
January Board of Directors meeting and February Annual Membership meeting 
minutes

Composed by outgoing Board Secretary,Vanessa Bittner
Presented by current Board Secretary, Arthur Freeheart

Potsdam Food Co-op Board Meeting 

 Tuesday, January 15, 2013

 Snacks at 5:30PM: Mary; meeting at 6PM

 Above the Carriage House Bakery 

In attendance: Eric Jesner, Mary Egan, Arthur Freeheart, Robin McClellan, Vanessa Bittner, 
Will Siegfried, Pam Maurer, Stefan Grimberg

Excused: Rajiv Narula, Peter Brouwer, Ran Li, Bill Galvin

The meeting started at 6:00 PM.

Agenda 
 Member Comments. None.
 Presentation of financial statements and audit for 2011 by Tom Peet of Pinto Mucenski 

Hooper VanHouse & Co. The issued Financial Statements and Required 
Communications are in the Board archives. The audit was favorable. It was 
recommended that the Co-op develop an accounting policies manual for better internal 
control. Tom Peet offered to provide a sample manual. The 2011 balance sheet reflects 
significant repayment of long-term debt. Robin McClellan asked about bank 
reconciliation. Tom Peet said that a member of the Finance Committee could sign off 
on reconciliation; otherwise, segregation of accounting duties at the Co-op is good.

 Approval of December minutes. WILL, PAM: PASSED.

 Manager's Report. Eric Jesner presented the Staff Organization Chart. The mop sink is 
being replaced, re-plumbed and the area re-tiled. The new Deli Cook is on board. 
There are new wraps and soups. The Employee Policy Manual came back from 
outside counsel and will be printed and given to each employee. Eric will ensure that 
new employees read the manual and sign the acknowledgment for their personnel file. 
Eric has also audited all employee files and updated them, except for the employee 
who is on maternity leave. Eric then addressed pricing structure in the store. Strict 
margin guidelines for each department are being instituted. Some prices have come 



down, e.g. on products from United, which should be no higher than the suggested 
retail price. Produce prices may go up from an increase in margin; the margins on local 
produce will be lower. Robin McClellan explained the history of the current pricing 
structure. Stefan Grimberg asked whether the Co-op has staples priced at a loss. Eric 
plans to introduce a basics program with a 20 margin, for example. The brands will 
vary from category to category. Eric also announced that there will be a newsletter 
article about the Co-op's new buying club from the United catalog. Discussion ensued. 
Co-op member owners will also enjoy the Co-op's volume discount, but there was 
concern that the price may not be competitive with existing local resident buying clubs 
through United. Service to members must be balanced with the Co-op making money. 
The plan is to expand to other distributors in future. On the membership card issue, 
Eric reminded everyone that starting in April cards will be required at the register. On 
the sales report, gross sales were down but net sales were even. Credit card sales 
were up as a percentage of total sales and basket sizes are almost three times as 
much as non-credit card sales. The Co-op is now tracking volunteer hours, core worker 
hours and number of active owners on the sales report. There is a waiting list for core 
worker positions. 

 Committee reports (including how each committee is addressing relevant Action Plan 
activities) 

o Executive: March Retreat planning. Arthur Freeheart said the current 
arrangement is 10-4 on March 9 at Robin McClellan's house. Janet Learned 
asked whether the justification for a full-day retreat was found. The answer is 
long-range planning, in addition to the content specified in the Board Policies 
Manual. Robin McClellan suggested "Where to Now? A Year's Dialogue with 
Members." MOTION: to hire Tedra Cobb to facilitate the retreat; Arthur and 
Stefan will organize. ARTHUR, MARY: PASSED. Mary Egan proposed a 
suggestion box at the annual meeting. Robin reminded everyone about the 
neighborhood meeting idea. Arthur Freeheart reported that he verified the 
prospective members' availability for the March 9 retreat.

o Governance: Stefan Grimberg reported the resignation of Board member Ran Li 
due to family issues. There is no replacement right now; the committee will 
identify and vet candidates and also request nominations at the annual meeting. 
Recommendations may be sent to the Governance Committee. The Customer 
Service Policy had been reviewed by the committee with Ann McLaughlin's 
input. The policy and comments were attached to the Governance Committee 
report. The general conclusion was that the policy is too prescriptive, which may 
be good for a larger organization. The committee had reviewed the ballot that 
was published in the newsletter. On the Board self-evaluation, Stefan stated that 
the results are at the end of the committee report. There are two 
recommendations: urging every Board member to critically assess their own 
abilities and be self-critical and that Board financial training on reading and 
communicating financial statements would be worthwhile. Janet Learned said 
the whole Board will never be up to the whole standard, which is the job of the 
Finance Committee. The rest of the Board needs a clear summary. Stefan 
announced the results of the officer questionnaire. The slate is: Stefan Grimberg 
as President, Vanessa Bittner as Vice President, Will Siegfried as Treasurer, 
Arthur Freeheart as Secretary. There was discussion of whether it is good or 
necessary to elect officers before the elections. MOTION to approve the slate. 



STEFAN, MARY: PASSED. MOTION to vote for the officers. Robin McClellan 
voted against the process. The Governance Committee will review the policy in 
BPM 3.5.2.

o Membership: Pam Maurer reported on Annual Meeting planning. She will print 
an agenda to distribute at the meeting. In addition to officer and GM annual 
reports, introducing the neighborhood launch idea, celebration of the 40th 
anniversary with introduction of oldest/longest standing members are on the 
agenda. The Executive Committee will provide input. Robin McClellan will 
present on patronage dividends. The neighborhood launch project will be 
discussed in more detail at the retreat.

o Outreach: Mary Egan gave a brief report. Tastings are scheduled: January 17 is 
the next tasting. The Co-op is co-sponsoring another beans and rice cooking 
class with the Local Living Venture. The Local Living Festival is April 27 this 
year. No specific participation was discussed.

o Finance: Will Siegfried referred to the Treasurer's Report e-mailed to Board 
members. On the subject of the apparent negative balance discussed at the 
December 2012 Board meeting the Treasurer's Report states that "this is a 
bookkeeping problem to be resolved, not an actual negative balance." The Co-
op also has the protection of a line of credit and Eric will put some Co-op cash 
into another account with North Country Savings for overdraft protection. Robin 
McClellan volunteered for the Finance Committee and asked to be put on the e-
mail distribution list. Arthur Freeheart appointed him to the Finance Committee.

o Ad Hoc Incentives Committee: no report.

 Old Business 

o GM Evaluation report from President. Arthur is still collecting staff evaluations; 
half are in. 

 New Business

o Thank you gift for Leslie Schwartz. Proposal: to get Leslie a gift card at the 1844 
House in the amount of Board member contributions.

o Appreciation gift for departing Board member Ran Li and retiring Board 
members in general. Proposal: to give a handmade Co-op greeting card with 
note from President appreciating service. Vanessa Bittner will organize.

o MOTION to open a savings account at North Country Savings Bank with the 
same signatories as the existing account. ARTHUR, WILL: PASSED. Will 
Siegfried signed the application.



Potsdam Food Co-op Board Meeting 
Thursday, February 7, 2013
Annual Potluck at 5:30PM, live music
Trinity Church, Fall Island

Board members in attendance: Mary Egan, Arthur Freeheart, Robin McClellan, Vanessa 
Bittner, Will Siegfried, Pam Maurer, Stefan Grimberg, Rajiv Narula, Peter Brouwer, Bill Galvin, 
Janet Learned

The Board met at 5:45 to approve the January minutes and for an executive session to 
discuss the annual GM evaluation and raise. 

The Annual Meeting was opened at 6:30. There were approximately 60 people present, 
including Board members.

 Welcome by outgoing President Arthur Freeheart
 Introduction of the candidates for the Board of Directors by President Arthur Freeheart
 Manager's Report by Eric Jesner. Eric reported to membership on the breakdown of 

purchasing (local, regional, etc.). Improvements to the store include the new bulk herb 
display, the new sink and floor in the mop room. He highlighted the comment box and 
board. Plans for the year are: a lunch program (daily sandwiches and wraps; two fresh 
soups; new salads; recipes are welcome),  more frozen items for in-store purchase, a 
buying club through the Co-op with weekly orders and online ordering capability. Closer 
attention to finances will be paid, including pricing structures across the store to ensure 
reasonable pricing for customers. Some prices have gone down, some have gone up. 
Another project is improving movement reports on the point-of-sale system. Response 
time to trends in the store will be improved. Eric then asked for questions. Aviva Gold 
asked if a basic staples program is coming. Eric said yes. They will have a much lower 
margin. Holly Chambers asked whether there will be a continuing emphasis on local 
and organic produce. Eric said yes, it is in the mission statement and most in the store 
are passionate about it.

 Treasurer's Report by Will Siegfried. Will covered 2012, another year of "treading 
water" for the Co-op. Complete financial statements are not available, but it is 
anticipated that the Co-op will break even. Sales were slightly up over the previous 
year. There could be a fluctuation rather than a trend. $19,000 in member loans were 
repaid; $57,000 remain to be repaid. Membership showed 898 in 2012 from 868 in 
2011. The cash position has improved and interest in the Co-op is increasing. The Co-
op is in a position to think about what to do in the future. Will addressed the Co-op's 
business model: buying something and selling it for more (buy for 67 cents, sell for a 
dollar). This allows the Co-op to provide convenience to members and other 
customers. Expenses include owning the building and administrative expense; part of 
the 33 cents is handling staff. This involves a balancing act between providing low cost 
and attracting good employees. He ended by saying that the Co-op has been in 
business for 40 years and will always see challenges. Michael Greer asked about the 
impact of the proposed buying club on productivity. Will said it would be better.

 Committee reports. Pam Maurer spoke for the Membership Committee. She explained 
the difference between the committees and encouraged members to join. Vanessa 
Bittner pointed out that the committee descriptions are on the website in the Board 



Policies Manual.
 A few words on what we are planning for the new year by Stefan Grimberg (7:30), 

including presentation on potential switch from discount to a patronage dividend model 
by Robin McClellan (5-6 minutes). Stefan spoke about long-range planning. 
Community discussion and neighborhood meetings are a priority. The possible switch 
to a dividend system is one topic of discussion. The Board has been soliciting member 
input. Robin McClellan presented on the subject of patronage dividends. He began 
with an overview of the history of cooperatives, including grocery cooperatives, which 
originally served members only. Discounts reward members and core workers without 
a tax burden for the cooperative. The price point is balanced. The patronage dividend 
could be thought of as a patronage refund. If there is a profit, the Board decides how 
much to use to keep the Co-op operating smoothly. Extra would be distributed as a 
dividend. This is based on the financials for the year. The point of sale system tracks 
member and non-member sales. Corporate tax is paid on profits from non-member 
sales. The dividend would probably be distributed as a credit to each member 
household proportional to their shopping: a delayed discount. This allows more 
flexibility for managing the Co-op. He opened the floor up to questions. One member 
asked whether this meant subsidizing the non-members. Another asked about core-
worker discounts. The answer was that only two-percent member discounts would be 
affected. Robin McClellan then presented financial scenarios. It is also possible to do 
both a two-percent discount and a patronage dividend at the same time. Aviva Gold 
brought up how other cooperatives work. The Co-op is a hybrid of a cooperative and a 
community-owned business. In future we will need to continue balancing. Bob 
Josephson said the grocery business is a low-margin business. The dividend 
arrangement gives the manager and the board "wiggle room" rather than constantly 
tracking to make sure the Co-op doesn't lose money. Rose Rivezzi spoke about the 
perspective of new members who can be attracted by a discount; with a dividend 
model, other benefits would have to be stressed. There is a capital investment in the 
cooperative model. Retained earnings are subject to a twenty-one percent tax. Capital 
projects can also be funded by loans and these options can be compared. A new 
member asked whether there are capital reserves and whether there are funds to 
cover repairs in the event of a disaster. There are $20,000 in capital reserves, the GM 
clarified. Aviva Gold asked why the dividend issue is still being discussed if it was 
presented in the spring. Stefan Grimberg said there was very little input and the Board 
did not feel comfortable making the decision without more input. Robin pointed out that 
neighborhood meetings will contribute to discussion. There have also been two articles 
in the newsletter. Michael Greer asked whether it would require a bylaws change; the 
answer is yes. The change will only affect the next year and dividends would be paid in 
2015. Aviva Gold asked why the Co-op isn't communicating on line. Stefan Grimberg 
said the Co-op is working on it, and Mary Egan said she is creating a form for the 
website to update e-mail addresses. Chelle Bartlett asked about using the buying club 
to involve the general public and get affordable prices. Another member asked whether 
the dividend issue will be brought before the members for a vote. The answer was yes, 
either at the annual meeting or earlier if there is a demand for it.

 Election results. Susan Godreau announced that quorum had not been reached. There 
were 58 valid ballots. With 941 households, a total of 94 valid ballots are needed to 
reach quorum. She encouraged members to vote in the store and encourage other 
members.



 Announcement of the new officer slate. President: Stefan Grimberg; Vice President: 
Vanessa Bittner; Treasurer: Will Siegfried; Secretary: Arthur Freeheart.

 Member Q&A. Janet Learned asked if there was a signup list to host neighborhood 
gatherings. 

 The meeting was adjourned at 7:45. 

To be submitted to potsdamcoopnews@gmail.com

Subsequent meetings:  March retreat - first week (March 9)
March meeting - March 19, Carriage House Bakery

                                           snacks at 5 30, meeting at 6. All members welcome.


