
A Guide to

Published by:
The Minnesota Indian Business Alliance (MNIBA)

MIN
NE

SO
TA

 IN
DIAN BUSINESS ALLIANCE



ABO
U

T U
S

The M
innesota Indian Business w

as established in 2008 w
ith a m

ission to ACT:  Align Partners, Connect Businesses 
to Resources and Transform

 N
ative Econom

ies.

AC
KN

O
W

LED
G

EM
EN

TS
M

N
IBA w

ould like to extend our deep appreciation to our partners, Cooperative Developm
ent Services, Saskatchew

an 
First N

ations Econom
ic Developm

ent N
etw

ork and Cooperatives First, Saskatoon, Canada for generously sharing their 
expertise, research, publications and training m

aterials and allow
ing M

N
IBA to adapt and custom

ize the m
aterials to 

m
eet the needs of our tribal com

m
unities and native entrepreneurs.

The purpose of this guide is to increase your understanding of co-operatives and co-operative business developm
ent, 

and to assist you in deciding w
hether a co-operative is a good fit for your com

m
unity in pursuing econom

ic developm
ent. 

D
ISC

LAIM
ER

The inform
ation in this guide is not a com

prehensive overview
 of the legal and adm

inistrative aspects of co-operative 
developm

ent. The inform
ation is not to be solely utilized as the prim

ary basis of any transaction or legal opinion. 

The objective of this guide is to provide a pathw
ay to co-operative developm

ent and to facilitate a general understanding 
of the regulatory environm

ent and suggested processes. 

Readers are advised to seek legal and professional expertise prior to entering any legal agreem
ents or pursuing any 

legal transactions.  

The M
innesota Indian Business Alliance (M

NIBA) is guided by a holistic, strategic fram
ew

ork 
focused on seven key areas: Native Trade &

 Com
m

erce, Com
m

unity, Partnerships, Governance, 
Infrastructure, Finance and Resources.

N
ATIVE TR

A
D

E &
 CO

M
M

ERCE: The practice of exchange and trade is deeply rooted in the history and 
cultural practices of indigenous com

m
unities. Successful native driven trade and com

m
erce contributes 

to the diversity of a strong tribal econom
y.

CO
M

M
U

N
ITY: Com

m
unity m

em
bers are the m

ost legitim
ate, inform

ed, and reliable source of inform
a-

tion about their ow
n priorities. Their support is central to the success of native trade and com

m
erce.

PA
RTN

ER
SH

IPS: Collaborative partners play an im
portant role in the developm

ent of native trade and 
com

m
erce and provide valuable services, program

m
ing, resources and expertise that intersect w

ith each 
of the seven key areas.  

GO
VER

N
A

N
CE: Effective governance is central to the success and sustainability of native trade and 

com
m

erce. Tribal com
m

unities and native entrepreneurs thrive under supportive tribal policies focused 
on trade and com

m
erce.

IN
FR

ASTRU
CTU

R
E: Builds upon governance and 

addresses the legal, physical and hum
an capital 

needs so that trade and com
m

erce grow
. This 

includes business, em
ploym

ent, zoning law
s 

and regulations, the developm
ent of zoned 

trade 
and 

com
m

erce 
districts, 

sound 
road system

s, utilities, com
m

unication, 
broadband, 

and 
w

orkforce 
develop-

m
ent w

ith industry-specific w
orkforce 

strategies.

FIN
A

N
CE: 

Equitable 
and 

strategic 
access to financial products that best 
address the unique needs and chal-
lenges 

of 
native 

entrepreneurs 
in-

crease w
hen strong governance and 

infrastructure are in place.

R
ESO

U
RCES: Access and connection to 

netw
orks, m

entors, personal, professional 
and business m

anagem
ent tools are critical 

to the success and expansion of native trade 
and com

m
erce.

 RESOURCES 

FINANCE 

INFRASTRUCTURE

 
PARTNERSHIPS 

GOVERNANCE

NATIVE TRADE
&

 COM
M

ERCE

COM
M

UNITY

GATH
ER

IN
G TO

 FO
R

M
U

LATE 
CO

LLABO
R

ATIVE STR
ATEGIES

M
N

IBA facilitates opportunities for partners, 
com

m
unity m

em
bers, native entrepreneurs 

and tribal leadership to develop strategies and 
solutions to address the opportunities and 
challenges im

pacting native entrepreneurs.

All of M
N

IBA’s events are open, and every-
one is w

elcom
e. Inform

ation on the dates and 
tim

es of upcom
ing events can be found on the 

M
N

IBA w
ebsite, Facebook, through our em

ail 
announcem

ents and new
sletter.

M
O

N
TH

LY 
“BU

Y 
N

ATIVE 
FIRST” 

STATEW
ID

E W
O

R
K

IN
G GRO

U
P: video 

tele-conference 
and 

quarterly 
face-to-

face m
eetings serve as a chance to build 

out procurem
ent policy, tribal supportive 

resolutions, educational m
aterials, review

 
new

 research and trends, and host Buy 
N

ative First events throughout the state. 

Q
UARTER

LY 
M

EETIN
GS: 

are 
hosted 

throughout the state. They serve as a 
chance to netw

ork, exchange know
ledge 

and 
strengthen 

partnerships. 
Speakers 

are invited to highlight new
 best practic-

es, introduce services, resources, new
 re-

search and trends and to show
case native 

entrepreneuers.

W
O

R
K

SH
O

PS &
 W

EBIN
ARS: are hosted 

throughout the state and online to engage 
native entrepreneurs, com

m
unities, tribal 

decision m
akers and partners on various 

topics.

P.O
. Box 1902

D
etroit Lakes, M

N
 56502

218-850-8364
info@

m
niba.org

w
w

w
.m

niba.org
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IN
TRO

D
U

C
TIO

N
Tribal N

ations are facing a w
ide range of challenges as they seek to secure the future for their m

em
bers, com

m
unities, 

and future generations. In seeking to create sustainable com
m

unities econom
ically, socially, and politically, Tribal 

N
ations need to be poised to develop w

ays to circulate financial resources as frequently as possible w
ithin their 

com
m

unities, rather than see the m
oney used at other businesses outside the com

m
unity.

Federal and State
Grants and Contracts

Revenues from
Tribal Enterprises

(Off-reservation Custom
ers)

Taxes and Fees
Revenue

Off-reservation
Expenditures

Em
ployees

Off-reservation

Off-reservation
Native-ow

ned
Business Incom

e

W
ages Earned

Off-reservation
Tribal Enterprises

Revenue

Native-ow
ned

Business Incom
e

Transfer Paym
ents

W
ages

Investm
ent and

Expenditures in
On-reservation

Businesses

Tribal Governm
ent

Tribal M
em

bers

On-reservation
Businesses

Investm
ent Incom

e
and Other

Transfer Paym
ents

M
ino-ayi’iin m

eshkw
adoonam

ang ondinigaadew
an ezhichigeyang om

aa.
Jiisigaa indaniw

ininaan ji-m
ashkaw

endam
igaadeg bebakaan ebiitaagegin.

The good things w
e exchange are derived from

 w
hat w

e do here.
O

ur abundance leaks out to strengthen all different com
m

unities.
w
w
w
.m
niba.org

MINNESOTA INDIAN BUSINESS ALLIANCE

1



ABO
U

T CO
-O

PERATIV
ES

W
HAT IS A CO

-O
PERATIVE?

A co-operative is an autonom
ous association 

of persons united voluntarily to m
eet their 

com
m

on econom
ic, social, and cultural needs 

and aspirations through a jointly ow
ned and 

dem
ocratically controlled enterprise. 

—
 International Co-operative Alliance

Co-operative m
em

bers com
e from

 all w
alks 

of life and they are all ages and belong to 
all incom

e groups. People form
 and join co-

operatives to m
eet all sorts of needs, and 

they buy and sell all kinds of products and 
services, ranging from

 child care to groceries 
to agricultural products to financial services. 
There are co-operative day-care centers and 
co-operative burial societies. There is probably 
a co-operative som

ew
here in the country to 

m
eet every kind of need im

aginable. 

A co-operative is a legal business structure. A co-operative is form
ed by a group of people w

ho w
ant to provide 

them
selves w

ith goods and services, to produce and sell the products, or to create their ow
n jobs. Co-operatives 

are differentiated from
 other business entities in three w

ays: m
em

ber ow
nership, m

em
ber control, and m

em
ber 

benefit. 

VALUES
Co-operatives are based on values of self-help, self-responsibility, dem

ocracy, equality, equity and solidarity. Co-
operative m

em
bers believe in the ethical values of respect, honesty, social responsibility, reciprocity, and caring 

for others and their com
m

unity.

BEN
EFITS O

F A N
ATIVE CO

-O
PERATIVE

¾
 Shared values betw

een the co-operative structure and native peoples 
¾
 Co-operatives are a proven, sustainable business m

odel.

M
any co-operative businesses developed in tribal com

m
unities incorporate the practices and w

ays of being 
and know

ing into the business. This helps em
bed the business w

ithin the com
m

unity, ensuring local values are 
represented in day-to-day operations.

CO
-O

PERATIVES BRIN
G THE FO

LLO
W

IN
G TYPES O

F BEN
EFITS TO

 THEIR M
EM

BERS:
¾
 Consum

er Co-operatives – provide retail products and services for their custom
er m

em
bers

¾
 Purchasing Co-operatives – purchase products and services in bulk to reduce or share costs for 

individual or organizational m
em

bers

¾
 M

arketing Co-operatives – build m
arkets for m

em
ber’s products and services, im

prove m
em

ber 

Tribal com
m

unities have options to consider: they can choose to establish tribal enterprises, attract outside 
corporations, establish social enterprises, invest and foster the developm

ent of individual entrepreneurs, or 
encourage the developm

ent of co-operatives that both function in the m
arketplace to serve their m

em
bers’ 

needs and w
ork together, w

ith clear lines of accountability. Each type of econom
ic activity has its place in a strong 

econom
y, w

ith no single type of activity able to m
eet all of the econom

ic challenges on its ow
n.

A co-operative is one accom
m

odating approach w
here Tribal com

m
unities can com

e together collectively to 
address the econom

ic needs of a com
m

unity. Co-operatives are not a new
 form

 of organization, they exist in 
m

any sectors of the U
S econom

y such as fishing, energy, telecom
m

unications, forestry, housing, financial services, 
consum

er goods, and arts and crafts. Co-operatives fill an im
portant role in econom

ic capacity-building, providing 
skills developm

ent, business developm
ent, m

entoring, and em
ploym

ent. 

There are several reasons M
N

IBA believes this toolkit w
ill be of interest:

1. Sim
ilarities betw

een the values of Tribal N
ations and Co-operative values

2. The co-operative structure is flexible to fit com
m

unities’ needs and goals

3. A co-operative can be m
ade to suit the cultural desires of the com

m
unity

4. A co-operative is tw
ice as likely to survive as a corporation because it accom

m
odates com

m
unal 

expectations

5. Tribal com
m

unities m
ay find that co-operative business offer m

ore options

6. The co-operative business m
odel is a useful and needed part of the m

ix of econom
ic activity for tribal 

com
m

unities 

Co-operatives are a good fit w
hen: 

¾
 People w

ant to w
ork together

¾
 Com

m
unities have identified the need to diversify and strengthen their local econom

y

¾
 Businesses can add value or low

er costs

¾
 A financial or governance relationship should be form

alized

¾
 Com

m
unities w

ant to be engaged in business ow
nership

Survival Rate of Business After…
…

5 Years
10 Years

Long-Term
Co-operatives

64%
46%

30%
Corporations

36%
20%

N
/A

Source: W
orld Council of Credit U

nions 2003, Statistical Data:  U
S Credit U

nion Statistics 1939-20002; in W
illiam

s 2007, 9. 

Co-operatives com
bine

econom
ic

AN
D

 SO
CIAL O

BJECTIVES IN
 TH

EIR
business pursuits by providing a m

odel for strong

com
m

unity econom
ic 

developm
ent, they generate 

com
m

unity investm
ent by

 facilitating 
local CO

N
TRO

L  of resource developm
ent.

2
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SEVEN
 CO

-O
PERATIVE PRIN

CIPLES
Co-operatives believe in and are form

ed around the sam
e seven principles, know

n as the Co-operative Principles 
and outline how

 co-operatives put their values into action. These Principles are part of the International Co-
operative Alliance’s Statem

ent on the Co-operative Identity: 

1. VO
LUN

TARY AN
D O

PEN
 M

EM
BERSHIP

Co-operatives are voluntary organizations, open to everyone able to use their services and w
illing to 

accept the responsibilities of m
em

bership. 

2. DEM
O

CRATIC M
EM

BER CO
N

TRO
L

Co-operatives are dem
ocratic organizations controlled by their m

em
bers, w

ho set policies and m
ake 

decisions. The elected Board is accountable to the m
em

bership. M
em

bers have equal voting rights 
(one m

em
ber, one vote). 

3. M
EM

BER ECO
N

O
M

IC PARTICIPATIO
N

M
em

bers contribute equally to their co-operative’s capital (m
oney or other assets). At least part of 

that capital is usually the com
m

on property of the co-operative. M
em

bers usually receive lim
ited 

com
pensation, if any, on the m

oney they contributed to the co-operative for their m
em

bership. 
Extra funds not spent on running the co-operative m

ay go to further developing the co-operative and 
supporting other activities approved by the m

em
bership.

4. AUTO
N

O
M

Y AN
D IN

DEPEN
DEN

CE
Co-operatives are autonom

ous, self-help organizations controlled by their m
em

bers. If they enter into 
agreem

ents w
ith other organizations, including governm

ents, or raise capital from
 external sources, 

they do so on term
s that guarantee dem

ocratic control by their m
em

bers and m
aintain their autonom

y. 

5. EDUCATIO
N

, TRAIN
IN

G AN
D IN

FO
RM

ATIO
N

Co-operatives provide education and training for their m
em

bers, elected representatives, m
anagers, 

and em
ployees so they can help effectively in developing their co-operative. Educating new

 m
em

bers - 
either by direct job-related training or even just about the various benefits of m

em
bership - is essential. 

A co-operative is its m
em

bers; w
ithout the m

em
bers, the co-operative w

ouldn’t exist. 

6. CO
O

PERATIO
N

 AM
O

N
G CO

-O
PERATIVES

Co-operatives serve their m
em

bers better and strengthen the co-operative m
ovem

ent by w
orking 

together on local, national, regional and international levels. 

7. CO
N

CERN
 FO

R CO
M

M
UN

ITY
Co-operatives w

ork to sustainably develop their com
m

unities through policies approved by their 
m

em
bers. Co-operatives are created to m

eet needs identified by com
m

unity m
em

bers. In som
e cases, 

this m
ay m

ean access to healthy food or adequate housing, or w
ith its surplus, the co-operative m

ay 
choose to contribute resources to the com

m
unity directly.

bargaining pow
er, facilitate delivery of products to m

arket, and im
prove product quality

¾
 Value-added Processing Co-operatives – add value to m

em
bers’ products to increase m

em
bers’ share 

of retail m
ark-ups

¾
 W

orker Co-operatives – provide jobs for their m
em

bers and services for their com
m

unity

SIX REASO
N

S YO
U M

IGHT W
AN

T TO
 START A CO

-O
PERATIVE:

1. Co-operatives exist to m
eet their m

em
bers’ needs.  Their focus is on service to m

em
bers, not bringing 

a return to investors

2. Co-operative m
em

bers are not penalized for w
orking together in a co-operative business under U

S Tax 
Code; therefore m

any co-operatives enjoy tax advantages

3. Co-operatives are ow
ned and controlled by their m

em
bers.  They help keep resources in the m

em
bers’ 

com
m

unity and are guided by m
em

bers’ values

4. Decisions m
ade dem

ocratically by the m
em

bership provide a strong direction that is supported across 
the organization

5. Profits are returned to m
em

bers so m
em

bers benefit from
 the business they do w

ith the co-operative

6. Co-operatives contribute to the econom
ic stability of their com

m
unities

AN
ALYZIN

G
 CO

-O
PERATIV

ES AS
M

ARKETPLAC
E BU

SIN
ESSES

Co-operatives are businesses and can do m
any things that non-profit organizations cannot. Co-operatives com

bine 
the basic principles of com

m
unity developm

ent w
ith a business approach, enabling people to turn local strengths 

into viable com
m

unity ow
ned enterprises. 

Co-operatives differ from
 private corporations and non-profit corporations in three m

ain w
ays:

1. User-O
w

ned
The people w

ho ow
n and finance the Co-operative are those w

ho use the co-operative

2. User-Controlled
The people w

ho control the Co-operative are those w
ho use the co-operative

3. User-Benefitti
ng

The Co-operatives sole purpose is to provide and distribute benefits to its users on the basis of their use

Co-operatives are ow
ned by:

¾
 Consum

ers
¾
 Producers/farm

ers/fishers/gatherers
¾
 W

orkers
¾
 Businesses/O

rganizations
¾
 M

unicipalities/Governm
ent

¾
 O

ther Co-operatives

4
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TYPES O
F CO

-O
PERATIV

ES
Producer Co-operatives
This refers to groups of people engaged in the agricultural 
arena: farm

ing, fishing, and forestry. The co-operative 
m

em
bers m

ay be farm
ers, landow

ners or ow
ners of 

fishing operations. There is a long m
enu of possible 

w
ays these groups m

ay cooperate. They m
ay buy farm

 
inputs, equipm

ent, and insurance, hire m
anagers and 

sales people, m
arket and advertise together, or operate 

storage or processing facilities or a distribution netw
ork.

W
orker Co-operatives

These businesses are ow
ned by som

e or all of the 
w

orkers. Depending on the start-up capital needed, they 
can offer w

orkers a chance to ow
n their ow

n com
pany 

w
ith very little financial investm

ent. This can m
ake them

 
an ideal structure for people of m

odest or low
 incom

es. 
They are also increasingly popular w

ith sm
all groups of 

attorneys, designers and engineers, fundraisers, and 
other professionals.

M
any w

orker co-operatives are fairly sm
all and have no separate boards of directors; everyone takes a direct role 

in policy m
aking and other governance functions. Typical exam

ples are print shops, copy centers and bookstores; 
sm

all m
anufacturing, construction and engineering firm

s; hom
ecare and daycare professionals; restaurants and 

bakeries, auto repair shops and groups of artists or artisans.

A few
 w

orker co-operatives attain sizable m
em

berships. Co-operative Hom
e Care Associates in N

ew
 York City’s 

Bronx com
m

unity has 800 ow
ner-m

em
bers, m

ostly w
om

en of color (often im
m

igrants) living on low
 incom

es and 
tending hom

ebound elderly, ill and disabled folks.

Another group often included in this label are ‘dem
ocratic’ ESO

Ps (em
ployee stock ow

nership plan), w
here 

w
orkplace dem

ocracy is a stated goal. It is not uncom
m

on for w
orkers to buy out their com

pany as a dem
ocratic 

ESO
P (sharing the risks and rew

ards of ow
nership w

ith the form
er ow

ner and/or other parties) and then begin the 
transition to a full-fledged w

orker co-operative.

Consum
er Co-operatives

These businesses are ow
ned and governed by people w

ho w
ant to buy from

 the co-operative. Consum
ers can 

create a co-operative to provide pretty m
uch anything they w

ant to buy. Their purchases m
ay include groceries, 

electricity or telephone service, housing, healthcare, or—
under the label of credit unions—

financial services. The 
co-operatives can be tiny or im

m
ense: from

 a single artists’ dw
elling to a high rise w

ith hundreds of apartm
ents or 

a sm
all food buying club in a rural village to a m

ulti-m
illion dollar superm

arket in a bustling city.

The national Rural Electric Co-operative netw
ork serves consum

er-ow
ners in 45 states. Som

e co-operatively ow
ned 

insurance com
panies like N

ationw
ide serve enorm

ous m
em

berships w
ith significant financial assets.

M
ost consum

er co-operatives, even if they are not as com
plex or heavily regulated as credit unions (described 

SH
ARED

 VALU
ES O

F TRIBAL 
N

ATIO
N

S AN
D

 CO
-O

PERATIV
ES

Co-operatives reflect m
any of the sam

e values and beliefs found am
ong N

ative peoples. Given the history of native 
trade and com

m
erce and the collaborative and co-operative basis on w

hich Tribal N
ations exchanged w

ith other 
tribes and non-natives, it should com

e as no surprise that co-operatives reflect m
any of the sam

e values and 
beliefs found am

ong N
ative peoples.

Source:  Local People, Local Solutions.  A Guide to First N
ation Co-operative Developm

ent in Saskatchew
an, p. 12

N
early

39,000
CO

-O
PERATIVES AN

D
CRED

IT U
N

IO
N

S operate in the U
S

and em
ploy over

636,000 people. 

6
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M
ulti-Stakeholder Co-operatives

In som
e cases, it m

ay be desirable to create a hybrid am
ong these types of co-operatives. These are called “m

ulti-
stakeholder” co-operatives, and often create specific roles and rights for the various types of m

em
bers. For exam

ple, 
this m

ay take the form
 of a producer/consum

er or consum
er/w

orker hybrid co-operative. In these scenarios, the 
m

em
bership fees m

ight differ for the tw
o groups. This recognizes that there w

ill likely be few
er producer m

em
bers, 

and that they potentially have m
ore to gain and therefore m

ore incentive to invest, and you m
ight also have a 

certain num
ber of board seats reserved for each (i.e. on a board of seven, there are three “at large” m

em
bers, tw

o 
m

em
bers elected by the producers, and tw

o elected by the consum
ers).

These types of co-operatives are m
ore com

plex, developing and m
aintaining such a co-operative enterprise 

dem
ands a high level of com

m
itm

ent to the core concept of m
utual benefits. Proponents of this ‘hybrid’ m

odel 
have been active in local food m

ovem
ents around the U

S.

Hybrid W
orker and Consum

er-O
w

ned Co-operatives
An em

erging m
odel, prim

arily in grocer co-operatives, are consum
er and w

orker ow
ned co-operatives. In these 

co-operatives, both the w
orkers and consum

ers equally ow
n and m

anage the co-operative, elect individuals 
to the board of directors, and so on. Eroski is a w

orker-consum
er hybrid grocer co-operative in Spain (part of 

the M
ondragon system

), and their board of directors is divided up into tw
o sections - the w

orker section and 
the consum

er section that oversee topics relevant to their constituency, but w
ho also w

ork together on issues 
im

portant to the overall co-operative. W
orker and consum

er ow
ners elect an equal am

ount of representatives to 
the co-operative’s board.

In the U
nited States, the W

eaver Street M
arket in N

orth Carolina is a w
orker and consum

er ow
ned co-operative 

w
ith three grocery stores and one restaurant. 

Source:  The Co-operative Business Journal, Fall 2017:  Q
uotes from

 Pp. 10 and 16

below
), elect boards of directors w

ho hire m
anagers to run the daily operations. Both the grocery and the electric 

industries are tough businesses that require constant professional developm
ent. Consum

er m
em

ber-ow
ners m

ay 
serve on com

m
ittees, run for a seat on the board, or take another active part in the co-operative. But as often as 

not, their prim
ary involvem

ent in their co-operative is in the consum
ption of its goods or services.

Credit Unions
Credit unions are actually consum

er-ow
ned financial services Co-operatives in w

hich every depositor becom
es a 

m
em

ber-ow
ner. M

em
bers m

ay attend the annual m
eeting and help elect a board of directors that is typically m

ade 
up of com

m
unity volunteers, m

ost of them
 w

ith considerable financial and other relevant areas of expertise. This 
is quite a difference from

 big international banking conglom
erates w

ith their distant investor-ow
ner m

illionaires 
and highly paid directors w

ho have no know
ledge of or loyalty to local residents.

Credit unions, as w
ith all co-operatives, com

e is all sizes--from
 a single facility w

ith a few
 m

em
bers to huge, m

ulti-
branch operations that cover lots of territory and em

ploy m
any local people. Com

m
unity developm

ent credit 
unions are a special category created by the industry to specifically serve low

er incom
e com

m
unities.

Retail or Purchasing Co-operatives
Still another type of consum

er co-operative som
etim

es given its ow
n category is the retail or purchasing co-

operative, som
etim

es called a shared service co-operative. M
any of these co-operatives are ow

ned and governed 
by independent business ow

ners.

Best W
estern hotels, True Value and ACE hardw

are stores, and Carpet O
ne/CCA Global Partners are independently 

ow
ned businesses that have form

ed national and international co-operatives to purchase goods and services at 
rates that w

ill keep their bottom
 lines in the black. But there are also m

any successful sm
aller operations such as 

a group of independent business consultants or attorneys w
ho w

ant to buy offi
ce supplies, insurance, or other 

products and services together. Som
e m

unicipalities and even state governm
ents have joined together to ow

n 
their ow

n electricity, w
ater or telecom

m
unications utilities as w

ell as to buy business services and so forth co-
operatively.

W
hat unites all of these co-operatives is that they seek to im

prove their effi
ciencies and/or m

arket com
petitiveness 

by “bulk buying” a broad range of goods and services.

Housing Co-operatives
Housing co-operatives are ow

ned by the residents, w
hich 

m
akes them

 a type of consum
er co-operative. This can 

range from
 a single house to apartm

ent com
plexes w

ith 
thousands of units. It also includes co-housing projects, 
in w

hich dozens of hom
es are co-operatively ow

ned. 
Condom

inium
s are a relative of co-operatives, although 

w
ith condos each m

em
ber ow

ns their ow
n unit; in a 

co-operative, each m
em

ber ow
ns a share of the co-

operative that ow
ns all of the property. A special type of 

housing co-operative is a resident-ow
ned com

m
unity of 

m
anufactured hom

es, in w
hich residents ow

n their 
hom

es and ow
n a share in the co-operative that ow

ns 
the land and runs the park.

Co-operatives
and credit unions
H

AVE G
REATER CAPACITY

to influence
 their 

com
m

unity environm
ent than do

m
ost businesses.
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D
EV

ELO
PIN

G
 A N

ATIV
E 

CO
-O

PERATIV
E:

BEN
EFITS AN

D
 C

H
ALLEN

G
ES 

Developing a business as a co-operative has both benefits and challenges for any group or com
m

unity, rural or 
urban. There are additional benefits and challenges to be considered w

hen deciding if a co-operative business w
ill 

m
eet the needs of your com

m
unity.

BEN
EFITS ¾

 Shared values betw
een the co-operative structure and N

ative people 
¾
 Incorporates w

ays of being and know
ing into the practice of the business

¾
 M

em
ber-ow

nership strengthens local connections
¾
 Co-operatives offer equitably shared profits, risk, ow

nership, and decision-m
aking 

¾
 Creates jobs and supports the local econom

y and com
m

unity 
¾
 Profits are either shared by m

em
ber-ow

ners, used to im
prove the business or invested in the com

m
unity

¾
 Co-operatives are a proven, sustainable business m

odel

CHALLEN
GES 
¾
 Perceptions and stereotypes 
¾
 Local support is critical to the success of the business
¾
 Financing and securing loans can be m

ore diffi
cult, especially on-reservation

¾
 Instead of ow

ning, so the title doesn’t transfer. 

FO
UR REASO

N
S W

HY YO
U M

IGHT W
AN

T TO
 THIN

K TW
ICE BEFO

RE STARTIN
G A CO

-O
PERATIVE

1. Som
etim

es co-operatives have diffi
culty gaining access to the capital they need w

ithout being able to 
bring on investors w

ho have a seat on the board.

2. Co-operatives need to invest tim
e and m

oney in supporting their dem
ocratic process – education 

m
em

bers about key issues, holding m
eetings, and responding to m

em
ber concerns.  This can be 

expensive and tim
e consum

ing.

3. Som
etim

es there are legal lim
its to the scope of operations or m

em
bership for a co-operative.

4. Co-operatives are only as good as their m
em

bers ask them
 to be.  W

hen m
em

bers stop investing tim
e 

and energy, co-operatives can reduce the benefits they provide to their m
em

bers. 

Q
UESTIO

N
S TO

 CO
N

SIDER
1. Can the com

m
unity raise or find the funds necessary to finance a new

 organization? 

2. W
ill there be volunteers to w

ork on the pre-planning and planning stages?  

3. Is there suffi
cient support for a new

 endeavor in the com
m

unity? 

4. W
ill com

m
unity m

em
bers shop at the business? 

5. Are people w
illing to sit on a board of directors? 

6. Are there people w
ho could w

ork at or m
anage a new

 store? 

ABO
RIG

IN
AL CO

-O
PERATIV

ES
IN

 C
AN

AD
A

There are over 133 First N
ation, M

etis, or Inuit-controlled or operated co-operatives in Canada. O
f these Co-

operatives 77 are in the N
orthw

est Territories, N
unavut, N

unavik, N
orthern Q

uebec and N
orthern Saskatchew

an.

First N
ations and M

etis-controlled co- em
ploy 1,400 people w

ith an average of 18 people per co-operative. Retail 
co-operatives under First N

ations and M
étis control represent 71%

 of Aboriginal co-operatives, and account for 
93%

 of the annual sales of $250 m
illion.  Average incom

e for First N
ations and M

étis co-operatives: Retail co-
ops (m

ainly grocery stores): $230 m
illion; Fishing: $5.5 m

illion; Forestry: $4.5 m
illion. The follow

ing represents a 
sam

pling of First N
ation Co-operatives:

BRITISH CO
LUM

BIA

Alberni District Co-op Association (1928)
CO

N
SU

M
ER

15,000 m
em

bers
Convenience Store, Gas bar, bulk fuel 
– 2 locations

Diverse Aboriginal

Spirit Dance  Com
m

unity (1994)
CO

N
SU

M
ER

4 m
em

bers
Sustainable living w

ork-shops and 
organic vegetable farm

ing
Shusw

ap First N
ation

Tofino Consum
ers Co-op Association (1956)

CO
N

SU
M

ER
2,500 m

em
bers

General retail, groceries, clothing 
hardw

are, gas bar
N

uu-chah-nulth First N
ations

ALBERTA
Blood Reserve School Bus 
Co-op Ltd. (1978)

CO
N

SU
M

ER
40 m

em
bers

School bus services for children on-
reserve

Blood Tribe Kanai N
ation

Piikani Rural Electrification Association Ltd. (1962)
CO

N
SU

M
ER

365 m
em

bers
Provision of electricity to rural 
m

em
bers

Piikani First N
ation

Erm
ineskin Rural Electrification Association Ltd. 

(1958)
CO

N
SU

M
ER

190 m
em

bers
Provision of electricity to rural 
m

em
bers

Erm
ineskin First N

ation

M
AN

ITO
BA

Hollow
 W

ater Fishers Co-op (2009)
PRO

DU
CER

30 m
em

bers
Com

m
ercial fishing and m

arketing
Hollow

 W
ater First N

ation

N
eechi Foods Co-op Ltd. (1989)

W
O

RKER
60 m

em
bers

Groceries, bakery, restaurant, 
bookstore &

 arts centre
N

orth W
innipeg, Diverse 

Aboriginal

N
orthw

est W
ild Rice Grow

ers Co-op Ltd. (1985)
PRO

DU
CER

4 m
em

bers
Provides w

ild rice producers w
ith 

technical support
O

paskw
ayak First N

ation

O
N

TARIO

Bearskin Consum
er Co-op Ltd. (1993)

CO
N

SU
M

ER
600 m

em
bers

General retail, groceries
Bearskin Lake First N

ation

Huronia Fam
ily Housing Co-op (1986)

CO
N

SU
M

ER
25 m

em
bers

Co-op housing: 25 fam
ily units

M
ainly Anishnabek

True N
orth Com

m
unity Co-op (1993)

M
U

LTI-STAKEHO
LDER

450 m
em

bers
General retail, food, clothing &

 crafts
Diverse Aboriginal

SASKATCHEW
AN

M
any N

ations Co-op Ltd. (1995)
FIN

AN
CIAL

165 m
em

bers

Brokerage Housing Specializing in 
pensions, benefits, insurance group 
plans for First N

ation bands
Diverse Aboriginal

M
eadow

 Lake Co-op Association Ltd. (1945)
CO

N
SU

M
ER

7,200 m
em

bers

General retail, groceries, gas, service station, 
hardware/hom

e centre, agricultural products, 
pharm

acy, 6 locations in 3 com
m

unities
Diverse Aboriginal

La Ronge Childcare Co-op (1961)
CO

N
SU

M
ER

87 m
em

bers
Daycare services for alm

ost 100 
children

Diverse Aboriginal

Source:  Local People, Local Solutions.  A Guide to First N
ation Co-operative Developm

ent in Saskatchew
an, p. 14
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m
em

bers decided to revive the idea, w
ith a tw

ist.

They form
ed an organic grow

ers’ co-op and began to produce potatoes and other vegetables organically, aim
ing to 

supply local and regional m
arkets. Their co-op structure gave the participants a sense of ow

nership and decision-
m

aking pow
er that reflected the collectivity of First N

ations culture.

W
ith support from

 their Band and Heifer International, they grew
 around seven hectares of potatoes and just over 

one hectare of other vegetables. They have also started planting fruit trees. The idea is to use m
ainly indigenous 

varieties and to avoid m
onocultures by inter-planting crops. A couple hundred kilom

eters of shelterbelts planted in 
the past encourage biodiversity. Project participants that take part in training that w

ill net them
 a Green Certificate 

through Saskatchew
an’s on-farm

 training program
 in agricultural production and m

anagem
ent. In a one-year 

period, 11 fam
ilies w

ill be trained in the know
ledge and practice of indigenous organic gardening, agro-ecology 

and organic food entrepreneurship. Currently produce goes to the CHEP Good Food Box program
 in Saskatoon, to 

25 com
m

unity elders and to the M
uskoday school lunch program

.

M
uskoday First N

ation has been w
orking to create sustainable healthy econom

ic benefits for their com
m

unity and 
their consum

ers w
ith organic farm

ing. 

PRO
FILE THREE: N

EECHI FO
O

DS, LTD.
This w

orker has its roots in W
innipeg, M

anitoba and w
as form

ed in early 1990. It operates as a grocery store, 
restaurant, fruit and vegetable courtyard, and arts m

arket. N
eechi, m

eaning ‘sister, brother, or friend’ in Cree and 
O

jibw
a, w

as created to address food and em
ploym

ent security as w
ell as com

m
unity-building.

O
riginally opened as N

eechi Foods Com
m

unity store in 1990, a m
ajor expansion occurred in 2012 w

hen it becam
e 

part of the revitalization of M
ain Street and helped to open the N

eechi Com
m

ons Com
m

unity Business Com
plex. 

This center has the capacity to expand operations, include m
ore com

m
unity m

em
bers, and increase the num

ber of 
w

orkers involved. In addition to the grocery store, restaurant, and arts center, the new
 business com

plex includes 
a greater area to prom

ote m
ore Aboriginal artisans and m

usicians, a farm
ers’ m

arket, a bakery, and specialty 
boutiques. 

Funding for the developm
ent and expansion of N

eechi Foods cam
e in part from

 Provincial and Federal grants as 
w

ell as from
 fundraising, nam

ely the selling of shares to the general public. Slow
 and steady grow

th through stable 
annual sales and surplus invested back into the has created a strong foundation for all operations.

N
eechi Foods has received m

ultiple aw
ards, including the Green Globes certification for the design of the new

 
building, w

hich includes geo-therm
al heating and cooling. N

eechi Foods is also the recipient of the Excellence in 
Aboriginal Leadership Aw

ard. 

N
eechie Foods belongs to a num

ber of larger business organizations including the Canadian W
orker Federation, 

the Aboriginal Cham
ber of Com

m
erce and Food M

atters M
anitoba. The  is a purchasing partner of the Local 

Investm
ent tow

ard Em
ploym

ent program
, and is a supplier partner w

ith W
innipeg’s Social Purchasing Portal. 

These, and other partnerships, have contributed to the success of N
eechi Foods. 

PRO
FILE FO

UR: AM
ACHEW

ESPIM
AW

IN
 ASSO

CIATIO
N

 
The retail co-op in Stanley M

ission, located on the Churchill River in northern Saskatchew
an, has taken on the 

nam
e that Cree people alw

ays called the area before it w
as renam

ed by m
issionaries: Am

achachw
espim

aw
inhk. 

Just as the local com
m

unity has taken ow
nership of the nam

e, they’ve also taken ow
nership of the co-op. 

The first Association w
as established in Stanley M

ission through a governm
ent initiative, in 1949. Eventually, by 

1959, there w
ere 6 co-ops operating in northern Saskatchew

an: La Ronge, Stanley M
ission, Descham

bault Lake, 

7. Do you w
ant a business that is ow

ned and dem
ocratically controlled by the people w

ho use the 
services?

8. Do you w
ant a business that benefits the m

em
bers and m

em
bers have a say in m

aking decisions?

9. Do you w
ant a business that is a m

odel for com
m

unity developm
ent and job creation?

10. Do you have unique needs and goals that can be achieved through collective ow
nership?

11. Do you w
ant to create self-sustainability through a shared vision of how

 this can be accom
plished?

IM
PO

RTAN
T TAKE-AW

AYS
¾
 Co-operatives can fit in any sector

¾
 Building a co-operative usually requires approaching rethinking a problem

 or opportunity

¾
 M

em
ber-ow

nership strengthens local connections

¾
 There are m

any benefits to w
orking together

¾
 It builds the personal, professional and business capacity of a N

ative entrepreneur

CO
-O

PERATIV
E D

EV
ELO

PM
EN

T:
C

REATIN
G

 YO
U

R PATH
Co-operative businesses can be a w

ay for Tribal com
m

unities to im
prove econom

ic conditions w
hile keeping 

decision-m
aking pow

ers and control w
ith local people. Each Co-operative is designed to m

eet the needs of the 
com

m
unity it serves, so each co-op has a unique and locally-focused w

ay of w
orking. This section of the guide 

provides exam
ples of how

 different types of First N
ation Co-operatives are m

eeting the needs of their com
m

unities 
and looks at the benefits and challenges of developing N

ative-ow
ned co-operatives. 

PRO
FILE O

N
E: CREE8 W

O
RKER: FLYIN

G DUST FIRST N
ATIO

N
M

ission Statem
ent: “To develop sustainable, self-reliant livelihoods w

hile prom
oting the need for healthy 

lifestyles, nutritious food consum
ption and food sovereignty and security at the Band level.”

In 2009, the Riverside M
arket Garden began as eight people grow

ing organic vegetables on tw
o acres. By 2011 the 

w
orkers incorporated as Flying Dust Cree8 W

orker, a w
orker-controlled organic m

arket garden social enterprise. 
It now

 spans 27 acres, grow
ing tw

o different kinds of potatoes, carrots, onions, beans, herbs, cucum
bers, corn, 

squash, kale, beets, peas, and a variety of tom
atoes. 

In 2013, they built a state-of-the-art storage facility w
ith retail and com

m
ercial kitchen space included. O

ther 
acquisitions helping to develop this include a potato seed cutter, a potato-harvesting m

achine, and tw
o potato 

trucks. In 2014, they added a full tim
e staff person to coordinate their activities. 

PRO
FILE TW

O
: M

USKO
DAY W

O
RKERS O

RGAN
IC CO

-O
P

In 1999, the com
m

unity at M
uskoday launched an initiative to produce potatoes and grew

 and harvested about 
450 tons. The band-m

anaged project obtained suffi
cient training grants to hire every em

ployable w
elfare recipient 

in the com
m

unity to w
ork on the farm

 for six m
onths. This w

as suffi
cient tim

e to qualify for em
ploym

ent insurance, 
w

hich in turn opened doors to further training. O
nce the program

 ended; only 5%
 of the people involved w

ent 
back on social assistance. For a variety of reasons, the project did not continue, but in 2005, several com

m
unity 
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STARTIN
G

 A CO
-O

PERATIV
E:

TH
E D

EV
ELO

PM
EN

T STAG
ES

The M
innesota Indian Business Alliance (M

NIBA) and Cooperative Developm
ent Services (CDS) have a long-standing 

partnership and w
orking relationship.  They are the first cooperative developm

ent organization of its kind, CDS 
delivers business services to cooperative and producer-ow

ned businesses.  They specialize in applying the cooperative 
business m

odel and are innovative in applying this m
odel to new

 sectors and em
erging business ventures.

Stage O
ne:  Exploration 

Explore your new
 business idea

Organizational
Development

You w
ill need to…

…
.

M
N

IBA and CDS can provide…
…

By the end of this stage you’ll 
have…

..

Form
 an Organizing or Steering 

Com
m

ittee w
ith people w

ho 
represent the co-operative’s potential 
m

em
bers.

Identify your m
ission and core values.

M
eeting facilitation

A com
m

itted group of people 
w

ho agree on w
hat they w

ant this 
business to sell to w

hom
.

Business
Development

Define your key business concept. 
W

hat products and services m
ight 

the co-op supply that could m
ake a 

significant econom
ic difference in the 

lives of its m
em

bers?

Create a project developm
ent plan 

and budget.

Conduct m
arket research to 

determ
ine the need for your 

co-operative’s products and services 
and com

plete your feasibility analysis 
to evaluate the viability of the 
business idea.

M
eeting facilitation

M
arket research and feasibility 

analysis or help hiring and m
anaging 

a consultant to assist the group.

Share lessons learned by other 
projects and guidance on project 
plans, m

arket research and feasibility 
analysis.

M
arket research that show

s there is 
a large enough m

arket and suffi
cient 

product to sell that the Co-operative 
w

ill be financially viable and m
ake a 

significant econom
ic contribution to 

its m
em

bers.

A clear plan and budget for each 
stage of developm

ent.

Member
Development

Share inform
ation w

ith potential 
m

em
bers about your business idea.

Guidance on m
em

ber education 
m

aterials.

Help create print resources for 
potential m

em
bers inform

ing them
 

about your project.

Grow
ing interest from

 potential Co-
operative m

em
bers.

Fundraising

Secure funds for Stage One and begin 
fundraising for Stage Tw

o.
Help identify financial resources and 
grant opportunities.

Funds raised to cover the cost of 
developm

ent for Stage One and som
e 

of Stage Tw
o.  

Cum
berland House and W

ollaston, w
hich together w

ere know
n as the N

orthern Co-op Trading Services, Ltd.

In 1980, the com
m

unity of Stanley M
ission decided it w

ould be m
ore beneficial for the com

m
unity to establish 

their ow
n Association M

em
bership Board and hire their ow

n m
anager. Today, the Board of Directors is m

ade up 
of com

m
unity m

em
bers w

ho live and w
ork on the reserve and in the ham

let of Stanley M
ission. Due to effective 

succession planning strategies, local com
m

unity m
em

bers are able to lead the co-op w
ith excellent leadership and 

m
anagem

ent skills. The current m
anager is a com

m
unity m

em
ber. 

In the early years, annual sales w
ere approxim

ately $300,000; and today the sales exceed $8 m
illion. The co-op is 

able to provide a w
ide selection of products at very reasonable prices for a sm

all northern store. Also, custom
ers 

w
ho shop locally benefit greatly from

 their equity, w
hich is considerably m

ore than others in general. 

The Association also runs the first and only restaurant in the com
m

unity, as w
ell as a gas bar confectionary. The 

com
m

unity reinvested their dividends for a period of tim
e in order to achieve this goal of starting up a restaurant. 

M
em

bers now
 re-invest dividends to pay out 100%

 of the equity to the elderly w
hen they reach sixty-five years of 

age.

Source:  Local People, Local Solutions.  A Guide to First N
ation Co-operative Developm

ent in Saskatchew
an, Pp. 16-17
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Stage Three:  Co-operative Launch
Get the business set up and ready to open

Organizational
Development

You w
ill need to…

…
.

M
N

IBA and CDS can provide…
…

By the end of this stage you’ll 
have…

..

Set up offi
ce and hire staff.

Start up accounting, 
com

m
unications and support 

staffi
ng.

Sam
ple job descriptions and 

personnel handbooks.

Trainings for m
anagem

ent, staff, 
m

em
bers and board.

An offi
ce set-up and staffed.

Business
Development

Contract for m
arket products and 

services.

Pre-sell m
em

bers and/or custom
ers, 

products and services.

Share lessons learned by other 
projects and sam

ple m
arketing 

m
aterials.

Initial products and services ready 
to offer.

Custom
ers signed up for products 

and services.

Member
Development

O
rient new

 m
em

bers to their roles 
and responsibilities.

Sam
ple m

em
ber orientation 

m
aterials.

M
em

bers educated about their 
rights and responsibilities as co-op 
m

em
bers.

Stage Tw
o:  Business Planning

Figure out how
 to m

ake your business idea a reality

Organizational
Development

You w
ill need to…

…
.

M
N

IBA and CDS can provide…
…

By the end of this stage you’ll 
have…

..

Set up your Founding Board, 
incorporate your Co-operative, and 
adopt bylaw

s that describe how
 

you w
ill w

ork together.

Training for your founding board.

Help create your legal docum
ents 

and referring a law
yer to review

 
them

.

Share lessons learned from
 other 

projects and sam
ple board policies 

and legal docum
entation.

A legally incorporated co-operative 
w

ith a seated board.

Business
Development

Create a Business, M
arketing and 

Financial Plan that describes how
 

you w
ill launch your business, w

hat 
it w

ill cost, and w
here you w

ill seek 
and secure funding.

Raise m
oney (equity) from

 
m

em
bers to secure a loan to launch 

the business.

Help create your business, 
m

arketing and financial plan, or 
hiring and m

anaging a consultant 
to assist you.

Share lessons learned by other 
projects and sam

ple business 
plans.

A Business, M
arketing and 

Financial Plan show
ing how

 the Co-
operative w

ill be launched.

Member
Development

Recruit m
em

bers for your co-
operative.

Help w
ith outreach strategies to 

engage potential m
em

bers.
Enough m

em
bers and m

oney to 
launch the co-operative

Fundraising

Secure developm
ent funds for 

Stage Tw
o and Stage Three.

Help identify financial resources 
and grant opportunities.

Funds raised to cover the cost of 
developm

ent for Stage Tw
o.  
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SO
U

RC
ES CO

N
SU

LTED
Co-operative Developm

ent Services: Starting a Co-op

Co-operative Developm
ent Services:  State of Co-operative Housing, N

eeds and O
pportunities, Septem

ber 2014, Joan Stockinger 
and Kevin Edberg

N
ational Co-operative Business Association: Council of Co-operative Econom

ists

The M
ondragon M

odel: A N
ew

 Pathw
ay for the Tw

enty-First Century, Joel A. Barker

The Evolution of M
anagem

ent in the M
ondragon Cooperatives, Christina A. Clam

p

International Co-operative Alliance: O
nline Resource Library

Cultivate Co-O
p:  Steps to Starting a Co-operative

Cultivate Co-O
p:  Self-Assessm

ent Tool for Start-Up Co-operatives

Cultivate Co-O
p:  Types of Co-ops

Com
m

unity W
ealth.org:  The Benefits and Im

pacts of Co-operatives, August 2014

CHS Co-op Tool Kit:  Tools to Tell the Co-operative Story

Co-operative Developm
ent Institute: Co-operative Resource Library

Food Co-operative Initiative: Guide to Starting a Food Co-op

N
eighboring Food Co-ops:  Resources for Food Co-op Start-Ups

N
ational Association of Housing Co-operatives:  Significant Dates in Co-operative History

Grassroots Econom
ic O

rganizing:  The Benefits and Im
pacts of Co-operatives, Jessica Gordon N

em
bhard, February 2014

Co-operative Developm
ent Center, Kent State University, A M

ulti-Stakeholder’s Co-operative M
anual

The Co-operative Econom
y:  Purpose, M

easurem
ent and Im

pact, 2017, University of W
isconsin Center for Co-operatives 

The Co-operative Business Journal: M
apping Co-op Im

pact, Fall 2017, 

Research on the Econom
ic Im

pact of Co-operatives, Phase I and II, University of W
isconsin Center for Co-operatives

Co-operatives Europe, Share the Benefits:  Six Benefits of Co-operatives in Developm
ent

Co-operatives First Canada:  2017 Annual Report

Co-operatives First Canada:  A Guide to Group Entrepreneurship

Co-operatives in Aboriginal Com
m

unities in Canada. June 2012, Canadian Co-operative Association (CCA)

The Co-op Developm
ent Path: The Seven Steps in Form

ing a Co-operative, Co-op Zone Canada

Integrated Asset Building Strategies for Reservation-Based Com
m

unities: A 27-Year Retrospective of First N
ations Developm

ent 

Institute, 2007, Chapter 7, N
ative Entrepreneurship

Asset Building in N
ative Com

m
unities: An Asset Building Fram

ew
ork, January 2004, First N

ations Developm
ent Institute

Stage Four:  In Business 
O

pen the doors and start providing goods and services

Organizational
Development

You w
ill need to…

…
.

M
N

IBA and CDS can provide…
…

By the end of this stage you’ll 
have…

..

Provide staff and m
anagem

ent 
education and engage in strategic 
planning.

M
eeting facilitation.

Com
m

unication support.

Financial system
s support.

Trainings for m
anagem

ent, staff, 
m

em
bers and board including 

conflict m
anagem

ent.

Referrals to co-op professionals 
and peer supporters.

Connections to other Co-
operatives and associations in the 
region and beyond.

A viable business, up and running, 
bringing econom

ic benefit to its 
m

em
bers and functioning in a 

dem
ocratic, responsible m

anner.

Business
Development

Provide products and services 
in response to m

em
ber’s need; 

engage in sales and m
arketing and 

ongoing business developm
ent.

M
em

ber/custom
er satisfaction 

surveys.

Help w
ith m

arketing.

Suggestions for expansion, 
diversification, spin-offs, etc.

Initial products and services ready 
to offer.

Custom
ers signed up for products 

and services.

Member
Development

Engage in m
em

ber and board 
education.

Training

Sam
ple m

em
ber education 

m
aterials, new

s item
s, etc.

M
em

bers educated about their 
rights and responsibilities as co-
op m

em
bers.

 PLEASE N
OTE:  

The tim
elines and costs are highly variable depending on the local talent, expertise and energy available, and 

tim
e of the start-up steering com

m
ittee.  CDS notes that in their experience, the form

ation of a cooperative is 
typically a 2-3 year process and som

etim
es longer and is highly connected to the strength of the com

m
unity 

organizing that surfaces and effectively recruits m
em

bers for the planned co-operative.

Source:  The Developm
ent Stages - Cooperative Developm

ent Institute and Cooperative Developm
ent Services
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¾
 W

ill the co-operative allow
 a board m

em
ber from

 outside the co-operative?

¾
 How

 long w
ill a board m

em
ber serve?

¾
 Are they paid?  Are expenses reim

bursed?

¾
 How

 w
ill vacancies be filled?

¾
 W

ill electronic m
eetings be allow

ed?  W
ill board be able to vote electronically?  W

ill proxy votes be 
allow

ed?

¾
 How

 often w
ill the board m

eet?  W
hat quorum

 is required?  W
hat m

eeting notice is required?

¾
 W

ill there be standing com
m

ittees of the board?  If yes, w
hat are they and w

hat are the functions?

¾
 W

ill there be board offi
cers?  If yes, w

hat offi
ces, term

s, duties and selection process?

CAPITAL STRUCTURE
¾
 W

hat w
ill your capital structure be?  (W

ill you issue shares of stock?  M
em

bership/Com
m

on? Preferred?  
How

 m
any?  At w

hat value?)

¾
 W

hat are the rights and responsibilities of each stockholder?

¾
 W

ill shares earn dividends?

¾
 W

hat w
ill the redem

ption procedure be?

PATRO
N

AGE DIVIDEN
DS

¾
 W

hat is the basis for distributing patronage dividends?

M
EM

BERSHIP M
EETIN

GS
¾
 How

 often w
ill m

em
bers m

eet?  W
ho can call a special m

eeting?  W
hat notice is required?  W

hat 
quorum

 is required?

¾
 W

hat issues w
ill m

em
bers decide?

¾
 How

 can m
em

bers vote?  By proxy, by m
ail or electronically?

¾
 How

 w
ill the by-law

s be am
ended?

M
EM

BERSHIP AGREEM
EN

TS
¾
 W

hat w
ill m

em
bers receive?

¾
 W

hat w
ill m

em
bers agree to give?

¾
 How

 w
ill m

oney change hands?

¾
 How

 w
ill the quality be evaluated?

¾
 How

 w
ill the agreem

ent be enforced?

¾
 How

 w
ill this agreem

ent be term
inated and/or renew

ed?

Source:  Cooperative Developm
ent Institute

D
EV

ELO
PIN

G
 YO

U
R

CO
-O

PERATIV
E:  

Articles of Incorporation, By-Law
s and 

M
em

bership Agreem
ents

Answ
er these questions before you consult w

ith an attorney to help you design your legal docum
ents.

BUILDIN
G SHARED VISIO

N
, M

ISSIO
N

, VALUES AN
D STRATEGY

¾
 W

ho are the m
em

bers of this co-operative?  W
hat needs of theirs is the Co-operative designed to 

m
eet?

¾
 List the assum

ptions that you hold.

¾
 Identify the blocks for m

oving forw
ard.

¾
 List the core values and principles that guide the co-operative.

¾
 How

 do you w
ant the w

orld to be different because the co-operative exists?

¾
 W

hat is the vision you hold for the co-operative?

¾
 W

hat do you w
ant the co-operative to accom

plish?  W
hat is its m

ission?

¾
 W

ho w
ill serve as the start-up board of directors, overseeing the developm

ent activities?

M
EM

BERSHIP
¾
 W

ho is eligible for m
em

bership?

¾
 W

hat equity w
ill m

em
bers com

m
it?

¾
 W

ill m
em

bers each have one vote?  O
r w

ill there be w
eighed voting?

¾
 Are there financial obligations for voting?

¾
 Are all m

em
bers treated the sam

e?  O
r are there levels of m

em
bership types?

¾
 How

 can a m
em

ber term
inate his/her m

em
bership?

¾
 How

 can the Co-operative term
inate a m

em
ber’s m

em
bership?

BO
ARD

¾
 W

ho is eligible to serve on the board?

¾
 W

hat are their duties?

¾
 How

 m
any seats should there be?
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ELEM
EN

TS O
F PRO

JEC
T 

SU
CC

ESS
A lot of elem

ents go into a successful project.  Here are som
e that have been identified 

by researchers as the m
ost critical, in descending order of im

portance. Every “yes” 
answ

er to the questions below
 increases the likelihood of success.

M
EM

BER IN
VO

LVEM
EN

T
This is by far the m

ost im
portant elem

ent.  Are the co-op’s m
em

bers those w
ho w

ill 
benefit m

ost from
 the business?  Are they involved early and often in the process?  Are 

lines of com
m

unication open, allow
ing a quality relationship?  Is involvem

ent easy?  
Have you spoken w

ith them
 to identify their needs?

LEADERSHIP
Do the project’s leaders have a strong interest in the successful outcom

e of the 
project?  Is failure acceptable?  (“Yes” is the better answ

er).  Are there key leaders in 
the group and in the com

m
unity w

illing and available to participate in the project?  Do 
the organizers have the skills, credibility, experience and capacity to play a leadership 
role in the project’s developm

ent? W
hat steps have you designed into the plan to build 

professional capacity?

CLEAR VISIO
N

 AN
D BUSIN

ESS CASE
Do you have a concise vision of the project in the short-term

, m
id-term

 and long-term
?  

Do you have an operations plan that gets you from
 square one to the end, and can you 

revise it?  Have you thought of w
hat can go w

rong and how
 to address it?  W

ill the end 
result be w

orth the investm
ent required?  Do you have m

ilestones to determ
ine w

hen 
the project has succeeded?

PRO
PER PLAN

N
IN

G
Have you identified the problem

 that the project w
ill solve?  Have you outlined 

possible solutions to the problem
?  Have you identified the right people to carry out 

the project? (N
am

e nam
es and let them

 know
 w

hat role you w
ould like them

 to play, 
and m

ake sure they are available.)  Do you know
 w

hat exact functions the co-operative 
w

ill need to carry out?  Does your plan have attainable m
ilestones and prioritization?  

Don’t try to do too m
uch in one project!

SETTIN
G REALISTIC EXPECTATIO

N
S

Has everyone in the project seen an outline of an attainable project?  Have you sorted 
needs from

 w
ants and reduced the w

ants that the project addresses?  Have you 
developed sm

aller project m
ilestones?  W

ill m
em

bers be able to experience early on 
how

 the Co-operative w
ill function for them

?

PRO
VIDIN

G A SEN
SE O

F PRO
GRESS

In m
ost cases, 20%

 of a co-operative’s activities w
ill provide 80%

 of m
em

ber benefits.  
Are you concentrating on that crucial 20%

?

Have you looked at the big picture and broken the project dow
n into m

anageable 

D
EV

ELO
PIN

G
 EFFEC

TIV
E 

CO
M

M
ITTEES

An effective Steering Com
m

ittee w
ill be the driving force behind a w

ell-organized co-
operative developm

ent effort. The Steering Com
m

ittee w
ill carry out the effort beyond 

the planning phase. There are a few
 basic, yet often overlooked m

ethods for turning a 
group of volunteers into and effective, enduring organization.

SELECT AN
 EFFECTIVE CHAIRPERSO

N
The ideal chairperson is a good m

eeting facilitator, skilled at delegating tasks and 
m

onitoring progress. The chairperson should be a respected m
em

ber of the com
m

unity, 
able to serve as a spokesperson for the planning effort, and skilled at building coalitions 
and collaborative efforts.

BUILD CO
M

M
M

ITTEE SKILLS
Com

m
unity projects can falter w

hen a key individual leaves. Share tasks and cultivate 
skills to ensure that no one person is indispensable.

ESTABLISH SET M
EETIN

G TIM
ES

Frequent m
eetings at regularly scheduled tim

es gives com
m

ittee continuity and 
stability. Keep your m

eetings at the sam
e tim

e and location to encourage consistent 
attendance.

CO
M

M
UN

ICATE, CO
M

M
UN

ICATE, CO
M

M
UN

ICATE
Send out agendas, m

eeting notes and background m
aterials to keep m

em
bers inform

ed 
and prepared for upcom

ing m
eetings. These com

m
uniqués also lend professionalism

 
to your efforts.

M
AKE EVERY M

EETIN
G CO

UN
T

At each m
eeting, have an agenda and stick to it.  See that the group m

akes decisions 
to m

ove forw
ard and that m

em
bers leave w

ith assignm
ents to be com

pleted w
ithin 

specific tim
e fram

es.

KEEP M
EETIN

GS CO
N

CISE AN
D TO

 THE PO
IN

T
The people you w

ill w
ant to keep on the steering com

m
ittee are often the busiest 

people in tow
n. U

se their tim
e w

isely.  Start and end m
eetings prom

ptly.  Keep 
m

eetings less than one hour unless participants agree to a longer m
eeting.  Be aw

are 
of discussions that m

ay be appropriate for a longer tim
e.

REIN
FO

RCE AN
D CELEBRATE THE SPIRIT O

F CO
LLABO

RATIO
N

If m
ultiple groups are involved in a collaborative co-operative developm

ent effort, 
then it is essential that all groups receive credit for their participation in the coalition.  
Publicize the diversity of people and partnerships involved in this collaborative 
endeavor.

Adapted from
 Com

m
unity Energy W

orkbook:  A Guide to Building Sustainable Econom
y, Alice Hubbard 

and Clay Fong, Rocky M
ountain Institute: Snow

m
ass, Co. 1995 Pp. 22-23

DEVELOPING EFFECTIVE COMMITTEES
ELEMENTS OF PROJECT SUCCESS
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KEYS TO
 SU

CC
ESSFU

L 
CO

-O
PERATIV

E 
D

EV
ELO

PM
EN

T
GEN

ERAL GUIDELIN
ES FO

R SUCCESS
¾
 Keep your focus

¾
 Keep m

em
bers inform

ed and involved

¾
 Build strong m

em
ber leadership and com

m
itm

ent

¾
 Set realistic goals and assum

ptions

¾
 Conduct businesslike m

eetings

¾
 Follow

 sound business practices

¾
 Base decisions on m

arket research rather than opinions

¾
 Create a com

prehensive business plan

¾
 U

se advisors and com
m

ittees effectively

¾
 Forge links w

ith other co-operatives

¾
 Identify and m

inim
ize risks

¾
 M

aintain honest, open com
m

unications

¾
 Invest in m

em
ber, board and staff education

¾
 Hire com

petent m
anagem

ent

¾
 Raise suffi

cient capital

¾
 Establish realistic m

arket entry strategy

¾
 M

ake sure you have enough product to sell to a large enough m
arket to 

m
ake m

oney

THE PRO
JECT STARTS W

ITH:
¾
 A com

pelling need

¾
 A strong cham

pion

¾
 A clear vision

¾
 A good business idea

THE FO
UN

DIN
G BO

ARD HAS:
¾
 Business acum

en

¾
 A diversity of skills

¾
 Integrity

¾
 Interested in the m

ost viable business possible

¾
 Com

m
itm

ent to the project

¾
 The ability to govern the co-operative

parts? Are there tim
e lim

its set for project m
ilestones?  Can you and other m

em
bers 

get a clear sense of w
hat it w

ill be like to have the co-operative?  Are you m
easuring 

and reporting progress?

CO
M

PETEN
T, EN

GAGED W
O

RKERS
Have you identified w

hat skills and experience are required? Have you recruited the 
right people from

 w
ithin and outside your circles? Do you have a w

ell-structured and 
continuous training program

? Are w
orkers w

ell com
pensated? Are they focused on the 

project and w
illing to see it through.

PRO
JECT O

W
N

ERSHIP
Have you clearly defined roles and responsibilities for every m

em
ber of the project 

team
? Does your organization m

odel support that accountability? Does everyone 
know

 their role? W
ill each person benefit equitably from

 the project’s success? Is 
everyone com

m
itted?

CLEAR VISIO
N

 AN
D O

BJECTIVES
Have you shared the vision w

ith all people and groups affected by the project? Are the 
objectives aligned w

ith the overall goals? Are the objectives achievable? Are the goals 
m

easurable? Do you have honest and continuous sanity checks?

HARD W
O

RKIN
G, FO

CUSED W
O

RKERS
Are w

orkers personally m
otivated to do the w

ork? Are they concentrating on 
m

easurable products of their w
ork? Does each m

em
ber feel part ow

nership of the 
project? Does each individual see their role as part of the team

 that w
orks w

ell 
together? Are you building confidence in the team

, w
ith a proper plan and attainable 

goals and m
ilestones?

Adapted from
 U

nfinished Voyages I, by the Standish Group. 1996

ELEMENTS OF PROJECT SUCCESS
KEYS TO SUCCESSFUL CO-OPERATIVE DEVELOPMENT
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RESO
U

RC
ES

TECHN
ICAL SUPPO

RT
¾
 Co-operative Developm

ent Services - http://w
w

w.cdsus.coop/

¾
 N

ational Co-operative Business Association -  http://ncba.coop/

¾
 University of W

isconsin Center for Co-operatives - http://w
w

w.uw
cc.w

isc.
edu/

¾
 Co-operatives First - https://Co-operativesfirst.com

/

¾
 Co-operative Developm

ent Foundation - http://w
w

w.cdf.coop/

FIN
AN

CIAL O
PTIO

N
S 

¾
 Co-operative Developm

ent Foundation – Revolving Loan Fund - http://
w

w
w.cdf.coop/revolving-loan-fund-2/

¾
 W

orker O
w

nership Loan Fund - http://sharedcapital.coop/borrow
/w

orker-
ow

nership-fund/

¾
 The M

etropolitan Consortium
 of Com

m
unity Developers - http://w

w
w.

m
ccdm

n.org/program
s/

¾
 Shared Capital Co-operative - http://sharedcapital.coop/

¾
 The W

orking W
orld -  http://w

w
w.thew

orkingw
orld.org/us/apply-for-a-

loan/

¾
 Capital Im

pact Partners - https://w
w

w.capitalim
pact.org/w

hat/strategic-
financing/

¾
 Com

m
unity Reinvestm

ent Fund - http://w
w

w.crfusa.com
/

¾
 M

N
 Indian Business Loan Fund - https://m

n.gov/deed/business/financing-
business/deed-program

s/indian/

¾
 N

ational Co-operative Bank - https://ncb.coop/

GRAN
TS¾
 Bloom

ing Prairie Foundation - http://w
w

w.bloom
ingprairiefoundation.org/ 

¾
 Food Co-op Initiative - https://w

w
w.fci.coop/seed-grants/

¾
 Co-operative Developm

ent Foundation - http://w
w

w.cdf.coop/
bow

ersfund/

¾
 U

SDA Co-operative Program
s – https://w

w
w.rd.usda.gov/program

s-
services/all-program

s/Co-operative-program
s

Please note:
This list is a beginning point, continue to research for local solutions, financing and 
funding in your area.  

PRO
JECT PLAN

N
IN

G IN
CLUDES:

¾
 Thorough m

arketing understanding

¾
 Honest m

arket research

¾
 Effective business plan

¾
 Due diligence

¾
 Exit strategy

¾
 A conscious transition from

 developm
ent to operation

FO
UN

DIN
G M

EM
BERS ARE:

¾
 Com

m
itted to the project

¾
 M

otivated by a com
m

on vision

¾
 Flexible thinkers

FRO
M

 A FIN
AN

CIAL PERSPECTIVE, THE PRO
JECT HAS:

¾
 Adequate capitalization

¾
 Early m

em
ber financial com

m
itm

ent

¾
 Financial feasibility

¾
 A com

m
itm

ent to use m
oney w

isely

¾
 Adequate financial resources

THE PRO
JECT HAS:
¾
 Strong m

anagem
ent

¾
 Bylaw

s that spell it out

¾
 Fortuitous tim

ing

¾
 Adequate hum

an resources

¾
 The ability to learn from

 failure

¾
 A com

m
itm

ent to continuous com
m

unication w
ith m

em
bers, board, 

m
anagem

ent and consultants

¾
 A com

m
itm

ent to education and training

¾
 Q

uick buy-in and the ability to build on success

¾
 A skilled co-operative developm

ent facilitator 

Source:  Cooperative Developm
ent Institute

KEYS TO SUCCESSFUL CO-OPERATIVE DEVELOPMENT
RESOURCES
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W
O

RD
 FRO

M
 TH

E ELD
ERS

Source:  Local People, Local Solutions.  A Guide to First N
ation Co-operative Developm

ent in Saskatchew
an, p.29

IN
CO

RPO
RATE a

culturally
based EM

PLO
YEE

ASSISTAN
CE PRO

G
RAM

.

M
ake fam

ily a priority. 
KEEP w

ork-life 
balance IN

 YO
U

R 
PO

LICIES AN
D

 BU
SIN

ESS.

D
esign your hum

an 
resource policies 
and organizational culture to w

ork w
ith 

AN
D

 FO
R YO

U
R STAFF.

Support your staff to build their 

SKILLS 
and 

M
AKE SU

RE TH
AT TRAIN

IN
G

 is SEN
SITIVE 

to N
ative cultures.

TALK
 w

ith the elders
IN

 YO
U

R CO
M

M
U

N
ITY to ask their

advice. Ideally there w
ill be elders IN

 TH
E

W
O

RKPLACE. 
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MIN
NE

SO
TA

 IN
DIAN BUSINESS ALLIANCE

For more information:
Pamela Standing, MNIBA
218-850-8364
info@mniba.org • www.mniba.org

“Co-operatives reflect the triumph and struggle of democracy. . . . 

Disagreement and conflict are as much a part of democracy as the power of collective action. 

Managing disagreement and resolving conflict in a productive fashion are part of crafting 
an effective democracy.

While everyone knows the consequences of destructive conflict, 
the advantages of constructively managed conflict include 

greater understanding, enlightenment, and 
consensus.”

—Bob Greene and Heather Berthoud, 
Berthoud/Greene Consultants


