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Co-operation: 
Our Foundation

Our Food Co-ops, The United Nations Agenda for Sustainable 
Development, and The Second International Year of Co-ops

Erbin Crowell, Executive Director, Neighboring Food Co-op Association



In Order to…

• Further the Co-operative Identity,
• Pursue public happiness,
• Reorient economy to common 

good,
• Support regional food production,
• Build stronger food co-ops,
• Achieve our common purpose, 
• Support ecological sustainability,
• Build friendship & mutual respect.
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The Middlebury Manifesto, 2007



2011: NFCA Co-op Incorporated

A vision of “…a thriving 
co-operative economy, 
rooted in a healthy, just 
and sustainable food 
system and a vibrant 
community of co-
operative enterprise.”
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Staff Showing Co-op Pride at Monadnock Food Co-op, Keene, NH



Our Mission

“…to support the growth, 
innovation, and shared 
success of our Member 
Co-ops through 
collaboration, 
education, and 
partnerships.”
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Urban Greens Co-op Market, Providence, RI, Opened Summer 2019



2012: International Year of Co-ops

Co-ops & UN Millenium 
Development Goals:
• Poverty Reduction
• Employment Generation
• Social Integration
• Fairness & Globalization
• Sustainability
• Conflict Resolution
• Food Security
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A Growing Community…

185,000 
Members

33
Co-ops 2,545 

Employees

41 
Communities
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…With Growing Impact

In 2023, Our Members Generated
• $443+ Million in Revenue
• $121 Million in Local Product 

Sales (25+% of Total Sales)
• $1.3 Million in Community 

Donations
• $3.7 Million Returned to 

Members in Discounts & 
Patronage 
• $1.2 Million in Need Based 

Discounts through 16 Healthy 
Food Access Programs

8



Leveraging Our Collective Resources to…

• Grow Awareness of Co-op 
Difference
• Collaborate for Shared 

Innovation & Success
• Increase our Collective 

Impact for our Communities
• Enliven our Democracy & 

Influence Policy
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Urban Greens Co-op Market, Providence, RI, Opened Summer 2019.



There is No Shortage of Challenges…

• Climate Change
• Corporate Consolidation
• Competitive Pressure
• Technological Change
• Inequality & Inequity
• Food Insecurity
• Global Conflict
• Undermining of Democratic 

Institutions
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2025: A Second International Year of Co-ops!

UN Agenda for Sustainable 
Development (2015-2030)

• Blueprint for “People, Planet, Prosperity, 
Peace, and Partnership.”

Contribution of Co-ops to…
• Building an Inclusive Economy
• Addressing Climate Change
• Strengthening Food Security

Governments Should…
• Facilitate Co-op Development
• Address Legislative Obstacles

Co-ops Should…
• Increase their Impact, and
• Promote their difference!

11



“Achieving the 2030 Agenda Through 
Empowerment of Local Communities”
“We accelerate the SDGs 
through more efficient, 
inclusive, resilient and 
sustainable agrifood 
systems for Better 
Production, Better 
Nutrition, a Better 
Environment, and a Better 
Life, leaving no one behind.”
Director-General Qu Dongyu, Food and 
Agriculture Organization of the United 
Nations
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Photo: UN Food & Agriculture Organization: 
https://www.fao.org/contact-us/en



The SDGs Through a Food System Lens

Better Production
• Sustainable Agriculture
• Family Farms & Small Producers

Better Nutrition
• Food Security
• Food Safety 

Better Environment
• Responsible Consumption
• Climate Smart Systems

Better Life
• Stronger Rural Communities
• Inclusive Economy
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Collective Food Co-op Impact

Better
Production

Better 
Nutrition

Better 
Environment

Better 
Life

Local 
Sourcing

Food for All / 
Solidarity Funds

Bulk, Reduce 
Packaging

Co-operative 
Economics

Organic, Co-op & 
Fair Trade

Fresh, Local 
Produce

Reduced Waste & 
Composting

Good 
Jobs

Food Safety 
Collaboration

Nutrition 
Education

Energy Efficiency 
& Sustainability

Equality 
& Equity

Food System 
Development

SNAP/WIC & 
Policy Advocacy

Bike / EV Friendly 
Investments

Inclusive 
Economy
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Goal: Impact the Food System & Economy

• Cross Sector Collaboration
• Sourcing Initiatives 
• New England Farmers Union
• Local Food Safety 

Collaborative
• Federation of Southern 

Cooperatives
• Northeast Organic Family 

Farm Partnership
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Goal: Co-op Development & Shared Success

• Regional Gatherings
• Peer Groups
• Workshops & Trainings
• Educational Resources
• Legal & Technical Assistance
• Start-Up Support
• Supporting Small & Rural 

Food Co-ops
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NFCA Peer Training for Cheese Buyers, Brattleboro Food Co-op, 2019



Goal: Civic Engagement & Policy Advocacy

• Defend Co-op Identity
• Update Co-op Laws
• Voter Registration Day / Co-

ops Vote!
• Co-op Identity Advisory Group
• Engaging Policy Makers
• WIC/SNAP Advocacy
• Policy Advocacy Initiative

17



National Farmers Union Convention, 2024 
Special Order of Business:
“NFU was a leader in the promotion of 
the first international year of 
Cooperatives in 2012, and we will 
again demonstrate our leadership in 
2025 by promoting the cooperative 
model and educating our 
communities and policy makers 
about the principles, benefits, and 
impact of cooperatives.
When cooperatives are successful 
and remain committed to the 
cooperative principles, their 
members, their communities, and 
our country benefit.”
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New England Delegates to the National Farmers Union Convention, 2024 — 
Rebecca White (Hanover Co-op Food  Stores), Mary Castonguay (Dairy 
Farmer & Organic Valley Member), Zoe Fox (Agricultural Project Manager with 
New England Consulting Services) & Roger Noonan , NEFU President.



Goal: Public Education & Awareness

• Advertising & Press
• Events Outreach
• Co-op Day / Co-op Month
• ICCM at Saint Mary’s University
• UMass Co-op Curriculum
• Webinar Series
• Green River Festival
• Foundation for the Second 

International Year of Co-ops
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What Should Our Co-ops Work On, Together?

49%
• Healthy Food 

Access
• Community 

Partnerships
• Policy 

Advocacy

32%
• Reduced 

Waste
• Energy 

Efficiency / 
Sustainability

• Advocacy & 
Engagement

29%
• Sourcing for 

Impact
• Producer 

Partnerships
• Composting / 

Recycling

28%
• Civic 

Engagement
• Policy 

Advocacy
• Economic 

Democracy

22%
• Co-operative 

Economy
• Good Jobs
• Collaboration 

for Shared 
Success
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Laying the Foundation for 2025

Measuring Our Impact
• Annual Impact Survey

Telling Our Stories
• Marketing & Educational Tools

Communicating Our Identity
• Values & Principles (& dotCoop)

Sharing Successful Strategies
• Peer to Peer Collaboration

Engaging Policymakers
• Policy Advocacy Initiative
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Rutland Area Food Co-op, Rutland, VT
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