


• Name & Pronouns
• What brings you to this workshop?
• Keep to under 1 minute please 



Facilitator Background
• Partner, Administrator, Vegetable Manager for Letterbox Farm 

Collective

• Self-taught farmer and cooperative business owner

• Author, Cooperative Farming: Frameworks for Farming Together 
(2014) 

• Author, A Guide to Sharing Farm Equipment (2018)

• Facilitator of Farm Beginnings Hudson Valley chapter

• Leadership team for several community projects: Hudson Valley 
Community Wealth Fund, Hudson Valley CSA Coalition



overview: Tour through the diverse landscape of 
“cooperative farming”

breakdown: Look at the structural elements that 
make collaboration work

practice: Tools for organizing group process.

Today’s AGENDA











Cooperative Economics: 
a Tool for Building the New 

Economy
• Need-oriented, Basic Goods 

and Services
• Diverse and Inclusive 

Ownership
• Equitable/Democratic Culture
• Support of Local Economy 

Ecosystem
• Education Embedded Into the 

Good or Service

• Open Source
• Transparent
• Zero Waste and Climate 

Beneficial
• Scale by Regional 

Replication
• Supports Personal 

Growth and 
Development

* “A New Economy Checklist,” LIFT Economy





GROUP-RUN FARMS
Farm Partnerships
Worker Cooperatives
Intentional Communities

MARKETING AND 
DISTRIBUTION
Marketing Cooperatives
Multi-Farm CSAs
Co-Packing

SERVICE & SUPPLY
Buying Clubs
Credit Unions/Lending Co-ops

LAND-SHARING
Joint Purchasing
Incubator Farms
Multi-farmer Farm Leasing
Co-Housing communities

EQUIPMENT
Equipment Co-ops
Tool Libraries

LABOR 
Joint Apprenticeship Programs
Labor Coordination / Hiring 



Joint marketing Programs



Shared Labor Programs

Solving employment issues, including hiring, housing, or 
transporting workers, educating apprentices, or gaining access 
to labor at critical times in the farm season.



Shared equipment 
Programs

• Equipment Co-ops
• Tool Libraries
• Farmer-to-farmer 

lending
• Farmer-to-farmer joint 

purchase



Sharing access to 
general or specific farm 
machinery, to lower 
equipment costs or gain 
use of cost-prohibitive 
equipment.

Guidebook, sample 
agreements, and 
organizing tools at:

https://projects.sare.org/
sare_project/fne16-844/



Land Sharing: 
Leasing 

Frameworks



Land Sharing: Multi-Farmer Sites



Cobb Hill Cohousing

Land Sharing: Cohousing







Worker Co-ops



• 3 or more worker-owners

• Arranged as a co-operative corporation (or LLC with cooperative 
agreements)

• Abide by by-laws (business agreements) in which

• Each member has equal vote in major decisions

• Business profits/losses are allocated back to each member 
according to use (hours worked), not according to ownership

• “Clear path to membership” – may have non-owner staff, but 
usually the goal is to have long-term staff members become 
owners as well

Worker Co-ops



Farm Partnerships/LLCs

Partnerships and LLCs are simple and flexible forms of doing 
business as a group.

They can be, but don’t have to be, arranged like cooperatives or 
collectives.

Decision-making and financial agreements (profit sharing, 
ownership, process to buy out a member), can be arranged any 
way the group sees fit. 



Farm Communities

ACORN/Southern Exposure Seed Exchange
White Pine Community Farm



Farm Communities

White Pine Community Farm

ACORN/Southern Exposure Seed Exchange

ACORN/
Southern Exposure Seed Exchange





Which project can you 
envision participating in?

Is there a project you can 
envision starting?





What cooperative ownership can do:

• Embody community values right here and now in the 
middle of an extractive economy.  

• Bring real economic advantages to their participants

• Help small farms achieve a greater economy of scale 

• Reduce labor, costs of inputs, or administrative burdens

• Pool knowledge, skills of participants

• Effectively transition businesses, farmland, and other 
resources between farmers/between generations



What cooperative ownership can not do:

• Automatically solve complex problems
• Make an economically or logistically unfeasible idea work

To build a successful project, your idea must have a feasible 
economic model (for at least covering costs) and offer tangible 
benefits to its participants.  



1. WELL-PLANNED BUSINESS with realistic goals.

1. CLEAR STRUCTURE and agreements between members.

1. ORGANIZED OPERATIONS day to day.

1. EFFECTIVE GROUP PROCESS.

What does a group 
business need to succeed?



What does your project look
like "on paper"?
what resources will you need
to begin?
How will money flow through
your project?
what does budgeting tell us
about APPROPRIATE SCALE FOR
OUR PROJECTS?

ARTICULATING PLANNING ORGANIZING
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What Do we collectively value?
What are our goals for ...

your quality of life?
Your community role? 
Personal Income?

What  will our core activities
be?

How WILL we make our project
easy to run?
how do we organize group
decision-making and
Communication?
How Do we cultivate positive
organizational culture?

 

holistic goal setting
Enterprise selection

 

understanding financial
management
Writing budgets and financial
statements

 

Partnership & Community agreements
meeting facilitation & rhythms
standard operating procedures

 

proposal
for your future project

budgets
for the first 3 years

handbook
of organizational practices





business planning issues

1.Grow Flowers

2.?????

3.PROFITS!!

• Lack of clear planning and goals 

• Failure to Identify Risks
• Lack of member commitment
• Lack of competent management
• Overly optimistic projections
• Missing Crucial Information

• Lack of financing
• Too many 

projects/enterprises/ideas
• Inefficiency/poor 

organization/lack of systems



business planning issues

• Lack of clear planning and goals 

• Failure to Identify Risks
• Lack of member commitment
• Lack of competent management
• Overly optimistic projections
• Missing Crucial Information

• Lack of financing
• Too many 

projects/enterprises/ideas
• Inefficiency/poor 

organization/lack of systems

• Build a well-researched 
budget for your project

• Identify business strategy / 
revenue streams to cover 
costs + generate surplus

• Develop the knowledge 
and technical skills needed 
for your particular project

• Provide tangible member 
benefit

• Keep it simple – build 
additional components as 
your capacity grows



A legal entity is how your business is defined for 
legal and tax purposes.  

Most are registered with the state and indicated 
on your tax returns. 

what’s a legal entity 
and do we need one?



1. MINIMIZE RISK - can limit liability.

1. NAVIGATE LEGALITIES: Easier to sign contracts, 
obtain loans or mortgages, and have a shared bank 
account.

1. SELF-ORGANIZE: Opportunity for clear agreements.

1. EASE TRANSITIONS: Can make transitioning assets or 
ownership easier.

what’s a legal entity 
and do we need one?



1. Contractual Agreement 
For temporary/trial ventures with low risk.  Not a legal entity: 
just agreement between 2 individuals or businesses

2. LLC
Flexible entity with few requirements, easy to form.

3. Cooperative Corporation
For groups that want to follow cooperative principles (must 
abide by key principles of governance, etc. in order to 
maintain tax status

4. Non Profit (501c3)
For groups with charitable mission (vetted by IRS - farming 
itself is not a charitable mission).  No owns the organization 
or its assets.  Stringent reporting and filing requirements.







Business entities don’t provide much structure.  They’re more like 
this empty container.  You need to fill them with clear agreements 

about how you’ll own and operate your business.



Six steps to a business 
agreement

1. MEMBERSHIP: What are the rights and responsibilities of 
each member?

2. OWNERSHIP: How is the business owned, and what rights 
are connected to ownership? 

3. ALLOCATIONS:  How will you distribute profits (and losses)?

4. BUY OUT: What happens if the business dissolves or  a 
member leaves?

5. GOVERNANCE: How will you meet and make decisions? 

6. MANAGEMENT: How will the major functions of the business 
be handled?



Membership

1. Who are they? 

2. How do they join?

3. What are their rights, authority, and obligations?

4. Are they all treated the same, or are there 
different classes of members?

5. What are the grounds for expulsion?



1. How much of the business will each member own?

2. How is that ownership tracked and valued over time?

3. How does ownership influence decision-making and how 
profits/losses are allocated?

ownership



Ex. A team of 4 farmers is creating a business in which 3 
work full time, 1 part time. One has 70k to contribute, 
the others 10k each. They have chosen an LLC as their 
business form, meaning they have lots of flexibility in 
determining their financial agreements.

ownership



Ex. A team of 4 farmers is creating a business in which 3 work full 
time, 1 part time. One has 70k to contribute, the others 10k each.

OPTION 1: They buy in unequally, 70, 10 10 and 10. 

OPTION 2: Member 1 provides capital as a loan to the group.

OPTION 3: Members separate ownership of major assets.

Buying in



OPTION 1: Members receive their % of profits and losses based 
on their ownership. 

OPTION 2: Members receive their % of profits and losses based 
on their hourly commitment (hours worked). 

OPTION 3: The LLC owners could guarantee a payment to each of 
the members (a stipend, or a salary equivalent). The remaining 
profits are divided according to their agreement (equally, by 
hours worked, or any percentage they choose)

Allocating profits & losses



A buy-sell agreement sets the VALUATION METHOD and TERMS 
for the remaining members to buy out a departing member.

VALUATION: 

• MARKET VALUE: typically evaluated by 3rd party

• BOOK VALUE: ownership is tracked over time through financial 
records: initial buy in +/- allocated profits/losses +/- additional 
contributions if any.  Member is entitled to receive that value 
back (disregards market value or “sweat equity”)

• VALUE BY FORMULA: members receive their recorded book 
value + a percentage increase to indicate change in business 
value (book value + 1% per year)

TERMS: i.e. “4 payments over 2 years with 2% interest”

Buying out



Governance = decision making method + how it is applied

Methods: Application: 

Majority Vote

Consensus

Modified Consensus

Governance



How will you cover the major responsibilities of the business?

Will you appoint certain people or small groups to do certain tasks?  

For large groups, will you designate a smaller management team, like a 
board? Officers?

Will you hire a manager who is not a group member?

Who will keep financial records?

Who will lead meetings?  Who will take notes?

management



organizing people & 
operations



common interpersonal issues

• Vision and Values Differences

• “Structural” Power Imbalances
• Exhausting or unproductive meetings
• Remembering verbal agreements differently
• No communication/behavior agreements
• No processes for accountability

• No membership criteria or new member 
screening process

• High turnover/too many new members at once
• Differences in work and planning style
• Real or perceived work imbalances

• Care, maintenance, cleanliness issues



common
interpersonal 
issues
• Vision/Values Differences

• Power Imbalances
• Unproductive meetings
• Unenforced Verbal agreements 
• Communication/behavior 

differences

• Lack of Accountability
• No membership criteria 
• High turnover
• Work/Planning style differences
• Work imbalances

• Care, maintenance, cleanliness

• Create a shared vision & clear goals

• Write down agreements, decisions, 
tasks, policies.  Revisit them.

• Make space for feedback
• Learn facilitation and 

communication techniques

• Observe healthy and generous 
group behavior: give each other the 
benefit of the doubt, ask how you 
can support teammates into more 
constructive behavior, say thank you 

and good morning, hang out once in 
a while.

setting 
organizational 
culture



Operating Agreements / Bylaws (your “consitution”)

Organizational Vision & Values

Management and Decision-Making Roles

Meeting Practices and Schedule

Organizational Culture (Communication Practices, Etc.)

Peer Feedback & Conflict Resolution Practices

Operating Procedures / Organizing the Day to Day 

organizing people & 
operations









Summarizer & Integrator
• State the sense of the group as best you 

can discern it
• Reflect back what you are hearing/observing
• Weave together diverse input
• List out sub-topics so each can be examined
• State clearly any agreements for the record

Vibeswatcher
• Awareness of emotional undercurrents, 

gleaned from tones, body language, intuition
• Ask deeper questions
• Call for breaks

Process Steward
• Help group follow any process agreements 

or ground rules that are in place
• Focus and safeguard the process so that 

others can mainly focus on the content

Peacemaker
• If a conflict emerges, help each person feel 

heard, and seek common ground
• Help people understand each other by 

translating information from a participant into 
terms that the other participants can also 
grasp

Scribe
• Write information up front large enough for 

everyone in the room to read it
• Ensure someone is taking minutes for the 

record

Timekeeper
• Keep an eye on the clock
• Warn the group well ahead of any deadlines
• Note again as the deadline draws near
• Physical Preparation



q & a



During/after lunch: 
reflect on and write 
down your holistic 
goals, using the 
questionnaire

Reconvene at: 1:15



on the paper provided, write 
down:

1. A dollar amount, $0 – 100,000

2. An annual salary you’d like 
to make from farming

3. Hours per week you are 
able/willing to work in a 
farming venture



In your new groups:

“a” cards will facilitate
“b” cards will scribe/keep time

Your goal is to create a shared 
holistic goal for your group.

Aim for 5 total statements, 
minimum 1 for each section.

You have 20 minutes.



Summarizer & Integrator
• State the sense of the group as best you 

can discern it
• Reflect back what you are hearing/observing
• Weave together diverse input
• List out sub-topics so each can be examined
• State clearly any agreements for the record

Vibeswatcher
• Awareness of emotional undercurrents, 

gleaned from tones, body language, intuition
• Ask deeper questions
• Call for breaks

Process Steward
• Help group follow any process agreements 

or ground rules that are in place
• Focus and safeguard the process so that 

others can mainly focus on the content

Peacemaker
• If a conflict emerges, help each person feel 

heard, and seek common ground
• Help people understand each other by 

translating information from a participant into 
terms that the other participants can also 
grasp

Scribe
• Write information up front large enough for 

everyone in the room to read it
• Ensure someone is taking minutes for the 

record

Timekeeper
• Keep an eye on the clock
• Warn the group well ahead of any deadlines
• Note again as the deadline draws near
• Physical Preparation



Round 2: 

“c” cards will facilitate
“d” cards will scribe/keep time

Your goal is to draft some terms 
for your operating agreement.

Aim to reach consensus on 3 
items.



Round 2: 

How much is each person able & willing to invest?
Will you..
• Buy in equally?
• Buy in unequally?
• Buy in with some money and lend additional 

money to the group?
• Buy in with some money and lend the group use 

of another asset? (land, equipment)

How will you allocate profits and losses?
• According to investment?
• According to hours worked/ how much each of 

you participate in the business?

What management roles will each of you play?



Round 3: 

“b” cards will facilitate
“a” cards will scribe/keep time

Review the sheet provided on “ownership 
culture.” discuss: what workplace (or 
other) experiences have you had that 
encouraged ownership culture?  
Discouraged?

What will your business do to promote a 
positive and invested team?


