Here is a copy of the report i've cobbled together from stuff Luke, Carla and I did earlier in the year, and the proposal Helen wrote with the suggested changes made. It's to give to Union people when they're discussing our refurb/need for storage cupboard. Please give any feedback on here. Thanks! amanda

Green Action Food Co-op Report 
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What are co-operatives? (source: http://www.nic.coop/) 

First and foremost, cooperatives are businesses. But they are autonomous businesses owned and democratically controlled by their members—the people who buy their goods or use their services—not by investors. Unlike investor owned businesses, cooperatives are organized solely to meet the needs of the member-owners, not to accumulate capital for investors. As democratically controlled businesses, many cooperatives practice the principle of “one member, one vote,” providing members with equal control over the cooperative. 

Cooperatives fall into four categories: consumer, producer, worker and purchasing/shared services. 

Cooperatives follow seven internationally recognized principles: 

·     Voluntary and Open Membership 

·     Democratic Member Control 

·     Member Economic Participation 

·     Autonomy and Independence 

·     Education, Training and Information 

·     Cooperation Among Cooperatives 

·     Concern for Community 

Cooperatives are formed by their members when the marketplace fails to provide needed goods or services of acceptable quality or at affordable prices. Cooperatives empower people to improve their quality of life and enhance their economic opportunities through self-help. Throughout the world, cooperatives are providing co-op members with credit and financial services, energy, consumer goods, affordable housing, telecommunications and other services that would not otherwise be available to them. 

What is the Green Action Food Co-op? 

·     We stock only vegan goods. We try to offer organic and fair trade or solidarity goods (e.g. Zapatista coffee) where possible. 

·     Our toiletries and cleaning products offer ethical alternatives to those normally found on shop shelves in that they are manufactured by firms with the safety of humans, animals and the environment in mind. 

·     Our supplier is based in Sheffield and is employee-owned and co-operatively run. 

·     We choose goods manufactured by workers co-operatives where offered. 

·     Everything is sold at cost price in order to be as affordable as possible. 

We stock over 160 lines falling into the following categories (a complete stock list can be found at http://www.luuonline.com/socs/greenaction/foodcoop): 

·     Bulk foods which can be weighed out to the amount required, either into a container that the member brings with them or into a paper bag. These include oats, muesli, flours, grains, beans, lentils, seeds, nuts, dried fruit and also sunflower oil, olive oil and vinegar which are measured out into a bottle that the member brings with them. 

·     Pasta, noodles, milk substitutes; goods in jars including peanut butter, tahini and fruit spread; some tins including baked beans and chopped tomatoes. 

·     Refrigerated goods including fruit juice, tofu, sunflower spread, olive spread, dairy free yoghurts and desserts, pasties and cakes. 

·     Snacks including chocolate, flapjacks, fruit bars, hemp bars, halva, liquorice and crisps. 

·     Several different kinds of tea, both in tea bags and loose to be weighed out to the amount desired; ground coffee and instant coffee; hot chocolate and cocoa. 

·     Toiletries and cleaning products including toothpaste, soap, sun cream, toilet roll, tampons, sanitary towels, Mooncups,  bio-degradable bin bags; and in larger containers shampoo, conditioner, washing powder, washing-up liquid and multi-surface cleaner which are measured out into a container which the member brings with them. 

·     We offer a personal order service, whereby members can place an order for goods that we don’t hold in stock. They can choose from over 10,000 items that our supplier offers (including authentic ingredients and ethnic specialities), and their order is delivered with the main stock order and held for collection. This can offer real value for money for whole households choosing to buy as a group. Does 'authentic ingredients' mean anything?—Rob 

·     We also supply two University departments with tea, coffee, sugar and other goods as requested, and we occasionally supply conferences. We do not currently advertise this service. 

·     We offer an organic fruit and vegetable box service, whereby members can place an order for a fruit or vegetable box on a Monday, and collect it that Thursday from the Co-op. This service has become increasingly popular despite minimal publicity, with up to 50 vegetable boxes and 30 fruit boxes being ordered in any one week. The boxes are delivered pre-prepared by our supplier based in Wetherby; we serve as a distribution point. 

·     The Co-op houses an ‘alternative’ library, offering books on subjects such as political struggles, direct action, community health, economics, ecological building, animal rights, energy and we also have two magazine subscriptions. Any member can borrow a book or donate a book. 

·     The Co-op acts as an information point for events and workshops on campus and in the wider community, displaying posters and leaflets. 

Why is the Green Action Food Co-op important? 

·     The Co-op is not just for Green Action members. The Co-op is supported by Green Action, but to all intents and purposes is separate. Members of the Co-op are not obligated to participate in Green Action, and vice versa. The Co-op and Green Action have separate bank accounts. The Co-op is fundamentally different from all other societies and their activities. 

·     Cost-price (and therefore affordable) high-quality food is something that all students can benefit from. 

·     The Review indicated that there is a demand for the kind of service that the Co-op offers (see Appendix). 

·     Currently, most students have limited choice with regards to shopping on a limited budget. The options include: 

-         Supermarkets: unethical, impersonal, often out-of-town location, high-quality items and organic lines are overpriced, poor quality of fruit and vegetables. 

-         Essentials: staple food items quite expensive, no organic lines, poor quality of fruit and vegetables, limited fair trade selection, but convenient and sells lunch items. 

-         Wholefood shops: good quality, organic and fair trade lines, but expensive and not that convenient. 

-         The Green Action Co-op: small space and location restricts awareness and stock levels, but high quality, affordable, organic and fair-trade lines, environmentally conscious, a more in touch shopping experience, high-quality organic fruit and vegetables, can order in a tremendous range of items at the ‘customers’’ request and pass on at cost-price. 

·     The Co-op is a student-run enterprise. Currently more than 40 students volunteer for shifts in the Co-op, and there are more looking for a slot/waiting for one to become available. Every aspect of the running of the Co-op is opened up for collective management (with the exception of finance which is looked after by one person who presents the accounts at a general meeting once a month). This is a chance for students to experience co-operative management of a social enterprise. 

·     The Co-op is a working example of a co-operative and therefore a chance for people to learn about this popular movement. Co-operatives enable people to collectively gain control over some of the most important aspects of their lives- including food, housing and work. Co-operatives are not just some ‘hippy’ initiative- in fact both the government and the NUS have recognised the potential of co-ops. 

·     The government is promoting the set-up of consumer co-operatives across the country as a way for everyone to access affordable, healthy food. The NUS secured a £50,000 grant and funded research into the feasibility of student housing co-ops in the UK (already a well-established and popular option in the US). 

·     The Union should be embracing student initiatives. By promoting a student-run co-operative enterprise the Union would be leading the way in what is essentially be a flagship project since as far as we are aware no other students’ union in the UK is home to a food co-op that actually holds stock, rather than just serving as a buying group for personal orders. 

·     Eating well and having control over your buying habits shouldn’t be difficult and expensive, and the Co-op isn’t. Finding out where exactly your food comes from shouldn’t involve an investigation. With increasing concern over the effects of globalisation and climate change, the Green Action Co-op can play a vital role in offering students choices; to buy fair trade, to buy organic, to buy from grower’s co-ops, to choose between grain grown in the UK and grain shipped from abroad, to choose between only eating seasonal vegetables or ones shipped from Europe; all students should be aware of the options that exist for them. 

Proposal for the expansion and refurbishment of the Green Action Food Co-op 

We, the Green Action Co-op, feel that we need more space in order to function more effectively. This is due to a number of factors. 

·     Firstly, there has been a 55% increase in turnover so far this year (2006/2007) as a result of more people using the Co-op. FIGURES ON MEMBERSHIP LAST YEAR/THIS YEAR On average we have taken £270.48 a week more than in 2005/2006, bringing our average weekly takings to £723.69 (a more detailed breakdown of takings can be found in the Appendix). 

·     To meet this increase in demand we feel it is necessary to be able to store larger amounts of stock to ensure that we don’t run out. 

·     We have also found that due to increasing numbers of volunteers, the Co-op is becoming very cramped. It could also do with a bit of modernising to make it a more pleasant area to work in and for people to come to. 

·     We have various suggestions as to how this extension and modernisation could be achieved (a floor plan of the Co-op appears in the Appendix). 

·     One idea is to extend the front of the Food Co-op up to the stairs and move the counter to where the noticeboard is currently, so that it opens out into the corridor. 

·     We could also knock down part of the wall between the Co-op and the back room, in order to make more effective use of the space that we currently have. This would allow us to increase the amount of stock we can hold inside the Co-op and it would make it easier to store any vegetable boxes that are not collected on the delivery day. 

·     We also feel that it would be beneficial to have extra storage space elsewhere in the Union for bulk goods, which could then be transferred to the Co-op as necessary, and for personal orders waiting to be collected. 

·     In addition, we would like to publicise the Food Co-op more widely on campus and in the community, but currently space restrictions make this impractical as we would not be able to meet further demand. 

·     We appreciate that the union building is very short of space and that there are constant demands for more space from all societies, but in order to continue to provide our popular and well-used service, we really do need some more room. 

·     We are confident that the internal changes to the Co-op space could be accomplished with a minimum of fuss and expense and we look forward to working with the Union on this. 

Appendix 

Extracts from 'The Review: The Full Report' (2005) 

Pricing 

· Pricing was highlighted as a key issue to students (p 10). 

· Many respondents thought the prices within the Union were too expensive (p 29). 

· Shop was too expensive compared with other nearby stores or that food is too expensive (p 29). 

· Students tended to view the shops in the Union as convenient but generally overpriced (p 114). 

· Union expected to be much cheaper. All the shops are overpriced (p 129). 

· Make it cheaper (p 129). 

· If possible subsidise the retail stores (p 121). 

· Reasons Students’ Union buildings or services are not used: Expense 22.1% (Table 2.3.3.13). 

· Priority search results – all students: Funds invested to subsidize prices in Union outlets 48.9% (p 107). 

· It was suggested that the nature of the shop as a provider of “essential” items it should reflect that in its pricing strategy (p 114). 

· Students rightly viewed the Union as their building they therefore expected benefits to be readily available to them, such as cheaper proved items in the outlets (p 114). 

· They expected to see immediate benefits of membership rather than the provision of services that they may never need or were less apparent to them (p 114). 

· Students should feel more like members than customers (p 122). 

· Students’ Union should look more towards benefits for members (p 122). 

Produce 

· Students appear to be looking for a healthy option in addition to convenience and low cost. The offering of fresh produce should be investigated (p 10). 

· There was strong demand within the “Customer” group for healthy food including fresh fruit and vegetables and some homemade produce (p 119). 

· Better quality food available (p 128). 

· Greengrocers (p 128). 

· Information on where to obtain authentic ingredients for cooking. 

· More Fairtrade (p 127). 

· Can we buy from a smaller company maybe more Fairtrade (p 127)? 

· More ethically sourced products (p 127). 

· Many respondents felt the range was not large enough (p 30). 

· Essentials is suitable only for convenience shopping not main shop (p 30). 

Ownership/Management 

· Make Union shop as a Co-operative society rather commercial shop (p 128). 

· More student participation and people running societies (p 127). 

· More activities to encourage students to make their own entrepreneurial projects-research local business (p 130). 

Comparison of Food Co-op takings 05/06 and 06/07 

Week number 
Total takings 05/06 
Total takings 06/07 
Difference 

1 
 £             190.00 
 £             248.64 
 £     58.64 

2 
 £              80.00 
 £             460.00 
 £   280.00 

3 
 £              20.00 
 £              85.00 
 £   265.00 

4 
 £             440.00 
 £              60.52 
 £   420.52 

5 
 £              70.00 
 £             950.00 
 £   680.00 

6 
 £          1,084.00 
 £             955.00 
-£   129.00 

7 
 £             159.08 
 £             895.00 
 £   735.92 

8 
 £             550.00 
 £             390.00 
-£   160.00 

9 
 £             353.60 
 £             975.00 
 £   621.40 

10 
 £             350.00 
 £             665.00 
 £   315.00 

11 
 £             447.45 
 £             925.29 
 £   477.84 

12 
 £             320.00 
 £             640.00 
 £   320.00 

13 
 £             325.00 
 £               90.00 
-£   235.00 

14 
 CLOSED FOR CHRISTMAS HOLIDAYS 


15 




16 




17 




18 

 £             140.00 


19 
 £             261.36 
 £             690.00 
 £   428.64 

20 
 £             940.45 
 £          1,230.00 
 £   289.55 

21 
 £             383.60 
 £             764.00 
 £   380.40 

22 
 £             475.00 
 £          1,050.00 
 £   575.00 

23 
 £             200.00 
 £             730.00 
 £   530.00 

24 
 £             990.07 
 £          1,020.00 
 £     29.93 

25 
 £             823.47 
 £             675.00 
-£   148.47 

26 
 £             630.98 
 £             675.00 
 £     44.02 

27 
 £             393.85 
 £             565.00 
 £   171.15 

28 
 CLOSED FOR EASTER HOLIDAYS 


29 
 £             429.00 



30 




31 

 £             990.00 


AVERAGE 
 £                    465.95 
 £                    723.69 
 £     270.48 

Floor Plan 

  

  

Really good. How about some quotes by members though? Might get some really concise explanations of why the co op's so good without having to sound official/impartial/etc.—Rob 

