Fellow Cooperators, 

 

In response to Dalit's and Mark's submissions, I do not doubt the considerable investment of time and thought made by the product selection policy committee.  I'm not sure if I've ever met Dalit or Mark but would like to offer comment on the intentions of early co-op folks.  I first started working on the concept as part of an NMCDC effort to concentrate on food security issues ten years ago.  In that elapsed time, too, there has been truly an enormous investment of time and money in getting the co-op sited and up and running.

 

Although this may smack of "social work" to Mark, as with most other projects of the NMCDC, the "neighborhood food project," as it was first called, was intended to have a social benefit for (among others) low and moderate income neighbors.  Preliminary market feasibility surveys conducted by the NMCDC in 2003 indicated a larger interest in fresh produce and value-added local agricultural products than was currently being addressed in the Missoula trade-center area and a strong desire to address the need for local residents to expand their access to high quality, fresh and nutritious food.  

 

The 2004 Missoula County Food Consumption Survey reported the following information:

· Sixty-five percent of respondents indicated that the having enough money to buy the food they need for themselves or their families was a problem.

· Eighty percent of low-income respondents indicated that having enough money to buy the food they need for themselves or their families was a problem.

· Forty-three percent of all respondents indicated that they limit the size of meals at least some of the time because they lack insufficient funds to purchase food.  

· Seventy-seven percent of all respondents indicated that buying healthy, organic food is a problem due to the high costs of such food in Missoula County.

· Fifty-seven percent of all respondents would prefer to eat organic food if they could afford it.   

These last two bulleted items seem to contradict Mark's presumption that it would be "unrealistic and short sighted to try and tailor the Co-op to people who likely pay no mind to where their food comes from and from what it is made."  Also "...trying to teach the uninterested would result in a waste of resources and a spinning of the wheels" is absolutely contrary to the vision of the co-op's original steering committee and founding board. It is also contrary to the educational efforts of the Real Meals Program that used co-op ingredients in its communal meals.    

 

Dalit acknowledges that "fair price" is the lowest priority in the product acquisition hierarchy (although for some reason it is the largest bubble in her graph of priority intersections) and Mark actually leaves that priority entirely out of his priority-matrix check-list.  I'd argue that the term "fair" price already begs the question of affordability, which should be a co-op focus that doesn't, definitionally, take a back seat to everything else.  Without that as a consideration, I believe it will be impossible to adhere to Mark's assertion that the goals of product selection be "guided by proper ethics."   

 

If the product committee is to be our "food ethics police," I'd like to assure that the committee members hold a diversity of opinions and a broad class-inclusive ethical perspective.  Forgive my ignorance on the subject, but how does one get to be on the product committee now?  Structurally, to achieve some balance, members of that committee could be elected by the membership.  Maybe that would be the most democratic way to know what "we" want on our shelves.  

 

Perhaps it is unfair to point to some products now at the co-op since they may not have had to get by the rigors of the currently proposed food ethics policy.  For one example, there is a pre-packaged, processed, dahl kind of product there now.  It's tasty, but I have to note that its number one ingredient is water, followed by potatoes, chic peas, salt (an unhealthy amount, I'd wager) and other spices -- in that order -- packaged in a foil pouch in a cardboard box (I wouldn't know about the toxicity of its labeling).  The product's place of origin is India.  We are now importing a product that is mostly water and potatoes from India!  That wouldn't make much sense, even to people who "think that climate change is a hoax" in Dalit's words.  Of course the package is checked-marked vegetarian, vegan, organic, and gluten-free, which might make it more ethically defensible.     

 

Every time I shop at our co-op now I check the frozen meat case.  I think each time I'm seeing the same bison t-bone steak for $23.80.  If so, its been there for an awfully long time now.  I'm not sure how that product fits our mission, but I'm sure glad I haven't used Mark's "...members can shop blindfolded and still end up with the best possible products for themselves and their families" test.  

 

Bob Oaks

