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INCOMING GENERAL MANAGER JOSEPH SZLADEK ON SNACKS, CYBER ATTACKS
AND THE COOP’S NEXT CHAPTER

August 5, 2025

By Anita Bushell

It took eight months and a nationwide search to identify a successor to Joe Holtz, who
announced his retirement in October after 50 years at the Coop, but the food coopera-
tive has a new General Manager. Joseph Szladek, who has worked at the Coop for fif-
teen years, began his new role on June 23.


https://linewaitersgazette.com/2025/08/05/hey-hey-ho-ho-get-to-know-joe-2-0/
https://www.nytimes.com/2024/10/13/nyregion/park-slope-food-coop-joe-holtz.html

Szladek, 46, held managerial roles at Whole Foods Market in New York and Boston be-
fore joining the Coop staff in 2010. His first job was as a Produce and Meat Buyer.
Since 2015, he has served as the General Coordinator for Purchasing and Operations,
overseeing a team of 16 buyers and managing $50 million in annual wholesale
purchases. He also co-managed the 45 Receiving Coordinators who supervise over
1,000 weekly member-workers.

Over his career at the Coop, Szladek has used technology to enhance operational effi-
ciency, developing an in-house inventory system and introducing electronic shelf la-
bels. He played a crucial role in stabilizing the Coop’s finances throughout the pan-
demic and was pivotal to ensuring a smooth return to member labor. We sat down
with him to hear about his vision for the Coop’s next chapter.

As you think about the health of the Coop going forward, what would you
say your biggest concerns are?

So many things. Increased competition, supply chain instability, food inflation, auto-
mation, for starters. These are all serious challenges, and each one is becoming more
acute, seemingly by the day. I'm also concerned about internal divisions among some
members, particularly around how to move forward on issues like governance, Gener-
al Meeting formats and boycotts. These tensions are putting a strain on the Coop’s
membership body, committees, staff and operations. That said, between the member-
ship and staff, the Coop has a tremendous amount of institutional knowledge and in-
stitutional resilience. We've navigated tough situations before, and | believe we're
well prepared for whatever comes next.
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What can we look forward to with you stepping into this new role?

Another 50 years [of the Coop’s existence], at the very least! And, continuity. Of
course, we'll remain committed to the values and practices that have kept the Coop
running strong for so long. Beyond that, we're preparing to join Coop Deals, a pro-
gram through National Cooperative Grocers (NCG), where members will see lower
prices on about 100 rotating items every two weeks. We also have plans to expand
our prepared foods offerings, building on the success of the Court Street sandwiches
and Chez Chrystelle salads.

How is the Coop addressing the financial realities of recovering from the
pandemic?

We’'ve made it through the more intense financial challenges that the pandemic
brought—most notably the suspension of member labor in March of 2020 due to
Covid protocols and its resumption in the Summer of 2021. Operating the Coop with-
out member labor was extremely difficult for the Coop financially. We weathered that
period by raising the markup from 21% to 25% with General Meeting approval, receiv-
ing increased investment from members, tapping into federal pandemic relief pro-
grams and availing ourselves of the help of over 150 members who worked at the
Coop as temporary staff members. We're so grateful for their support during that
time!

Looking ahead, we're not confident that similar federal programs would be available
to grocery stores in the event of another pandemic, so we’ve committed to keeping
larger cash reserves on hand.

“MY NAME IS ALSO JOE, BUT | SUSPECT OUR APPROACHES WILL DIFFER IN SOME
WAYS.”



If you were able to address each Coop member individually, what would you
like to say to them?

When | speak with members | ask some of the same questions about the Coop that
you're asking me right now. What do you value most about the Coop? What concerns
you? What frustrates you? What changes would you most like to see in the future?

I’d say to each member that | know | need to earn your trust in me in this new role as
General Manager. And | thank you for giving me that chance.

When you shop at the Coop what frustrates you the most?

An empty shelf when | know we have that item in the basement!

How does the Coop represent your personal values?

The Coop provides amazing food at low prices to 17,000 working members. In the pro-
cess, we support small farms and small businesses. We are a great employer and
strong member of the community. My personal values align with so much of what we
do. That's why I'm here. | know so many members and staff feel the same way.

What did you buy last week at the Coop?

It was my daughter’s tenth birthday so | bought something that I've never purchased
before: Harry’s Berries Strawberries. She loved them, but | told her to not get used to
them—they’re so expensive! Otherwise, | picked up lots of peaches, mangoes and
cherries, in addition to the reqular assortment of produce. We eat a lot of medjool
dates and dried figs at home. | also bought my favorite snack combination: Mi Nifna Pi-
co De Gallo chips and Momo Edamame dip.

“WE'VE NAVIGATED TOUGH SITUATIONS BEFORE, AND | BELIEVE WE'RE WELL PRE-


https://www.baldorfood.com/farms/harrys-berries

PARED FOR WHATEVER COMES NEXT."”

If someone were to ask you why it’s better to shop at the Coop than Costco,
how would you respond?

Well, for one, you don’t have to buy a gallon of Bonne Maman if you just need some
jam. Costco is a great employer, better than most in grocery retail, but the intersec-
tion of selection, quality and price at the Coop is unmatched. That’s only possible
through Cooperation. Members contribute over 80% of the labor needed to run the
store—and they own the place! It's a model rooted in community, not profit. This al-
lows us to prioritize small local farms and small businesses whose values more closely
overlap with ours. It also provides a real alternative to both big-box consolidation and
giant jars of Bonne Maman jam.

How do you see your role as being different from Joe Holtz?

Joe was such an integral part of the Coop’s founding. His fingerprints are everywhere,
from developing our electronic inventory system back when that was unheard of to
writing the bylaws, to everything in between. My role, working alongside staff and
members, is to build on that foundation while preserving its strength. There are sys-
tems to improve and opportunities to increase transparency. | want to continue Joe’s
legacy of using technology thoughtfully, while focusing on updating operations,
strengthening communication and keeping the Coop strong into the future. My name
is also Joe, but | suspect our approaches will differ in some ways.

Did Joe have any advice for you?

Joe has so much excellent advice to share but one thing that stands out is when he
says we should never be overconfident about the Coop’s future and continued suc-
cess. Joe injects humor into nearly everything he talks about, but come to think of it,
not so much when he’s talking about risks to the Coop’s future.



Anita Bushell is a freelance writer who has been published in Friends Journal, Ford
Foundation Report, and Uncensored: American Experiences with Poverty and Home-
lessness. She just published her debut novel, One Way to Whitefish.

WAR IN EUROPE DEEPENS SUPPLY CHAIN ISSUES
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By Hayley Gorenberg

Russia’s attack on Ukraine has disrupted farming and exports of grain and sunflower
oil around the planet, complicating already tenuous supply chain issues in ways the

Coop may feel—even if Brooklyn is almost 5,000 miles away from the current armed
conflict.


http://anitabushell.com
https://linewaitersgazette.com/2022/04/06/war-in-europe-deepens-supply-chain-issues/

RENOWNED AS THE

“BREADBASKET OF

EUROPE,” UKRAINE

IS AMONG THE

TOP PRODUGCERS OF
GRAIN
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Renowned as the “breadbasket of Europe,” Ukraine is among the top producers of
grain and is the top exporter of sunflower oil in the world, producing almost 46% of all
sunflower oil. As farming—and indeed, farmers themselves—are endangered by the
weeks-old war, and ports cease to operate normally, markets and then consumers
feel the impact. Multiple news sources noted that in March the price for wheat per
bushel had risen to the highest level in 14 years, surging nearly 80% over the previ-
ous year. Some days recorded consecutive days “at ‘limit up,” meaning [wheat]
reached the highest amount the price of a commodity is allowed to increase in a sin-
gle day.” As one Coop supplier stated, “This is nearly $400 or 40% higher than any
pricing in the 21* century,” they emailed, anticipating that “all markets will see a
price increase in the coming weeks.”


https://www.cnbc.com/2022/03/02/wheat-prices-trade-limit-up-again-hit-highest-in-nearly-14-years.html
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While the impact may be most severe on countries closer to the conflict—those coun-
tries that have depended directly upon Ukraine’s production—the entry of additional
buyers looking for grain in a more global market will be felt in the United States. By
some estimates, Ukraine and Russia “each provide about six percent of the globally
traded supply of food energy in kilo calories.” David Beasley, Executive Director of
the United Nation’s World Food Program, underscored the harm to this pivotal agricul-
tural region, saying, “the food security impact of the conflict will likely be felt beyond
Ukraine’s border, especially on the poorest of the poor.”

Wheat is notably affected, but U.S. production may provide a price buffer for Ameri-
can consumers. With regard to wheat specifically, even as Russia is the world’s
largest wheat exporter (accounting for about one-quarter of all exports), the United
States is also a net exporter of wheat, according to material received by the Coop’s
purchasing department from a vendor—which aligns with information in news
sources. The Coop vendor noted that nonetheless, “with nearly one-third of the


http://www.amis-outlook.org/fileadmin/user_upload/amis/docs/Market_monitor/AMIS_Market_Monitor_current.pdf

world’s wheat exports offline or limited, there is severe constraint on the global mar-
ket, causing prices to increase.” Entering into the mix, many countries have sanc-
tioned Russian wheat exports, and Ukraine, previously the fifth-largest wheat ex-
porter (accounting for nine percent of all wheat exports), has halted all exports.

With food prices on the rise, some political analysts are tying the pressures to in-
creased risk for civil unrest, particularly in areas dependent on wheat from Russia and
Ukraine, such as swaths of the Middle East and North Africa. Price increases exacer-
bate pressures exerted by COVID, as well as climate disasters like floods and
droughts. In an article in CNN Business on Egypt’s recent cap on the price for bread,
Nadeen Ebrahim wrote: “For Egypt and other Middle Eastern nations grappling with
the ripple effects of the war, [prices are] a cause for concern. Just ten years ago, revo-
lutions across the region toppled longtime dictators partly because of a rise in the
price of commodities. ‘Bread, freedom, social justice!” was among the most popular
chants on the streets of Egypt during Arab Spring protests.”

Meanwhile, a Coop vendor wrote that fuel costs are “contributing to everything,” tick-
ing off trucking delays, import delays, European logistics in turmoil due to the conflict
and soaring oil prices “further increasing finished flour pricing.”
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General Coordinator Joe Szladek, who manages the Coop’s buying departments, first

cracked wise when asked about the war’s impact, quipping, “We stopped carrying ev-
erything from Russia, and we can’t get Ukrainian garlic!” but quickly got serious
about a melange of pricing impacts. He pointed to the challenge of disaggregating
war impacts from higher gas prices and transit issues. “It's a big stew,” he said, re-
marking that prices for food and fuel may not have climbed as high if a “tenuous supp-
ly chain” had not already been a significant issue.

“Vendors tell us that the increases in fuel charges are really affecting them,” said
Szladek. Some of them are weighing overall increases to their product prices, or a fu-
el surcharge keyed to energy costs. “Distributors are trying to figure out how to make
it most palatable,” he said. He mentioned “some rumblings from vendors that things
are a bit chaotic.” Fuel costs also impact the cost of fertilizer, because natural gas is
used to produce nitrogen fertilizers.

Szladek pointed out that the intersecting challenges have mounted over time. “These



things take a little while to reverberate through the system,” he said, noting that
staffing issues in January and February meant that on occasion, “we weren't getting
entire trucks from distributors, because they couldn’t staff their warehouses.” The
problems persist, he said. “We still have distributors occasionally canceling orders.
It's just across the board. It's kind of whack-a-mole.”

Hayley Gorenberg is a journalist-turned-civil-rights-lawyer and Floridian-turned-Brook-
lynite.



