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8:30-9:00 
Registration & Continental Breakfast 

Garden Room A-C 
 

9:00-9:45 

Opening Session – Garden Room A-C 
• Welcome & Introductions 
• Understanding the Economic Impact of Co-ops in Small Towns. 

Co-ops pride themselves on their community impact, but how do small stores impact their local 
economy? Recent work in Central Minnesota gives us clues not only on economic impacts but also what 
attracts customers to small storefronts in a highly competitive environment. 

Presenter:  Ryan Pesch, U of MN Extension 

 
 STORE  TRACK CONVERSION TRACK 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

9:45-11:00 

The Power of Produce: 
Merchandising for Impact at Any Size 
 
In this workshop we will identify key 
aspects of a successful produce program 
and the role that merchandising can play 
in effective department operations and 
creating customer engagement. This 
interactive conversation will include 
examples of creative displays from small 
stores, dynamic and practical 
merchandising techniques, and 
customizable planning tools that can be 
put to use immediately. Participants will 
leave with an understanding of key 
merchandising concepts, inspirational 
examples for refreshing their approach, 
and a plan for next steps. 

Presenter: James Morrell 

Garden Room 

Intro to Financial Statements 
for Directors and new GMs 

It’s time to break through the fear! 
Financial statements are a powerful 
tool for tracking performance and 
planning ahead, but sometimes 
directors and new (and not-so-new) 
GMs can find them a little 
daunting. In this session, we will 
start to overcome that by working 
through a sample set of small co-
op financial statements to 
understand the purpose of each 
one, how they work together to 
provide a picture of the co-op’s 
financial health, and how to spot if 
things are on or off track. 

Presenters: Leslie Watson & Audrey 
Griffin 

Room K0434-36 

Understanding the Rural 
Grocery Landscape 

Rial Carver from the Rural Grocery 
Initiative will kick things off with 
an overview of the trends 
developing in rural grocery, 
followed by an open discussion of 
what other participants have seen 
or are working on to help preserve 
grocery access in rural America. 

Presenter: Rial Carver 

Room K1450 

 



11:00-11:15 BREAK 
 

 STORE  TRACK CONVERSION TRACK 

 
 
 
 

11:15-12:30 

Peer Learning:  Strategies for Addressing Common Small Co-op 
Challenges  

While all co-ops are unique, they also share some similar challenges, 
especially smaller operators.  Drawing upon her many years of consulting 
as well as the last three years of peer audits through the Small & Strong 
program, Jeanie will walk through some of the most common operational 
issues that come up for small co-ops, and suggest practical strategies for 
addressing them.  Come with your questions!  

Presenter: Jeanie Wells 

Garden Room 

Identifying Resources and 
Defining Needs:  A Facilitated 
Discussion 

In this session we will try to answer 
questions that will help to define what 
priorities need to be addressed, and 
whether resources currently exist or 
new solutions need to be developed. 
Facilitator: Margaret Bau 

Room K1450 

 

12:30-1:30 LUNCH 
Garden Room  A-C 

 
 STORE  TRACK CONVERSION TRACK 

 
 
 
 
 

1:30-2:45 

Making the Most of CoPOS 
 

Learn how to use tools within 
CoPOS from a pro! Using a live 
demonstration computer that taps 
into real time data, Matt will walk 
through the mechanics of 
generating and analyzing data 
such as sales history, shrink 
tracing, item movement, turns, 
etc., and explain how to use that 
data to strengthen your co-op’s 
operations. 
  
Presenter: Matt Malecha 

Garden Room 

Employment Best Practices for 
Small Employers  
 
Whether you have 2 employees or 20, 
there are a few basic HR systems and 
requirements that your co-op should 
have in place. Melanie will review the 
HR Department Top 10 for any size co-
op. She'll share sample 
documents and will also answer any 
and all HR-related questions. 
 
Presenter: Melanie Reid 

Room K0434-36 

Conversion in Action: Case 
Studies 
 

Operators and developers who have 
worked with successful rural grocery 
conversions will tell their stories. We 
will explore how different approaches 
have worked and why they chose the 
models they used. 

Presenters: Sean Park and 
Charlotte Narjes 

Room K1450 

 

 



2:45-3:00 BREAK 

 

3:00-4:15 

STORE  TRACK CONVERSION TRACK 

Understanding Your Co-op’s Community Relevance – A Facilitated 
Discussion 

Running a grocery store--large or small!—takes a great deal of energy and 
effort, leaving little time to step back and consider the bigger picture of 
relevance and impact.  And yet, at the end of the day, a food co-op 
necessarily exists to meet its members’ and its community’s needs, and 
determining our success in that regard is essential. In this session, we will 
consider ways to evaluate impact and relevance, and consider how any co-
op’s answer to the question of “why do we matter” informs its day-to-day 
operations, its engagement with members, and its plans for the future.  

Facilitator: Jeanie Wells 

Garden Room 

How to Organize a Co-op 
Conversion 

Stuart Reid from Food Co-op Initiative 
will outline the basic development 
path followed by most startup food 
co-ops. Participants will gain a better 
understanding of the costs, timeline, 
and work involved. We will finish with 
a group discussion of action steps 
needed to come next to build a 
stronger support network leading to 
more success stories. 

Presenter: Stuart Reid 

Room K1450 

 

4:15-4:30 Closing Remarks and Prize Winners Announced! 
Garden Room 
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PRESENTERS  
(alpha order by first name) 

 
 
Audrey Griffin is a CPA with 15 years of prior experience auditing nonprofits and for-profit organizations, including 7 years focused 
on cooperatives.  In her consulting work with Columinate, Audrey provides mentorship to finance managers; advises on improvements 
to financial controls and reporting systems; delivers finance training to boards and management; and provides support in preparing 
projections, reconciling problem accounts, and getting ready for audits. 
 
 
Charlotte Narjes is a Community Vitality Educator focused on cooperatives at the Nebraska Cooperative Development Center. She has 
been connected with the University of Nebraska-Lincoln’s Department of Ag Economics for over 20 years and is aligned with 
Extension’s Community Vitality Initiative. Charlotte has extensive grant and project experience and has facilitated and developed 
educational programs, visioning, and networking opportunities for rural communities . 
 
 
James Morrell is a consultant with Columinate who specializes in fresh produce program development and who has been recognized 
for his dynamic approach to merchandising and retail operations. With over 25 years’ experience in the natural foods industry, James 
has worked with cooperatives and progressive independents across the United States focusing on engaging staff, empowering teams, 
and organic foods advocacy. Through his work, James continues to promote the cultivation of regional partnerships with growers and 
producers in order to strengthen locally oriented food networks and to increase community access to fresh local foods. 
 
 
Jeanie Wells has worked in the food co-op sector since 1996, including as the general manager of Community Mercantile in Lawrence, 
Kansas for 10 years. There, she led several projects including two major successful co-op expansion projects, and fostered a strong 
management team positioned for growth. She left Community Mercantile in 2009 to become a food co-op consultant. At Columinate, 
she assists clients in all aspects of retail operations and expansion planning, with a special focus on building internal strength and 
infrastructure as well as strategies for strengthening the overall shopping experience in food co-ops. 
 
 
Leslie Watson is a staff member of Cooperative Development Services, Inc., as well as a consultant with Columinate’s Board 
Leadership Development team. She spent ten years on the board of the Eastside Food Co-op, beginning the year before it opened, and 
is also one of the founding organizers of the Northeast Investment Cooperative. Leslie works with startup, small and large co-ops on 
improving their governance, building a strong cooperative culture, and planning and implementing capital campaigns. 
 
 
Margaret Bau has been a Cooperative Development Specialist with USDA Rural Development since 1998.  She has assisted in the 
formation of over 30 cooperatives across her home state of Wisconsin in industries as diverse as long-term care, ownership 
conversions, distributing local foods into regional institutions, arts marketing and galleries, housing, disability services, forest 



products, and employment among people living with mental illness.  Margaret now works for the USDA national office as a resource 
on cooperative development, but remains based in central Wisconsin.  
 
 
Matt Malecha has worked at natural foods co-ops for nearly 15 years, first as a department manager at the Just Food Co-op in 
Northfield, MN, and currently as the General Manager at Spiral Natural Foods since 2015.  
 
 
Melanie Reid has been involved in food co-ops since 1996, most recently as a Human Resources consultant with Columinate, where 
she specializes in understanding and developing organizational culture, improving HR practices, and leadership development. Prior to 
joining Columinate, she worked for 8 years with the leadership team at Just Food Co-op in Northfield, MN.. 
 
 
Rial Carver is a Program/Project Manager with the Center for Engagement and Community Development. Her role focuses on 
initiatives that promote healthy food access primarily through the Kansas Healthy Food Initiative and Rural Grocery Initiative. Rial 
earned a B.S. in Environmental Policy and Planning with a minor in Civic Agriculture and Food Systems from Virginia Tech. Her 
experience includes working as the Sustainability Coordinator at Virginia Tech Dining Services where she increased local food 
sourcing, implemented composting initiatives, and initiated a reusable to-go container program. She recently completed a Master of 
Regional and Community Planning degree at Kansas State University. Rial and her husband enjoy exploring the great outdoors and 
community gardening at the Manhattan Community Gardens. 
 
 
Ryan Pesch is an Extension Educator in Community Development with the University of Minnesota. In this role he works with 
community organizations on economic and business development issues in West Central Minnesota. He has operated a certified 
organic vegetable farm, Lida Farm, with his wife and three children since 2004 near Pelican Rapids, MN. In addition, he is also a 
founding board member of Manna Food Co-op in Detroit Lakes, a 2017 start up, and currently serves as its treasurer.  
 
 
Sean Park Sean Park is currently the Program Manager for the Value-Added Sustainable Development Center, the Illinois Cooperative 
Development Center, and the Illinois Wind Access Center at Western Illinois University.  He works with rural entrepreneurs and 
Cooperatives to develop business plans, find financing, and operate successfully.  No stranger to grocery, after earning a bachelor’s 
degree in Economics from S.I.U.C. he started Park Foods Inc., operating as a small grocery store in Rushville, Illinois.  Sean   is a 
Certified Exit Planning Advisor with the Exit planning Institute, a Certified Business Advisor with the State of Illinois Small Business 
Development Centers and is a doctoral candidate in Public Administration at UIS. 
 
 
Stuart Reid is the Executive Director of Food Co-op Initiative, a non-profit foundation providing technical assistance, information and 
resources to groups organizing new retail food co-ops across the United States. Previously, he served as the Food Co-op Development 
Specialist for Food Co-op 500, the pilot project that grew into FCI. Stuart has an extensive background working with retail food co-
ops, co-op wholesalers, and support organizations. 
 
 
 


