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These 20 to 30 year olds represent "an informed and aware group of young people" 
whose purchasing patterns are largely based on their learned values. 
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Yet even before social and political issues are considered, any retailer will tell you 
that a strategic approach to merchandising and marketing is the single most 
powerful key to the continued success of a business. Managers at the Kootenay Co-

�~�.�;� op from Cayo through to the current manager, Deirdre Lang, have taken this 
�~� principle very seriously. lOver the years, Co-op staff has become expert floor 

. (iJr1)f Planners by building attractive displays of! oods that have a direct influence on 
"'U)- I customer sales. More importantly, th6y �h�a�\ �~ �c�l�o�s�e�l�y� observed the changing 

\ 0, patterns in the whole food industry and the desires of their customers. For example, 
r-' trends in Nelson (and elsewhere in British Columbia) show an increasing demand 

for healthy pre-packaged and processed food, such as washed and packaged salad 
greens. T e Co-op pays close attention to customer demand such as this, and stocks 
shelves accordingly. 

Facing challenges to member satisfaction and participation 

Despite growth in revenue and member purchasing activity, one of the biggest 
challenges the Kootenay Co-op currently faces is cultivating and maintaining 
member satisfaction. Some members feel that the Co-op may be losing touch with 
their needs. With a diverse membership base of over 4000, finding meaningful 
ways to engage with each member can be tricky. Some members want a closer 
connection to the Co-op but they are finding that the large membership is 
preventing the personal satisfaction they expect to get from being part of the 
organization. 

Staff and board members describe an overall need for continued member 
participation. Lyn Cayo recalls: " When member work commitment stopped, the 
member involvement level fell." Part ofthe problem was that when the co-op 
discontinued the practice of volunteer labour it had no plan of action for keeping 
members actively involved. The management and board let the situation continue 
for quite a long time before recognizing there was a problem that needed to be 
addressed. And once it was recognized, staff and management still were frustrated 
with failed attempts to get the co-op's members to participate. More lately, the co­
op initiated regular member appreciation days and monthly discounts as a means of 
promoting a sense of belonging and increasing member loyalty. The co-op also 
started paying out patronage dividends, which had been few and far between in the 
expansion years. Fred Easton maintains patronage dividends are a key way to "feed 
the benefit of the Co-op's growth back to the members." 

Another obstacle in maintaining member satisfaction is the community's growing 
perception that the store's prices are too high. Fred Easton acknowledges that 
Kootenay Co-op's success has not yet been reflected back to the members in its 
pricing practices; one of the store's original organizing principles was to provide 
reasonable prices to its members. However, despite this, the co-op is a community 
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leader in retail wages, working conditions, and staff benefits. Members can be 
proud that they are contributing directly to someone's quality of life, to their own 
health and well-being, as well as to the local economy. 

Moreover, the large grocery retail outlets in the community are so placed in the 
market that they are able to buy in very large quantities and leverage lower terms 
with their suppliers. Consequently, they can afford to sell their goods cheaply, and 
Nelson residents, like most Canadians, have come to expect low food prices at the 
till. Yet these low prices at the local super market often do not result in living 
wages for farmers, nor is their the assurance of a fresh, quality food supply. In an 
indirect way, the co-op's practices (and the prices it charges) are both a result and a 
reflection of its commitment to local sustainability. 
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With this in mind, one way to address both the price concerns and the member 
benefit issue could be for the co-op to develop an education campaign that promotes 
the many hidden benefits that members receive by paying a fraction more for the 
food that goes on their table. The store could also highlight the multiple benefits 
the community receives as a direct result of its spending activity at the store. By 
linking dollars spent at the co-op to responsible life choices, members might be 
more willing to pay slightly more for carrots grown in the local region as opposed 
to carrots shipped thousands of kilometers from California, which contribute almost 
nothing to the local economy. This would encourage a membership identity that is 
once again linked to the co-operative model. The co-op can be viewed as a way for 
members to actively participate in sustainable daily living. This kind of an 
education campaign would be a means of differentiating the Kootenay Co-op from 
other grocers in the same market. A similar approach to local organic food defined 
the Co-op in the mid 1980s. 

However, some Kootenay Co-op members still purchase food in large quantities 
directly from wholesalers such as Horizon. These members collaboratively put in 
their order and receive their deliveries as they come off the truck. Recently there 
has been a resurgence of buying-club style activity in the Nelson area. The Co-op 
does not oppose this activity, but does point out that neither the Co-op nor the 
community sees any direct benefit from buying clubs. In fact, according to an 
interview with Lyn Cayo, (March 2001), the argument that this practice "ties up 
one' s money in the pantry" has challenged the notion of buying in mass quantities 
to save money. Household cash flow is effectively restricted when money is 
invested in the pantry for food that is not consumed from one month up to two years 
or more. 

Re-evaluating governance 

The Kootenay Co-op has just emerged from a revision of its method of governance. 
From its founding, the co-op has been committed to building a harmonious 
relationship between its board, staff, and management and it has always had a style 
of governance that is inclusive of all members. Despite this, the Co-op has had 
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little technical experience in the matter of effective governing. In the early years, 
the store had a voluntary board. Lyn Cayo explains that during her tenure as co­
manager, the board/staffrelationship was often inefficient and "unhealthy." She 
recalls asking the board to take on tasks such as administering personnel policy and 
signing off on staff holiday time. At times, the board even administered the affairs 
of the co-op alongside staff and management; a governing body engaging in these 
activities is very unusual. 

At one point, the Co-op decided to institute a management style in which everyone 
was paid the same amount and shared equally in the operational responsibilities of 
the store. However, the Co-op lost many employees and board members as a result. 

~ 
In response, the board stepped into a more directive role and once again increased 
its presence in the everyday activities ofthe store. Fred explains that over time, 

, current manager Deirdre Lang began to resist the amount of oversight that was 
, coming from the board and she found difficulty acting in a full managerial capacity. 

Directors would come and go and she would have no continuity in terms of her 
relationships as a staff advisor. Fred says, "She was uncomfortable with [the] 
relationship because she really knew what was going on in the store and the 
directors didn' t." This information gap resulted in a predicament for the board and 
management. The situation was not going to resolve itself without some outside 
guidance so the board agreed to hire a consultant from California to do a board 
review and suggest some ideas for restructuring. 

Through this process it became evident that over the years no one had ever actually 
theorized a governance model for the Kootenay Co-op. The consultant presented a 
form of the Carver Model of Board Governance, which proposes that the managing 
role and the governing role should be kept separate. The Carver Model is premised 
on the notion that there are distinct roles and responsibilities for each sector in the 
Co-op that are derived directly from the vision and values that have been 
determined by the members. 

A brief overview of the Carver Model: 

~ The Co-op members are the "owners" of the store. 

~ As "owners" the members are responsible for determining the vision 
and the values of the Co-op. The members do this by participating 
in the AGM and voting on resolutions and for nominating and 
electing delegates to the board. 

~ The board ' s responsibility is to set goals for the Co-op based on the 
vision and values that have been determined by the members. 

~ The board's authority comes directly from the members. 

~ The board reports directly to the members. 
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~ The management develops a plan of action to achieve the goals that 
are set by the board as determined by the vision and the values of the 
members. 

~ The board signs off on the plan of action allowing the management 
to move ahead and conduct the detailed business of the store. 

~ The board' s responsibility is to monitor and evaluate the 
effectiveness of the actions taken by the management. 

~ Over time, the board reviews the results of the management activities 
against the goals of the Co-op that have been set by the board and 
determined by the member' s values and vision. 

~ The staff members are empowered to make day-to-day decisions 
based on the plan of action that has been set out by the management 
and signed off on by the board. 

From this brief overview of Carver, it is clear that the board should not micro­
manage the co-op' s activities. Instead, it should focus its energy on oversight. 
According to Fred Easton, the co-op adopted a reformed governing style "which is 
based loosely on that [Carver model] concept which is that the responsibility of 
management lies with management, and the responsibility of oversight lies with the 
board." The result is a management that has the scope to do what it knows best, 
which is attending to the business of running a whole food retail store. The board 
guides the overall process by setting the goals and evaluating the progress of the 
management in achieving these goals. The Kootenay Co-op board has agreed to 
adopt a loose version of the Carver model for a two-year term after which they will 
review the effectiveness of this methodology. Although just recently implemented, 
this approach seems to be working fairly well so far. The management and board 
appear to be operating more as a partnership than in the past. IJ-r::(d 11 ~ C lia~ 

AtUe.-~ ?'Sl~V-e ~ S~J';"r ~~hJ- ~ ~ ho~roeO rt)UL 
tJo cveM ao .m y ,z/J2.. .!7do ~ d/} /h v~d!6a. jl?~~ 

Contributions to co-operative values in British ColumlHa 

Recognizing the impact that the co-op has had on co-op development and co­
operative values in the Nelson community and the rest of the province is important. 
Many individuals have emerged from the Co-op who continues to support and teach 
co-operative values throughout the broader community. For example, long time co­
op manager Lyn Cayo is now an active member ofDEVCO, a co-op of co-operative 
developers in British Columbia. Lyn taps into her many years of co-operative 
experience both within the Kootenay Co-op and with a number of other co­
operatives to teach the nuts and bolts of starting and running a co-op. Lyn credits 
the Kootenay Co-op' s inspirational environment for providing her with the 
opportunity to learn the ' ins and outs ' of the co-op world. 
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Abra Brynn is another person who took her work in the Kootenay Co-op a step 
further by developing a co-operative style of organization in the local food sector. 
Abra's focus on food security issues, GMO labeling and sustainable local/organic 
food systems have all influenced and been influenced by the Kootenay Co-op. She 
continues to carry the co-operative torch in both informal and formal ways. Under 
Abra's guidance an exploration of the potential for a co-operative structure that 
would distribute and market a cross section of local produce and value-added foods 
under a unique Kootenay label has begun. 

The Kootenay Country Store Co-op's organic connections 

The Kootenay Co-op' s role as an initiator for local organic agriculture: 

We are committed to providing the best quality organic produce possible 
with the priority to buy from local certified organic farms. Supporting 
local, organic growers not only strengthens our local economy but also 
ensures the produce we sell is as fresh and nutritious as it can be. 
(Kootenay Country Store Co-op) 
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According to long time organic grower Park Cowin, the main stimulus for organic 
agriculture in the Kootenays comes directly from the Kootenay Co-op. In 1988 the 
co-op formed a policy that all the produce in the store would be organic and, if 
possible, it would be sourced from local growers. Not only was this a way to 
further its original vision of "providing members quality natural foods at reasonable 
prices" (In a Nutshell, February, 1990, p.9), but also it was a way to distinguish the 
co-op from othe~rocers in a competitive market environment. Managers Lyn 
Cayo and Dee Ltft'ch kept an eye on the environmental, health, and social concerns 
that were influencing rapid change in the marketplace. 

The Kootenay Co-op responded to these market shifts by actively educating its 
members about multiple impacts of buying and eating organic foods. As stated in 
In a Nutshell , (February 1990): 

Wherever possible the Co-op strives to sell high quality, organically grown 
foods as close to their original state as possible. Today this commitment has 
evolved to encompass a broader merchandising concept, based on the belief 
that organically grown foods are better for the health of the consumers, farm 
workers and the environment (p.9). 

The Kootenay Country Store Co-op was the first retail store in Canada to 
exclusively sell organic produce. 

This commitment encouraged growers like Park Cowin who wanted to become 
viable farmers. Park began experimenting with varieties of organic vegetable crops 
and sold everything he could manage to grow to the Kootenay Co-op. At that time 
there was only about two other organic growers in the Nelson region, all of who 
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were growing for the Co-op. With the newly established market for organic 
produce in the West Kootenay region, the small group of growers organized to 
develop a set of organic standards to guarantee the quality and authenticity of the 
produce it was growing. The growers adopted a model for organic standardization 
from Ontario until the local certifying body, Kootenay Organic Growers Society 
(KOGS), was formed a number of years later. According to Park, by the time 
KOGS came into being there was about six part-time and six full-time people 
growing for the store. 

The Kootenay Co-op opened up the market and created an ideal environment for 
growth ofthe emerging organic sector. "In a sense they directly stimulated a whole 
segment of the economy." Now that the organic producers have a number of years 
experience behind them supplying the local produce shelves and farm-gate 
operations, they are looking toward province wide markets. 

Exploring organic marketing co-ops 
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While the organic farmers have worked hard to secure their own separate markets 
and have their own promotion in place, they are considering ways to collaborate in 
order to gain wider access to potential markets. KOGS, by nature, is a very co­
operative organization. Growers of KOGS recently explored the concept of co-op 
marketing but found that they were not at the optimum point in their process to have 
a co-operative marketing presence. Park reflects a commonly held standpoint in 
British Columbia's farming community when he explains that farmers need outside 
organizers who can focus on the marketing aspects of farming if they are going to 
successfully expand their production. Modem farming, especially small-scale 
organic ventures, require the grower to spend a tremendous amount of time 
researching and developing a niche in the markets. Hardly enough time is available 
to take care of the growing and marketing side ofa small operation; growers grow, 
because this is what they love to do the most. 

Although the organic growers have not yet determined the kind of business 
structure they want for marketing and promotion of their products the organic 
growers in the Kootenays have the Kootenay Co-op to thank for stimulating the 
development of their sector. 

The future 

The Kootenay Country Store Co-op currently is in a transition phase. It has 
recently taken over the floor area that the Kootenay Baker occupied for the past ten 
years. The expansion will ease the space crisis that the Co-op has been 
experiencing for quite some time. It generated 1.2 million dollars in revenue in just 
1200 square feet of retail space during the year before it moved to the new Baker 
Street location. In the year 2000 the co-op pulled in 4.0 million dollars in 3600 
square feet of space. The increased floor space (an extra 1200 square feet) will 
likely translate into more revenue for the Co-op. The expansion and renovations 
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have given the store a fresh new look, and the staff will have to adapt to shifts in 
volume of product on the floor and the potential increase in customer traffic. 
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The board, staff and management are also in transition; the new governance model 
is being tested and evaluated this year. Adjusting to this new style and adapting it 
to work in the context of the Kootenay Co-op will be an ongoing challenge. All 
these new activities present themselves as ideal opportunities for the Co-op to re­
connect with its members. It can do this by keeping members well informed about 
all the changes and by asking for member input wherever possible. The Kootenay 
Co-op has always been a trendsetter in the whole food industry. It can continue its 
success by linking further with the growing sustainability movement in North 
America. The Co-op continues to be an important part of the social and economic 
fabric in Nelson and the surrounding trading area. Witnessing the unfolding 
developments in the Kootenay Co-op over the next few years will undoubtedly be 
interesting and informative. 



In 

To: ksinats@uvic.ca 
Subject: Fwd: BCICS study 

hi kristen, here is deirdrie's response. i think you will find it quite 
detailed and helpful. will you want someone to contact the produce person? 
laura 

----- Forwarded message from Deirdrie <deirdrie@kootenayco-op.com> ----­
Date: Wed , 17 Jul 2002 14:16:05 -0700 
From: Deirdrie <deirdrie@kootenayco-op.com> 

Reply-To: Deirdrie <deirdrie@kootenayco-op.com> 
Subject: BCICS study 

To: IIms@telusplanet.net 

Hi Laura 

Hope your having fun with that new baby - I thought I would be more thorough 
over email - so here's my answers. 

1. I have been with the Co-op for 15 years. I started out as a cashier and 
he third person on staff. I have held many positions in the store, most in 
administration. I was the Assistant Manager and a member of a 3 person 
management "collective" before becoming the General Manager in 1996. 

2. I have implemented many changes - most for the better I think - here's a 
modest list: 

· Restructured all staff positions and job descriptions. 
· Developed personnel policies, training and evaluation procedures, 
compensation packages. 
· Managed the installation of a new fully integrated Point of Sale computer 
system. 
· Participated in a 5-year planning process and annual reviews. 
· Completed minor renovation projects within each department, including a 
major deli renovation in 1999. 
· Completed a very successful total store expansion (additional 1200 sq. 
ft.) and renovation in 2001, ahead of schedule and within budget. 

Most of our policies about what kinds of products we will carry and who we 
will buy from have remained mostly unchanged. We continue to support local 
and organic as our first choice. We have made the decision to carry more 
"bridge" products - products that the mainstream shopper might find more 
familiar (ie: boxed mac & cheese in the organic version rather than Kraft 
dinner) 

3. You touched a bit on the changes the board has been making~nd I just 
wanted to add that these changes have all been very positive....--{fefin~ both 
the board's role as well as my role has been an invaluable process/ ' hings 
are going better than they every have/ 

I think a cohesive staff and my relationship with the staff are other key 
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factors in how well the store is doing. I am very fortunate to have an 
excellent team of people at the department coordinator level. I can depend 
on each of them to ensure their departments are functioning at the highest 
level. The enthusiasm of each department coordinator flows through to their 
department staff and everyone is here to contribute to a great work place. 
I also work to support a happy, fun work environment. There is always 
plenty of hard work to be done - but I think it's extremely important to 
have fun while you're doing it! 

The study focuses a lot on our support of the local produce growers and the 
history around that. I suggest you talk to John Bonell, our Produce 
Coordinator of the past 4 years ( he has been here for a total of 7 years). 
I think John has done an incredible job of supporting the local growers 
better than anyone in the past and I know he would bring you a much more 
current perspective of what we are doing. He is usually at the store 
Monday - Friday, 8:00 - 5:00 (and beyond as necessary). 

Just a couple details about the study: 

'CD on the first page you refer to a $50 share investment - I'm not sure 
that's accurate - I'll look into it and get back to you. 

Page 20[2 

2. on page 4 you refer the "community's growing perception that the store's t::-I--l1.-1£ 
prices are too high". I'm not comfortable with this particular phrase. 
This perception is not "growing" in the community. In fact, I think we have 
taken great strides to alter this perception and many people are getting the 
message that we have reasonable prices for the quality of the products we 
carry. 

3. on page 8 Dee Lerch's name is spelled wrong. V 

4. on page 9 organicgrowers is all one word. 

Well, I hope my comments are helpful. Let me know if you have any questions 
or if there's anything else I can do for you. 

Thanks, 
Deirdrie 

----- End forwarded message -----



The project went well. It was a 2 part process where funding helped them with a planning session with the staff and members, and 
brought in skilled facilitators and other support in the community. 

project was about internal process, but if the store is thriving, it's a comm . partnership of 2500 active shoppers. 



As a result of their meetings and sessions consultant, they expanded their space when the bakery left was liUIJlelllilrlQ 
from them). They increased their floor space 25%. The store is more open. Personal care doubled in size. Their sales went up instantly. 
They made 4 million last year, are expecting 5 million in sales this year.They have prefered buying policies for local producers, growers, 
small operator commercial kitchens, value added products, etc. A lot wouldn't exist if it wasn't for them. For some of their producers, the 
co-op buys over half of their stuff, for others, the co-op is their only purchaser. Some have had their businesses grow after selling at the 
;o-op. The co-op gives people the foundation to expand their production. 

The marketing department has burseries for high school students, and provides mini grants for environmental projects. They have a 
,trong community ethic. Now they are doing more marketing. They have a strong customer service department, including a service of 
lroviding dietary advice. 

3neral Public 

eir governance is founded in the experience of the facilitors. They hired an excellent facilitator -Karen Zimbleman, from California 
Ie has articles in the cooperative grocer) . The CDCV should consider supporting other facilitators outside of the small group of 
lsultants. 




