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a worker-owned co-op in Cleveland,
sustainability means providing a laundry 
service that not only uses green technology,
but also creates sustainable jobs in low-
income neighborhoods. 

These co-ops represent only a small 
sample. Across America, co-ops are finding 
new ways to achieve sustainability, and 
generating a lot of excitement in their
communities along the way.
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in Vermont, the Merc in Kansas, Davis
Food Co-op in California, and Willy Street 
Grocery Co-op in Wisconsin. Each of these
consumer co-ops held its own P6 launch
events, or promoted P6 at annual meetings 
or in their stores. 

P6 members each operate with different 
cultures, structures, leadership styles, and
financial resources, Robinson reports.
“It’s been a rich, complex, fun, and yes, 
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meet the P6 criteria for “local” and “small.” 
Equal Exchange screens P6’s international 
products based on its experience with global 
fair trade programs, which allow farmers 
access to minimum prices, credit and
markets. According to Robinson, part of the
motivation for P6 arose from disappointment
with Fair Trade USA, a certification 
organization that strayed from supporting 
small farmers and endorsed some products
from global agribusiness firms. 

 “With P6, we are not trying to put
ourselves in the role of certifier,” Robinson
says. “Rather, we are letting folks know that
these three criteria are important to co-op
values. We wanted a name, a brand, and a 
movement that are uniquely co-op, unlike
other movements spearheaded by co-ops
that have been co-opted by large national or 
international brands. We wanted something 
which could never be stolen and watered
down.”  

Food co-ops played a central role in
taking the first step towards sustainability 
by returning natural products to the public
eye. But the next step involves building
sustainable cooperative systems that will 
keep communities strong and affluent
enough to keep buying.

You’ll find examples of P6 products at the
new website, www.p6.coop.

states have adopted renewable portfolio 
standards, which vary by state. For electric
cooperatives in North Carolina, requirements
begin with 3 percent renewable power in 
2012, increasing to 6 percent in 2015 and 10
percent in 2018 and beyond, Woods says.

The North Carolina Electric Membership
Cooperative, which supplies power to most 
of the state’s rural electric co-ops, helped 
form GreenCo, and the two co-ops share 
office space in Raleigh, the state capital.

NCEMC uses natural gas as fuel at its
two generating facilities and also owns the
majority of one unit of a nuclear plant.

“While GreenCo has focused on solar 
energy to meet the 2010 obligation,
[NCEMC is] investigating the addition of 
other renewable resources, including solar,
wind, hydro, landfill gas and biomass to our 
renewable energy portfolio,” says Woods. 

Renewable energy generally costs more
to generate than traditional sources like 
coal and natural gas, so GreenCo plans to
build its renewable portfolio slowly. “An
incremental approach allows the co-ops to
delay the costs of acquiring solar resources 
until the standards call for additional 
resources,” Woods explained.   

North Carolina was the first state in the
Southeast to adopt a renewable portfolio 
standard and one of only a handful at the

Phyllis Robinson promotes P6 at the Brattleboro Food Cooperative. She is joined by Basilio 
Almonte de los Santos, an agronomist at CONACADO, and Ramón Matías Frías González, 
a cacao farmer and secretary of CONACADO’s board of directors.a cacao farmer and secretary of CONACADOs board of directors.                 Photo courtesy P6Ph
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better for others. “Wind has typically been the 
most popular renewable product, because of 
its abundance, its proximity to member loads,
and its relative economic value,” says Katie
Shults, renewables developer for NRCO in 
Indiana. “However, as costs continue to fall, 
solar is gaining traction as a viable resource.” 

Whether GreenCo co-ops seek out solar,
wind or other sources, through NRCO or 
other channels, electric co-ops are working 
together to find new paths toward greater
sustainability.  

Sustainable Jobs in Cleveland
James Anderson heads up Evergreen 

Cooperative Laundry, a worker-owned
co-op that is broadening the definition of 
sustainability by providing lasting jobs. 

“In Cleveland, traditional models for
job development weren’t working,” says 
Anderson, a 25-year veteran of worker-
owned businesses. “They were training
people first, and then trying to find them
jobs. But there were no jobs.”

The city’s steel, automobile and 
rubber industries hit the skids, leaving 
downtown neighborhoods depressed with
unemployment as high as 30 percent. But a
core group of anchor businesses thrived at
the heart of these devastated neighborhoods, 
including Cleveland Clinic, Case Western

y
at the University of Maryland to develop 
a wealth-building strategy that led to a
new cooperative business, the Evergreen
Cooperatives. Part of the process involved
building an inventory of local business
opportunities linked to the city’s anchors.  

Evergreen Cooperatives is spawning 
worker-owned start-ups to serve these 
anchor businesses. In addition to the
laundry, Evergreen includes a solar operation
that’s already breaking even and an urban
greenhouse slated to open later this year. 

Building a laundry of this size takes millions 
of dollars, and banks hesitate to fund startups—
especially something as unusual as a worker-
owned co-op. So Evergreen Cooperatives raised 
contributions from foundations to establish a
low-interest revolving loan fund, and future 
projects will be funded in part by dollars that
the laundry and other borrowers return to this 
fund. All the co-ops must support themselves,
and it is their success that builds the foundation
for future co-ops.

While this model may be new to America, 
it was inspired by Spain’s Mondragon 
Cooperative Corporation, the world’s largest
system of worker ownership. In just over half 
a century, Mondragon has grown to include
120 businesses with 100,000 workers and 
annual revenues of $20 billion. 

The laundry launched as a worker-owned

Howard moved to Cleveland from 
Maryland, and spends much of his time
answering questions from other communities
on how they can build what’s now known
nationally as the Cleveland model. 

And Medrick Addison, one of the co-op 
members, is already benefiting from this
sustainable addition to the community. “Owning 
your own job is a beautiful thing,” he says.

The Co-op Future of Sustainability
The future looks sunny for sustainable

cooperatives. The Cleveland Model is
inspiring struggling communities across
the nation. State renewable energy rules
are driving the creation of new sustainable
energy plants and interstate co-ops like
NRCO. And with the help of the P6
marketing plan, food co-ops should thrive as 
consumers demand more natural, local, fair
trade and co-op-sourced choices.    

These co-ops have demonstrated that there’s
always more to be done and innovative ways 
to do it. But they are only a starting point.

Co-ops across the nation and the globe are 
showing that by working together, we can
access the capital needed to build a greener, 
healthier world more efficiently than a single
co-op could do on its own. 

How is your co-op helping to build a 
sustainable world?orld?

HERE’S WHAT OTHER
CO-OPS ARE DOING

P6, GreenCo, NRCO and

Evergreen Cooperative Laundry 

may be the latest examples of 

new sustainability within the co-op

family, but some have flown the

sustainable flag for years.

FUEL: Decades ago, corn and 
soybean farmers began forming 
co-ops to produce ethanol and
biofuel in large plants, mostly in
the Midwest. In Washington, D.C., 
the Green Guild Biodiesel Co-op 
represents a more urban effort—
here, members fuel their vehicles
with waste oil collected from 
restaurants. 

FOOD: Some consumer co-ops 
have begun operating their own
farms. In Philadelphia, Weavers
Way Food Co-op grows some of 
its own organic produce. It invites
school and community groups to
its small urban farm, and works 
with kids at another farm adjacent 
to a high school. The Wedge of 
Minneapolis also operates a farm,
which it uses for education and
production.

ENERGY: Near Dartmouth 
College on the border between 
New Hampshire and Vermont, the
Co-op Food Stores meld food and 
energy sustainability. For more
than 20 years, the co-op has given
shoppers a five-cent credit for each 
shopping bag brought in for re-use. 
Now, shoppers can contribute
that nickel toward the purchase of 
green energy to operate the co-op’s 
stores. The program started in
April, and shoppers brought in 627 
bags in the first three days. 

FINANCE: In July of 2010, 20 of 
Georgia’s electric co-ops partnered
with a credit union—another type of 
cooperatively owned business—to
help electric co-op members gain
energy efficiency. GEMC Federal
Credit Union, formed by and for
electric co-op employees, offers
no-interest loans up to $5,500 for
projects like weatherization and 
purchasing Energy Star appliances.
Higher interest rate loans are
available for larger projects.        


