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By  DAvE GuTkNEChT cONtRibutORs iN this issuE

The year 2012 marks 
a new stage in the his-
tory of this magazine, 
one that will lead to 
improvements in web-
based services for food 
co-ops. Following is one 

view (skewed, naturally) of how we got to this 
juncture.

Cooperative Grocer was launched in 1985 dur-
ing the ongoing consolidation and decline of 
consumer cooperative distributors but with the 
essential help of these regional businesses. I had 
edited their trade magazine, Moving Food, for the 
prior six years. During that period, many of our 
links with older co-ops were lost. With a few 
exceptions, consumer food co-ops from previous 
generations had closed or were heading that way. 

We benefited more than we realized from 
the legislation and best practices established by 
our cooperative predecessors, and we replicated 
more than we realized the history and business 
lessons of earlier grocery co-ops. That mirrored 
history and its lessons included attempts at 
standardization and integration among retail 
co-ops and their regional distributors; develop-
ment of a national co-op brand and product 
line; and pioneering in consumer-friendly label 
information and cleaner ingredient lists. 

Our countercultural grassroots stores empha-
sized natural foods—though never exclusively 
or consistently. (What’s natural to me may be 
unnatural to you.) Organics evolved to become 
a new standard for top quality and co-ops’ 
niche, yet most products in many co-ops did not 
qualify. At the same time, competition from pri-
vately owned stores was growing strongly. 

Following the demise of most older con-
sumer co-op organizations, these few hundred 
independent co-ops needed their own network 
and trade publication. During the 1990s, aris-
ing from growing recognition of their com-
mon challenges and potential, and enhanced 
by deepening professional needs and impact, 
food co-ops launched new organizations. 
While Cooperative Grocer reinforced a diverse 
but professional identity, those retailers and 
cooperators created regional and national co-op 
structures as well as independent but essential 
services in co-op data sharing and training. 

For the past decade and more, these coop-
erative networks and services, along with 
our national allies in Washington, D.C., have 

shaped the food cooperative business land-
scape. The common direction of all these 
efforts has been stronger cooperative econo-
mies through deeper sharing of resources. 

Ten years ago, I sought to recover some of 
my financial investment in Cooperative Grocer. 
Our co-op sector finally had established national 
associations that could be a home for the maga-
zine and website. The Cooperative Grocers’ 
Information Network (CGIN), a nonprofit based 
in its member co-ops, was providing web-based 
services that could be viewed as an extension 
of this magazine’s efforts. But at the time, the 
best fit was the National Cooperative Grocers 
Association (NCGA), which had evolved from 
regional associations. NCGA acquired the name 
and rights to Cooperative Grocer, then contracted 
with Triangle Park Creative in Minneapolis for 
its print and website production.

Last year, when management of CGIN 
services was awarded by its board of directors 
to that same design firm, the move enabled 
publisher Dan Nordley and me to develop a 
proposal to transfer ownership of Cooperative 
Grocer to CGIN while integrating the two web-
sites into one—reducing overhead for both and 
enhancing search functions and other services. 
The proposal also calls for modifying member-
ship requirements to make it easier to reach out 
to more than 150 co-ops that are not members 
of CGIN, groups that likely will need help 
from more experienced cooperators to further 
strengthen our co-op sector.

Thanks to Dan Nordley for his vision 
and persistence in developing this exciting 
new direction and to the NCGA and CGIN 
boards for supporting it. In spring 2012, after 
months of discussion and preparation, both 
the NCGA board of directors and the CGIN 
board approved the shuffle. Our new network 
effectively merges Cooperative Grocer and CGIN, 
a move I believe will soon yield visible and 
 tangible improvements in services to food  
co-ops everywhere. 

CGIN resources will be relocated to 
a  redesigned Cooperative Grocer site called 
 cooperative grocer Network. Food coopera-
tors will have an opportunity to create identi-
ties on the site and connect directly or through 
groups. Listserves will be transitioned to web-
based forums that can better capture discus-
sions as content, and content will be curated 
into wikis. For more details, see page 10. ■

Next act: Network Merger
carolee colter lives in Nelson, 
B.C., and is a member of CDS 
Consulting Co-op. She also is 
winner of this year’s Cooperative 
Service Award for her many contri-
butions to co-ops (caroleecolter@

cdsconsulting.coop).

jane livingston is an independent publicist and 
promoter for the cooperative economy and found-
ing editor of the St. Mary’s University MMCCU 
newsletter The Co-operative Management 
Advantage. Her writing has appeared in 
Cooperative Grocer, Cooperative Business 
Journal, Atlantic Co-operator, and USDA’s Rural 
Cooperatives magazine, among others. 

bruce Mayer is a certified public accountant 
(bruce.mayer@wegnercpas.com) at Wegner CPAs. 

Ellen Michel is marketing manager at 
Bloomingfoods in Bloomington, Ind., where she 
has gotten to know local farmers through her 
work with the P6 initiative and the Local Growers’ 
Guild. She is also chair of the Indiana Cooperative 
Development Center board. 

peg Nolan is a Development Advisor for the 
National Cooperative Grocers Association (peg.

nolan@ncga.coop ).  

helena O’connor lives in Raleigh, 
N.C., and is a member of CDS 
Consulting Co-op. She has been 
certified as a Senior Professional in 
Human Resources since 1999  

(helenaoconnor@cdsconsulting.coop).

jake schlachter is a development 
specialist working with Food Co-op 
Initiative, assisting startups through-
out the country ( jake@foodcoop 
initiative.coop).

todd Wallace is a member of CDS 
Consulting Co-op, specializing in 
board development and training 
(toddwallace@cdsconsulting.coop). 

steve Wolfe is CFO at the National Cooperative 
Grocers Association (steve@ncga.coop).
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Thanks to our sponsors 
cds consulting co-op 
802/387-6013 • www.cdsconsulting.coop

frontier Natural products co-op  
319/227-7996 • www.frontier.coop

National cooperative business 
association 
202/638-6222 • www.ncba.coop

National cooperative grocers association 
www.ncga.coop

Once again Nut butter  
888/800-8075 • www.onceagainbutter.com

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