
Synthesis Committee
Update
By Jenna Whitaker, Board Member

It’s a wrap! After 3 months of digesting and integrating Member-
Owner feedback, the Synthesis Committee has completed its 
task of producing a recommendation for the Co-op’s long-term 
planning process. This recommendation or “synthesis” reflects 
the wealth of input received from Member-Owners via feedback 
sessions, survey responses, and emails. 

The Synthesis Committee was an offshoot of the Long-term 
Planning Committee (LTPC) and comprised of 10 people:

• 4 Member-Owners, each elected from a different feedback 
session that took place in September and October 2017: Chris 
Eykamp, David Todd, Judith Maron-Friend, and Phil Quitslund

• 3 LTPC Members: Ashley Todd, Finnley LoPresti, and Sofie 
Sherman-Burton

• 2 Board Members: David Wadley and myself
• 1 Collective Manager not on the Long-Term Planning 

Committee (LTPC): Kahadish Wa’adabisha

Each of our meetings were facilitated by David Osborn, who 
also created the format we used to explore and organize the 
information. The work involved a lot of reading and grouping 
comments and ideas into common themes. It was colorful and 
challenging at times, but we managed to reach consensus on 
every aspect of our task. Our finished project is a comprehensive 
summary of these themes with supporting feedback, and a 
recommendation for the process moving forward.

While we each brought a variety of our own experience to the 
Synthesis Committee, it is important to recognize that many of us 
benefit from white privilege; the summary we made is no doubt 
impacted by that fact, though it is difficult to say exactly how. As 
a Board member, I hope that we can work to bring more diverse 
perspectives into our participatory processes in the future. 

The Synthesis Committee recommended that the Co-op rule 
out the option of relocation and focus on researching options 
to stay viable and relevant at its current location. We received 
ample feedback from Member-Owners sharing their personal 
connection to the building and its ties to the community, along 
with other concerns about the financial ramifications of moving 
the store. Some folks shared ideas for helping us sustain in place. 

The LTPC considered the Synthesis Committee’s input in forming 
their recommendations for the Collective Management. You can 
read more about those recommendations and the LTPC’s future 
research in their update, which follows.

I would like to thank every person that wrote an email, attended 
a feedback session, or participated in this process in any way 
thus far. Your thoughts and words are meaningful, impassioned, 
and clearly reflective of your values and experiences. Hearing 
your different ideas, concerns and feelings was an incredible 
opportunity and an interesting way to get to know my position on 
the board. I look forward to seeing where this process takes us!
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Long-Term Planning
Committee Update
By the long-term planning committee

Over the course of the fall and winter, our financial feasibility 
research showed us that it would be very difficult and pretty 
risky for the Co-op to open a second store around 10,000 square 
feet in size or to relocate within the current neighborhood, the 
two options that we had actively been researching. Based on the 
Co-op’s good cash position and lack of debt, we thought that 
it would be relatively simple to finance large projects. But our 
situation is more complicated than that, and the Collective has 
recently shifted our focus to reflect what we’ve learned. 
 
First, we are learning more about the competitive landscape, 
and asking big questions about the relevancy of food co-ops 
like People’s in a time when “natural” foods are part of every 
major grocery store’s offerings, while wage and class inequities 
are increasing. The Long-term Planning Committee is increasingly 
asking ourselves how the Co-op can grow in a way that is relevant 
to our Member-Owners and broader community as well as 
financially sustaining.

The Long-term Planning Committee also heard that there 
are some things that our Member-Ownership considers non-
negotiable – namely, the loss of this historic building as grocery 
store and community hub. 

As the Long-term Planning Committee has learned more about 
the possibilities for growing the Co-op through our research, 
we’ve shifted our focus to projects that not only seem more 
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achievable but also inspire hope for expanding the Co-op’s 
impact. We’ve had to adjust our expectations of what is possible 
in the next ten years. Although the Collective and the Long-term 
Planning Committee are now focusing on smaller, lower-risk 
projects, we feel that continuing to focus on this work, while 
re-orienting ourselves toward our Ends, will be important for the 
success of any long-term plan.

After all of our research and conversations with Member-Owners, 
the Collective Management has decided to shift the focus of our 
research and long-term planning activities in the following ways: 

We’re no longer actively researching relocating and 
opening a much larger (10,000 sq.ft.) second store at this 
time, having seen that these are not currently feasible 
options for the Co-op. 

The Collective had decided to research relocating and opening a 
much larger second store primarily because the Co-op is difficult 
to operate at its current size. It’s difficult for staff and Hands 
On Owners to safely and efficiently navigate our backstock, 
and some customers struggle with our small aisles because they 
have large families, large bodies, or use mobility devices. We also 
thought that we could finance a big project because we have a 
significant amount of money in the bank and no debt. 

Through our engagement with Member-Owners, we found that 
many were very opposed to relocating the store and thought 
opening a large second store would be too risky. Our financial 
feasibility research also demonstrated that opening a large second 
store and relocating would be much more difficult to fund and 
take longer to become profitable than we had previously thought. 
Maybe in the future we will want to research these ideas again, 
but they aren’t the best direction for our current development 
process. 

The Long-term Planning Committee will continue researching 
the feasibility of smaller, lower-risk ventures like a small 
second store (less than 10,000 square feet), a warehouse, 
working in closer collaboration with the Alberta Co-op, 
and expanding on-site. 

Although opening a large second store and relocating are not 
the right next steps, the Collective does agree that we might 
find different, smaller scale projects that are more viable. These 
projects could  include opening a second store smaller than we’d 
previously considered, acquiring a warehouse, working more 
closely with the Alberta Co-op, or expanding on our current site. 
These projects would all require less financial investment than 
relocating or opening a large second store, and the Long-term 
Planning Committee will be doing more research to see what the 
Co-op stands to gain by taking on one of these projects including 
how they help the Co-op to work towards our Ends. 

We will work to establish policy and procedure that will 
enable the Board and Collective to integrate representative 
feedback from our Member-Ownership and center voices 
and needs that are typically marginalized in development 
processes. 

The Long-term Planning Committee envisions more intentional 
Member-Owner engagement moving forward. We’ll need to 
prioritize methods of engagement that require a reasonable 
amount of staff time and also allow for diverse perspectives to 
be engaged and centered. There are a variety of ways that we 
can imagine actualizing this vision and the Long-term Planning 
Committee will continue to work with the Board to figure out 
how best to continue engaging our Member-Owners and other 
stakeholders. 

Development processes typically fail to engage folks of marginalized 
identities, particularly people of color, low-income folks, queer 
and trans people, and women. Because of our Ends, the Board 
and the Collective Management are committed to including these 
folks, their needs, and their voices in our development process. 
This has been a value in the long-term planning process since the 
beginning of Member-Owner outreach in the spring of 2016, and 
as we move into this new phase of the research and narrowing, 
we are recommitting to having an inclusive and well-considered 
process to hear from Member-Owners and other stakeholders in 
our community.

The Collective will continue to commit to the staff’s 
operational efficiency at our current location, with a 
focus on increasing the Co-op’s sales growth and cash 
flow. 

Making sure that our current store is running efficiently and that 
we are managing our time, products, and space well are all super 
important no matter what kind of expansion project the Co-op 
ends up doing. This is work that the Collective has already begun, 
but the Long-term Planning Committee and the Finance Team 
are working on new ways to improve our staff’s efficiency and 
use particular financial measures to help gauge how well we’re 
doing. As we’re working on implementing a new project, it will be 
especially important to be running an efficient operation in our 
existing store. 

The Collective and Board will utilize the  structures we 
have in place to create a long-term plan and carry the 
Co-op through implementation of a plan in the spirit of 
togetherness. 

We need to finish a plan and to define how we’ll get it done 
once we have it! The Collective decided to utilize our existing 
team structure to continue working on the long-term plan, and to 
absorb the work of implementation once we finalize it.

 

There will be lots of opportunities for you to weigh in about 
Long-Term Planning! Stay tuned to the Member-Owner email 
and instore signs to find out about opportunities to share your 
perspectives. 
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