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HONEST WEIGHT FOOD CO-OP

MEMBERSHIP MEETING

JUNE 26, 2011

First Unitarian Universalist Society, Albany

HWFC Board President Lynne Lekakis welcomed members to the meeting at about 6:05.  She noted that there was not yet a quorum (106 members needed for quorum), but that she would begin with announcements.  Lynne announced that:

· The Board was beginning strategic planning and had hired a consultant (name not recorded) to help with this.  The goal is to do a plan for 2 – 3 years, as it is hard to plan 5 years ahead in the grocery business.  The Board will be letting members know how they can give input during the strategic planning process.

· Members are eligible to receive meeting notices by e-mail.  Members should contact Nate Horwitz or stop at the Service Desk to arrange this.

Lynne introduced member Sandy Schuman as the facilitator for the meeting.  She then introduced Board member Jessica Allen-Hayek, the Board liaison to the Membership Committee to begin the discussion of the revisions to the Membership Manual.  There were four (groups of) proposed changes to the Manual.  (Note – For each of these, the question plus the introductory paragraph has been copied from the meeting announcement sent to members/shareholders.)

As Jessica began to ask for questions on the first group of changes to the Membership Manual (called “small changes”), the announcement came from the members checking in attendees that quorum had been reached.  (Note:  members continued to come in for a while and some may have come simply to cast  ballots.)  

Jessica and Lynne then introduced each (group of) changes to the Membership Manual and asked members for questions.

Q1. Small issue changes to the Membership Manual
From the meeting announcement: “The Membership Manual is a living document to which the membership must approve all changes. These changes are proposed to make the manual language timely and informative, but flexible enough to accommodate minor operational changes. These eight changes are supported by the Membership Committee, which brought them forward, and the Board and Collective Management Team (CMT).”
Q:  A member asked if, in addition to closed-toe shoes, closed heel (or back) shoes were required.  

A:  Yes, per health department.

Action:  The language of this change was amended to read: "Closed-toed and closed-back shoes are required while working in the store."
There were no other questions on this issue, so members voted and ballots were collected.  (Note: vote counts were reported at the end of the meeting, so are recorded at the end of these minutes.)

Q2. Changes in language describing discount
From the meeting announcement: “These five changes have been proposed to ease updating the manual in future. They change the “label” of the references in the document from an amount of discount to the frequency of the commitment they require- 26 % becomes weekly and 10% becomes monthly. The actual amount of the discount will be referenced only once in the manual, and is not for vote in this section.
Lynne explained that the change was proposed so that the whole Membership Manual would not have to be reprinted if/when changes in member discounts were made.  She noted that there would be an addendum put in the Manual informing members of the discount amount. 

There were no significant questions, so members cast their ballots.

Q3. Hours bank transfers
From the meeting announcement: “The CMT has proposed these changes to ensure that safeguards protect the hours bank at the co-op. Members are allowed to bank their hours for future use and there are no distribution restrictions. After studying the impact, it was determined that these banked hours are not a great liability to the co-op as long as the hours remain in the banks of the small number of members who have banked them. The only way their liability could be dangerous is if they were distributed to a large group of members. This proposal puts some restrictions on the distribution of banked hours.”
There was some discussion about why HWFC might refuse members doing an hours bank transfer.  Lynne and Jessica replied that this would most likely only be done to keep the projected amount of discounts within range.

There were no other significant questions or discussion, so the members cast their ballots.

Q4. Qualifications for Share Purchase

From the meeting announcement: “This section covers share purchase and orientation. The changes it proposes waive orientation for second members of a household and waive orientation for those who do not wish to work in the store (shareholders).

“
Those shareholders who wish to become members (voting privileges) and work in the store will be required to attend an orientation.”
Lynne outlined the proposed change (as written above) and called for questions.

Alan McClintock spoke.  He said he has been doing orientation since 1981.  He pointed out what all of the assembled members have in common – that all are shareholders, all have had orientation and all are member workers or staff members.  He said he feels that orientation is important in making the co-op a community, that the orientation is an important part of education at HWFC.  He said he was not comfortable with removing orientation for shareholders.

Q: Would this proposal create three levels of membership:  shareholder, non-working member, and working member?

A:  No.  Lynne clarified that the language used, per the HWFC Bylaws is shareholders and members.

Jessica said that she also does orientations and that she has had people who are in multi-adult households that have only one share because other member(s) won’t attend orientation.  She noted that this hurts the co-op.

Another member spoke in support of Alan’s opinion and against the proposal.

Another member suggested a welcoming event for new shareholders, if not an orientation.

Another member said he has experience with getting people to joint and has found that the requirement to attend an orientation is a hurdle that many people cannot get over. 

Q: How many people join without being members?

A: Right now there are about 7 shareholders to 1 member.

Jessica said she thinks many would join, that they want to be part of HWFC but don’t want to go to orientation.  She pointed out that new shareholders would still receive the information packet and would be invited to an orientation.

Kyle Lawrence, Board Treasurer, cheered Alan for his orientations but urged members to vote yes on this proposal because “if someone wants to give us $100, we should be able to take it.”  He also sees the orientations as a stumbling block for some.

Q:  Is orientation a hurdle because of scheduling or because of “I don’t want to go to a meeting.”?  If some one wants to become a shareholder they should at least get a quick synopsis of what being a member involves.

A:   Jessica – it is possible to have a private orientation.  

Q:  Is the infrastructure in place to keep track of this?  (Of which shareholders have had orientation and which have not?)

A:  Jessica: “We are working on it.”

A member said: “Go for quality not for quantity.”

Hoby (staff member) agrees that two hours are important and that if some one cannot make that commitment, what are we looking at in the future?  The staff suggested reducing the need for orientation for shareholders to make room for more orientation for (working) members.

Q: If we are having issues with the amount of member discounts, why are we trying to get more member workers?  This member also spoke in support of people who want to support the co-op by purchasing a share and urged the members to encourage that.

A:  Lynne – in the Finance Committee, there is always talks about the costs and values of member workers.  But in other meetings, there is talk about the cultural “value” of member workers.  But/and sometimes Board and staff do worry about if there were too large a percentage of shareholders who wanted to work.


Jessica said this had been discussed for a long time in the Membership Committee and came up with this as the best, most thoughtful solution.

Q:  Is there a compromise?  A split orientation – 1 hour part A – overview, history, philosophy and 1 hour part B – people who think they might come to work?

(NB – this was not directly answered.)

A member said that anytime some one wants to be a shareholder, we should accept them, not turn them away.

There were no more (urgent) questions or comments, so members voted.

Q5. Discount temporary decrease

From the meeting announcement: “For the past year, the Board has engaged in conversations with the membership about the cost of discounts and received input from members. A straw poll at the April meeting indicated that you would support decreasing the discount or implementing a floating discount, which may go higher or lower depending upon sales. The Finance Committee proposed an across-the-board decrease, and the board supported it for the short term. The Board will direct committees and staff to continue research and development of a floating discount program for the future as we feel it is a more equitable solution with incentives to increase overall sales, but it will take time to work out the details. In the interim, we propose to reduce the weekly discount to 24% and the monthly to 8% with the same work requirements for individuals and households. This reduction will be effective from July 1, 2011 until March 31, 2012. Unless the membership votes to extend this period or to adopt another discount structure, the discounts will revert to their current levels at the end of this 9 month trial. By that time we will have more information about whether or not the floating discount will work, and if so, how, and the board anticipates bringing forth a new proposal by the 2012 Budget meeting.”

Kyle Lawrence, Board Treasurer, introduced this part of the meeting.  He said that a lot went into creating this proposal, that there had been a lot of input from members and a lot of feedback when the proposal went out.  He stressed that this is a nine-month proposal and that in those nine months there would be time discuss and review what is best for the co-op. He said the proposed change comes from a recommendation of the Finance Committee and the Board decided to put it for a vote.

Kyle reviewed the history of membership discount costs.  (See April 2011 Annual Meeting Minutes for details.)  He said that in the straw poll distributed at the Annual Meeting the option that was most preferred was an across the board discount.

He said that this number would put the co-op at about where we were last year, in terms of the cost of the member discounts.  He said this is important, as costs are going up, the store has pretty much maxed out the amount of sales that can be done and that sales are a bit down.  Meanwhile, there are more members than ever and members are using their discount more.  This is good, but is putting financial strain on the co-op.  Member discounts in May were about 5.75% of cost of sales.  This is the highest ever.

Kyle said that the co-op has also heard and implemented ways to make the member-worker program more efficient.  He thinks that the proposal, if approved, would save the do-op about $45,000.  He said that nine months gives the co-op time to evaluate this.  The Finance Committee says that member labor should be about 5% of cost of sales.  For the future, he noted that there would be continuing discussion and that there were lots of ideas beyond reducing the discount.

Kyle then asked for questions and discussion.  Sandy Shuman facilitated this part of the meeting. (Minute taker’s note – I recorded names of speakers when I could.)

Sandra Savage said that this reduction might work for people who spend a lot. She calculated that the 16 hours she and her family work equate to $8.14/hour, but if the discount decreases, the value of her discount will be at about minimum wage.  She says this reduces her incentive to work. 

Q:  Cathy (last name not recorded):  Questioned the proportion of the discount – 10% to 8% is a greater change than 26% to 24%.

A:  (Kyle) – always trying to balance the ratio of hours to discount.  The ratio now favors monthly workers, so the proposed change makes the discount less different.

Q:  Are decreases in staff time due to increases in member labor? 

A:  (Kyle) – No.  He showed a chart that illustrated that the breakdown of member hours vs employee hours is about stable between 2003 and 2011.

Kate Skelly, Wellness Manager, pointed out (as Kyle had) that staff has increased the amount that they contribute to their benefits, so the cost of wages as a percentage of sales is down.  She said she is probably down 20 – 30 hours a week in staff labor and has increased member labor.  She supports member labor, but noted that the co-op needs to be careful with it.  She feels staff is doing their part and wants support from the members.  She pointed out that the staff would also lose 2% in their discount.  She recognized that we are all in this together.

Karen Roth, Board Member, pointed out that HWFC members elected nine people to the Board.  She said the Board has asked all of these questions and then some. She noted that the discounts per hour are growing faster than inflation.  She said this change is really necessary for the health of the co-op.  She asked members to recognize that they have elected a Board that is looking out for the welfare of the co-op.

Marshall (last name not recorded) – said he is in struggling times now.  He said that 2% might not be a lot for some people, but it would for him.

Q:  Mike (last name not recorded) – What alternatives are there to save $45,000?  Are we still pricing items to lead to a loss?

A:  (Kyle) --  Yes a very few.   Otherwise it is hard to say what we can do. We have control over very few things.  Rent, insurance (although have negotiated a good deal), utilities are beyond our control.  The only place we have control are personnel and member discounts. 

Daniel – thinking of cutting his member hour time, but would be willing to take a cut in discount.

Q:  Does the co-op track coupons?  Do they bring in new customers?  Or are these just people who know that they can use coupons to gain an equivalent discount without working?

A:  (Kyle) – Yes.  The HWFC Marketing Manager watches it very carefully. Yes, some people do take advantage of the discounts to avoid working.  It is a tough balance.

Q:  Will the senior discount stay at 10%?  Hates to take away from seniors, but hard to see them getting a greater discount than members.

A:  (Kyle) – The senior discount would not change in this proposal, but it will be reviewed.

A member said that at the Thursday discount discussion it was said that potentially when HWFC gets to the new store, the problem of discounts might take care of itself.  The member also said that at that meeting it was pointed out that the increasing amount of member discounts could jeopardize a loan.

Judith (last name not recorded) – went to several focus group meetings about the discount and had most of her questions answered there.  She appreciates that those meetings were held.  She is also grateful that the reduction is only 2% and only for 9 months and then reassessed.

Q:  Alan McClintock – asked for clarification that the reduction in discount affects all members including paid staff. 

A:  Yes.

Q:  Sheila (last name not recorded) – What about increasing the hour requirement for weekly discount?

A: (Kyle) – This was in the straw poll but it didn’t get a lot of support.  The Board and CMU will continue to discuss it.

Jean (last name not recorded) – thinks the discount should be based on number of hours worked.  Concerning the senior discount – it wasn’t arbitrary when it was started, there must have been a reason.

Lexa Juhre, staff and Board member, replied that she thinks the senior discount was set in reference to what other stores were doing. The day of the senior discount was selected because it was a quieter day at the co-op.

Kathy (last name not recorded) – regrets that HWFC made employees pay more for their insurance, but said that this is expressed in terms of percent of sales not in terms of profit. She thinks we are still profitable.

Kyle responded that HWFC didn’t have a profit last year, in part due to some one-time expenses.  Without those, the profit would have been about $300,000 of $1.3 million.  The goal, for co-ops is to have a profit between 2% and 2.5%, a slim profit to keep some profitability.

Q:  What do we do with the profit?

A:  (Kyle) We are now using profit to fund the new store, but if we stay in the same location, we will need it to meet rising expenses (especially rent) at 484.

A member said s/he thinks the issue is the 26% workers – are they really working at keeping the cost of food in the store low?  For example, “wellness counselors” – that should be evaluated.

A member asked what would happen if we drop the discount and lose monthly workers?

At this point, it was close to 8:00, the scheduled end of the meeting.  Sandy noted that many people were leaving and asked the members if they were ready to vote.  Most people indicated that they were, so members submitted their ballots.

OPEN DISCUSSION – In accordance with the Bylaws, each Membership Meeting must include 15 minutes available for open discussion. Lynne facilitated this part of the meeting while the ballots were being counted.

Hoby commented on the previous discussion, saying that it was the coolest thing that some one said, “Ill give some of my discount to some one else.”  (Minute taker’s note – I recall this being said, but didn’t write it down at the time.)  He hopes that everyone at the meeting will keep this in mind and try to come up with other ideas and send these on to Kyle.

Some one asked how the fund raising was going.  Lynne replied that this quarter has been good.  We have raised $880,000.  She is in contact with the family who had offered $100,000 if members raised $900,000 and hopes that they will agree to do this now.  Building Blocks have raised about $20,000.  There have been meetings with two banks and things are going well.

Karen Roth returned with the counted ballots.  Lynne announced the results; all measures passed:

	Question 1:  
	“Small changes”
	109 - 8

	Question 2:  
	“Discount language”
	96 – 16

	Queston 3:  
	“Hours bank”
	104 – 10

	Question 4: 
	“Orientation”
	84 – 35

	Question 5: 
	“Temporary Discount Reduction”
	97 - 40


There was no further discussion.

The meeting was adjourned at 8:05.

Respectfully submitted,

Deborah Trupin

