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In the United States, we eat a lot of bananas. Each year, over 5 million tons of bana-
nas are imported, about 27 billion bananas in total.

That's 25 to 30 pounds per person each year, the equivalent of each of us eating one
banana every four or five days. Nearly all the bananas eaten in the United States are
grown in a handful of Central and South American countries, with 40 percent import-
ed from Guatemala, and 50 percent imported from Ecuador, Costa Rica, Colombia
and Mexico.

The weird and wonderful story of how bananas get from boats to the grocery stores of
New York City has been covered by The New York Times, but what is the story of the
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Coop’s bananas?

Not all bananas are grown and harvested under the same circumstances.

The banana-growing industry “is rooted in power imbalance” according to Equal
Exchange, the Coop’s banana distributor. Historical practices that abuse laborers in
banana-growing regions have included granting tax-free land to foreign multinational
corporations, forced labor under paramilitaries and the promotion of farming chemi-
cals dangerous to humans.
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The term “Banana Republic” described the consequences of a small state, usually au-
thoritarian, becoming economically dependent on the export of bananas, to the detri-
ment of its population.

Where the Coop buys our bananas is crucial if we wish to avoid this tarnished supply
chain. For 20 years, Equal Exchange has been sourcing organic fair-trade bananas, im-
porting 37 million in 2025 (approximately 1 in every 730 bananas imported to the



us).

According to Jessie Myszka, Equal Exchange’s National Sales Manager for Fresh Pro-
duce, 782,880 of its bananas were sold to the Coop in 2025, a 7 percent increase on
our banana purchases in 2024. At just over 2 percent of the total bananas Equal
Exchange distributes, the Coop is its largest single-unit customer.

If, like me, you struggle to visualize what 780,000 bananas look like, it's nearly
10,000 cases, filling 204 pallets. That is four packing pallets of bananas per week.
“That’s a lot of bananas for one store,” Myszka said.

Of the bananas consumed by the Coop, around 250,000 are grown by Cooperativa Rio
y Valle (RyV) in the northwestern Piura region of Peru.

Bananas are weird. They are not the fruit of a tree, like an apple, but technically the
berries of an herb. Commercial bananas are sterile—they do not reproduce from
seeds, but are instead propagated from offshoot stems, much as you might grow a
house plant from cuttings.

“The little sprouts at the base of the banana plant are referred to as babies and the
big one is the mother,” said Myszka. “When they prune the plant they take away all
but two of the babies.”

When bananas are prepared for export, layers of foam or newspaper are placed be-
tween the layers of hands in a bunch, and this bunch is covered with a plastic bag for
weeks to protect it from spores.



Carrying bananas in a cradle. (Photo courtesy of Equal Exchange.)
The bunches are then cut down when they are still green and put carefully on a large

cushion (referred to as a cradle). The bunch is then hung, sprayed and trimmed to the

group of 5 or 6 bananas that we see in the store. They are washed in a big tank and
then packed in cases for export.



Packing bananas. (Photo courtesy of Equal Exchange.)

Because banana plants are sterile, “once the mother’s fruit is harvested, the mother
has to be cut down,” explained Myszka. One of the babies will grow in her place. Bana-
na plants require moist soil to grow, with the soil staying within a goldilocks moisture
range that is neither dry nor waterlogged, but evenly and consistently damp. And in
death, the mother can still provide for her babies.

“The plant stem holds a ton of water in honeycomb-like cells, so after they cut down
the mother they slice open the trunk and put that on the ground face down so it can
drain. In an area where there is not much water, that’s really important,” Myszka
said.

With this unusual growing and harvesting cycle, it can be hard to manage the quality
of banana produce. This is one of the key traits of Rio y Valle, and why it is one of on-
ly three primary banana-supplying cooperatives trusted by Equal Exchange.



RyV has been commended by Equal Exchange’'s third-party quality oversight for its su-
perior banana quality. At RyV, after harvest the bananas are carefully transported
from the fields to a local packing facility, “either through limited cableway systems or
manually by workers carrying bunches on their shoulders,” described Edgar Talledo, a
banana grower and Certifications Manager at RyV, “before being moved in coopera-
tive-owned trucks to a central palletizing site. There, the bananas are packed into con-
tainers, sealed and transported by road to the port.”

The quality was attributed to a “work ethic that ... is difficult to replicate,” he said.

“The cooperative faced serious quality issues during its early years, even receiving ul-
timatums from buyers that threatened to halt exports,” Talledo said. “In response,
the entire organization—from leadership to field workers—committed to raising stan-
dards through continuous training, close supervision and a shared sense of responsi-

bility among producers and staff.”




A meeting of Rio y Valle co-op members. (Photo courtesy of Equal Exchange.)

RyV is a cooperative formed by 343 small producers. Unlike large commercial banana
plantations of hundreds of hectares, or even regional fair trade cooperatives formed
of producers with an average of 7 hectares each, the farmers within RyV each man-
age less than 2 hectares. This collaboration of many small farmers is particularly im-
portant for managing the water resources in the region.

“Rio y Valle’'s name reflects the landscape where it was born: the Chira River and the
Chira Valley in northern Peru. This region offers particularly favorable conditions for
banana production, with a warm, stable climate that supports consistent growth and
good yields,” Talledo said.

Yet the land was not always like this. The President of RyV, Juan Ovieda, described
the land when they established the farms in the mid-1980s as “dusty, dry and not pro-
ductive.”

Water management is crucial, but it’s hard with a collection of small farmers. “At that
scale, it's not practical to address the water needs of a plot. Together, this modest
group of growers successfully requested permission to install an irrigation system,”
explains a blog on the Equal Exchange website.

Exporting bananas requires a lot of plastic—both between the layers of hands of bana-
nas and to enclose the bunches. RyV now operates a plastic recycling factory.

“The co-op coordinates picking up the plastic from the individual farmers, and it goes
to a little factory where it gets pelletized and extruded into pallet corner boards,”
Myszka said. This is a win-win outcome, where the cooperative is reducing waste in
its environment and producing an item that its members need for shipping bananas,
allowing them to buy from their own facilities at a much lower price.

Cooperativa Rio y Valle’s work is inspiring, but there are broader problems with the
banana trade.
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“All the bananas that get exported are the same variety, called Cavendish. The local
market has many types of bananas, but only the Cavendish can travel,” said Myszka.

Cavendish bananas are grown as a monoculture, and because they are sterile and pro-
pagated from other plants, they are essentially clones. Without genetic diversity, they
are susceptible to pests and disease.

This is not a hypothetical concern. Up until the 1950s, the export banana trade dealt
with a different cultivar, Gros Michel, until swathes of plantations were destroyed by a
fungus causing a wilt called Panama Disease. Gros Michel was replaced with
Cavendish, a variety that was resistant to the fungus.

Today the Cavendish is under threat from two fungi. In Ecuador, banana plantations
are being affected by Black Sigatoka. In Peru, the threat is a fungus called TR4, which
is a strain (Tropical Race 4) of the same Panama Disease that finished Gros Michel.

“The scary thing about TR4 is that it gets into the soil and stays there for a very long
time, decades. It kills the banana plant and stops you growing new banana plants on
the same land,” said Myszka. Climate change is not helping. Plants that are under wa-
ter stress are weaker and less able to resist the fungus.

As a consequence of TR4, “a different group near to Rio y Valle has decreased from
shipping well over a dozen container loads of bananas per week to just one. They
used to be the strongest banana coop in the region and that is no longer where they

n

are.

There is a small silver lining for organic fair trade co-ops.

“Even the general banana industry is saying there is no conventional spray pesticide
solution for TR4,” Myszka said.

Organic techniques that maintain good microorganisms in the soil are the best re-



sponse to TR4, which lends itself to organic co-ops, particularly those who receive a

fair trade premium for their produce. “We are applying large amounts of liquid biofer-
tilizer and beneficial fungus Trichoderma; this is helping us significantly, as are appli-
cations of guano and compost. These measures are helping to extend the lifespan of
our plants just a little bit longer” explained a banana grower named Santos Gutiérrez.

“We aren’t going to eradicate it—no, the plants will still eventually die—but with the
right management, we can at least delay that outcome for a little while longer.”

“I don't know what the future holds—I can only hope, and pray to God, that the plants
eventually develop some form of resistance—but as of now, there isn’t a single plant
variety that is either resistant or tolerant to it. Unless a resistant plant variety
emerges, this whole operation will come to an end within a couple of years.”

Dan Bergsagel is often mistaken for someone else.

THE SECRETS BEHIND THE COOP’S BIGGEST PRODUCE PARTNER

June 16, 2026
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March 24, 2026
By Dan Bergsagel

Supplier Spotlight aims to showcase where the Coop’s food comes from: like-minded
organizations that value workers’ rights and sustainable, ethical practices, and pro-
duce healthy, delicious and fairly priced products.

Many members start their shop in the Coop’s overflowing produce aisle—jammed
with laden U-boats and members inspecting fruit and vegetables. In the local growing
season an incredible third of what you see on the shelves comes from one very trust-
ed supplier: Lancaster Farm Fresh Co-op (LFF Co-op).

WHY SO MUCH FROM LANCASTER FARM FRESH?


https://lancasterfarmfresh.com/
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A member chooses carrotfrom Lancaster Farm Fresh
A third of produce at any one time is obviously a significant proportion to be sourced
from one supplier. “They are very important,” said John Horsman, a produce buyer at
the Coop. “They are very consistent, and the quality is just amazing.” Even outside of
the local growing season, Lancaster provides 5-10% of the Coop’s fresh produce,
mainly carrots and other root vegetables.

“The number one requirement for the Coop is quality. After quality, we will look at
pricing. LFF has very good prices and has extremely good quality,” Horsman ex-
plained.

This crucial mix of quality and price reflects in part the values of the communities
that comprise the majority of farmers in the LFF Co-op—Amish and Mennonite. Their
traditional agricultural and labor practices eschew modern technology, farm equip-



ment and chemical treatment, and instead adopt organic principles that ensure quali-
ty products and healthy soil. This traditional practice goes beyond complying with the
minimum requirements of the USDA Certified Organic system.

The produce from Lancaster is comparatively local—less than 200 miles from the
Coop, although not quite as local as Gotham Greens—which means it is very fresh.

“Their shelf life is just amazing,” said Horsman.

The geographical advantage can best be understood when you consider the shipping
challenges for a large-scale farm in the growing regions of California.

A head of lettuce in California will be harvested and the cases will be packed in the
field. They will then be stacked on pallets and collected every two hours to be placed
in chilled storage.

“It maybe gets out in two days, is driven across the country in four days, and by the
time it's on the shelf it's maybe five to seven days old,” Horsman said.

Because LFF Co-op is so close, you can hold a head of lettuce in Brooklyn on a Mon-
day and be confident that it was picked on Saturday, or “worst-case Friday,” Horsman
said.

“We go through thousands of cases a week of produce, and we look through them all
and return stuff if it is not top quality,” he said. “It is a very rare day that we return
anything to LFF. | can’t say that about anybody else.”

Often this high-quality traditional farming practice is associated with small farms, and
this comes at a financial cost as they compete with larger organizations. “The smaller

the farm, the higher the price,” noted Horsman.

However, the growers of LFF Co-op have overcome many of these financial barriers
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by realizing the benefits of operating as a cooperative.
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LFF growng fields
LFF Co-op’s alignment with the Coop’s tagline “Good Food at Low Prices” reflects the
unlikely alliance between Amish and Mennonite farmers and a self-confessed “punk
rock skateboarder,” Casey Spacht, a founder and the executive director of Lancaster
Farm Fresh Co-op.

Spacht has a do-it-yourself ethos and a background in eco-activism, natural food
coops and nonprofits. Spacht spoke with the Gazette soon after returning from his an-
nual ice fishing trip, on which he caught 15 fish. “I'm a big proponent of clean,
healthy foods,” he said. “l don't eat any meat except for the fish | catch myself from
the clean pristine lakes | find in the north woods of Maine. That stocks my freezer and
I'm good for the year.”



The farmers and Spacht came together to fill a shared need in their communities:
“The farmers were not being taken care of,” said Spacht.

There were several neighboring certified organic farmers growing high-quality vegeta-
bles and competing in the same markets.

“They would be delivering to the same restaurant in Philadelphia, and they would see
their neighbor’s car there.”

There was a clear opportunity to coordinate to share in costs and avoid duplication.
So Spacht said, “Let’s reduce the work for ourselves so we can stay on the farm more
and do what we do best: stay with our families, take care of the land and soil and
farm these valued products for our community.”

GROWING A FARMING COOPERATIVE

A L

Locally Rooted.
Sustainably Minded.

Iancastérfé_ﬁnfrosh.com
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Golden beets from LFF

Spacht and six other farmers first met in 2005 by kerosene lamp-light, sitting on
straw bales in the basement of one of their barns, and outlined their visions for a farm-
ing cooperative. While the shared need was already there, the shared trust had to be
built. “The Amish and Mennonite cultures really keep to themselves, and like anyone
would, | had to prove myself to them,” said Spacht.

Since then, LFF Co-op has seen significant growth. Today, it encompasses around 120
farmers spread over more than 1,000 acres—approaching double the area of Prospect
Park.

COOPERATING ORGANICALLY, MORE THAN jUST SALAD

il

LFF lettuce in the produce aisle



In the early days, Spacht took on multiple roles at LFF Co-op, but now the Co-op ser-
vices are provided by five staff teams: quality, sales, warehousing, transportation and
finance.

Spacht oversees the staff teams and in turn reports to a seven-member Board of Di-
rectors made up of member-farmers, who are themselves elected by the LFF Co-op

members. “We’re not experts in anything; we’'re just ordinary farmers filling a niche
for our community,” said Spacht.

The cooperative is a community. It has big meetings for all the farmers and gives out
awards for things like best quality and best food safety.

“We're always helping educate our farmers, but it's not a one-way street. We’ll have
a meeting about who will grow what each year, and sit down in a room all day and
plan this out for each crop,” said Spacht. These meetings are opportunities for inter-
generational discussion and learning, with the age of LFF Co-op farmers stretching
from their late 60s to their early 20s.”

“We have a very diverse and cultured group of farmers,” explained Spacht. This farm-
ing group has moved beyond traditional Amish farm staples—potato, cabbage, carrot-
s—to meet requests for vegetables and newer varieties that they may not have
grown, like red leeks, fennel and Asian vegetables. And more is going on behind the
scenes. The Coop may request ten cases of dinosaur kale from LFF Co-op, but this
may well be fulfilled by three different farms.

LFF Co-op does more than just produce; some of the eggs, dairy, honey, medicinal
herbs, flour and even grains (think the pivotal Harrison Ford scene in Peter Weir's
1985 film “Witness”) on the Coop’s shelves come from their fields, barns and
apiaries.

TRADITIONAL AND COOPERATIVE PRACTICE MEETS THE MOMENT
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“One of the founding principles for cooperatives is: coops supporting coops,” said
Spacht, “and when that is invoked that is a powerful thing.”

Park Slope Food Coop has been with Lancaster since the very beginning, in 2006,
sharing the first ever shipments it delivered to Brooklyn with other early adopters like
the restaurateur Andrew Tarlow (of Diner and Roman'’s).

“Without Andrew and the Coop, we wouldn’t have what we have,” Spacht said. The re-
lationship goes both ways—during the recent blizzard, Lancaster offered to push for-
ward deliveries to the Coop to ensure that stock disruption was minimal.

Spacht wanted to leave the Gazette with a note for our current times, when regula-
tions that limit the harm of conventional agricultural practices are under threat.

Lancaster Farm Fresh Co-op is “not just organic, it is beyond organic,” he said. “We
are at the highest echelon—not just a certificate—we really take the highest care of
the soil.”

Dan Bergsagel is often mistaken for someone else.

THE BLACK FARMER WHO SHAPED AMERICA’'S COOPERATIVE APPROACH
TO FOOD

June 16, 2026
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February 10, 2026

By Femi Redwood

Coop members volunteer our time and pay up-front membership fees because we be-
lieve these shared investments make our food systems stronger. Also, this makes our
produce cost less than at traditional grocery stores, and farmers earn more profit
than they would selling to large chains.

This is the same idea behind Community Supported Agriculture, commonly known as
CSAs.

You might think CSAs started in the 1980s in affluent Northeast communities, but
they were actually started by a Black horticulturist, Booker T. Whatley, who pushed
this model decades earlier to help small farms. His vision continues to empower com-
munities to make grocery shopping affordable, while also investing in local farmers.

Born in 1915 in Anniston, Alabama, a predominantly Black community, Whatley and
his 11 younger siblings were raised on their family farm. “My granddaddy made all
the syrup that came out of his community, castrated all the hogs, shoed the horses,
built the doorsteps ...he was one of those guys who could do everything,” he told
Mother Earth News in 1982.

That early education in farming and self-sufficiency helped shape the rest of his life.

AT TUSKEGEE, BOOKER T. WHATLEY DEVELOPED 15 VARIETIES OF MUSCADINE
GRAPES, NAMING ONE “FOXXY LOTTIE” AFTER HIS WIFE.

After earning a B.S. in agriculture from Alabama A&M University, a historically Black
college and university (HBCU), he was drafted into the army and served in the Korean


https://rodaleinstitute.org/blog/the-history-of-community-supported-agriculture/
https://www.smithsonianmag.com/innovation/you-can-thank-black-horticulturist-booker-t-whatley-your-csa-180977771/
https://www.motherearthnews.com/homesteading-and-livestock/small-farm-plan-zmaz82mjzkin/
https://www.motherearthnews.com/homesteading-and-livestock/small-farm-plan-zmaz82mjzkin/
https://www.motherearthnews.com/homesteading-and-livestock/small-farm-plan-zmaz82mjzkin/

War, where he worked on a hydroponic farm. The scientist he worked under urged
him to earn a Ph.D. in horticulture from Rutgers University, which he did in 1957. He
then became the chairman of the horticulture department at Southern University in
Baton Rouge, Louisiana. Later, in 1969, he was offered a professorship at Tuskegee In-
stitute (now Tuskegee University).

At Tuskegee, Whatley developed 15 varieties of muscadine grapes, naming one
“Foxxy Lottie” after his wife. He also worked on sweet potato breeding, developing
five varieties, and advocated that Southern farmers grow sweet potatoes to help
them compete with the growing corporatization of agriculture.

“With sweet potatoes, Alabama could compete with the Midwest in carbohydrate pro-
duction,” he told Neighbors Magazine.

Throughout his life, he noticed that family farms were being replaced by large compa-
nies, and Black farms were declining. According to a collaborative report by the Natio-
nal Black Farmers Association and other organizations, 14 percent of all US farmers
were Black in 1920. By 1964, less than 6 percent were Black.

WHATLEY CREATED A PLAN AS EARLY AS THE 1960S THAT HE BELIEVED WOULD
ALLOW FARMERS TO MAKE MORE MONEY WHILE USING FEWER RESOURCES.

One issue Black farmers faced was unfair treatment from the federal government. A
1965 report from the Commission on Civil Rights (PDF) found that the USDA discrimi-
nated against Black farmers when providing loans and conservation payments.

This impacted the financial stability of Black farmers and contributed to land loss. As
a solution to this, and the increased competition from corporate-owned agriculture,
Whatley created a plan as early as the 1960s that he believed would allow farmers to
make more money while using fewer resources. A significant component of his plan
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was a shopping model similar to contemporary CSAs, what he called Clientele Mem-
bership Clubs.

Members would pay an upfront fee for a season of produce. He suggested fees should
be due at the beginning of the year, which is often a farmer’s slow season. Families
would pick their own produce. These clubs would guarantee that farmers would have
income and that families would save 40 percent on food prices.

Clientele Membership Clubs wouldn’t be limited to produce; some might have places
for families to catch their own fish or buy slaughtered livestock.

WHATLEY BELIEVED SMALL FARMS COULDN'T COMPETE WITH LARGE ONES ON
THINGS LIKE CORN AND POTATOES, BUT THEY COULD COMPETE IN OTHER WAYS,
LIKE HAVING MEMBERSHIP CLUBS.

In 1982, he told reporters that his plan could make farmers $100,000 per year, and
he later published a book detailing it. “The clientele membership club is the lifeblood
of the whole setup. It enables the farmer to plan production, anticipate demand, and,
of course, have a guaranteed market,” he originally told Mother Earth News in a 1982
interview.

Whatley believed small farms couldn’t compete with large ones on things like corn
and potatoes, but they could compete in other ways, like having membership clubs.
“You got to have a farmer who likes people and who has the knack of making that
membership feel like his farm is their farm,” he told The Morning Call.

He didn't believe farmers’ markets would be competition because they were too ex-
pensive for most families. At both farmers’ markets and grocery stores, the cost of
picking and delivering produce is built into the prices. But with his membership clubs,
cutting out the middleman saves everyone money. “The farmer now gets such a
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small share of the housewife’s food dollar. Under this plan, he gets it all,” he told the
paper.

Some farmers believed his plan would turn off potential members, because it would
feel like farmwork. Whatley understood that not all farmers would embrace his ideas.
“I'm not trying to change the spots on a leopard. I'm not wasting my time,” he de-
tailed in that interview.

But one person who didn’t doubt his plan was Thomas Monaghan, the founder of
Domino’s Pizza and owner of the Detroit Tigers.

In 1984, The Wall Street Journal wrote an article about Whatley (PDF), introducing
readers to another Alabama farmer who was using his methods with success. Accord-
ing to published reports, Whatley received a call that same day from Monaghan, who
loved his ideas and wanted to begin a partnership to build a farm that would provide
toppings for some Domino’s franchises and also allow Domino’s employees to join its
Clientele Membership Club.

In addition to offering produce, the pair planned a catch-and-own fish pond, a place
where members could also buy freshly slaughtered lamb, Christmas trees and more.

OVER THE YEARS, WHATLEY REMAINED A SOUGHT-AFTER SPEAKER BECAUSE HE
OFFERED A MORE HOPEFUL OUTLOOK THAN OTHER ACADEMICIANS AND POLITI-
CIANS.

According to Mother Earth News, the Booker T. Whatley Farm at Domino’s Farm
opened in 1987. They planned it in phases and hoped their efforts would save
100,000 of America’s small farms by 2000. Unfortunately, their complete vision never
came to fruition because Monagah sold his stake in the farm, and its operations shift-
ed from the original plan.
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https://www.motherearthnews.com/homesteading-and-livestock/small-farms-zmaz88jazgoe/
https://www.motherearthnews.com/homesteading-and-livestock/small-farms-zmaz88jazgoe/
https://alfafarmers.org/dr-booker-t-whatley-his-seeds-and-ideas-are-still-taking-root/
https://alfafarmers.org/dr-booker-t-whatley-his-seeds-and-ideas-are-still-taking-root/

Over the years, Whatley remained a sought-after speaker because he offered a more
hopeful outlook than other academicians and politicians, who believed there was no
commercial success for small farmers. Whatley, who died in 2005, disagreed, arguing
that, while the government favored large farms that grow soybeans, cotton and nuts,
it could solve the problem by subsidizing small farms that grow more niche crops, like
purple cabbage.

“The research money has gone to those money crops,” he told the Washington Post.
“We all think for anything to be good it's got to be big.”

The next time you buy produce at the Coop, please remember Whatley, whose legacy
continues through the many CSAs feeding our neighbors.

Femi Redwood is a Murrow Award-winning journalist. For over a decade, she has
worked in prestigious newsrooms including VICE News and CBS Newspath, holding a
range of roles from on-air correspondent to department manager. She lives in Crown
Heights with her wife, Julie, and their cat, Leo.
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https://www.washingtonpost.com/archive/opinions/1983/04/24/how-to-make-100000-from-a-25-acre-farm/1ee29840-b122-4d2d-adf1-ea113c74345c/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/archive/opinions/1983/04/24/how-to-make-100000-from-a-25-acre-farm/1ee29840-b122-4d2d-adf1-ea113c74345c/
https://sowtrueseed.com/blogs/gardening/the-godfather-of-csa-community-supported-agriculture?srsltid=AfmBOoqhGTumDaACkjYyQhJEonQu-KpMAMRirqGnignwO2RZWfw4n1vF
https://www.washingtonpost.com/archive/opinions/1983/04/24/how-to-make-100000-from-a-25-acre-farm/1ee29840-b122-4d2d-adf1-ea113c74345c/?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.washingtonpost.com/archive/opinions/1983/04/24/how-to-make-100000-from-a-25-acre-farm/1ee29840-b122-4d2d-adf1-ea113c74345c/?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://linewaitersgazette.com/2025/07/15/how-equal-exchange-connects-farmer-coops-to-our-coop/
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By Dan Bergsagel

Coop members can learn about the source of their food from labels or from the pro-
duce and bulk information on the Coop website. However, we only occasionally hear
about intermediaries—the distributors who buy food from farms and sell it to the
Coop. They come to our attention when something new happens, such as the expan-
sion of Field Day products on our shelves, or when something goes wrong, including
the June 2025 cyberattack on UNFI, which led to temporary shortages on the Coop’s
shelves, as UNFI accounts for 32 percent of the Coop’s purchasing.


https://www.foodcoop.com/produce/
https://www.foodcoop.com/produce/
https://www.foodcoop.com/bulk_nutrition/
http://linewaitersgazette.com/2025/03/11/reading-the-label-on-a-coop-staple-a-look-inside-the-field-day-brand/
http://linewaitersgazette.com/2025/03/11/reading-the-label-on-a-coop-staple-a-look-inside-the-field-day-brand/
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Intermediaries are the unsung heroes of the Coop’s supply chain. They make it possi-
ble for the Coop to sell a wide range of produce. “Distributors are extremely importan

t,” said Britt Henriksson, one of two receiving coordinators and buyers for bulk and
specialty foods at the Coop. “Working directly with suppliers is not common, as each
supplier has an invoice and the paperwork can quickly add up to take a lot of a buy-
er's time. More distributors also means more deliveries to be coordinated.”

Many of these important distributors are fellow travelers—cooperative organizations
themselves with clear mission statements, guiding principles and a parallel trajectory
which complements the Coop’s. Equal Exchange is one of the most important and
closely aligned with the Coop.

You may recognize Equal Exchange’s logo—two red arrows joined together—on labels
on your bananas or bulk coffee. What does not fit on their label is their mission state-
ment:

“...to build long-term trade partnerships that are economically just and environmental-
ly sound, to foster mutually beneficial relationships between farmers and consumers


https://shop.equalexchange.coop/pages/about-us

and to demonstrate, through our success, the contribution of worker co-operatives
and Fair Trade to a more equitable, democratic and sustainable world.”

Equal Exchange was founded in Massachusetts in 1986, importing coffee from Ni-
caragua in defiance of a Reagan administration trade embargo. Equal Exchange later
expanded to sourcing coffee from farmer groups across Latin America and Africa, and
tea from India, Sri Lanka and South Africa. Today, it distributes chocolate, bananas,
nuts, dried fruits and olive oils, all sourced from small farmer cooperatives.

The groups and cooperatives all view themselves as democratically organized.

Leah Madsen, sales manager at Equal Exchange, explained: “We have set up gover-
nance and capital structures to mitigate some of the most oppressive forces of capital-
ism. We're trying to feed people, support people who produce food and support our-
selves. We prioritize people over profit.”

Equal Exchange and the Coop go back a long way. “Back in the 1980s, we were excit-
ed about the founding of Equal Exchange. | am certain that we were buying their prod-
ucts in their first year,” said Joe Holtz, one of the founding members of the Coop, who
just stepped down as general manager.

Since then, Equal Exchange has grown to become one of the Coop’s most important
distributors. Madsen said the Coop is equally important to Equal Exchange. “PSFC is
our largest single-store revenue partner for bulk coffee. Coffee represents more than
half of our sales and an even higher percentage of our gross margin,” she remarked.

According to Madsen, over the past year the Coop sold 44,879 pounds of Equal
Exchange coffee. (This is equivalent to covering the entire ground floor of the Coop
with coffee beans two inches deep). The second largest mover of bulk coffee for Equal
Exchange was a six-store chain that purchased 41,690 pounds of coffee. After that
chain, the next largest single store sold less than half of the Coop’s annual volume.



This relationship holds sway beyond the hard numbers. “I love working with Park
Slope,” Madsen said. “At an organizational level, the food coops we sell to are very im-
portant for Equal Exchange, and the Park Slope Food Coop is an important leader
within the national food coop scene. PSFC is the only member labor cooperative still
going, and it is a valuable example of anti-capitalism. It is valuable to have an ideolog-
ical and philosophical partner.”

Equal Exchange and the Coop can have a real impact on small-scale farmers’ liveli-
hoods. The bulk coffee bought by Coop members in the last year is approximately
equivalent to the total coffee output of 22 family farms. The 729,520 bananas that
Coop members purchased in 2024 paid $125,660 directly to small-scale banana farm-
ers in Ecuador and Peru.

There are also other, less tangible effects, Madsen explained. “There is so much glob-
al upheaval—state violence, militias, civil war, genocide—that we can support farmers
operating in these areas to have some economic and social platform through trade
and solidarity by bringing them resources. Money flows in, but the organizational im-
pact of allied neighbors as part of civil society is also important.”
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“Coops can be more of a positive organizational force than the state in some cases
and have been a vehicle for peasant farmers to build political power,” she added.
“Farmer cooperatives can use the dollars earned through fair trade premiums. The
money we spend with our growers is used to build things like roads and health clinics.
We provide access to capital that helps them avoid predatory interest rates.”

In 1994, Equal Exchange became a worker-owned cooperative. Today, each of the
110 to 120 worker-owners has an equal voting share and equal profit share, whether
they work in senior management or at entry-level.

While the worker-owners can vote equally, not all decisions are voted on. Madsen ex-
plained that “much of the governance and general decision-making is delegated to
management or different working groups and committees. Worker-owner votes pri-
marily focus on board elections, bylaw changes, charitable contributions and major
changes to operations.”



Equal Exchange initially focused on promoting fair trade in the global south through
coffee, and the mission and guiding principles were easily interpreted. In many cases,
this trade supports the transition from a commodities trade rooted in colonial histo-
ries, and seeks to increase solidarity and transparency when connecting producers
and consumers.

Fair trade does not encompass products sourced from the U.S., yet conventional agri-
cultural trade practices here can also be problematic, and small-scale farmers that im-
plement best-practice growing procedures, such as almond farmers in Californi-

a, need support.

As a result, Equal Exchange management now says that its mission is supporting “fair
trade in the global south, and alternative trade in the global north.”

Decisions are not always universally popular. Equal Exchange went through a period
of selling single-serve coffee pods (like the ubiquitous K-cup). There was debate
among worker-owners about the quality and environmental impact, yet the decision
was made by one of the sales teams to proceed. The team had autonomy to make
that decision within the guiding principles, on the basis that if people insist on drink-
ing single-serve coffee, then it would be best to drink fair trade higher-quality sin-
gle-serve coffee.

While the guiding principles of Equal Exchange are often motivated to mitigate the im-
pacts of broader societal challenges, the procurement strategy is much more granular
and individualized. Equal Exchange visits its growers, building its network by vetting a
farm’s structure and ability to reduce the negative impact of agriculture on the plan-
et.

Equal Exchange sources olive oil from the Palestinian Agricultural Relief Committee
(PARC) in the West Bank and from Sindyanna of Galilee in Northern Israel. The suppli-
ers of these oils were chosen not based on their political geography but for their align-
ment with democratic fair trade practices.


https://www.info.equalexchange.coop/articles/coffeelands-of-colombia
https://shop.equalexchange.coop/collections/olive-oil-medjool-dates?srsltid=AfmBOoqvmHWx2kWaUH99nf7GmCqQCW7VbSZ9tetPKrGNlqc1BPbhFmxz

PARC promotes the sustainable economic development of 41 farmer cooperatives, im-
proves water supply and critical infrastructure and provides social services for wom-
en, children and families in the West Bank. Sindyanna of Galilee is “a female-led non-
profit that actively promotes the concepts of ‘business for peace’ and fair trade in Is-
rael. The organization sells olive oil from Arab small farmers and then channels all of
the profits back into Arab women’s education and other economic activities.” Both
olive oils are sold at the Coop.

Closer to home, the Coop has sold pecans from New Communities Inc., a Black-owned
small farmer collective in southern Georgia that operates a land trust which devel-
oped from the Civil Rights movement. Yet Coop members don’t always buy these high-
-quality products from mission-aligned organizations.

“We love their story and what they’re about,” recalled Receiving Coordinator Henriks-
son. “The problem here at the Coop is shelf space, and member dollar spends really
dominate that. | loved the product, but the members weren’t buying enough of
them.”

This suggests an information gap. “I wish members knew more about what is going
on behind the scenes at this lovely grocery store,” Henriksson said. That may be the
next challenge: offering the Coop’s buyers a way to share the motivating stories of
where the food comes from with members in the aisles.

Dan Bergsagel is a structural engineer from London. He likes to talk about the unex-
pected things hiding in plain sight.
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https://shop.equalexchange.coop/collections/olive-oil-medjool-dates/products/organic-olive-oil-500
https://www.info.equalexchange.coop/events/sindyanna-of-galilee
https://linewaitersgazette.com/2024/12/18/what-new-trump-tariffs-would-mean-for-the-coop/




By Leila Darabi
December 17, 2024

“Tariffs are the greatest thing ever invented,” Donald Trump said on the campaign
trail as a presidential candidate.

In various speeches over the past year, he claimed that once back in office, he would
introduce up to a 60% tariff on all goods imported from China and a 10-20% tariff on
goods imported from all other countries. He also threatened a 200% tariff specifically
on John Deere products, an attempt to bully the farm equipment company into revers-
ing plans to move a share of its production from the Midwest to Mexico.

On November 27, 2024, now President-elect Trump announced that the rollout of th-
ese tariffs would begin on the first day of his presidency, starting with a 25% tariff on
goods from Mexico and Canada, and an additional 10% tariff on goods from China. He
cited a crackdown on illegal immigration and drug trafficking as the justification for
targeting the United States’ three largest trade allies, which account for 40% of all in-
ternational imports.

While the desire to institute these tariffs comprised one of the most specific policy
messages of the Trump campaign, his plan to implement them remains unclear. As
Trump himself recently stated: “The vision is there, but the game plan is not.”

“THE PROBLEM WITH BROAD TARIFFS IN TODAY'S CONCENTRATED MARKET IS
THAT ALL GOODS WIND UP COSTING MORE, NOT JUST THOSE THAT ARE IMPORT-
ED.”

JOE MAXWELL, CHIEF STRATEGY OFFICER AND COFOUNDER OF FARM ACTION


https://www.cnn.com/2024/09/29/business/trump-tariffs-deere-attack-companies/index.html
https://www.cnn.com/2024/09/29/business/trump-tariffs-deere-attack-companies/index.html
https://www.bbc.com/news/articles/cvg7y52n411o
https://www.bbc.com/news/articles/cvg7y52n411o
https://www.cnn.com/2024/11/08/politics/tariffs-donald-trump-strategy/index.html
https://www.cnn.com/2024/11/08/politics/tariffs-donald-trump-strategy/index.html

HOW TARIFFS WORK

The nonprofit advocacy group Farm Action and their lobbying arm, Farm Action Fund,
have produced a number of helpful explainers on tariffs. Their fact sheet, “What
Would More Trump Tariffs Mean for Food and Farmers,” summarizes:

Tariffs are a tax on imported goods that can be used to strategically discourage im-
ports or defend against unfair imports and open more market opportunity for domes-
tic producers. The US buyer (a retailer or manufacturer) pays these taxes and may
pass that cost on to US consumers. This can often be the case with broad, across-the-
board tariffs—especially when they are not paired with strategies to help boost do-
mestic production.

“The problem with broad tariffs in today’s concentrated market is that all goods wind
up costing more, not just those that are imported,” Joe Maxwell, the chief strategy
officer and cofounder of Farm Action, told the Linewaiters’ Gazette. “The U.S. com-
pany or buyer tends to pass that tax onto the consumer as part of the cost of goods.”

Once in place, experts agree, tariffs are difficult to remove.

Broad tariffs have two effects, according to Brian Kuehl, the executive director of the
advocacy group Farmers for Free Trade. As Kuehl explained to the Gazette, tariffs “in-
crease the cost of imported goods ... and then countries retaliate against us and
they’'ll put increased cost on our exports.” This means farmers are unable to “export
food products or export as competitively. So American farmers get squeezed both
with increased import costs and decreased costs at which they can sell their prod-
ucts.”

Joe Maxwell, from Farm Action, shared a similar assessment. In addition to his advoca-
cy work, Maxwell runs a farm in Missouri where he raises sheep and hogs, as well as
row crops like corn and soybeans.


https://farmaction.us/2024/10/17/what-would-more-trump-tariffs-mean-for-food-and-farmers/
https://farmaction.us/2024/10/17/what-would-more-trump-tariffs-mean-for-food-and-farmers/
https://www.cfr.org/backgrounder/what-are-tariffs#chapter-title-0-8
https://farmersforfreetrade.com/

IN 2018 AND 2019, CHINA PUT TARIFFS ON U.S. EXPORTS INCLUDING WINE, SOY
BEANS, CORN AND PORK, WHILE INDIA PUT TARIFFS ON APPLES, PULSE CROPS, AL-
MONDS AND WALNUTS.

“In U.S. agriculture, a large segment of us depend on export markets. So that puts ex-
tra pressure on the farmer because now they’re having to pay higher for the goods
they need, whether that's consumer goods or business goods. And now they can’t sell
their stuff, so they get squeezed on both ends,” Maxwell explained.

WHY FARMERS ARE WORRIED ABOUT TRADE WARS

U.S. farmers have real cause for concern based on their experiences during the first
Trump Administration, according to Kuehl. “Pretty much every country that we put tar-
iffs on in 2018 and 2019 retaliated against food and agriculture,” he said. “It really
turns on what the country is importing.” For example, in 2018 and 2019, China put tar-
iffs on U.S. exports including wine, soy beans, corn and pork, while India put tariffs on
apples, pulse crops, almonds and walnuts.

Maxwell worries that the economic shock of renewed tariffs would have an outsized
impact on U.S. farmers. “Because we don’t have a lot of domestic production, much
of our food, much of our farm equipment, is controlled by very few domestic corpora-
tions,” he said. When tariffs increase the cost of international goods, “it's easy for [th-
ese corporations] to also raise their prices, because there’s not any competitor or no-
body emerging in the market that would do it for less.”

Potash fertilizers are a prime example, he said. “Two companies control all the potash
in the United States. If we import potash at 20%, those two companies aren’t going to
say, ‘Oh, we’ll keep ours at the domestic price’. They’'re gonna say, ‘No competition?
We’'ll tack [higher prices] on, too."”



IN RESPONSE TO TRUMP’'S ANNOUNCEMENT THAT HIS NEW TARIFFS WOULD
START WITH MEXICO, MEXICAN PRESIDENT CLAUDIA SHEINBAUM RESPONDED
THAT MEXICO WOULD RETALIATE WITH TARIFFS, A MOVE SHE ESTIMATED COULD
COST 400,000 U.S. JOBS.

According to research conducted and published by the U.S. Department of Agricul-
ture, retaliatory tariffs from Canada, China, the European Union, India, Mexico and
Turkey totaled more than $27 billion from 2018 through the end of 2019, or more
than $13 billion per year during the years when the first generation of Trump tariffs
went into effect. China accounted for more than 90% of these costs, further indication
of the U.S.” dependence on imports from China.

In response to Trump’s November 27 announcement that his new tariffs would start
with Mexico, Mexican President Claudia Sheinbaum responded that Mexico would re-
taliate with tariffs, a move she estimated could cost 400,000 U.S. jobs.

HOW COOP SHOPPERS WOULD FEEL TARIFFS

As the Kamala Harris campaign stated repeatedly on the campaign trail—and which
Vice President Harris reiterated during the Harris-Trump Presidential debate—tariffs
at the rates Trump has proposed (including a 60% tariff on China) would be the equi-
valent of a nearly $4,000 tax increase for the average American family.

COOP PRODUCE ITEMS CURRENTLY SOURCED FROM MEXICO COULD SPIKE IN
PRICE OR FORCE COOP BUYERS TO SEEK OUT ALTERNATIVE SUPPLIERS.

During the first Trump Administration, the Coop saw increased food prices—notably
on imports like European cheeses—that rose in 2018 and 2019 and have never fallen.


https://www.ers.usda.gov/webdocs/publications/102980/err-304.pdf?v=5099.7
https://www.ers.usda.gov/webdocs/publications/102980/err-304.pdf?v=5099.7
https://www.reuters.com/markets/mexico-warns-trumps-tariff-would-kill-400000-us-jobs-2024-11-27/
https://www.americanprogressaction.org/article/former-president-trump-proposes-an-up-to-3900-tax-increase-for-a-typical-family/
https://linewaitersgazette.com/2022/08/27/coop-shoppers-and-buyers-feel-impact-of-surging-food-prices/

While other factors have contributed to rising food costs in the U.S., additional tariffs
would transfer additional costs to shoppers.

If the newly-threatened trade war with Mexico were to go into effect, Coop produce
items currently sourced from Mexico could spike in price or force Coop buyers to seek
out alternative suppliers. Current produce offerings imported from Mexico include avo-
cados, blueberries, blackberries, broccolini, Persian cucumbers, garlic, lemons, limes,
mangoes, peppers, scallions and certain tomatoes.

WAITING FOR THE ROLLOUT

How and when new tariffs will take effect remains unclear, especially as we don’t yet
know if the President-elect will be able to pass broad tariffs at the rates he boasted of
during his campaign.

“We don’t know how Trump's going to roll out new tariffs, but the worst case scenario
is it happens fast and it happens broad[ly],” Kuehl said. “There’s certainly one sce-
nario where in January he announces he’s doing tariffs around everybody. That’s sort
of how he did his tariffs in 2018.” Kuehl added, “He didn’t start his Administration
that way, but when he did them, he did steel and aluminum tariffs on all countries
globally. And it was a pretty big shock to the system.”

The trade war sparked by the 2018 and 2019 Trump tariffs led to a spike in farm
bankruptcies, which increased by 20% in 2019, even after a massive bailout from the
Trump administration to prevent such an outcome.

“The farmer bailout did not have a noticeable difference in food prices. It was re-

ceived by the farmers after the fact,” Maxwell explained. “Farmers are price takers
and not price makers.”

US FARMERS HAVE TWO OTHER MAJOR WORRIES UNDER THE TRUMP ADMINISTRA-


https://www.foodcoop.com/produce/
https://www.cnn.com/2020/01/30/politics/farm-bankruptcies-trump-aid/index.html
https://www.cnn.com/2020/01/30/politics/farm-bankruptcies-trump-aid/index.html

TION: IMMIGRATION POLICY AND THE APPOINTMENT OF ROBERT F. KENNEDY, JR.
TO LEAD THE U.S. FOOD AND DRUG ADMINISTRATION.

BEYOND TARIFFS

Beyond tariffs, U.S. farmers have two other major worries under the Trump Adminis-
tration, said Kuehl: immigration policy and the appointment of Robert F. Kennedy, Jr.
to lead the U.S. Food and Drug Administration.

“Parts of the agricultural economy are very immigrant dependent,” he said. “Those
would include produce, meat packing and dairy. You could see disruptions in U.S. food
production if we see mass deportations and disrupt labor in those pieces of the farm
economy.”

Such a disruption could lead not only to increased prices if farmers aren’t able to pro-
duce enough food to meet demand, but also food waste and culling of herds. During
COVID-19 disruptions in food production, dairy farmers had to dump milk and farmers
raising animals for meat had to cull herds, both possible scenarios if mass deportation
lead to a farm labor shortage.

CALLS TO ACTION

Both Farmers for Free Trade, Kuehl’s organization, and Farm Action, Maxwell’s organi-
zation, are focused on raising awareness around the dangers of broad-based tariffs
and the specific impact on food production in the U.S.

New Yorkers, Maxwell noted, can potentially call on Senator Chuck Schumer, the cur-
rent majority leader and soon-to-be minority leader in the Senate, to encourage poli-
cymakers on both sides of the aisle to oppose broad-based tariffs.

Members interested in tracking these policy issues can look out for updates at the
General Meeting—and reported in the Gazette—from the International Trade Educa-


https://farmersforfreetrade.com/
https://farmaction.us/

tion Squad.



