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INTRODUCTION

PROJECT OVERVIEW
NC Growth analyst Juliana de Groot worked with NC Choices and NC NHGA to develop a
best-practices report for niche meat cooperatives, which focuses on policies and procedures
for growing and maintaining young cooperative businesses focused on pasture raised
meat and collaboration between various stakeholders. Information from the report has
been gathered from interviews with cooperative developers, consultants, managers and
cooperative board members throughout the country.

Agricultural AGRICULTURE COOPERATIVES
cooperatives Many small scale agricultural cooperatives face similar problems during growth--these
allow small scale usually center on management, operations, and marketing. Niche meat cooperatives face
and larger scale uniquely specific issues due to smaller markets, processor logistics, and competition from
farmers, producers large-scale conventional producers. Agricultural cooperatives allow small scale and larger
and processors to scale farmers, producers and processors to strategically pool resources and capital in ways
strategically pool that allow them to capitalize on their collaboration to collectively foster opportunity and
resources and capital success. For regional or niche product farmers, cooperatives can provide services that
in ways that allow allow small and local businesses to thrive. Small scale meat cooperatives can solve logistical
them to capitalize on challenges that individual farmers may face, such as transportation to slaughterhouses,
their collaboration quality processing, feed and equipment purchasing, start-up cash flow for new farmers,
to collectively foster education and consulting, marketing and sales services, among others. Cooperatives are
opportunity and unique in each application, however, there are several aspects that might allow small meat
success. producers to capitalize on the services provided; pooling products, opportunities to build
equity and hired management.

NICHE MEAT PRODUCTION IN NORTH CAROLINA
Large scale conventional meat production in North Carolina uses contained animal feeding
operations (CAFOs) for production (S Wing & Wolf, 2000). Many family-owned livestock
farms have transitioned to contracts with large corporations, and the animal waste from
these operations present dire environmental justice and health equity issues, centered on
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low-resource, African American and Native American neighbors whose land and towns
are inundated with hog waste spray and pollution (Steve Wing & Johnston, 2014). Pastureraised animal production presents an alternative to the environmental degradation and
public health crisis presented by conventional facilities, and provides ethical local meat
products for consumption. Small farmers provide their regions with economic prosperity,
which is further enhanced by collaboration between farmers in agricultural cooperatives
(Gwin, Thiboumery, & Stillman, 2013). These business ventures invest in economic
development for rural communities who face economic disempowerment and high
rates of poor health outcomes (Gwin et al., 2013). In order for cooperatives to thrive,
local stakeholder involvement is crucial. Stakeholders include cooperative development
institutions, local agriculture extension offices, local governments, and university initiatives
focused on local economic development.

BEST PRACTICES
For most cooperative businesses, there is much variation between structure, organization,
size and governance, however there are several best practices specifically for niche meat
producer coops that are worth mentioning. First, hiring an operations manager who is not
primarily concerned with running their own business, but focused mainly on the health of
the cooperative. Second, developing flexible guiding documents to organize and manage
the cooperative is imperative. Bylaws are important, however sometimes not necessary for
the day-to-day management of the cooperative. Third, cooperatives can remain flexible
and nimble by pooling products and services into different categories—this allows them to
stratify products based on quality, seasonality, quantity, or other factors that are important
for their business needs.

OPERATIONS MANAGER
Hiring outside operations managers has been instrumental to the success of small nichemeat cooperative businesses. For cooperatives such as Grass Roots Farmers Coop, and
Island Grown Farmers Coop, this has allowed the farmers served by the coop to focus their
energy on farming, while ensuring sustainable cooperative operations. Tall Grass Prairie
Coop was an example of a small niche-meat producer and marketing cooperative, who
did not hire outside manager, and instead operated on a volunteer basis from their existing
pool of members—and lists this as one of the important factors that led to the end of
their cooperative (Wilson, 2001). An organized and proficient operations manager handles
the day to day tasks of operating the cooperative business, and is an employee of the
cooperative. In some cases they are also coop members, but there is no strict guidelines as
to the management organization, and each cooperative can decide what is best for their
business.

OPERATIONS DOCUMENTS
Guiding documents that aid in the day-to-day operations of cooperatives are incredibly
2
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important. Developing these documents, including detailed notes and legacy
documentation on different positions, procedures, commitments and contracts is
tantamount to a successful cooperative. This is especially true for cooperatives who are
undergoing transition periods and periods of growth and development. Grass Roots
Farmers Cooperative uses a lengthy operations document to manage daily operations and
maintain animal husbandry standards among their divers membership base.

POOLING SERVICES AND PRODUCTS
Pooling services and products is a strategy that many cooperatives use to manage the
differing needs of their members, while retaining strong relationships with customers. For
instance, if a cooperative is pulling together meat from 15 different farmers there could
be large gaps in quality. Pooling products of similar qualities can allow the cooperative
to meet customer expectations (on price or quality) while also continuing to provide an
avenue for marketing pasture raised meats for small farmers who might not otherwise
be able to reach a sustainable customer base. In addition to the customer benefits for
pooling, the cooperative could provide different services for each pool, depending on
the needs of the members in each respective pool. This could be technical assistance in
farming practices, certification assistance, or assistance in starting their business.

Figure 1.1 Example of Pooling Structure
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EQUITY STRUCTURE
Developing a sustainable equity structure has several important benefits for farmers and
their cooperatives. First, through monetary investments, members make a commitment to
the success of the cooperative, and the cooperative is able to utilize that money to invest
in infrastructure and supplies. Second, there is a benefit to the farmer’s themselves, as
they are able to build equity in a collective business, outside of their own, adding to their
personal financial health.

CASE STUDIES:
State

Type

Size

Staff

Services

Products

Organic
Valley

Nationwide,
based in
Wisconsin

Marketing

2,044

932

Feed program,
education,
mar-keting,

Dairy, Beef,
5.5% buy-in of
Pork, Eggs, Pro- yearly sales to
duce
OV, 8% re-turns
every year.

Grass Roots
Farmers'
Coop

Arkansas

Marketing

15

7 employees:
General manager, operations,
live-stock technical assistant,
invento-ry, communica-tions,
accounting

Provide startChicken, Turup fee for new
key, Pork, Beef
farms, marketing
under one label,
processing,
dis-tribution,
feed program,

no equity
model

Island
Grown
Farmers
Coop

Washington
State

Processing

65

8 full time
em-ployees,
1 part time: 2
on MSU, 6 at
cutting plant, 1
bookkeeper

Slaughter,
pro-cessing, cut
& wrap, retail
pack-aging

buy in 5%
of fees paid
to coop for
ser-vices/use,
some members
have nearly
$30,000 in
equity.

Beef, Pork,
Lamb

ORGANIC VALLEY
Organic Valley is an organic dairy marketing cooperative founded in Wisconsin in 1988
as the Cooperative Regions of Organic Producer Pools. It now consists of 2,000 member
farms across the country. For this project we talked with Gerry Cohn, the Southern Pool
Regional Manager who manages the sales and services provided to the southern dairy
farms in the cooperative. In addition to dairy, OC sells produce, beef and pork under the
Organic Prairie label. OC processes, markets and sells products under its own label, so the
2,000+ farms are the producer, while OV manages the rest. Half of their members are
small Mennonite and Amish farms--which are close to the route to larger farms.
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Bylaws are not the most important document in terms of managing the cooperative, and
they regularly return to their member agreement when questions arise. The cooperative is
structured such that members have the opportunity to be on advisory boards, and work
on different initiatives of the cooperative in addition to having the opportunity to discuss
and sit at the table with the management and CEO of the cooperative.
For the day-to-day operations of the dairy coop, Organic Valley charges members a pay
price and service fee for each unit volume of milk. They offers technical assistance and
support for member farms, including educational opportunities. Organic Valley operates
primarily under their member agreement, their bylaws are not as important in the daily
operation of the cooperative.
Organic Valley’s member organization is made up of 6 umbrella pools depending on
the product (dairy, eggs, beef, pork, produce and grower) in addition to pools based on
region. Their intricate pooling strategy has allowed them to delineate services depending
upon region, product and even quality. The grower pools is their feed program, and they
provide an incentive and option for farmers to grow feed for the coop in addition to
their other products. For the dairy pools, each region has its own pay-price and quality
is measured and checked for each pick-up location. The coop uses fat content and other
markers to manage the quality of the milk that their farmers produce. In terms of equity,
Organic Valley retains 5.5% of the pay price as member equity, and at the end of the year
members earn 8% returns on this investment. When members leave the cooperative, their
equity investments are immediately returned.
In terms of staying nimble in a changing market, Organic Valley’s goal is to sell nearly 98%
of their product into the organic market, however, due to oversaturation or oversupply,
they sell milk into the conventional market for conventional prices, sometimes up to 10%
of their product. Organic Valley is a great example of how a small regional cooperative
was able to grow into a national brand, while maintaining strong cooperative values
and transparency for their farmers and customers. They maintain an internal website for
farmers and producers to

GRASS ROOTS FARMERS’ COOPERATIVE
To learn about Grass Roots, we talked to Cody Hopkins--one of the founding members
and general manager of Grass Roots. Grass Roots operates in Arkansas and produces
pasture-raised poultry, beef and pork. Direct sales to individual customers are a bulk of
their business and a majority of their sales come through their website. Additionally, they
operate a feed program, as well as wholesale to restaurants and value-added processors
both of which add to their revenue stream.
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In terms of management, Grass Roots has a 35 page document detailing standards and
best practices for animal husbandry (Grass Roots Farmers’ Cooperative, 2016). However,
Grass Roots’ board is in the process of simplifying this document, as it is too cumbersome
and detailed to account for all farms involved in the coop. Their bylaws are important, but
they primarily utilize technical assistance and their best practices document for managing
the cooperatives operations.
Grass Roots procured funding from a variety of sources in order to incorporate, including
Heifer International and VAPG grants. Their partnership with Heifer International allows
them to provide additional technical assistance for their farms, especially for farms that
may be struggling with quality (Heifer International, 2016). Because of their partnerships
and funding, Grass Roots is able to provide cash flow and startup costs for new member
farms to start their chicken farm. Providing financing to start a chicken farm is easier and
more feasible than pork or beef, as the startup and equipment costs are comparatively
low. Providing start-up costs breaks down the barriers for new farms to start producing for
the coop (Bona, 2015; Heifer International, 2016).

ISLAND GROWN FARMERS COOPERATIVE
Bruce Dunlop was a founding member of Island Grown Farmers Coop (Island Grown),
which provides a mobile slaughtering unit (MSU) for farms in the Puget Sound and San Juan
Islands in Washington State (he also designed and built the MSU). Island Grown started
from a collaboration between county extension agents, San Juan Island meat farmers and
Lopez Community Land Trust (eXtension, 2018). The MSU allows small farms on remote
islands to access high quality slaughter without dealing with the logistics of taking their
animals off-island, as the MSU travels from farm to farm in the area (eXtension, 2018;
Johnson, 2015).
In addition to the MSU, Island Grown operates an off-island cut/wrap facility that the farms
may use as well for processing their animals. Members pay a per-head fee for animals
that are slaughtered and processed, but retains ownership of their products throughout
the process, so that they are able to sell under individual labels. Island Grown provides
MSU services to non-member farms in addition to member farms, and has grown their
membership to 65 farmers. IGFC’s MSU has been very beneficial, with the biggest benefit
being USDA slaughter for their animals that can then be sold anywhere (Niche Meat
Processor Assistance Network, 2013).
Their equity structure is similar to Organic Valley’s--the coop retains 5% of the price of the
MSU service. This structure has allowed some members to invest nearly $30,000 into the
coop since its founding in 2007.
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CONCLUSION
To conclude this report, it is important to note a quote from Bruce Dunlop, one of the
founders from Island Grown Farmers Cooperative, talking about the benefits of being an
owner of a cooperative, “You really become an owner and not a customer--you don’t go
shopping around for the best deal, you work with other members to create the best deal.”
This sentiment rings true for cooperatives and collaborative partnerships, that working
together small niche meat producers and processors can create a market and create the
situations in which to sell their products. Small niche meat cooperatives have added value
that is intrinsic to their success and their marketability as cooperative meat producers.
Through developing nimble structures that allow them to serve their members’ needs and
provide opportunities for their individual farms to grow, as well as developing alternative
revenue streams, and amending their organizational structure to allow for growth of the
cooperative, small niche meat cooperatives will become a stronger and more profitable
business.

“You really become an owner and not a customer-you don’t go shopping around for the best deal, you
work with other members to create the best deal.”
Bruce Dunlop, Founder, Island Grown Farmers Cooperative
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APPENDIX

APPENDIX A - ORGANIC VALLEY MEMBER AGREEMENT
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APPENDIX B - GRASS ROOTS FARMERS COOP ANIMAL
HUSBANDRY STANDARDS & BEST PRACTICES – COVER PAGE
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