 ,  the comparison of the init ia l  pr inciples to currently ut i l ized ones 

reveal that few changes have been made since the Rochdale group put them into 

pract ice. In addit ion, the orig inal pr inciples echo def init ions of how a cooperat ive 

is characterized.55 These principles have been adopted by a variety of 

cooperat ives internat ional ly ,  including those featured as case studies in this paper.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
54	
  Ibid.	
  
55	
  See	
  previous	
  section,	
  “What	
  is	
  a	
  Cooperative?”	
  



	
   24 

Table 2: A Comparison of Cooperat ive Pr inc iples and Date Founded ( in parenthesis) 
Rochdale, England Equitable Pioneers 
Society  
(1844) 

International Cooperative Alliance 
(1985) AND 
National Cooperative Grocers 
Association (1999) 

Open Membership. Voluntary and Open Membership. 
Democratic Control (one person = one vote). Democratic Member Control. 
Distribution of surplus in proportion to trade.  Member Economic Participation. 
Payment of limited interest on capital. Autonomy and independence. 
Political and religious neutrality. Education, Training and Information. 
Cash trading (no credit extended). Cooperation among cooperatives. 
Promotion of education. Concern for community. 

 
 

Changes and Chal lenges in the Ear ly U.S. Grocery Cooperat ive 
Movement 

 
Although the f irst U.S. grocery cooperat ives were organized in the 1930’s 

as a survival mechanism for the Great Depression, they reached their zenith in 

the late 1960’s for two main reasons. F irst ,  many Americans rejected processed, 

frozen and canned food that was normative of the post World War I I  era and 

increased consumption of natural and organic foods. 56 Second, grocery 

cooperat ives were seen as pol it ical instruments, providing an alternat ive to 

corporate and capital ist chain grocery stores.57 Combined, these ideas shaped 

what was then termed as a “food conspiracy” group - a col lect ive of resource-

sharing members with a demand for natural and organic foods, wishing to make 

pol it ical statement against capital ism. Many of these “food conspiracy” groups 

materia l ized in the form of informal buying clubs, where group members would 

pool their funds to purchase natural food items at wholesale prices.  These smal l-

scale were so successful that between 1969 and 1979 close to 10,000 “food 
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conspiracy groups”/buying clubs were organized in both working class and 

univers ity neighborhoods.58 

Durham, North Carol ina was the s ite of one of the s ited 10,000 “food 

conspiracy” groups between 1969 and 1979.  “The People’s Intergalact ic Food 

Conspiracy” (PIFC), located close to Duke University ’s East Campus, began as an 

informal buying club to provide natural foods in 1971. As demand for products 

and membership grew, the group began to formal ize its ef forts by appoint ing a 

board of directors and expressed interest in moving to a brick-and-mortar 

locat ion.59 In the 1980’s ,  conf l ict ing views about means for sustainabi l i ty and 

cooperat ive ideology led to an economic cr is is ,  not uncommon of most of the 

natural food cooperat ives that started in the 1970’s .  For the PIFC, these 

conf l ict ing views and f inancing a brick-and-mortar locat ion proved to be the 

points of discord. According to an art ic le written in 1990 by PIFC member Lee 

Altenberg, members held di f fer ing opinions about whether formal loans or 

member capital investments of $300 per member should be used to f inance the 

new location. Although it is unclear as to what f inancing mechanism was selected, 

PIFC opened a storefront on West Chapel Hi l l  Street in 1992 despite their 

increasing debt.60 In the early 2000’s the storefront closed, marking the end of 

one of the nat ion’s oldest food cooperat ives.61 

Although the PIFC and few other natural food cooperat ives from the 

1970’s haven’t survived in terms of being a viable business ,  they do provide 
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foundational understanding about successes and chal lenges in cooperat ives. 

Among the greatest successes, the members of the PIFC recognized the inf luence 

of community purchasing power in meeting their needs and inf luencing other 

markets .  In fact ,  once natural food cooperat ives revealed consumer preferences 

through the types of products they were buying, commercial markets began to 

stock more natural and organic foods.62 Col lect ive purchasing power st i l l  remains 

as a core benef it of implementing a cooperat ive, especial ly in communit ies where 

resources are l imited or non-existent .  Alternat ively ,  major chal lenges erupted 

with natural food cooperat ives that should also be highl ighted. The most 

concerning of these being funding. Among the members of the PIFC, there was a 

lack of business planning to sustainably grow the grocery cooperat ive.63 Unti l  this 

point ,  grocery cooperat ives were not seen as a for-prof it business per se; 

therefore no business planning was done. Also, the grocery cooperat ive 

movement was fa ir ly new in the U.S. ,  so there were no best pract ices, 

inst itut ional knowledge or previously tested tools to decrease f inancia l  r isk and 

increase sustainabi l i ty .   

Today, the grocery cooperat ive model has been implemented more widely 

across the United States in the form of formal buying clubs and brick and mortar 

stores. National organizat ions have been establ ished to ass ist communit ies and 

organizat ions in creat ing viable business structures, whi le addressing needs. Such 

an example exists in the National Cooperat ive Grocers Associat ion (NCG), which 

has adopted the s logan “stronger together” to represent cooperat ive principles .  
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NCG provides tai lored technical ass istance and benef its for members and 

associates , a l lowing many of their cooperat ives to enjoy some of the benef its that 

tradit ional grocery stores have had access to. Currently ,  NCG has over 143 

member and associate cooperat ive members, with over 190 stores in 38 states. 

Combined, the cooperat ives have annual sales of over $1.7 bi l l ion. 64 

 

 

The Nat ional Cooperat ive Grocer ’s  Assoc iat ion 134 member and assoc iates have over 190 locat ions in 38 states ,  demonstrat ing 
the growing popular i ty of grocery cooperat ives across the U.S .  However ,  th is map does not show al l  grocery cooperat ives that 

exist ,  meaning that th is is  on ly a sample of the number of grocery cooperat ives that exist across the U.S .  
 Source :	
  https : / /www.ncg .coop/f ind-co-op   

 
Throughout the popular history of grocery cooperat ives in the U.S. ,  l i t t le 

has been mentioned about the role of low-income communit ies .  This is largely 

because low-income communit ies ,  as wel l  as people of color , were not seen as a 

major part of the natural foods cooperat ive movement. Therein l ies two 
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addit ional chal lenges speci f ic to these communit ies – there are few U.S. examples 

that are widely touted  about grocery cooperat ives or col lect ive purchasing power 

that are ref lect ive of groups pract ic ing cooperat ion outside of the natural foods 

movement. Moreover, modern grocery cooperat ives in the U.S. are almost 

synonymous as catering to populat ions who identi fy as middle-to high-income, 

Caucasian, environmental ists and/or natural and organic food consumers. Both 

chal lenges l imit our thinking about the abi l i ty for cooperat ives to f lourish in other 

communit ies .  However, cooperat ives (both grocery and other forms) do have a 

substantia l  history in communit ies of color and low-income communit ies that 

provide key points of why cooperat ion is st i l l  important in these groups.  

 
Cooperat ives in Communit ies of Color and Low-Income Communit ies  
 

The U.S. context in the mid 1700 to early 1900’s provides a unique 

backdrop for cooperat ion among communit ies of color, speci f ical ly Afr ican 

Americans who were then the largest minority populat ion. Prior to the natural 

foods cooperat ive movement in the U.S. ,  cooperation among Afr ican Americans 

has roots extending back to s lavery. I t  is c ited that enslaved Afr ican Americans 

pooled money to ass ist an individual in buying their freedom.65 Addit ional ly ,  

runaway s laves were thought to have formed their own isolated cooperative 

communit ies ,  hiding to maintain their freedom. Fol lowing the Civi l  War (1861-

1865) several Afr ican American sett lements developed across the U.S. as 

cooperat ive vi l lages for these groups to develop their own economies and their 
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own way of l i fe . 66 Beyond this ,  cooperat ion in these groups was a means of 

survival ,  whether informal or not. 

 
Perhaps one of the most vocal advocates of cooperat ion as a way of l i fe for 

Afr ican Americans was W.E.B DuBois ,  an Afr ican American sociologist ,  c iv i l  r ights 

act iv ist and black scholar .  Drawing upon the inherent ways Afr ican Americans 

used cooperat ion as a means of sharing resources and survival ,  DuBois took the 

idea a step further. He suggested cooperat ives could be a long-term solut ion for 

community-wide economic independence and sel f-suff ic iency. In 1907 he started 

the Negro Cooperat ive Gui ld with approximately 154 Afr ican American owned 

cooperat ive businesses, 103 of those being distr ibution or consumer 

cooperat ives. In response schools ,  farmers and agricultural a l l iances, formal 

organizat ions (such as the Young Negroes Cooperat ive League) and general 

stores al l  became commonplace around the country in Afr ican American 

communit ies as an outward expression of economic sel f-suff ic iency. The thought 

of cooperat ives as a survival technique expanded to include cooperat ives as an 

alternat ive and prof itable business model .   

 
As black-owned cooperat ive businesses f lourished, they also were seen as a 

threat to white-owned businesses. As a result ,  Afr ican American owned 

cooperat ives were subject to int imidat ion and it became dangerous to own a 

cooperat ive for fear of being beaten, lynched, mobbed or ki l led. New black-

owned cooperat ives were thus less common out of fear of their l ives and as 

white business owners demanded that banks not give credit to black owned 
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cooperat ives.67 I t  was during this t ime that many businesses went underground or 

diss ipated, result ing in a lack of recorded history about black-owned cooperat ives.  

 
Recently ,  Jess ica Gordon Nembhard, an economist and Associate Professor 

at John Jay Col lege in New York,  has written a book, Col lect ive Courage: A History 

of Afr ican American Cooperat ive Economic Thought and Pract ice ,  documenting much 

of the history about cooperat ives in Afr ican American communit ies and has 

served as an advocate for a revival of a cooperat ive movement among people of 

color. The idea of a cooperat ive as a business model is now resurfacing and is 

seen in many communit ies of color and low-income communit ies as a viable 

option to explore. Examples of cooperat ives that have emerged in low-income 

communit ies include the fol lowing successful enterprises :  

• The Prospera Cooperat ive for Business Empowerment (formerly 

WAGES) is located in Oakland, Cal i fornia identi f ies and partners with 

low-income Lat ina women to start their own cooperat ive business .  

http://prosperacoops.org/ 

 

• The Wellspring Upholstery Col laborat ive is located in Springf ie ld, 

Massachusetts and provides entry- level jobs with a l iv ing wage for 

low-income residents .  The Upholstery Col laborat ive is a ful l  service 

factory and one of the f irst of a network of 23 worker-owned 

cooperat ives serving low-income Springf ie ld residents .  

http://wel lspring.coop/ 

 

• The Evergreen Cooperat ive Init iat ive is located in Cleveland, Ohio 

and is working in s ix low-income neighborhoods to create l iv ing 
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wage jobs. Currently ,  three main Evergreen cooperat ive businesses 

exist :  Evergreen Laundry; Evergreen Energy Solut ions; and Green City 

Growers, which is the newest Evergreen business focused on healthy 

food production. 

http://evergreencooperat ives.com/about/  

 
 

Grocery cooperat ives have also yielded successful examples in low-income 

communit ies and communit ies of color. In West Oakland, Cal i fornia68,  the 

Mandela Marketplace, a food retai l  incubator led by neighborhood community 

members, a long with four women decided to start a grocery cooperat ive. Pr ior to 

Mandela Marketplace making inroads, West Oakland residents suffered from high 

rates of unemployment, poverty, and diet-related disease compared to others in 

the county. The food retai l  environment reinforced these problems as l iquor 

stores and fast food restaurants were the prevalent source of food in the 

neighborhood.69 I t  was also est imated that an Afr ican-American chi ld l iv ing in 

West Oakland was seven t imes more l ikely to be born into poverty and expected 

to l ive 15 years less than a White chi ld l iv ing in Oakland Hil ls . 70 The two 

communit ies are only 10 miles apart .   

In 2009, Mandela Marketplace opened the Mandela Foods Cooperat ive, 

creat ing a considerable change in the local food environment. This worker-owned 

cooperat ive was f inanced through a Kiva Zip loan, due to other larger f inancia l  

inst itut ions not wanting to assume the r isk of a new business .71 Now Mandela 

Marketplace has become a Kiva Zip trustee lender, a l lowing them to extend 
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  West	
  Oakland	
  is	
  a	
  predominately	
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  American	
  community	
  in	
  the	
  Bay	
  Area	
  of	
  California,	
  near	
  San	
  Francisco.	
  Hispanics	
  and	
  Asians	
  are	
  the	
  
next	
  two	
  largest	
  groups.	
  In	
  2011	
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  median	
  income	
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  $38,948.	
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  http://www.mandelamarketplace.org/#!community/cnvg	
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f inancing to community entrepreneurs .  This recent happening has faci l i tated a 

new, unique and synergist ic relat ionship between the Mandela Marketplace and 

the Mandela Cooperat ive. The Marketplace is able to f inance community 

entrepreneurs, such as Toussaint Stewart ,  the founder of Besto Pesto, which in 

turn now sel ls his product in the Cooperat ive. 72 I f  this trend continues it wi l l  

a l low community members to have an entry-way into the market place that they 

did not have access to before, and it would also al low the cooperat ive to carry 

products that are made by their own community members.  

 Beyond the Marketplace-Cooperat ive relat ionship, the Mandela Foods 

Cooperat ive provides convenient and unique means for community members to 

engage with it .  The locat ion chosen is in the West Oakland community and 

located across the street from the Bay Area Rapid Transit (BART) system, making 

it easier for a wider group of non-local consumers to also enjoy the cooperat ive. 

The cooperat ive is open seven days a week, between 6 and 13 hours a day. 

Various payment plans are accepted, including Supplemental Nutr it ion Assistance 

Program (SNAP), which is a vita l  part of serving the consumers as approximately 

one-fourth of the community is on a food ass istance program. Nutrit ion education 

and cooking classes are held in a community space in the cooperat ive to help the 

community learn about new recipes and ways to prepare food in a healthier way. 

Together these efforts have al lowed the Mandela Foods Cooperat ive to remain 

competit ive and take a substantia l  step towards eradicat ing its community’s food 

desert status.  
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Throughout this sect ion of the paper, we saw evidence that low-income 

communit ies and communit ies of color can have successful cooperat ive ventures. 

However, success in one area doesn’t guarantee success elsewhere. Thus in the 

next chapter, I  wi l l  detai l  another example of a proposed grocery cooperat ive in 

Greensboro, North Carol ina to see under what condit ions a cooperat ive can 

posit ion its sel f  for potentia l  success in a non-metro sett ing in the South.  
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On Apri l  7 ,  2015 community members from Northeast Greensboro and fe l low supporters 
attended a City Counci l  Meet ing to push for the f ina l  $250,000 needed to open the doors of the 
Renaissance Community Cooperat ive .  In a 6-3 vote , the funds were approved, a l lowing Northeast 
Greensboro to e l iminate a food desert a fter 17 years .  
Source:  Photo courtesy of Renaissance Community Cooperat ive Facebook Page  
 

 

  

Chapter 3 : 
Eradicat ing Food Deserts : A Case Study of  the Renaissance 
Community Cooperat ive in  Greensboro,  North Carol ina  
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The Issue of Underdevelopment, Poverty and its l ink to Food Access 

in Northeast Greensboro, North Carol ina 
 
  
“Our assessments indicate that food deserts have disproport ionately high populat ions 
of minor i t ies ,  especial ly those who are l iv ing in poverty .  I f  not better served with 
grocery stores ,  farmers ’  markets ,  and other out lets ,  these communit ies of color wi l l  
cont inue to have poor access to healthy foods, putt ing them at greater health and 
f inancial r isk than the rest of the region’s populat ion.” 

- Excerpt from the “Piedmont Together” Comprehensive Plan for the Piedmont Triad area of North    
Carolina, page 773  

Over the past couple of years ,  Greensboro, North Carol ina has 

experienced increasing economic development. According to a 2015 Growth and 

Development Trends report released by the planning department, Greensboro’s 

local economy appears to be wel l  on its way to recovering from the Great 

Recession of 2008. As a whole, unemployment has decreased and business 

act iv ity has substantia l ly increased, including commercial growth in the downtown 

providing new spaces and attract ions for vis i tors and residents . 74  However, 

despite this growth, Greensboro’s poverty level measured by number of 

households appears to have doubled s ince 2000.75 When compared to nat ional 

trends, Greensboro fal ls in the top 10 cit ies where poverty is increasing the 

fastest and where low-income neighborhoods continue to grow.76 To make 

matters worse, Greensboro was ranked as 3rd in the nat ion for the highest 

percentage (23%) of people struggl ing with food insecurity .77 Together these 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
73http://piedmonttogether.org/sites/default/files/hero/Piedmont%20Together%20Comprehensive%20Regional%20Plan.pdf	
  	
  
74	
  http://triad-­‐city-­‐beat.com/brick-­‐by-­‐brick/	
  	
  
75	
  http://www.greensboro-­‐nc.gov/modules/showdocument.aspx?documentid=26466	
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  http://www.businessinsider.com/cities-­‐poverty-­‐soaring-­‐2014-­‐8#5-­‐tied-­‐grand-­‐rapids-­‐michigan-­‐9	
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stat ist ics reveal polar ized development in Greensboro, where issues of poverty 

and hunger are especial ly pervasive in Northeast Greensboro.  

 
Unl ike downtown and the rest of the city,  Northeast Greensboro has seen 

l i tt le of any development, l i tt le economic or commercial act iv ity which has 

continued to undermine the abi l i ty of this predominately Afr ican-American 

neighborhood to improve its health outcomes or economic base. To i l lustrate the 

extent of poverty and underdevelopment and lack of food access that exists in 

Northeast Greensboro, the fol lowing two of maps have been exported from The 

Reinvestment Fund’s Pol icy Link Tool .  The area displayed in each map is the core 

of Northeast Greensboro and contains the s ite of the future cooperat ive ( located 

at the corner of Woodbriar and Phi l l ips Avenue).  Each map’s is based on the 

2010 census tract database, which was the latest dataset avai lable in the Pol icy 

Mapping Tool that I  used to generate these maps. 
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As described in Chapter 1, New Market Tax Credits (NMTCs) are one way of 
sparking new markets and new economic development in underserved regions. In 
Northeast Greensboro most of the area is c lass i f ied as el ig ible for NMTC and is 
considered severely distressed (those areas shaded in red). Areas that are 
class i f ied as severely distressed could be considered a proxy for where 
considerable investment has not occurred.  
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Food Deserts are def ined in terms of low-income and low access (areas shaded in 
purple) .   Low income is def ined as a) a poverty rate of 20 percent or greater ,  OR 
(b) a median family income at or below 80 percent of the area median family 
income and low access is def ined as at least 500 persons and/or at least 33% of 
the census tract's populat ion l ive more than hal f  a mi le from a supermarket or 
large grocery store (10 miles) in the case of non-metropol itan census tracts .  
Simi lar to the previous map, most of the area surrounding the map is currently 
seen as a food desert .  
 

 

As shown, these maps are almost exact overlays of each other, again 

highl ight ing the l inks between underdevelopment, poverty and food access in this 

community .  However, i t  should not be assumed that the lack of 

underdevelopment is an indicat ion of a lack of community ’s socia l  and community 

organiz ing assets .  The residents of Northeast Greensboro have a history of 
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mobil iz ing against unfair community development pract ices that has great ly 

prepared them to advocate for their col lect ive needs, as they have in the story of 

the Renaissance Food Cooperat ive that is ready to open its doors in the 

community ,  as I  describe next. 

 

Winn Dixie ,  White Street Landf i l l  and Community Momentum 
 

 
Residents of Northeast Greensboro can recount the t ime that the 

Bessemer Center was a vibrant ,  shopping area. I t  contained a pharmacy, laundry 

mat, and a ful l  service grocery store, Winn Dixie. Winn Dixie served as the 

anchor tenant for the Bessemer shopping center. For Northeast Greensboro 

residents ,  the shopping center ful f i l led a great need, especial ly for those residents 

who did not have access to a vehicle to travel elsewhere for provis ions. However, 

in 1998 despite its prof itabi l i ty ,  Winn-Dixie closed its doors in Northeast 

Greensboro, due to the pressure on prof its result ing from a growing 

segmentat ion of market terr itories among other large grocery chains .   There was 

widespread speculat ion that this consol idat ion and winnowing act ion was carr ied 

out across North Carol ina and other terr itories to eventual ly maximize prof its .78 

Winn Dixie’s c losure led to other tenants leaving the shopping center and 

eventual ly left Northeast Greensboro as a food desert .  Today, only a Family 

Dol lar remains there, which grosses the highest sales of a l l  Family Dol lar stores in 

Greensboro, due to demand for food and other household products .  Yet no fresh 

food is sold in Family Dol lar . 
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“I th ink what you have there is a fundamental piece of i r rat ional i ty in the economic 
system that we have r ight now that is not part icular ly concerned about meet ing 
people ’s needs. I t  is fundamental ly concerned with making prof i ts for investors .” 
    - Marnie Thompson, Fund for Democrat ic Communit ies 79  
 
  

Around the same t ime as the Winn Dixie closed (1995-2009), the 

beginnings of what is now the Northeast Greensboro Cit izens for Economic and 

Environmental Just ice (CEEJ) were coming together to advocate for the closing of 

the White Street Landf i l l  located in their neighborhood. Since its existence in 

1940, the landf i l l  had begun to reach maximum al lowed capacity based on exist ing 

permits and City Counci l  was considering expanding the landf i l l .  However, this 

was met with strong opposit ion from the community in 1995 when the landf i l l  

began to compromise the health of local residents and impact the neighborhood’s 

qual i ty of l i fe .  The coal i t ion of concerned residents in CEEJ also felt the landf i l l  

represented environmental racism and a disregard for the wel lbeing of residents .  

Under strong protests from CEEJ ,  the City Counci l  c losed the landf i l l  in 2001 and 

household waste and the exist ing waste was taken to a landf i l l  in Montgomery 

County.  

 
 In 2009, with a new City Counci l  in place, discussions resurfaced in favor of 

reopening the White Street Landf i l l .  Again the CEEJ stood f irmly against the 

proposit ion and this t ime they had formed a coal i t ion with the Concerned 

Cit izens of Northeast Greensboro. Eventual ly a l l  groups were successful in 

maintaining the closure of the landf i l l  and now have used that momentum to 
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attempt to attract a grocery store to their area. Several attempts were made to 

attract corporate chains to the area, though none of them were successful 

because of quest ions about prof itabi l i ty .  In 2011-2012, members from the Fund 

for Democrat ic Communit ies (F4DC), an organizat ion that gives grants to support 

grassroots efforts ,  approached the Northeast Greensboro groups with a keen 

interest in ass ist ing the community in resolving its food desert issue. They were 

aware of the community attempts to attract to a grocery store with no success 

and offered the idea of helping f inance a grocery cooperat ive.  

 
Why Not Start a Cooperat ive? 

 
In 2012, F4DC took some of the interested residents on a community f ie ld 

tr ip to Company Shops Market ,  located in neighboring Alamance County, to speak 

with the general manager about how to start a cooperat ive grocery store and to 

learn more about the cooperat ive principles (as featured in Chapter 1) .  Although 

interested, many of the residents remained hesitant due to their long held 

assumption and perceptions about the cooperat ive model ;  most assumed that a 

cooperat ive would mean high prices and would cater to local ,  organic and natural 

foods demand. Once F4DC staf f explained what the key features of a grocery 

cooperat ive meant – autonomy, democrat ical ly managed organizat ion that would 

be customized to their own needs – minds began to change and more people 

approved of the project .  As support for the idea grew, the coal i t ion mobi l ized to 

make it happen. The residents chose to name the future cooperat ive the 

“Renaissance Community Cooperat ive”, or RCC, with the bel ief that the addit ion 

of a new grocery store would lead to a rebirth in their community .  They also 
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wished to locate it at the s ite of the former Winn Dixie, s ince the s ite was a 

central place for many households. By this t ime, the City of Greensboro was the 

owner of the defunct shopping center, so the community would need to f ind a 

developer to buy back the property. Ideal ly ,  RCC would serve as the anchor 

tenant and other businesses would be able to move into the remaining space. 

However, i t  was important that the other tenants were ones that fi l led basic 

needs in the community such as chi ld or health care services and not ones that 

sold unhealthy products or appeared to exploit the community .  

The cooperat ive model appeared to be the perfect f i t  for the community 

based on the community ’s goals and the cooperat ive model ’s pr inciples and 

business structure of answering to the community ’s interests rather than the 

investor’s .  Yet there was a new concern about how the project would be f inanced 

and was it feasible to do so in this neighborhood. To answer these quest ions, 

F4DC commissioned a supermarket research company to conduct a market study 

of the grocery industry in Northeast Greensboro and carry out a s ite analys is of 

the proposed locat ion, with the cooperat ive members approval .   

The f indings of the market study revealed a core set of arguments to make 

the case that this project was feasible. F irst ,  i t  found that residents within a 2-

mile radius of the store spend $1,343,365 dol lars each week on groceries .  I f  RCC 

is able to capture only 4-5% of that market they wi l l  be prof itable within 3 years ,  

which is the typical length of t ime it takes to turn a prof it in a grocery 

cooperat ive.80 81 Second, i t  a lso determined that the cooperat ive could create 

approximately 31 jobs (14 part t ime, 17 ful l  t ime), which wi l l  start wages at $10.  
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Final ly ,  i t  found that the f inancia l  model of the cooperat ive could be such that the 

cash f low can remain at a posit ive level even i f  revenue is off by 4-5%.  

Armed with this information, the RCC was able to make the case to other 

funders to support the cooperat ive, including the Cone Health Foundation, The 

Community Foundation of Greater Greensboro, the Self Help Ventures Fund, 

F4DC, National Cooperat ive Bank and several others ,  including individual donors. 

The credit union, Sel f  Help also served as the project ’s developer, which would 

al low the residents to buy back the land through agreements between Self Help 

and the City of Greensboro. 

 

 The cooperat ive has also received support from governmental 

representat ives, including 2 city counci l  members, and a county commissioner, 

which has also served as an integral part of i ts success in gett ing funding from the 

City of Greensboro. Gui l ford County government was one of the init ia l  funders to 

ass ist with the cooperat ive; however the City was conf l icted. Northeast 

Greensboro residents attended city counci l  meetings,  wrote letters and even 

obtained publ ic recognit ion through news art ic les support ing them, which put 

pressure on the counci l  to approve the remaining funds needed for the 

cooperat ive to open. On Apri l  7, 2015 in a 6-3 vote, the City Counci l  approved 

the f inal funding needed to open the cooperat ive’s doors in Fal l  2015. The rebirth 

of the community ’s own healthy food source wi l l  f inal ly become real i ty . 

 

In the f inal chapter of this paper, I draw on the RCC effort ,  and the 

interviews I conducted with members ins ide and outside the cooperat ive to pul l  
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out a set of themes that were central in RCC’s successful ef forts to set up a food 

cooperat ive in Northeast Greensboro.  These themes, la id out in the next and 

f inal chapter of the report wi l l ,  I  hope, serve as lessons about the condit ions 

under which this model can take hold in other areas, and be di f fused more 

widely .  
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Now that they have secured funding for the cooperative, RCC plans to open in fall of 2015.  
Source: Renaissance Community Cooperat ive Facebook Page 

  

Chapter 4 : 
Basic  Recommendat ions and Conclusion 
 



	
   46 

Key Recommendat ions for Success 
 
 

The process of conceiving of and incubating the Renaissance Community 

Cooperat ive story has revealed tangible lessons for the potentia l  success and 

sustainabi l i ty of di f fus ing cooperat ive grocery stores in other low-income 

communit ies .  I t  is very possible that i f  these recommendations are taken into 

considerat ion, low-income communit ies can be suff ic ient ly prepared for future 

success .  

 

Start ing Smal l  and Scal ing Up 

Start ing any new business takes t ime, and a cooperat ive is no exception. 

One central chal lenge of start ing a cooperat ive is f iguring out where the f inancing 

and capital for the project wi l l  come from. Even more so, i t  is important to 

real ize that a group of community members cannot be the recipient of federa l 

grant funding without the part ic ipat ion of an intermediary and establ ished 

organizat ion as partner. Such a partner can be tough to f ind in many communit ies .  

In the case of the RCC the Fund for Democrat ic Communit ies (FD4C), an 

establ ished organizat ion that gives grants to support grassroots efforts ,  was such 

a partner.  But other low-income communit ies that are exploring sett ing up food 

cooperat ives have been less able to f ind such partners .   For example, instead of 

direct ly start ing a food cooperat ive, Fert i le Ground is considering start ing with 

Community Supported Agriculture or a smal l  farmers market as a form of init ia l  

cooperat ion, as they are st i l l  working to secure a funding partner . While many 

might see this as a fa i lure – not to have suff ic ient progress made on a brick and 
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mortar store – the idea of start ing smal l  and scal ing up wi l l  a l low Fert i le Ground 

to learn from other cooperat ives, such as its s ister cooperat ive, RCC. 

 

Geographical ly Embedded and Community Buy In 

One major learning from the RCC story and harkening back to the Mandela 

Foods Cooperat ive is the importance of being geographical ly and inst itut ional ly 

embedded in the community the grocery cooperat ive is meant to serve, in this 

case, a low-income community .  For residents who often do no have vehicles of 

their own, and are underserved by publ ic transportat ion, i t  is very important that 

s ite select ion include areas that are going to be accessible for the residents 

without recourse to transportat ion. Equal ly important is that the cooperat ive be 

engrained in the community ’s socia l fabric as something that they are committed 

to ass ist ing with, and want for their community .  I t  is not suff ic ient for a 

community to say a cooperat ive grocery store would be a ‘nice idea’ ,  but that i t  is 

the model that they bel ieve wi l l  meet the community ’s needs. Cooperat ives take 

a long t ime to plan and bui ld. For example, RCC has been discussed s ince 2010-

2011, suggest ing that cooperat ive organiz ing can take upwards to 5 years to plan 

and f inance, let a lone bui ld or revita l ize.  

 I t  is important to also make clear the dist inct ion between ownership and 

community representat ion in implementing a cooperat ive in a low-income 

community .  There could be a vast di f ference between who is representat ive of 

the community that the coop is meant to serve and those who are choosing to 

become members.  For example, I  have chosen to purchase a membership out of 
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sol idar ity to RCC. However, I  am not a community member of Northeast 

Greensboro. It is important to assess this di f ference as to not mistakenly 

implement a model that is not targeted at the broader community ,  especial ly 

s ince grocery cooperat ives in their tradit ional form are seen as agents of 

gentr i f icat ion.8283  

 

Establ ishing a Shared Understanding about Cooperat ive 

Pr inciples  

 Establ ished thinking about cooperat ives, based on the natural foods 

movement, l imits much of our thinking about how cooperat ives may funct ion in 

other communit ies .  In the case of communit ies of color and/or low-income 

communit ies ,  much of the knowledge about the power of cooperat ion has been 

lost over t ime and over generat ions, so it wi l l  be important to conduct 

discussions around what a grocery cooperat ive wi l l  look l ike in a speci f ic 

community .  There are also misconceptions about who can shop at a grocery 

cooperat ive based on membership. While some stores choose to l imit their 

shoppers to those who are members (s imi lar to most modern buying clubs) 

others al low anyone to shop at the grocery cooperat ive, regardless of 

membership.  In the context of an underserved low-income community it is 

cr it ical that the cooperat ive be broadly and openly accessible to al l  - a condit ion 

that makes economic sense as wel l .  
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Importance of Real ist ic Product Offer ings and Price 

Again due to the natural foods cooperat ive movement, many individuals 

bel ieve that products sold in the cooperat ive wi l l  be al igned only with these 

ideals .  RCC and Fert i le Ground both plan to carry both natural and organic foods, 

conventional foods and cultural foods to meet several preferences. To get broad-

based buy-in it is therefore useful to clar i fy these issues when a cooperat ive is 

being planned in a community .   At the same t ime, even i f  the goal is to carry a 

variety of options, the experience of exist ing cooperat ives suggests that i t is 

important to be mindful of the distr ibutors the cooperat ive used to supply the 

store, as few may offer al l  three types of products . 

Pr ice points wi l l  a lso be important to consider. Every attempt should be 

made to keep costs low where possible. One mechanism to ass ist some shoppers 

is to al low the use of SNAP/EBT benef its .  Other cooperat ives have inst ituted 

food for al l  funds to help subsidize costs for the lowest- income consumers or 

provide staple products ,  such as r ice, sweet potatoes and chicken, at lower prices 

s ince they tend to be consumed on a more regular basis .  

 

Importance of Real ist ic Membership Requirements 

Membership cost can be a strong deterrent to bui lding a member base in a 

grocery cooperat ive due to perceived cost .  Many natural foods cooperat ives often 

charge higher fees that may be paid annual ly to be a member. Recogniz ing that a 

higher membership cost is not feasible for low-income individuals ,  RCC has 
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decided to charge a one-t ime $100 fee that can be paid in monthly instal lments .  

They also have appl ied for a grant that wi l l  a l low them to subsidize some 

memberships down to $10 for members who would l ike to join but are unable to 

pay the fee. 

Tradit ional ly ,  many cooperat ives are also perceived to be worker-owned. 

While Mandela Foods Cooperat ive did fol low this model ,  i t  is not feasible to 

require residents in Northeast Greensboro to put sweat equity into the 

cooperat ive, due to the older age of some members and other members having 

jobs – often more than one - they need to be working at for income. Instead, 

RCC is hir ing ful l  and part-t ime staf f  to run the store and take care of the tasks 

that those members in a worker-owned cooperat ive would be responsible for . 

 

Importance of Technical Ass istance and Sound Financia l  Studies 

The decis ion for FD4C and RCC to have a market analys is performed to 

prove that they could survive as a business was key to showing to various 

stakeholders that this is a sustainable project .  Being able to show that only a 

smal l  percentage of the market was needed in order to perform as a viable 

business gave RCC some of the leverage they needed to attract funders .  I t  a lso 

helped community members who were not init ia l ly on board to have more fa ith in 

the success of the project .   

Throughout this process ,  technical ass istance has also central to shaping 

next steps for RCC. Upl i f t  Solut ion a supermarket consult ing organizat ion, has 

ass isted the group in their search for a knowledgeable General Manager. The 

National Cooperat ive Grocers Associat ion also has provided some l imited 
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technical ass istance to the cooperat ive in terms of basic business planning. 

Although there is not a set of best pract ices for implementing cooperat ives in 

low-income communit ies ,  i t  is important to seek our and secure some 

professional guidance in order to increase the business ’s chances of v iabi l i ty and 

sustainabi l i ty .  

 

Need for Mult ip le Partners at the Table 

Overt ime RCC has been mindful to including and engaging mult iple 

stakeholders in their planning process.  Not only have they included funders and 

government off ic ia ls ;  but also they have been wise about connecting with other 

cooperat ives that have or are attempting to start a cooperat ive in a low-income 

area. Most of the informants ,  including the Community Development Financial 

Inst itut ions that were interviewed cited the impact cooperat ive development 

conferences has made on advancing their work across the nat ion. There are also 

informal means of communicat ion between cooperat ives, such as tr ips ,  v irtual 

meetings, or watching videos from others that al low communit ies to interact with 

other, share dia logue and learn from each other. These experiences have al lowed 

communit ies to learn invaluable lessons about what works and what doesn’t 

without having to make the mistake themselves. Other’s experience has served as 

an informal set of best pract ices for a new enterprise such as RCC. 

 

This set of key recommendations provides init ia l  ins ight as to some of the themes 

that may faci l i tate success for cooperat ives in low-income communit ies .  These 
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recommendations have many more intr icate steps that are not included in this 

analys is ,  which wi l l  be important to parse out i f  communit ies wish to implement 

this model .  In addit ion, communit ies are not the only ones that can ass ist in 

making sure the cooperat ive model is one that is put to use in communit ies ,  but 

economic developers also can play a big role. 

 

Conclus ion 

Throughout this document, I  have attempted to i l lustrate the circumstances 

under which a grocery cooperat ive can be successful in a low-income community 

and/or a community of color. However, I  feel i t  is important to delve a bit deeper 

into a speci f ic argument for healthy food retai l  in low-income communit ies and a 

cal l  to act ion for economic development pract it ioners .   

F irst ,  the most widely stated argument against the cooperat ive model 

assumes that low-income communit ies are not interested in eat ing healthier 

because of what they currently consume and thus there is a presumption that 

there is not suff ic ient demand for healthy food retai l in low income 

neighborhoods. Much of our behavior is based on our environment. Therefore, i f  

for most of my l i fe I  have only had exposure to fast food as my main source of 

nutr ients ,  then it wi l l  appear as i f  I  have a preference for such food. However, as I  

shared in the introduction of this paper, few choices exist in communit ies for 

low-income communit ies ,  so we have no accurate depict ion of what true demand 

for food real ly looks l ike in many of these cases. In the case of RCC, we do know 

that there is a current demand for purchasing groceries in the community that is 
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equivalent to $1.3 mil l ion dol lars per week. This is only within a two-mile radius 

of the RCC locat ion, not including the rest of Northeast Greensboro. I f  a 

supposedly low-income community is spending this much money on food 

purchases clearly there is demand for good food and healthy choices.  The RCC 

story clear ly shows that the true importance of a market study is not just in 

assessing a business model ’s cost and benef its ;  i t  can crucia l ly reshape perceptions 

of demand.  

Second, It ’s important to brief ly discuss how we as planners can better 

integrate cooperat ives and why. The goal of cooperat ives goes beyond its 

principles of sharing and autonomy. It serves as a mechanism for community 

wealth bui lding, not just job creat ion. Ideal ly ,  these are also some of the same 

goals of economic development pract it ioners .  We can play a more powerful role 

as planners i f  we al low the communit ies we work in to think di f ferently about 

possibi l i t ies they can str ive toward. The idea that i t  ‘hasn’t been done, so it won’t 

work’ isn’t reason enough to dismiss a project .  In this case, economic 

development pract it ioners who work in low-income communit ies should consider 

a focus on grocery cooperat ives as a real ist ic food del ivery model for thinking 

beyond tradit ional retai lers ,  as wel l  as a catalyst of wider economic development 

in resource poor communit ies .   

This appl ies to cooperat ives in general .  There are examples of how 

cooperat ively owned businesses have provided fair paying jobs to low-income 

individuals ,  perhaps when some groups may not have bel ieved that paying ‘good’ 

wages would make economic sense in low income communit ies .  This is not to 

suggest that economic development pract it ioners should encourage communit ies 
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to take unwieldy r isks .  I t  is to point out that i t is possible that there are other 

strategies beyond tradit ional methods that may work and which might indeed 

generate tremendous gains .   

I  invite you as the reader to imagine what could happen i f  RCC does work 

and is successful .  I  imagine it wi l l  mean some people wi l l  be employed that may 

not have been otherwise, and wi l l  be employed at a fa ir wage. I  imagine the 

cooperat ive using patronage dividends to start another project in their 

neighborhood, as they propose to do once a prof it is made. Final ly ,  I  imagine 

Northeast Greensboro truly experiencing a revita l izat ion of their area. These are 

just a few of the possibi l i t ies .   

Recently Steve Dubb, Research Director at the Democracy Col laborat ive,  

spoke on WUNC’s radio show “The State of Things” about the importance of 

cooperat ives as l i f t ing up members of cooperat ive businesses. He stated 7 out of 

10 businesses fa i l ,  but interweaving and interl inking businesses together provides 

stabi l i ty .  Cooperat ives provide that chance for communit ies to bui ld social capital 

and l i f t  themselves up. We just have to be wi l l ing to start by bringing it as an 

option to the table and bel ieving that communit ies ,  i f  g iven the chance, can be 

successful at trying something new. 
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Appendix A 
Organizer/Informant Consent Form 
Research Study Name: Implementing Grocery Cooperatives in Limited-Income Communities 
Principal Investigator: Charla Hodges 
Faculty Advisor: Meenu Tewari 
 
 
Consent: 
“I ________________________________(Print Your Name) give the Principal Investigator of this 
study, Charla Hodges, full permission to interview me regarding 
_____________________________ (name of grocery cooperative). I understand that this 
interview will be recorded and will be used by the above-mentioned Principal Investigator for the 
purposes of completing a Masters Project in the Department of City and Regional Planning 
(DCRP) at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill. The DCRP faculty and staff and The 
Food Trust, the advisors for this project, will read the final report in its entirety. I understand that 
information I provide will be synthesized for the report and that my answers will not be direct 
quotes, yet may reveal who I am due to small sample sizes. 
 
I have read the entire statement above and have had an opportunity to ask questions and agree to 
the terms above. Please note, this statement will be retained for any IRB/research ethics purpose 
but will not be shared with the general public. 
 
Signed:_____________________________________________  
Date: ______________________ 
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Appendix B 
Organizer/Informant Introduction Survey 
Research Study Name: Implementing Grocery Cooperatives in Limited-Income Communities 
Principal Investigator: Charla Hodges 
Faculty Advisor: Meenu Tewari 
 
Directions: Please fill out the following survey to the best of your ability. Feel free to ask the survey 
administer any questions as needed. Please use the back of this page if needed. 
 
Name of Cooperative: ______________________________ Location: _____________________ 
 
Length of time in operation:_______________  Length of time preparing to open : __________ 
 
Your Position/Role at Cooperative: ___________________ Time in position: _________yrs/mo 
 
What is the approximate size of your store? (in sq feet) ____________ 
 
Has your cooperative connected with others in the area to share best practices?  Y N 
 If so, which ones? _________________________________________________________ 
 
What types of foods/services are available/will be available in your cooperative? (Circle all that 
apply)? 
 
Foods: 
Fresh Vegetables  
 Will/are any fresh vegetables be 
organic?  ______ 
 Will/are any fresh vegetables be local 
(within the state)?______ 
Fresh Fruit  

Will/are any fresh fruits be organic? 
______ 
 Will/are any fresh fruits be local 
(within the state)?______ 
Canned fruits and vegetables 
Meat/Seafood/Poultry 

Will/are any meat be organic? ______ 
 Will/are any meat be local (within the 
state)?______ 

 
Prepared Foods 
Dry Goods (i.e. rice, nuts, dried beans) 
Frozen Foods 
Chocolate and Candy 
Breads 
Pastries 
Other (please list): 
____________________________________ 
 
Services: 
Hot Bar/Salad bar 
Deli 
Community Meeting Space 
Other (please list): 
____________________________________ 

 
What is the Membership rate for your cooperative? (please list all prices if they vary) 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
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Appendix C 
Organizer Interview Questions 
Research Study Name: Implementing Grocery Cooperatives in Limited-Income Communities 
Principal Investigator: Charla Hodges 
Faculty Advisor: Meenu Tewari 
 
Introduction 
Tell me about how the cooperative started. Why did you choose to build a cooperative versus a 
grocery store? 
 
What specific traits/benefits of a Co-op attracted you to this form of business model? 
 
What groups or individuals were involved in the envisioning process?  
 
Do you have a grocery store within your area? If so, how close is it? 
 What goals are you trying to fulfill that the grocery store is not? 
 
 
Preparat ion and Funding 
Once you knew you wanted to build a cooperative, what were your first steps for initiating it? 

Did you go to any resource organization for training or assistance? Or to Any legal entity?  
Did you consult with any other Co-ops?  

 
How involved have the area residents been in the planning phase for the co-op? What means of 
stakeholder recruitment have you used, if any? 
 
How did you select the area/location for building the cooperative? What were the steps for 
acquiring the space? 
 
Did you create a business plan? If so, what is included in it? Did you have any assistance in creating 
it? 
 
How are you funding this project? How did you find out about these sources? What is the project 
estimated to cost? 
 
Did you use any online fundraising campaigns to raise money or any general fundraisers? Have they 
been successful? 
 
Select ing Structure/Design 
Tell me about the member-design of your cooperative. Why did you choose this  
model? What about the other models didn’t appeal to your cooperative? 
 
Grocery cooperatives are often modeled after 7 principles (show list – see appendix D). Which of 
these do you all actively follow? Why or why not? 
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Affordabi l i ty 
What is the average price point of your produce? Meat? Dairy?  
 
Was affordability a major goal of the business? If so, how have you organized procurement, choice 
of products and supply chain structure to keep costs low? 
 
What is the greatest challenge in keeping/attempting to keep prices low? 
 
What mechanisms are in place for limited or low-income residents to be encouraged to used the 
cooperative? Will you offer EBT?  
 
Employees/Workers 
What is the average starting salary for workers at the cooperative?  
 
Provide a general break down of your staff: are they from the neighborhood? Do they sign 
contracts? If so, for how long? Do they have access to PTO or promotions? 
 
What types of benefits do they receive?  
 
Sustainabi l i ty 
What mechanisms have you all considered in order to remain sustainable from a business point of 
view? What evidence do you have that these are good practices? 
 
Is there anything else that you would like to add that I might have left out? 
 
 
Thank you for your time during this interview. Please let me know if you have any questions about 

what I have asked you. 
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Appendix D 
Seven Principles for Cooperatives 
Verbatim from the National Cooperative Grocer’s Association 
http://strongertogether.coop/food-coops/co-op-values-principles/   
 
 
“Co-ops are based on values not unlike those we subscribe to individually, including self-
responsibility, democracy, equality, honesty and social responsibility. 
 
In addition to these common values, seven basic principles serve as guidelines to provide a 
democratic structure for co-ops around the world. While adoption of these principles is not 
required, most co-ops choose to adopt them for their business. 
 
The seven principles are: 
. Voluntary and open membership 
. Democratic member control 
. Member economic participation 
. Autonomy and independence 
. Education, training and information 
. Cooperation among cooperatives 
. Concern for community” 
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Appendix E 
Funder/Technical Assistance Interview Questions 
Research Study Name: Implementing Grocery Cooperatives in Limited-Income Communities 
Principal Investigator: Charla Hodges 
Faculty Advisor: Meenu Tewari 
 
Overview 
Tell me briefly about your organization. How did you get started? What is your organizational 
mission? 
 
Services 
You work with a variety of organizations (banks, communities, etc.) to increase food access. Talk 
about how that looks for different organizations. 
 
What services do you provide to organizations wanting a food retailer in their community? What 
are the first steps? 
 
Do you do site visits? What do they entail? 
 
 
Funding 
What funding mechanisms have you all created to assist your clientele? 
 
How do you select what projects you fund? Give some of the criteria you use. 
 
What other funding mechanisms do you all recommend to communities? 
 
 
Project Type 
Many of the grocery projects in low-income communities seem to be focused on traditional food 
retailers, such as supermarkets? Why do you think this is the case as opposed to starting a 
cooperative? 
 
What do you see are the main differences between cooperatives and grocery stores financially? 
 
Do you feel that grocery cooperatives can be a truly sustainable business in low-income 
community? Why or why not?  
 
What steps can a grocery cooperative take to be a sustainable business? 
 
Is there anything else you would like to add? 
 

Thank you for your time! 
 
 




