
MINUTES [FINAL] 
Brattleboro Food Co-op Board of Directors  
2 Main Street, Room 130, Brattleboro, VT 

 
Monday, May 7, 2018 

 
Directors Present: Mary Bené, Richard Berkfield, Kathy Carr, Anna Edson, Skye Morse, Beth 
Neher, Wesley Pittman, Arion Thiboumery, Jerelyn Wilson  
 
Staff, Shareholders and Others Present: General Manager Sabine Rhyne, Finance and IT 
Manager Ken McGee, Board Administrator Sarah Brennan 
 
The meeting was called to order by Beth Neher at 5:17 pm.  
 
1. Meeting Opening:  

Sabine noted that this will be Ken’s last time attending a board meeting before his retirement 
later this month. The meeting opened with board members sharing joy they had experienced 
in the past week.  

 
2. Agenda Review: The agenda was reviewed and no changes were proposed.  

 
3. Approval of Meeting Minutes:  

Jerelyn Wilson moved to accept the minutes of the April 2, 2018 meeting; Anna Edson 
seconded. Going forward, strategic conversations should conclude with a few key points for 
the minutes, and the name(s) of any Board members abstaining from a vote should be 
noted.  The motion to accept the minutes with no changes passed unanimously.  
 

4. Shareholder Input and Board Tabling:  
Wesley and Richard used “what could we be doing that we’re not?” as an opener. Sabine 
responded to issues raised: we routinely monitor the accuracy of our own price tags, and 
how the VT Agency of Agriculture Weights and Measures Program audits our scales and 
prices. She’s checking into whether the clamshell lids are recyclable. The rationale for 
separating the entrance from the exit doors in our vestibule is minimizing theft. The café 
door to the patio is now open. Wesley commented that tabling represents an opportunity to 
educate as well as learn from others.  

 
5. GM Reports: Sabine reviewed the GM report and Monitoring Report.  

a. GM Report: Discussion touched on the following points: finding a replacement for Ken; 
the staff survey (is it worth doing, given the difficulty of getting the necessary 90% 
participation; wage compression among both hourly and salaried employees); high 
turnover among GM’s (Sabine will investigate whether NCG might want to get an intern 
to study those co-ops that closed in 2017); and shopper survey results (we administered 
it ourselves, drawing from NCG templates; comparison to two years ago shows our 
efforts have had discernible results).  

 
b. QII 2 Financial Condition and Activities Monitoring Report: Jerelyn moved to accept the 

QII 2 Financial Condition and Activities monitoring report. Beth Neher seconded. 
Discussion covered the following points: poor third quarter results – below sales, below 
margins, and high expenses. Bad weather (affected sales and led to higher-than-
anticipated plowing expenses), our situation with our personal losses (resulted in extra 
labor, short labor, and not meeting customers’ needs, which affects sales), and margin 
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issues (might be related to the inventory company we used – the mistakes we found 
won’t come out in the wash until next quarter) were all contributing factors. Other 
unexpected expenses included some maintenance and repairs, and health insurance 
(the self-insured part that brings participants’ deductibles down). We don’t get a benefit 
from the tax cut until FY19 begins. There was some discussion of how our line of credit 
is reflected under both short and long term liabilities. Bottom line: we hope to break even 
or do a little better than that to finish the year. Our good first quarter will help us a lot.  
 
The motion to accept the QII 2 Financial Condition and Activities Monitoring Report 
passed unanimously.   

6. Board Perpetuation 
a. Board Education: Co-op discount structure: Sabine stated that this discussion was 

prompted by a conversation last month about the plan to phase out the 5% Senior 
discount in favor of encouraging Seniors to join as Elders. The trends: Employee, 
Senior, and Elder discounts are all up, while working member discounts are down. 
(Note: seniors members who also do working hours do not get a stacked discount: they 
get 10% on Tuesdays and Thursdays and 8% the other days.) Sabine stated that she 
would love to have only needs-based discounts (she also favors employee discounts), 
which would allow shelf prices to be lower, a price image issue, but implementing that 
would be a challenge. This could change once shareholders receive dividend checks.  
 
Next steps/timeframe: The ABP’s financials will factor in phasing out the 5% non-
member senior discount effective July 1. We will send out a letter, we’ll table, and there 
will be signs on the registers. We will hold information sessions to get shareholder input. 
We’ll give the cashiers some leeway in case of freaked out customers who didn’t realize 
the discount was ending. Sabine has been talking about this for a while now with a 
variety of constituencies and plans to include this information in a future FFT article. In 
late summer through fall, she’d like to begin talking about next steps. A lot depends on 
shareholder feedback. It would be helpful to have board members at listening sessions.   
 
Discussion highlights:  

• Should we get rid of the discounts and lower our prices? (Skye) 

• $700K/year in discounts is a real number. What are the ramifications of these 
decisions? It’s the difference between technically making money and NOT 
making money. (Arion) 

• “What do I get if I join the Co-op?” Answer: “A lot. We generated 700K for a 
portion of our members.” (Jerelyn) 

• We will be in a better position of pulling back on these discounts when we’re able 
to give the patronage dividend.  

• There are not many ownership structures out there in which some owners, who 
are ostensibly equal owners, get more financial return than others. (Skye)  

• This suggests a contradiction between kind of organization we say we are, and 
the ends we say we’re dedicated to. (Wesley)  

• What is a fair and reasonable way to serve different constituencies? Not 
everyone who is 65 needs a discount. Not everyone who is poor qualifies for 
public assistance. (Mary)  

• Is a working member discount an “inequitable distribution”? I’ve never seen this 
as “an expense”, because “I worked, I earned it.” (Jerelyn) 

• We need to not run afoul of labor laws in how we implement working discounts. 
(Sabine)  
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• I fundamentally believe we should only have needs-based discounts. (Sabine) 

• We need to frame this in a way that aligns with our ends policies. (Jerelyn)  
 
Sabine noted that we have a year to plan next steps in conjunction with rolling out 
patronage dividends. This discussion will continue in June with the review of the ABP. 
That month’s packet will include information on how Hunger Mountain handled a similar 
transition.  

 
QIV 2 Board Meetings Monitoring Report: Beth moved to accept the QIV 2 Board 
Meetings monitoring report. Wesley seconded. Discussion covered the following points: 
Polices 2.3 and 2.7 will receive some scrutiny by the Policy and Bylaws Committee.  

 
The motion to accept the QIV 2 Board Meetings Monitoring Report passed unanimously.  

c. QIV 6 Board Job Products Monitoring Report: Skye moved to accept the QIV 6 Board 
Job Products monitoring report. Arion seconded. Discussion: Jerelyn would like Board 
members to continue to reference the Ends during Board discussions. 

 
The motion to accept the QIV 6 Board Job Products Monitoring Report passed 
unanimously. 

d. Preparation for June: Beth brought the Board’s attention to the policy statements for QII 
1 –  Financial Planning, QIV 4 – Cost of Governance and QIV 5 – Records Policy. The 
June meeting (note: Beth will not attend) will include some focus on Annual Meeting 
planning, and reviewing the ABP.  

e. Food for Thought: June: Anna. It’s done. July (deadline: June 1st): Arion. Topic: how the 
Co-op returns money to the community, including via the discounts we offer. August 
(deadline: July 6th): Beth. Topic: A midyear report. It should reference any proposed 
bylaw changes. September (deadline: August 3rd): Mary. Topic: End #2, “a welcoming 
community marketplace”. October (deadline: September 7th): Jerelyn. Topic: either co-
ops (it’s co-op month) and/or proposed bylaw changes.  

f. Board recruitment conversation: Wesley asked for Board members to think about how to 
arrange board terms so that they are more evenly staggered. Four members’ terms 
expire this fall. Nobody is approaching term limits this year. Jerelyn will look at the 
bylaws for guidance.  

Wesley noted that whereas the CDS article assumes that there’s this big pool of 
candidates all of whom are willing and anxious to join the board, this is not the case for 
our co-op. Ideas: ask people more than once. Ask what would make people want to 
increase their involvement with the co-op, rather than starting by asking them if they 
want to join the board. Beth reminds us we’re all responsible for this. Richard may attend 
a board recruitment open-house at Monadnock. Kathy stated that she was planning to 
suggest a 20% discount for board members, but given the previous conversation, maybe 
it was not a good idea. Wesley suggested that conversations, especially controversial 
ones, about discounts will get some people involved, because people become engaged 
when they care about something.   

8.  Board Committees Reports and Q&A: 

a.  Connections Committee: Anna and Kathy stated that they need to be working more 
closely with Marketing to develop materials/talking points to use when meeting with other 
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organizations. Sabine has talked to Youth Services and can put interested board 
members in touch with them. An intervention will happen, stand by, says Beth.  

b.  Bylaws and Policies Committee: The committee’s notes reference those bylaws that had 
been identified last year as potentially worth revising this year. 

c.  Board Recruitment Committee: we just need to get people to these meetings. 

9.  Meeting Outcomes: Board members shared what they would tell a shareholder about this 
meeting. 

The meeting was adjourned at 8:30 pm.  
 
Sarah Brennan, Board Administrator 
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