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> INTRODUCTION c—

nippets of song came into my mind as I was thinking about how to
write this Introduction.

“Where everybody knows your name.”

“They paved paradise and put up a parking lot.”

The first is from the theme song for the 1980s TV show Cheers, and the
second is from The Big Yellow Taxi by Joni Mitchell.

What's the connection? I've been mulling over the concept of “commu-
nity” and trying to identify why others would care about the story that I tell
in the book that follows.

Alocal store - or recreation center, or café or other place where local peo-
ple come together — is that place where you feel at home, where everybody
knows your name. If they don’t, theyll introduce themselves and ask about
you. They care about you.

If you have such a community place, it needs to be preserved, nurtured,
and respected for future residents to enjoy. Often, tearing such places down
seems to be the solution to a myriad of problems — whether to put up a
parking lot or to build a new shopping center. If you don’t have a home away
from home, you are missing a wonderful way of life.

Ask a dozen people what “community” means to them, and youll get
responses like neighborliness; a location in common; shared interests;
coming together to fill a need, service, or function for the locality; a group
of people who will help one another out; an involvement that engenders a
sense of belonging. And many more thoughts.

A long-time Shrewsbury resident who knew the W.E. Pierce Groceries
store well described the Pierce’s neighborliness as being welcoming to long-
time residents, but also to newcomers, visitors, and total strangers.

The book you've picked up tells the story of how residents of a small
Vermont town, Shrewsbury, came together to reopen a store — Pierce’s
Store — that had been closed for 16 years. Ultimately, that effort resulted in
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the restoration of a place, a home away from home, where neighbors could
run into one another to visit, and pick up needed groceries.

By way of background, there had been a general store in North
Shrewsbury since the mid-1860s. In 1918, Willie E. Pierce purchased the
store from a distant relative. Willie and his wife Gertrude ran the business
until 1965 when three of their children, Glendon, Marjorie and Gordon took
over the operation. Gordon died in 1989.

In 1993, when Marjorie turned 90 years old, she and Glendon shut the
doors of the store. Glendon died in 1995 and there were no family mem-
bers who came forward to take over the business. Marjorie understood that
a hole would be created in the community with the closing of the store.
Therefore, she contacted the Preservation Trust of Vermont. It’s an orga-
nization that strives to help communities keep gathering places alive and
encourages the vitality of downtowns and village centers. The Trust took the
challenge and, after Marjorie’s death in 2001, they sought someone to make
her dream come alive.

Working with the Trust, a core group of about 25 interested Shrewsbury
residents proposed to form a co-op to reopen and run the store. This book
tells that story. As a member of that group from the beginning, I was in-
volved in the planning and organizing, then leading the board of directors,
and ultimately managing the store.

A couple of years after we opened in 2009, Paul Bruhn, President of the
Preservation Trust, asked if I would be interested in writing the story of
how we did it. The purpose of the book would be to help other towns and
villages revitalize their own communities. I agreed to write that story.



Marjorie Would Be Pleased | 1

WHO WE ARE

=

he Shrewsbury Cooperative at Pierce’s Store came into existence
because of the vison and work of a number of people that we'll call
our “planners.” This group, about a dozen strong, included people
with long histories in town who knew the Pierce family and their
store in its heyday, as well as relative newcomers to Shrewsbury such as me.
All of us were interested in trying to reinvigorate the community spirit of
Shrewsbury through the store. Many of these people maintained an active
involvement in the store in one way or another after those first days.

The strengths of this core group spanned the spectrum of needs from the
skills of master carpentry to financial expertise to creative problem solving
to fundraising. What we lacked was anyone with retail grocery experience.
The closest relevant experience was that one of us had run a bookstore many
years before.

None of us had any solid idea of what needed to be done - if we had,
we might never have gone forward! The help we sought outside our group
was specialized professional assistance: legal advice, small business assis-
tance, plumbing and electrical expertise. Most everything else we stumbled
through on our own.

The most important thing that our group had was a faith that reopen-
ing the store would be a good thing for Shrewsbury. That passion was and
remained critical to the success of our venture.
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THE STORY:
GETTING TO GO!

=

n a Sunday morning in early 2008, a diverse group of Shrews-

bury residents first met to discuss the idea of forming a coop-

erative. It would respond to the Preservation Trust’s Request

for Proposals (Request) regarding Pierce’s Store that was issued
at the end of December, 2007. The Request was drafted to fulfill Marjorie’s
vision that a store be reopened in North Shrewsbury to serve the grocery
and gathering needs of the community as a whole. With the perspective of
hindsight, I've identified several key milestones in the process as we moved
through the next several months.

|: MILESTONE: Enthusiasm ::|

That February day the room rang with energy and excitement as every-
one present called out their thoughts and dreams. Ideas included offering
lessons and classes in skills and topics of interest to the community, provid-
ing a home-school day program in conjunction with an elder day program,
serving as a local version of a chamber of commerce, and hosting movie
nights, art shows, and poetry readings. This is a small subset of the ideas
generated. There was enthusiasm galore, though not much excitement
about an actual store.

|: MILESTONE: Mission agreement :|

The participants worked on a mission statement that would guide us
through the process of developing a proposal that would have “cultural” and
“commercial” aspects. This mission encompassed the broad picture of all
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the ideas that participants suggested, and at least touched on the core con-
cepts we envisioned of convenience, community and connection to the past.

“Our mission is to come together as a community in support of the
preservation of the historic Pierce Store building and spirit. It is our
desire to form a cooperative, which helps to fulfill the needs and desires
of the people of Shrewsbury while maintaining the Pierce Store as a
vital aspect of country life in the modern world.”

E MILESTONE: Money where our mouths were ::|

The driving reason behind forming a cooperative was the fact that the
only available capital was a commitment fee the planners anteed up —about
$600. Forming a cooperative also seemed to be a really good way to guar-
antee community participation. The proposal we submitted to the Trust
envisioned that activities would generate enough funds to stock the shelves
with items having a broad appeal to the community.

|: MILESTONE: We outline a business plan ::|

I was caught up in the energy and excitement of the brainstorming at
that initial meeting. However, being ever practical I raised the fact that a
full proposal had to be written and submitted in less than four weeks, and
that it required a viable business plan including budget. I volunteered to
help write the proposal and three others agreed to work with me. Within
five days we had the content outline fleshed out and circulating among our
writing group. The thrust of our proposal was to start small and basic and
let the activities fund the store over time.

The New England frugality of the Pierce family and the history of the
store itself were our benchmarks as we prepared the required budget and
business plan. Total projected annual sales in that first budget were $20,000.

The proposal was filed on the deadline of March 14, 2008.

There was great excitement at this time — for the activities piece. Not
a single member of the group behind the submittal truly believed that a
general store could be successful in North Shrewsbury. There were good
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reasons for this concern. Over the years, the town had been home to at least
two other small groceries, neither of which lasted for any length of time.
Financial information from the archives of the last several years of opera-
tion under the Pierce family showed little profit. However, Pierce’s Store had
been a community gathering place where a welcoming Pierce family mem-
ber would share and swap stories with any visitor. Maintaining a strong
relationship with the community was far more important to Marjorie and
her brothers than being a commercial success. Thus, our proposal was con-
sistent with the group’s understanding of the old store’s role in the culture
of Shrewsbury.

I thought, though, and stated, that as a cooperative we would be dif-
ferent from the other stores. We would rely heavily on volunteer help and
only have a part time paid manager. So structured I assumed, we only had
to break even, not to earn a profit. I eventually realized the fallacy in that
reasoning.

The Trust’s reaction to our proposal when it came eleven days later was
very polite. They were glad that a local group was interested in tackling the
project, but they were disappointed we didn’t envision more of an operating

Gordon at the register and Glendon overseeing the candy case.
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store from “Day One” rather than one generating revenues of only $20,000
per year. They pointed to key language in the Request for Proposals, which
reflected the vision Marjorie had given them:

o “Operate the store as the valued community gathering place that it’s been for well
over 150 years; and

«  “Provide, at a minimum, basic groceries at affordable prices to area residents.
Proposals may suggest additional complementary uses or services.”

Further,

«  “Respondents will be expected to operate the...store as a commercial venture.”
[emphasis added]

The intent under the Request was that the store would not carry just nat-
ural or local foods, nor would it sell only a few convenience items. Instead,
on Day One the store would allow any resident to find familiar and desired
items on the shelves, whether organic or conventional. Under our initial
business plan, it would take three years to reach that point.

During the next few weeks conversations went back and forth between
us and the Trust. They were not convinced that our level of commitment was
sufficient to successfully undertake the project. At the same time, we were
not convinced of local support for the idea or our ability to find funding to
make it happen. We finally proposed that the Trust grant us “provisional
approval” while we surveyed interest in the community and solicited local
funding commitments to help stock the shelves. Our group’s risk aversion
was very high!

|: MILESTONE: We regroup and try again ::|

At the end of April 2008, the Trust decided to grant provisional approv-
al, but they first wanted to ensure that there was sufficient passion in our
group for the idea of running a store, not just for the events. The Trust
offered us various types of assistance, including contacts with other busi-
nesses to help allay our fears about managing a retail operation. Through
this period, I developed a growing interest in the store concept, but contin-
ued to be apprehensive for the simple reason that I'd never done anything
remotely like this before.
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This period of negotiation strained the cohesion of our group. Some felt
that, since our original proposal grew out of group consensus, it was our
final position; negotiations and compromise were inappropriate. Others
felt compromise was the only way to ensure that local residents would have
a say in the use and future of this Shrewsbury landmark. If we were un-
able to provide a plan that met the Trust’s expectations based on Marjorie
Pierce’s desires, they would find someone else who could. That said, it was
clear the Trust was very excited about the potential of our proposal and the
fact that, as a cooperative, the long-term viability of the store would not be
dependent solely on the whims of one or two individuals. To move our ideas
forward, we made modifications necessary to provide a fully stocked store
on Day One. Unfortunately, this resulted in the loss of several of our plan-
ning group who were committed to the consensus-driven original proposal.

All agreed, though, that whatever the outcome, the process had been a
positive one. Each of us had met people we hadn’t known or had known only
in passing. This community building was itself an important outcome of
our efforts. In reality, the deadline to submit our proposal left little time to
reach consensus among all the participants. This could have been achieved
by digging into individual points of view and painting pictures of what each
person envisioned.

|: MILESTONE: We consult with others in the business ::|

In mid-May 2008, at the suggestion of the Trust, three of the planners
traveled to the Adamant Co-op in Calais, which is located northeast of the
Barre/Montpelier area of Vermont. There we were joined by Eric Gilbertson
of the Preservation Trust and by some of Adamant’s key players. This co-op
has existed since the 1930s, serving its community as a general store and
gathering place. When we saw the location, we all thought, “This is less of a
crossroads than North Shrewsbury. If they can succeed so can we.”

The inside of the Adamant store is casually arranged, and it was easy for
us to envision something similar in our store. In an e-mail to Paul Bruhn
of Preservation Trust that evening, I wrote, “Today’s visit was really good. All
three of us came away energized and positive about the prospects. I would say that if
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The Adamant Co-op in Calais, Vermont.

it were up to just us, we'd be working on a lease agreement with you now. Well, let me
say that’s 90% sure — we still need to find $$ to make it happen.”

The folks at Adamant were willing to share any of their information and
procedures with us. For me, their approach to the business said that, even
though none of us had a retail background, we could still make it work. We
needed common sense, intelligence, and a willingness to become and stay
involved, but that we could manage. Looking back, my naivete was huge!

MILESTONE:
We achieve engagement and belief in the possibilities

Now I was engaged in the project and cared about the outcome. Others
were similarly on board.

On many occasions, Paul had described various ways to raise mon-
ey from the community to fund our venture. I had paid attention only
peripherally. I didn’t grasp the importance of what he had been saying un-
til I became fully involved and personally committed to the project. Once I
had seen the Adamant Co-op and could visualize our own operation, I real-
ized that funding to create a “community supported enterprise” was indeed
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doable. Importantly, this type of funding would generate support for the
store before it even opened.

At a meeting of our planning group on May 20, 2008, those of us who
had visited Adamant shared what we learned with the rest of the group,
our excitement and enthusiasm bubbling over. The biggest concern voiced
was that in one of the photos, it appeared that only “traditional” groceries
were on the shelves (e.g., Del Monte fruits and vegetables, Kelloggs brand
cereals). In fact, Adamant carried the same blend of traditional and organic
and/or locally made products that the Trust wanted Pierce’s to provide. A
broad variety of goods on the shelves would be the only way to serve all parts
of the community.
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|: MILESTONE: We decide to go full on ::|

Also on the agenda for that May meeting was a discussion of whether
we were comfortable with the idea of running a store as it was now pic-
tured, literally, based on Adamant. Somewhat to my surprise we passed
that hurdle with minimal trouble. In retrospect, it would have been wise to
ask everyone to describe specifically what he or she envisioned as a “store.”
Even though it seemed clear to me when we were looking at photos and
discussing the Cheerios and granola on the shelves at Adamant, it later
became clear that our original plan of minimally stocked shelves was still
being envisioned by some when the proposal was made and discussed.

|: MILESTONE: We set an opening date ::|

Along with reaching agreement on opening the store, the agenda also
included setting a time schedule. The Trust had asked if we could open in
the fall of 2008, less than six months away. Not one of us was confident
that we could accomplish all that needed to happen in so short a period:
legal organization, fundraising, interior renovation and construction, ob-
taining permits and licenses, deciding on and acquiring inventory, finding
paid and volunteer staff, and much more we hadn’t even thought of at that
point. Instead, we opted to set a grand opening date of May 1, 2009. This
would have been Marjorie’s 106th birthday. We thought the opening might
happen before then, but May 1st would certainly be doable. Although some-
what disappointed at the delay, the Trust agreed. As it would turn out, May
1st was still overly optimistic.

By that point I had become confident that we could succeed, could raise
the necessary funds, would stock the shelves with a broad assortment of
goods, and attract people to come. I had heard many in town express their
regret that when the store closed back in 1993 a centerpiece of the commu-
nity was lost. One resident said that the Pierce’s neighborliness fostered a
feeling within him and others that “we were all in the business of building
community and being good neighbors.” Townspeople were excited at the
possibility that the store might reopen. Yes, the planners’ shift from our
original event-heavy proposal to opening with a fully stocked store was
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disruptive to our group, but in all our discussions, revitalizing community
spirit was an integral component. On this objective, all participants agreed.

|: MILESTONE: We have leadership ::|

I attended that first meeting in February 2008 out of curiosity, but by
the end of it I had taken on the task of drafting the response to the Request
with three others, and had picked up the ball of leading the group from a
business perspective. I had realized that the Trust was seeking a business
proposal, not just a list of ways we could use the space. We could still have
those fun aspects, but we first had to show a viable business plan.

The unintended consequence for me was that, then in my second year of
retirement, I had essentially a full-time volunteer job.

As I look back at my role in the planning process, I believe that my nat-
ural optimism and faith that things would work out were key to being able
to guide this process to completion and success. The breadth of my back-
ground enabled me to write and edit, to see the big picture as well as the
detail, to envision and articulate the steps needed to achieve a certain goal,
and to lead a group to reach that goal. I could also understand financial
matters reasonably well and was skilled enough in spreadsheet use to be
able to analyze monthly results to obtain key ratios.

In mid-June 2008, Paul Bruhn sent an e-mail to the planners outlining
his understanding of our agreement and what remained to be done. This
became the foundation for our subsequent Memorandum of Understanding
with the Trust. There were still a few items to work out, but in essence, we
had reached “GO.”

Lessons Learned

« Early in the process, develop a statement of what your group is working
toward to help guide decision-making. This can be a living document
through this period.

« If working with a group, select one person to lead negotiations who, at
least initially, is ambivalent about the outcome.

« Cultivate energy and enthusiasm for the project within your team.



12

| The Story: Getting to Go!

Accept that there will be bumps along the way. Acknowledge them, learn
what you can from them, and move on.

Use the best communication techniques you know to ensure that every-
one has the same understanding of the topic at hand. Double check any
statement or action that seems surprising.

Consult with others who have done what you're thinking of doing.



Marjorie Would Be Pleased | 13

June 2008 until opening in August 2009

THE PROCESS:
NoOw WHAT DO WE DO?

=

e had made the commitment to the Trust to reopen the

store and the community was excited. From this point,

and for more than a year until we opened, our group met

at least every 2 or 3 weeks, identifying what had to happen
to get to opening day and checking in on our progress.

The group’s makeup shifted a bit and now included some with construc-
tion talent and other skills needed to make the place usable.

Early in the negotiations we had identified a number of goals that we’d
need to reach to help us decide whether to take on the project. At that time,
we prepared a plan to guide us to a deliberate yes or no decision at each
phase. Once we leapfrogged to “Yes,” more than half the points were still
relevant and new ones were identified. There were so many moving parts
that, almost daily, I made lists of items that needed to be at the forefront
of our attention. We did not create a new plan then — I think that it might
have been too overwhelming — but, once we got to within a few months of
our anticipated opening, we did create a new plan to lead us to opening day.

The broad categories of what needed to be done were:

« Organizational
« Financial
. Construction, Renovation and Regulatory

I'll touch on all of these in the following sections.
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Getting the Organization Organized

We first had to tackle the boring stuff: legal incorporation and bylaws;
forming a governing board; acquiring members; reaching consensus on a
mission; and preparing a full business plan including pro forma' financials.

We had previously decided that our name would be the Shrewsbury
Cooperative at Pierce’s Store (SCPS). Our banking expert had filed a name
registration with the Secretary of State, and we’d gotten a Federal Tax ID
number. Now we needed to file the papers to formally organize as a con-
sumers’ cooperative under the laws of Vermont.? Then a bank account could
be opened in the SCPS name with our $600 “earnest” money from the orig-
inal planners.

Fortunately, we had been given the name of a Vermont attorney who spe-
cialized in co-ops. He told us that we didn’t really need him yet, but he did
send model incorporation papers that we completed and filed ourselves.
The Shrewsbury Cooperative at Pierce’s Store was officially incorporated on
November 24, 2008. It was getting very real.

When we reached the step of preparing bylaws, we needed lots of help
from our attorney to customize them. Whereas articles of incorporation are
primarily “boilerplate” language, bylaws reflect what an individual organi-
zation envisions for itself. The challenge is to include just enough speci-
ficity, since membership action is required to modify or amend bylaws. A
fine line must be drawn so they are specific enough to provide guidance but
generic enough to be flexible. Our attorney gave us a draft that we worked
through and made specific to SCPS. Two of us worked on the language, us-
ing bylaws from several other food cooperatives in our region and others
from the Web. Neither of us was a lawyer so we had some uncertainty about
the meaning and intent of various phrases. The attorney was very helpful
in ensuring adequate language that served a necessary or useful purpose,
among other things.

The major challenge we faced while writing the bylaws related to the
terms and benefits/rights of ownership in the co-op. The details are not
spelled out. Instead, all the bylaws say on the matter are that to be an own-
er, one must “purchase each year not less than one nor more than ten shares at their
issuing price as determined by the Board of Directors.” and “Each owner shall be
entitled to make purchases from the Co-op on terms generally available to owners.”
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We have a policy on “Rights and Obligations of Owners” covering specif-
ics of the terms of membership that can be changed easily if we want. For
instance, we might want to revise the meaning of “household,” or perhaps
change the benefits or the share price. Policy changes only require approval
of the Board of Directors.

Shares in a co-op are similar to those in a public corporation in that they
represent ownership. A key difference is that voting in a co-op is restricted
to one vote per household (or other designation of membership), no matter
how many shares are actually owned.

Once the bylaws were finalized to our satisfaction, they were approved
at our organizational meeting of members on June 14, 2009 and have so far
met the fine line we sought.

There are many ways to structure membership. In our case, we quick-
ly rejected the idea of pricing shares to raise a lot of money. Instead, we
wanted a lot of shareholders who would be making a commitment to shop
in the store. Our shares cost $20 per household. This seemed simplest to
us, though other co-ops may price individual and family shares differently.
We chose the term “household” to include all those people with whom you
would typically share meals, even if only on holidays, such as children away
at college. This is the broadest approach and also covers non-traditional
families.

An owner has an obligation to purchase a share each year to maintain
active status and retain rights of ownership. We initially offered shareown-
ers the right to a 2% discount on most regular purchases, and the opportu-
nity to participate in the governance of the organization.

Technically, share purchases in a co-op create an ownership, not a mem-
bership relationship. However, the people who purchase a share in a co-op
are often called and think of themselves as “members.” This is an ambig-
uous area and one around which it would be wise to have legal advice to
ensure the securities legality of your shares.

Some co-ops, including SCPS, have discussed shifting the member ben-
efit away from an automatic discount on purchases, which in essence gives
money away before the business knows that it has it. In fact, in 2016, the
amount of discount the Store gave nearly equaled the loss for the year. The
alternative that many co-ops have adopted to is to track member purchases
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through the year. If there is a profit at the end of the year the board might
decide to share it with members in proportion to their annual purchases.

Another issue we wrestled with in the bylaws was decision-making. The
sample bylaws we used provided for consensus decision-making®and many
co-ops use it. We opted for this approach because it typically yields stronger,
more unified board support, even though it can be slower than a majority
vote. It has been a good learning experience for all of us to use this method.
We did not perform extensive research or hold any lengthy discussion on
this point, and it might have been good to do so, as it can be — and for us it
has occasionally been — difficult in some situations to reach consensus. We
went with what seemed to be common practice, but it would be a subject
worth investigation.!

The process of organizing also included forming a governing body,
acquiring members, reaching consensus on a mission, and preparing a full
business plan. These interrelated items consumed much of the planners’
time and energy.

While there needs to be some sort of structure to move things forward, it
should be remembered that everything up to the time of the organization-
al meeting is informal. In a sense, the organization has an identity with a
name, interested and motivated participants, but it has no “body” until the
members gather and vote.

Articles of Incorporation for cooperatives in Vermont require at least five
incorporators. Five of our planners agreed to act as incorporators and also
to serve as our initial governing and decision-making body. The remaining
members of the planning group continued to be involved as well. It was not
until our organizational meeting of members in June 2009, however, that a
formal board of directors was elected.

Consensus on the Mission

Before we sought members or solicited donations, we needed to have
a reasonably solid business plan. This started with a reexamination by the
planning group of what we envisioned for our future. The original mission
statement developed at that first brainstorming meeting in February 2008
(see page 4) had served us well as we formulated ideas and turned them into
a proposal for the Trust, but it was not what we needed now that we were
organized and preparing to begin operation as a store. We would keep four
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important themes from that original statement in our new mission. These
were all vitally important to the Preservation Trust as well.

a. Revive the Store’s role in the community

b. Provide a local alternative to Rutland’s chain stores

c. Offer an assortment of high quality, competitively priced goods
d. Provide a venue for local people to gather

Over several meetings, we ultimately reached consensus on the follow-
ing statement that was taken to the first meeting of owners and approved.

“The Shrewsbury Cooperative at Pierce’s Store (SCPS) is a
community supported and operated enterprise. It is a gathering place
as the store was for nearly 150 years until it closed in 1993.

As a cultural center, we bring the community together for events, food,
work, and fun. As a store, we provide an affordable mix of conventional
and locally produced groceries and the work of local artisans.”®

Drafting the Business Plan

The business plan had to be able to persuade a potential investor or part-
ner that we knew what we were doing and that we could be successful. Egad!

Fortunately, by this time an individual had joined us who had experience
working with troubled small businesses. This background added invalu-
able insights and attention to detail as we drafted the narrative and the pro
forma budget and financial materials. It also helped decrease the potential
that we would become one of those troubled businesses.

We sought advice and assistance from the Vermont Small Business
Development Center (SBDC). Although their normal client is a profit-mak-
ing venture as opposed to a non-profit co-op, the guidance and informa-
tion about our local area that we received from SBDC was critical to help-
ing us see our way to taking on this venture. Their step-by-step workshop
on developing a business plan was of tremendous assistance. Our SBDC
counselor was available for many meetings and phone calls as we worked
our way to opening day. She helped us draw reluctant board members into
decision-making, identified the pros and cons of various financial choices,
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and looked at our pro forma financials with her background knowledge of
other small grocery stores.

SBDC provided demographics for our area that showed numbers of
households within 1, 3, and 5 miles from the location of the store. This data
included household size, income and shopping habits in great detail. (There
is a shocking amount of information available on how we spend our money.
Among the sources may be Census data, those annoying supper-time sur-
veys, and retailers’ sales figures.) While some of the information seemed
out of sync with what we thought we knew about our neighbors, we found
the core information to be extremely helpful.

These demographics gave us heightened confidence that we could be
successful. We took the data from within a 3-mile radius of the store and
identified the number of households and annual grocery purchases. We
found that if we could capture just 15% of those purchases, then this would
yield store income of over $112,000. That seemed like a lot of money, but it
broke down to weekly purchases of only $12 for each household.

We never thought that everyone who lived within 3 miles would shop at
Pierce’s. But then, neither did we expect that our only customers would
live nearby. The nearest full-service grocery store was 10 miles from North
Shrewsbury. We would benefit from our proximity to a popular scenic drive
during the summer and fall, nearby access to hiking and snowmobile trails
in the Coolidge State Forest, and extensive public lands used in hunting
season. These activities brought non-residents to the area who could stock
up at our store. The Adamant store’s annual sales at the time were approx-
imately $100,000. The realization of these factors added to our growing
comfort with the venture.

In the business plan we identified our anticipated core and specialty
shoppers, products and services, marketing and promotion, hours of oper-
ation and financial situation. This process helped focus attention on what
we needed to do to prepare for opening day. In part, the plan identified the
need to raise nearly $70,000 as soon as possible. The major components of
this need were $25,000 for opening inventory, completing the renovations,
and equipping the store; and $39,000 for three months’ operating reserves.
This was the minimum reserve SBDC recommended, based on their experi-
ence working with similar businesses.



The Process: Now What Do We Do? | 19

The pro forma financials were the hardest section of the business plan
to create. We thought of the income statement as essentially a budget,
showing income and expenses. We had advice from the SBDC and copies of
Adamant’s recent income and expense reports as an example, and we spent
hours on the phone with a former small storeowner who gave us critical
advice on all aspects of the business.

But where to start? There were the plans and the demographics, SBDC
information, and advice from several sources. How to pull it together into
our own useful, realistic business plan? We planned to have a bakery (and a
paid baker) and also take-out dinners prepared by volunteers from the com-
munity. We anticipated that local artists and crafts people would place their
goods on consignment in our back “café” room. And we expected to have
workshops and fundraisers that would generate some revenue. Although
we were still apprehensive about how many people would actually come
into the store, we felt reasonably comfortable based on the demographics.
We started putting annual sales figures next to each of these categories, but
still weren’t comfortable with that approach because we were just pulling
numbers out of the air.

In a change of direction, we started with anticipated expenses. We made
our best guess at all expenses using information from peer businesses (elec-
trical costs for refrigeration, propane for stoves, etc.), or historic costs for
essentials such as fuel and electricity (from the store’s previous providers),
taxes and routine maintenance. We talked with three insurance companies
and obtained quotes, again based on our best guess at the value of contents.

We did not include any paid staff (we anticipated a part-time manager
and our baker, also part-time) until we were able to calculate what we could
pay. Then we wrestled with what we wanted to pay to be fair, versus what we
thought we could afford.

We calculated what the gross profit would have to be to pay the expenses
plus a rough wage estimate. That profit comes from the difference between
what we pay for inventory and the price we sell it for. And that gave us the
revenue side.

The income statement that we eventually approved showed a net profit
for our first year of §576.

I thought that the process of building those pro forma financials was a
little like playing darts blindfolded. We just had no idea if it would work.
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The relationship between SCPS and the Preservation Trust of Vermont
has many benefits. One relates to income and expenses: SCPS receives a
subsidy of $10,000 per year from the Trust to pay the ownership costs of
taxes and owner’s insurance. Any remaining funds cover utility costs. These
monies come from a fund that Marjorie established at the Vermont Com-
munity Foundation specifically to assist the Preservation Trust’s effort to
encourage the reopening of the store.

Under the lease agreement with the Trust, if and when our annual gross
revenue from operations exceeded $150,000, we would pay 3% of the over-
age as rent to supplement the maintenance fund held by the Preservation
Trust. SCPS actually surpassed this seemingly impossible threshold in our
first full year of operation and has continued to do so in each year since.
Major repairs and upkeep are typically reimbursed annually from the main-
tenance fund.

Acquiring Members

We had a huge benefit coming into the venture: the historic Pierce’s
Store caché within the region. In its later years of operation under the
Pierce family, the store was known in the wider Rutland-area community
as a special place to go for an outing — especially when out-of-town family
and friends came to visit. It represented the “true, old-time Vermont.” The
store was periodically the subject of feature articles in regional newspapers
and when the Trust started looking for an operator, even the Boston Globe
ran the story. The daily Rutland Herald regularly reported on our activity as
we prepared to open, as did Vermont Public Radio, and commercial and
public television stations. The Shrewsbury Times, a monthly paper of news
and events in the town that is distributed free to all residents, occasionally
ran progress reports and photos beginning at the end of 2008 to heighten
awareness of what we were doing. Beginning in April 2009 we published the
share purchase and/or membership forms in the Times. We also included
information about our fundraising efforts and a donation form.

During the pre-opening phase approximately 25 people from the com-
munity actively participated in one way or another in getting the store
ready to open, whether it was suggesting items we should carry, raising
funds, or “just” brainstorming what we should look like and how we should
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operate. These individuals shared what they were doing with their friends
and neighbors and ultimately drew others in. The excitement grew.

On March 28, 2009, we held an open house in the still unfinished store
space to promote interest in the store and in joining the co-op. About 50
people put their names on the sign-up sheet from that event, some from
outside of Shrewsbury. And we had information available about purchasing
shares in the venture.

By the beginning of June, 38 households had purchased atleast one share.
Our pro forma budget anticipated acquiring 40 shareholders throughout
the entire first year of operation. By the end of our first 12 months of opera-
tion, we had about 175 names on our member rolls. The rolls have continued
to grow. By the end of 2019 we had over 400 current or past members on the
list.

At $20 each and a 2% discount, a shareowner would need to purchase
$1,000 worth of goods in a year before seeing a positive financial benefit,
something we thought unlikely to happen very often. It would mean spend-
ing nearly $20 a week in the store. Our budget anticipated that shoppers
would spend $12 a week, and we were apprehensive of achieving even that
level. By the time the store had been in operation for a decade, many mem-
bers did in fact receive a positive benefit from their share ownership be-
cause of the amount of their purchases. However, many people purchased a
share as a way of showing their support for the venture and declined to take
the discount. In our first year of operation, the average transaction was less
than $10; at the end of 2019, it was over $13. At that point, close to half of all
sales were to members.

On June 14, 2009, about 40 members crowded into the main area of the
store for our organizational meeting. Our agenda included 1) what had
been accomplished to date and what remained; 2) our pre-opening finan-
cial report that showed we were still about $12,000 short of our fundraising
goal; and 3) the anticipated timing until opening. We were looking at mid-
August. We also elected a board of nine people, and all were enthusiastic
about what we were creating. It was an exciting time for all of us, and it
further reinforced my feeling that we could be successful.
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Lessons Learned

Even if you are working alone to open your business, tapping into others’
ideas and experiences will be invaluable to your process — most of these
wheels have been invented before.

Whether or not you are considering a co-op, find and consult with a law-
yer familiar with the form of organization you have selected. Work with
a bookkeeper or accountant to help set up your books.

Keep working on a mission statement until all the people involved are
comfortable with it.

If you are working alone, it is still important to write down on paper
what you want your project to look like as it will help guide your future
decisions.

Don’t skip the business planning process: it can help you identify your
core customers and learn more about your market.

If you haven’t done so already, when you begin writing your business
plan, you should consult with a local Small Business Development or-
ganization. They usually offer seminars to help people thinking about
opening a business.

As you prepare your pro forma financials, use the best information you
can find to provide realistic numbers. They may be guesstimates but, the
more solid assumptions you can identify, the better off you’ll be. Look at
your financial projections with skepticism and test them against com-
mon sense and whatever outside resources you have.

Get the word out about your venture as soon as you’re sure you're going
forward. Try to get local media interested in your story. Nothing beats
free publicity. Keep talking it up. If you are going the co-op route, start
your promotion with your core customer group as early as possible. In-
volving them in your planning and preopening tasks builds a sense of
ownership early on.
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Getting Financing in Place and Securing Financial Details

Fundraising

At this point, the challenge that loomed largest over our heads was find-
ing the money to get the store open. The Preservation Trust had agreed to
pay up to $20,000 — using some of the funds that Marjorie had put aside
— for capital equipment and renovation costs, on the theory that if SCPS
was not successful at operating the store, the renovations and equipment
would stay with the business to benefit any future operator. The goal we
had identified included about $15,000 additional renovation and equip-
ment purchase costs and $10,000 to put initial inventory on the shelves.
Our pre-opening budget shows the breakdown.

It should be pointed out that unless your business is eligible for
non-profit, 501(c)(3) status, the only way you could be eligible to receive
grant funding is through an intermediate fiscal agent. This could be an ex-
isting tax-exempt organization such as the local historical society or public
library. There are some periodic special purpose funds from governmental
agencies such as the USDA or Homeland Security, but these too need to go
through an agent. There are likely many more sources of funding. Itis a key
area for research.

There are three primary sources of community funds without going
through traditional lenders: charitable contributions; charitable lenders,
who expect a return on their investment that may be lower than a tradi-
tional lender would require, plus a return of their capital; and community
support through co-op membership.

Our mission would not qualify us for a non-profit, 501(c)(3) designa-
tion so grant funding directly to SCPS was not an option. However, we
soon learned from the Preservation Trust that there was a grant possibility.
Additional funds at the Vermont Community Foundation from Marjorie’s
estate are available to support its community building programs. Using
the Preservation Trust as a fiscal agent, we applied for $30,000 from those
funds toward the target. We received the full amount, but not all at once.
Half was given right away, and the balance was contingent on our raising
another $15,000 from individual donors.

I was initially disappointed at the approach, but soon realized that the
arrangement would be a big incentive as we raised private funds. Having a
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challenge grant aided our fundraising immeasurably. We prepared a plan
of attack (see pages 26 and 27).

A few of us identified some potential major donors in town. We also
knew of a number of people who had given to a special scholarship fund
established when Marjorie died. Many of these people had known the
Pierce family over the years or knew Marjorie when she was a teacher. We
designed a fundraising campaign (using the Trust as agent so that contri-
butions could be tax deductible to donors) that would begin with personal-
ized letters to a couple of dozen potential major donors. We would include
a special brochure with the letter that described the plan for the store and
the need. These letters went out in late February/early March of 2009 - the
same time the stock markets were plummeting to their low point during
the Great Recession. The team working on this phase of fundraising fol-
lowed up with phone calls if the letter did not generate a reasonably prompt
response.

Weannounced our fund-

‘5 hrﬁws bur‘a- raising campaign through

the town newspaper. Once

COOPGFOJ;LUQ/ we had raised $20,000, we
ok Plerces

began to keep a graphic in
Sﬁoro/ .

the store window so peo-
ple could see the progress
toward the goal. This visual
was important, because as
we got closer more people
were willing to put their
own contributions into the
project.

A letter to the full com-
munity went out in April
2009 and included a brief
history of the project and
plans for the future as well
as a return donation infor-
mation card. This mailing
sought not only financial

How you show progress toward your goal
doesn't need to be elaborate.
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contributions, but also co-op members and volunteers for our venture. By
the end of June, we had more than matched the $15,000 and were close to 85%
of our goal. At that point we had more than 40 donors, about three-quarters
of them from Shrewsbury. Individual donations ranged from five dollars to
several thousand. The community was coming together behind our project.

We tracked donations regularly and provided a full monthly report to
our board. The Trust sent formal acknowledgements valid for tax purposes
for all donations that flowed through their accounts.

Aword about raising money, since many people are afraid of fundraising
and think they cannot do it. I had some small experience raising money for
community projects. Being the optimistic person that I am, in one instance
I went to a potential donor and after talking about the project, blithely
asked him for the entire amount we needed to raise. I can still see myself
on the couch in this person’s living room, looking at the lovely orchid on the
coffee table in front of me and awaiting his answer. “You want me to give
you the whole amount?” was his skeptical response. He declined; however,
the group did get a matching pledge from him and eventually raised the
funds needed to complete the project.

Since that experience I have done more fundraising for another orga-
nization with which I was involved. I've learned that the key is to be pas-
sionate and knowledgeable about your subject. Make it clear that you have
already contributed, whether in cash or sweat or both - it doesn’t really
matter. Some people do not like to solicit people they know, for others it’s
their preference. If you're new to the task, it’s good to have someone give
you guidance and even role-play the conversation. It will make it much eas-
ier for you to talk with potential donors.

There are many sources of guidance on raising money, including on-
line and regular classroom programs, books, and seminars. Any charitable
organization you might be involved with probably has someone whose re-
sponsibility is to raise money for the group. Most likely this person would
be willing to give you some guidance. Ask around.
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Estimates and Sample Approaches

for a Fundraising Plan

estimates @ month. 202x

Needs:
balance on interior renovations & equipment purchases $15,000
initial inventory $10,000
plus 4 months inventory replacement $22,000
4 months wages $16,000
$63,000
Sources:
# AVG SIZE TOTAL RAISED
Angel investors 10 $1,500 $15,000
Smaller investors 50 $250 $12,500
$27,500
Grant $30,000
Additional sources of capital
Share purchases ($25/share) 40 $25 $1000
Prebuy accounts 25 $150 $3,750
$4,750
$62,250

The estimates are for talking purposes — it is constantly being revised through
conversations with other businesses on the “need” side; and with sanity conver-

sations on the “sources” side.

Continued next page
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1.

Phase I — Major donors

a. Meet to identify a group of potential “angel donors”

i. [Who?]
ii. Seek input from others?

iii. Try to id how much to ask for from each

. Prepare letter & materials (summary financials & business

plan) to angels
i. Seekinput

ii. Print and mail

. Contact potential angel donors

i. By letter first

ii. Then visit in person —who?

. Follow up with phone call to set meeting date and time

. Meet and follow up

2. Phase II - Smaller donors

a. Prepare letter to go to community at large and others
b. Include summary financials and business plan in mailing

. Hold community meeting in Feb/Mar about the store to

get people interested and involved — promote fundraising,
volunteering, membership drive

3. Phase III — Shareholder (owners/members) drive

27
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Insurance

Insurance can be a mystery to many. Generally, we know what it’s for
and why it’s needed, but understanding the details and terminology can be
confusing. We found it difficult to evaluate one company against another
since each broke out their quote in a different way or had a different level of
coverage for certain items. Finally, we were able to get relatively close com-
parisons for our situation. But it was nowhere as easy as comparing prices
for quarts of milk. A good idea is to consult with similar businesses to learn
their satisfaction with different companies.

When we formed our first board, a few members asked about directors
and officers, or D&O, insurance. This form of insurance provides coverage
against lawsuits (except for malfeasance) for existing and former board
members. Concerns were for accidental falls on our property, illness or
injury from food we sold, and the like. Not every co-op board carries this
insurance, but we decided to do so. There was a sense among the planners
that D&O insurance was prohibitively expensive, but on investigation we
found it a manageable cost. Several prospective board members have since
asked if we carry it before they commit to joining the board. It is something
a board should at least discuss and investigate before dismissing.

The other insurance the Trust (as owner of the property) and SCPS joint-
ly carry covers the building, the personal property of the business and gen-
eral liability. We also opted to add an umbrella policy to boost the coverage
limits. In addition, SCPS carries workers’ compensation insurance.

Our liability insurer wanted several modifications to our facility, includ-
ing a railing across the front porch and an appropriate barrier around our
wood stove. We also had to perform lead paint abatement in the adjoining
Pierce house since it would have a tenant. This was the costliest require-
ment.

Financial Systems

We were fortunate to have several board members who were knowledge-
able in various aspects of business management, including bookkeeping.
One agreed to select an accounting software program and set up the “chart
of accounts” that enabled us to track sales and expenses of specific types
of goods: groceries, baked goods, beer & wine, consignment, and so forth.
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We thought we could not afford, and probably weren’t large enough to

have, a point-of-sale or POS system with a scanner. As a result, the sales-

clerks had to properly key in each purchase on the cash register at check-

out. At the end of each day a register tape summarized the value of sales

by product category. These amounts were then entered into the accounting

software so that at the end of the month we knew how much was sold in

each grocery area. Similarly, when we purchased goods, they were classi-

fied according to the same system, creating a corresponding cost of goods.

All of this data resulted in financial statements at month and year-end that

helped us manage the business.

Lessons Learned

Try all possible avenues to find charitable funding before looking at
loans. Youw'll be better off if you don’t have to start out in debt. A couple of
our planning members offered no-interest loans, but even these would
have to be paid back. If we hadn’t been able to raise the capital otherwise,
then it would have been the next place we looked.

If you've never raised money for an organization, don’t use that as an
excuse that you can’t do it. That’s not true. Everyone who is now a fund-
raiser had to learn how to do it. You, too, can be a success at raising
money for something you passionately believe in.

When visiting a prospective donor, be sure you have material that
explains the project, answers key financial questions, and contains con-
tact information. Consider including a self-addressed return envelope
so the donor doesn’t have the excuse that they couldn’t find the address.

Unless you have the experience yourself, find people who have dealt
with insurance for a business to help you out. Push the agents you're
dealing with so you can get quotes as close to “apples to apples” as pos-
sible. Study your policies and ask the agent for explanations so you un-
derstand what’s covered and what’s not, and where deductibles apply.

If you don’t have enough financial knowledge to run and manage the
business, be sure to find someone to work with you who has that ex-
pertise. Several good bookkeeping software programs are available and
should be able to provide reports that will tell you how you're doing
based solely on the numbers.
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Construction, Renovation and Regulatory Considerations

Unless you are building a new structure for your business, your facility
will likely need some renovations. These might be to reconfigure the space
to accommodate your products or services; to add energy efficiency mea-
sures; or to expand the space you have. The possibilities abound.

But whatever your project, every type of renovation, or new construc-
tion for that matter, will require some, if not all, of the same things: funds,
permits, labor, equipment, decisions, and time. Based on our experience,
you should expect that your project will take longer and cost more than you
anticipate. Also expect that you'll run into snags, whether with permitting,
finding labor when you want it, or equipment breakdowns. Finally, there
will be many more problems brought to you for decision than you can imag-
ine.

Construction & Renovation

The interior space we inherited when we agreed to reopen Pierce’s Store
had sat vacant for 15 years and was — there is no other way to describe it—a
mess. The Preservation Trust had done significant infrastructure work after
Marjorie died: the building envelope and systems, new septic, new roof,
some new electrical wiring, and plumbing. However, there was still lots to
be done inside. The main retail area had paperwork in the drawers from the
’70s and "80s. Mouse droppings and years of dust covered most everything.

The Pierce family used the space behind the main retail area as a storage
and work room. The store that we envisioned and opened included both
as public spaces. The Trust had begun renovating the back area so it could
accommodate a kitchen, café area and bathroom. But the floors, walls and
ceiling still needed finishing. The kitchen space was only sheet-rocked; the
layout needed to be decided and counters installed along with plumbing
and electric based on the layout.

The retail area most reflected the old-time store. Tradition emanated
from the dark varnished wainscoting walls, fixed shelves, a pair of long
counters, a wooden floor and a black ceiling. Analysis of the black ceiling
showed that it was coated with a hundred years of cigar smoke and soot
from the wood stove.



The Process: Now What Do We Do? | 31

We had to decide how to configure the kitchen and the “deli” areas, and
how to use the retail space most efficiently. Also, what types of refrigeration
would we use and where would the units go? Would regular coolers fit given
the fact that the ceilings in the back were relatively low? Where would the
compressors for these units go? Decisions in these areas affected plumbing
and electrical work as well as the “flow” in the retail and café spaces. Oh, and
what color should the deli area be painted — or would we leave the battleship
gray for old times’ sake?

Another decision we debated was that dark ceiling in the main retail
space. There was a proposal to clean or cover it, but we decided to defer that
costly project until later. Good choice. One of the first things people who
remembered the old store would do is look up and say, “It’s just the same!”
To my mind, the dark ceiling was key to evoking the old atmosphere. It was
an ongoing surprise and pleasure to me when people visited Pierce’s just
so they could experience the aura of the old-time store. Even if the Pierce
tradition had not been part of our backstory, preserving the “old” while we
introduced the “new” would have been vitally important to the success of
the venture.

We made minimal changes to the retail area, only partly because the
mission of the owner of our property is historic preservation. The space was
dark, though, and only received natural light in the late afternoon when
sunlight filtered in under the front porch roof. We asked for and received
permission from the Trust to install a window in the wall on the south side
of the room, so long as it was in keeping with the existing style. This took
away some shelf space but added greatly to the appeal of the space and in
retrospect was the correct decision.

The front of the store is right on the town roadside and requires access
steps, so it was a challenge to provide handicapped access without major
rebuilding. Because the store is a public accommodation, we were required
to provide equal access regardless of physical capabilities. The Trust had
previously installed a handicapped accessible bathroom. Using the long
porch in front of the house and store sections of the building, we were able
to create access with a ramp directly from the road. This led to a wide door
that was previously used for grain deliveries. It is now the handicapped
entry to the store. The interior space is also accessible with aisles in the café
and the main store areas wide enough to accommodate a wheelchair.
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Shelves in the “old” main room were removed so the wainscotting could be
revarnished and shelves repaired and repainted.

e R — e —
Two new windows were installed in the south side to improve lighting
in the main room and the deli area, shown above.
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We thought that we’d be able to renovate and equip our store within the
$20,000 the Trust had allocated toward that purpose. Used refrigeration
units, even including the cost of servicing, cost less than if we had pur-
chased new. Volunteers assisting with the renovations poured their time
and energy into the building. Despite this, the total for renovations and
equipment went over budget by roughly $5,000. Fortunately, we had this
information in time to include it in the amount we wanted to fundraise.

Not only did we overrun our budget, but everything took longer than
expected. While we paid the carpenters doing the bulk of the skilled work,
we relied on volunteers to scrub, clean and paint. Most of the major carpen-
try work, begun in January 2009, was completed by the end of April. Then
our volunteers set to work on the finishing tasks of cleaning, painting and
varnishing, and general sprucing up. It was all completed by early August,
just in time to begin stocking the shelves.

Regulatory Considerations

Before issuing its Request for Proposals at the end of 2007, the
Preservation Trust had acquired the local permits that enabled the store to
open, including the water supply and wastewater system permit, and the
“conditional use and historic district review permit.” We still needed to
obtain other permits and licenses. Some permits are relevant to all busi-
nesses such as fire and safety, operating retail license, and our good stand-
ing certificate.

Permits and licenses are a critical area requiring a lot of research to be
sure of having all the correct ones for your planned operation. Our SBDC
advisor provided a wonderful guidebook to permitting and licensing for
various types of businesses. We were fortunate to work with helpful inspec-
tors from both the health and the fire & safety departments. They welcomed
questions and provided useful answers and continued to do so after we
opened. Building relationships with the local inspectors can be a timesaver
when you have questions or problems in your operation.

Then there were the permits and licenses needed because of the specif-
ic nature of our business: from the health department because we had a
kitchen and café; environmental permits relating to water supply, waste-
water, and operation as a public water system operator; and other licenses
relating to the sales of dairy products and meat; beer & wine; and tobacco.
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In Vermont, the requirement to license retail scales applies to operations of
2000 square feet or greater, so we were exempt from that license, though
we still were required to make a filing. Our sales & use, and meals & rooms
licenses came from the state tax department. There is no occupancy permit
requirement in Shrewsbury, however, in some situations there may be con-
siderations as to total occupancy. Of course, the issuers and types of per-
mits could vary by location of the project.

Had we needed to get all the local permits, it could have added months
to our timeline to meet the various hearing, warning, and meeting time
requirements of the particular town body. As it was, all we needed to do
was to apply for a couple of modifications to the language in the original
conditional use permit.

The Web contains a wealth of information on permitting and licensing
requirements. However, it might not be as “user friendly” as you would
wish. Here too, talking with someone in the same business as you'll be in is
a great way to learn what permits you will need. The Small Business folks
can be helpful here too.

Staying on Track

At times I felt like I was the “puppeteer” of the project and as such, it
was important that others on our team had the same information I had.
The last thing I wanted was to be the only person knowledgeable about
any area. What if I were hit by a snowplow? About four months before we
were scheduled to open, I prepared a multi-page outline of everything rel-
evant to the project that I could think of. I included things like the Articles
of Incorporation, which had already been filed but that required biannual
filings to keep the business in good standing. My outline tied people to
tasks and responsibilities; discussed the evolution from organizing group
to the formally elected board; spelled out the current understanding of the
relationship with the Trust; quantified our fundraising progress and cur-
rent cash situation; and looked at opening-for-business requirements. This
approach helped keep everyone involved aware of the current status of all
aspects of the project.

Our group met weekly during critical times, when lots of decisions
needed to be made or when we were struggling with an issue. Each agenda
ended with a section identifying “Next steps” to help keep us on track.
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I made a Gantt chart from the timeline we had prepared way back when
we were barely sticking our toes into the water of this project. This type of
chart, if you're not familiar with it, presents a picture of tasks in sequence
and over time. It shows graphically the things happening concurrently, how
long each task is expected to take, and whether the schedule needs to be
adjusted one way or other, depending on the resources available to get the
work done.

In the illustration, we can see that between July 13 and 23, eight tasks
were ending, in process, or just beginning. I have found this sort of tool
useful in planning a project and keeping it relatively on track. It is easy to
adjust as time goes on, and to assign or change responsibilities for individ-
ual tasks.

Timeline to Opening on 8/20 — Tasks & Dates
713 7h3 7/23 8/2 8/12 8/22

Complete renovations &cleaning | |
Decide on creditcard issues | m——"5—
Finalize budgetaryitems | s
Complete fundraising |
Fire alarms - understand final decision | mm
Interview & hire manager | m———
Setup financial system |
WritetoDRB ____ mm

Complete businessplan | m——m
Get publicity out S S N
Contact craftspeople, price & put on shelves ]
Decide on and order Pierce's t-shirts/hats, etc. -
Practice using cash register and making sales —
Get final permits N
Confirm volunteers by this date ]
Hold training session for volunteers I
Test water I
Order inventory —
Order kitchen inventory —
Meet with DRB -
Cather local products & price I
Price inventory & put on shelves I

Set up store for opening —
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Lessons Learned

« Always allow more time than you think you'll need. Things will go wrong,
and unexpected things will come up. But having a deadline keeps the
pressure on.

- Anticipate cost overruns because they will happen too.

« Ifyou have an interesting physical space, whether historic or not, play it
up — customers will love and respond to it.

« Be careful when determining what licenses and permits you need. Talk
with other businesses like yours and talk with the inspectors too.

« Find a method that works for you and your team to keep tabs on all the
moving parts so that everyone involved is aware of what is happening
and what still needs to be done.
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YIKES! WE'VE MADE IT
.. WE'RE OPEN
.o . NOW WHAT?

=

ierce’s Store in North Shrewsbury, Vermont, reopened at 7:00 a.m.
on Tuesday, August 25, 2009, after being closed for 15 years. Inven-
tory and supplies worth $9,700 stocked the store. Would anyone
come?
Our first customers, a local 10-year-old, and his father, were waiting
for us to open the door. The young customer bought fresh raisin scones for
himself and his Dad.

f.'"-;‘?:' HL TE: s

August 25, 2009, Opening Day. From left: Ginny Buckley, the Author, Paul Bruhn.
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The two of us on duty that morning eagerly watched the road in front of
the store for cars to slow and stop. And they did! That first day, 8o people
came into the store and 58 of them purchased $337 worth of goods. We were
thrilled. That amount wouldn’t meet our budget, but it pleased us. Thirty
percent of our sales were grocery items, 25% bakery, 11% beer & wine, and
7% dairy.

Up and Running

It is hard to know where to start, there are so many aspects to operating
a store. The key areas, though, are probably inventory selection & manage-
ment, and staffing. Decisions in these areas incorporate the essentials of
financial considerations and business management. Without these com-
ponents, no store will continue for long. I'll touch on these and some other
areas below.

Inventory Selection & Management

We knew that we wanted a mix of products that would appeal to all parts
of our community, a primary goal of Marjorie’s and the Preservation Trust.
That meant stocking a broad assortment of conventional groceries, organic
and locally made or grown products, some gourmet items, dairy products,
snacks and penny candies, beer, wine, cigarettes, health and beauty aids,
and basic household goods.

We had recommendations from various other businesses of which ven-
dors to use for the various types of products. In June, two months before
opening, the arduous process of choosing distributors began. Just a few of
the considerations included minimum order requirements, delivery sched-
ules and restrictions, breadth of product lines, and rapport with the repre-
sentative. Of course, price was also important, but if we were stocking close
to 1,000 different items on our shelves, it seemed that we couldn’t seek out
the lowest cost for each one.

Back when we first made the decision to operate a full store, we com-
piled alist of inventory categories and items to stock. Our goal was that cus-
tomers could find just about anything they needed, though not necessarily
the brand or size they would ideally want. The list included dairy products,
bulk spices, and capers; duct tape, dental floss, and diapers; granola, toilet
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paper, and penny candies; dry yeast, canned vegetables, and frozen dinners;
jams, rice, and pet food. This is where we started and though the inven-
tory quantities and mix have changed over time, these core items are still
available.

In our first months of operation, the primary customer was male, seek-
ing a quick snack or an easy meal. We sold a lot of beer & wine, dairy, gro-
cery and bakery items. These continued to be top sales categories, though
our customer base broadened to represent all of Shrewsbury. Many arrived
with their grocery lists for the week to get what they could at Pierce’s before
going to the big stores in Rutland. It was surprising how many needs were
met. Epsom salts? Yes, we had them. Batteries? Windshield washer fluid?
Local meats? Commercial and artisanal cheeses? Kitty litter? Waxed paper?
Packaged mac & cheese? Yes, to all.

Newspapers were a popular item. They didn’t contribute much to the
bottom line, only a few cents profit on each one sold, but many custom-
ers who purchased a paper also got a cup of coffee and perhaps a scone or
muffin. On those days when we sold out of a paper, some customers were
disappointed. Distributors gave credit for unsold papers.

Four major vendors supplied our entire core inventory. In addition, milk
products, eggs and some cheeses came from one local dairy and ice cream
from another; we used two beer & wine distributors; and we purchased
candies, cigarettes and snacks through a local wholesaler. For a while we
used one of the national big box stores for some of our core inventory, but
the nearest one was 70 miles away. It only made sense to use that resource
if someone was already traveling in that direction. For the most part, we
stopped that time consuming form of inventory management. Instead,
about 20 local and regional vendors came to the store, some delivering a
couple of times a week, some weekly, and some less frequently.

After opening, inventory selections shifted and expanded greatly in re-
sponse to customer requests and preferences. I particularly remember one
afternoon early on when a customer was looking for dinner. He wandered
about looking at the shelves and in the freezer and finally commented, “It
looks like my mother stocked this store.” His frustration told me that we
didn’t have enough on the conventional foods side. We scaled back on gour-
met products and expanded both conventional and organic choices.
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Our inventory grew. At the end of 2010, the value had stayed essentially
the same as our opening: just under $10,000. Over time the inventory levels
varied, but 10 years on, it was between $18,000 and $20,000. This growth
was mainly in response to customer requests, and our additions based on
the types of items that were selling.

The goal was to try to manage our inventory so we had only enough in
stock at any given time until the next delivery day for each item. Although
the point-of-sale system helped, it was a monumental task given the de-
livery schedule of only once a week for most items. Introducing new items
to our shelves presented a real challenge. Ideally these were items that we
could purchase “by the each” rather than bringing in a whole case of 12 or 24,
but that was not always possible. (The ability to purchase a single item ver-
sus a case lot is usually determined by the vendor.) By studying what prod-
ucts sold well and at what prices, we made a semi-educated guess about
whether a new item would work out. And if the pricing didn’t work out, we
needed to adjust the price until it sold to make room for something else.

Customers drive inventory choices, of course. Most of our patrons
were local year-round residents. These individuals looked for meals, parts
of their grocery lists, or emergency supplies such as children’s medicine,
batteries, mousetraps, milk, and toilet paper. We also served a significant
number of second-home owners who requested various specialty items.
The bed & breakfasts in town often directed their guests to Pierce’s to see
the “old-time” store. These visitors found gifts and mementos of their time
in Shrewsbury in our local consignment crafts. We carried maple syrup
from six different Shrewsbury sugarhouses, a favorite for all our customers.

An interesting aspect of inventory management can be illustrated using
Pop Tarts. We had a couple of varieties in the early years that sat on our
shelves for many months and finally made their way into our bargain bin
— items that we offered at a reduced price - still good, but past the best-by
date. One year, some summertime hikers requested Pop Tarts because they
were convenient and nutritional “enough.” Sometimes parents requested
them for school snacks as well. So we started keeping one or two varieties
on the shelves. There is just no sure way of knowing whether a particular
item will sell. Trial and error is often the only way to find out.
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Bakery and Other Fresh-made Goods

Our baked goods were a big draw for customers right from the begin-
ning. Fresh blueberry or peach scones and muffins, sticky buns, whole
grain breads, and ginger and chocolate chip cookies all had regular follow-
ers. Our baker’s scones were like none that anyone had ever tasted. Rather
than dry, triangular biscuits, his were round, rich, moist treats filled with
flavor and goodness. Without a doubt, more than one “Shrewsberry” put on
afew pounds after we opened. At the holidays that first winter, the seasonal
special “Russian Teacakes” were so popular that they had to become a year-
round staple.

As colder weather arrived in our first year, fresh hot soup became a daily
special. Some customers came in for a quart early in the morning to take to
the office for the staff to enjoy. Others stopped in for a cup at lunchtime. If
any soup was left over at the end of the day, it went into the fridge for sale
the following day. A microwave on the counter allowed a customer to reheat
it and eat it at one of our tables.

| want that cookie! In the “new” store, the candy case became the bakery case.
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An interesting small-store accommodation we made in both the com-
mercial foods and our in-house products was to respond to individual
allergies and dietary needs. Customers with gluten free diets would find
“GF” muffins and brownies made fresh in our kitchen on a regular basis.
We also stocked commercial GF cookies, crackers, pizza shells, and other
products, highlighted in special sections on our shelves. Because of peanut
allergies in our local school, we carried alternatives such as almond or sun-
flower seed butter for sandwiches.

We began having volunteers make sandwiches, initially offering just a
basic ham, turkey or roast beef with one type of cheese on the bread of the
day. Eventually, we offered toppings such as hot and sweet peppers, chees-
es, tomato, lettuce, pickles. We also made wraps. The function was provid-
ed using both volunteer and paid staff. However, the sales did not support
having a paid employee, nor did they warrant the cost of the perishable in-
ventory. As an alternative, we purchased premade sandwiches and grinders
from an enterprising nearby deli. These were well packaged to minimize
deterioration of the foods and were very popular. During the summer, we
purchased premade salads that were outside our baker’s regular menu.
These popular quick meal choices made up for the fact that we did not offer
custom-made deli items.

Store-made pizzas in the freezer, and regular quick meals from our
kitchen were available on a regular schedule. Meals included chili con
carne, chicken stew, beef goulash, lasagna, macaroni & cheese, and baked
ziti. Generally, these were available from lunch through dinner out of the
crockpot or as packaged servings in the cooler for reheating. We put the
anticipated calendar for the month in the Shrewsbury Times so that shoppers
who wanted one of the meals or a particular variety of soup knew what day
to check for it. We also listed the types of pizza for the month. It required
advance planning by the baker, but it let us better serve the community.

Contractor or Employee?

While our SBDC counselor had recommended against it, we placed our
baker on staff from the beginning (part-time, hourly) rather than engage
him on a contract. (In broad terms, the employer hasless control over a con-
tractor than over an employee, though it does not have to pay taxes on a
contractor’s wage. Strict rules apply.) One of our early peer advisors told us
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that a small store shouldn’t have anyone on staff who cannot do everything
needing to be done. But we wanted the bakery, and you can’t stop a baker in
the middle of weighing out equal lumps of bread dough so that he can ring
up a customer’s order. And then another. The bread won’t get finished.

There is probably no right answer to the question of employee vs. con-
tractor. Individual considerations will vary from store to store. In our case,
the biggest reason to hire our baker was that he was well-regarded within
the community and people knew the quality of what came from his kitchen.
He brought many people through the door. His presence added a critical
component to the Pierce’s Store reputation and personality. It is very diffi-
cult to determine whether the decision was the most advantageous from a
pure business perspective. But from the community’s perspective there was
no question — it was the right thing to do.

On the other side of the coin, one problem with having a staff member
rather than a contractor or outside supplier providing a product for the
store is that the person has no “skin in the game.” He or she is paid wheth-
er customers like the products or not. Another consideration is that early
advisor’s recommendation against having any single-function employees.

Local Products & Consignments

We stocked as many products from local Shrewsbury producers as pos-
sible. This included grass-fed beef, eggs, chicken, pork, sausages, granola,
pickles, salsa, and maple candies including fudge. And of course, syrup.
Throughout the growing season, we stocked a wide range of vegetables and
fruit grown by Shrewsbury farmers. This was mutually beneficial because
we were able to offer our customers a good assortment of fresh, healthy
products and the supplier received the wider exposure the store could pro-
vide. In a recent year, sales of Shrewsbury products represented close to 8%
of our total sales.

Our original proposal envisioned a consignment section where local
artists and artisans could display and sell their wares. This concept formed
the décor for our café area. Shelving and tables around the room held pot-
tery, wooden bowls and other wood-craft items, jewelry, knitted and felted
goods, basketry, hand-blown glass, quilting, and hand sewn clothing, all
made by people from Shrewsbury or nearby towns. We also had paintings,
note cards and photographs from locals. We never thought this would be
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Consignment items were the décor in the back ‘café” room.

a big contributor to our sales figures, but it drew shoppers into the store
for gifts, particularly at the holidays and during the summer months. The
craftsperson set the price and received 70% of the proceeds while the store
received 30% for the sale. It was one area of the store where customers could
find something unique and representative of our town. It was also a won-
derful outlet for our local craftspeople and broadened their exposure to the
general public.

Beer, Wine and Tobacco

I want to discuss our decision-making process around carrying beer,
wine, and cigarettes. Initially, the planning group was opposed to carrying
any of them. Historically, Pierce’s had sold tobacco but not alcoholic bever-
ages. This fact colored some of our conversations about the topic.

I remember asking Paul Bruhn if the Trust would have a problem if we
chose not to sell these items. He was essentially neutral but suggested that
carrying them is one way a store can say, “we intend to serve the entire
community.” Regarding beer & wine, he thought we could be missing out
on a good profit center. He also wondered whether the store would appear
exclusive and seem to be making a moral judgment about people who chose
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to use tobacco and alcohol if we opted not to carry them. But he left the
choice to us.

Wholesale distributors confirmed Paul’s thoughts and what other shop-
keepers had told us: if you don’t carry beer & wine, youw'll lose customers
who might also purchase milk, eggs, and a quick meal. They made the same
comment about tobacco.

Once we had a formal, elected board in June 2009, we raised the beer &
wine question again. We couldn’t even have a conversation with distribu-
tors untilwe had alicense. There was little discussion and the board decided
to apply for the license and carry a mixed inventory of national and local
beers and an assortment of affordable and moderately priced wines. The
lead-time was 4 to 6 weeks from application to our municipal Select Board
and ultimate receipt of the license from the state. In our case, that initial
application resulted in requests for more information and documentation
by the Liquor Control Board reviewers. We finally received our license just a
week before we planned to open. So, it would be wise to allow as much time
as possible.

At the end of 2019, regular inventory selections included over 100 variet-
ies of wine and 60 types of beer. Preferences change, of course, and certain
types of products do better in the summer than the winter or vice versa. We
tried to promote less commonly available wines than the big stores carry,
though we did stock a few of those wines.

We were able to perk up sales through wine tastings. Whether featuring
special sparkling wines for the holidays or wines from a particular part of
the world, tastings can be popular events. One wine featured a few years
back quickly became a community favorite; we sold 25 cases through the
next year. Not counting the case sales, the wine was our top seller that year
and remained a reliable bottle on our shelves. Having that kind of testimony
made it easy to respond to customers who say, “I don’t know anything about
wine, but we are visiting friends and want to take something that will be
good.” We could point to two or three favorites of both red and white variet-
ies. If you don’t want to hold your own tastings, either ask your wine rep to
host one for you or ask for “shelf talkers” to get that type of testimony.

The Vermont application to sell beer & wine for off-premises consump-
tion alsoincludes a check box if you plan to sell tobacco. We decided to check
it since there was no additional cost to doing so. That would give us more
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time to discuss the subject. Once the question to sell tobacco was brought
up to the board, the discussion was again fairly straightforward, except for
one board member who was vehemently opposed. Ultimately, the decision
remained unchanged as the dissenter agreed to let the matter go forward.
But the bottom line is that including popular beers, wines and tobacco
products are a sign to the community that you are open to all.

Special Offers &Orders

Every week we put out a listing of fresh seafood that one of our vendors
supplied. Anyone could place an order and receive the item a day or two
later. Because there was no risk to the store for preordered items, we priced
them lower than if we had put them on the shelf or into the fridge or freez-
er hoping someone would buy it. Occasionally we offered other items with
special pricing: holiday turkeys, fresh peaches in the summer. Normally we
wouldn’t stock these items in the store either because they were too large or
came in quantities too great to sell off the shelf while they were still fresh.

Our ability to increase inventory was limited by our physical layout. One
avenue we took to help boost revenues and meet growing costs was to pro-
mote bulk purchasing. This approach became a win/win because the unit
cost was lower for the customer even with our markup added to the whole-
sale cost. For the store, it guaranteed the sale of an item, usually leaving the
store on the same day it arrived. We accepted special orders for even one
unit of an item if it was something readily available but that we didn’t put on
the shelves. Among the most popular items in the bulk purchase area were
s-pound bags of coffee beans, 10 pounds of fresh chicken parts, and cases
of wine or paper goods. Essentially, we took orders for anything available
from one of our suppliers and priced it at the special-order price of 20%
over our cost.
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Inventory Pricing

There are several different approaches to pricing inventory. Three of
these are to

« accept the wholesaler’s suggested retail price if they make one
« check out the competition and price close to it

« calculate the retail price based on specific margins for each product
category

The small store needs to be cognizant of all these pricing possibilities
and choose the best one or combination for their particular situation. On
many items, there’s no way to compete with the big stores. Something like
cat food is a prime example because in some stores you can often find it at 3
cans for a $1.00. Very possibly the wholesale price that a small retailer pays
is more than $.33.

Pricing is very sensitive. Most customers have an idea of what they pay
for products, even if only vaguely. Because some wholesalers set their prices
based on the sales volume of their customers, small stores like Pierce’s don’t
necessarily pay the same amount for a product as the “big” stores. (Beer and
wine may be an exception to this; in Vermont, every retailer pays the same
wholesale prices for their inventory in these areas.)

There is no best way to price your products. You have to decide, try it and
tweak it. It’s even true that what works one year might need to be adjust-
ed the following year. As wholesale prices rise you might decide that the
new retail prices, based on your current assumptions for pricing particular
products, are just too high for your customers, so yowll not raise it at all or
not as much. This means that your profit on that product goes down and
youll need to make it up somewhere else in your budget.

Early advisors gave us some tips including pricing staple items like basic
dairy products and commercial breads very competitively with the big store
pricing. They recommended relatively higher prices for specialty, gourmet
or “esoteric” products. Frozen items also rated higher pricing because of the
refrigeration costs.

We started out wanting to achieve an average markup of 35%. The ma-
jority of our products on opening day were priced 35% over what we paid
for them. Although this was easy, in time we realized two problems with
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the approach. First, if a customer saw a price on milk, a bag of coffee, or
cigarettes considerably higher than what they would pay in other stores,
then they might walk out and not come back. This was less a problem for
us than the second: we were confusing margin and markup. We should have
been aiming for an overall 35% margin to be able to meet our financial goals.

Inventory selections and pricing continued to evolve as we learned more
and more about our customers’ desires and expectations. We were able to
price a few items below some of our competitors. Often, coffee was one
such item, hot dogs and buns were others. Our own fresh baked bread was
priced lower than the “artisanal” breads sold in the major grocery stores.

Wholesalers regularly have special promotions on products. Sometimes
we passed these savings along to customers and at other times the whole-
saler’s sale price just provided us with a greater margin on that product for
the month. Ideally, we would always have a few featured items on special
promotion. An annual budget calling for an overall margin of approximately
31% would feature pricing some items at a higher margin and some lower.

Over time, we sought to provide our customers with choices for many
items such as crackers or spaghetti sauce that includes a mid-priced “name”
brand (Keebler crackers,) a high-end perhaps organic brand (Mary’s Gone
Crackers,) and a less expensive generic brand (Best Yet Saltines.) This
approach allowed us more flexibility on pricing than if only one selection
of an item is on the shelves. While some individual items in our store car-
ried higher “convenience store prices,” there were also items such as bulk
herbs and grains priced considerably lower than at the larger stores. Our
customers brought their own container, which we pre-weighed. They got
the amount of ground cinnamon or dried thyme that they needed at a frac-
tion of the price they would have paid for the pre-packaged name brand at
the chain store.

On balance, if a customer were to shop at Pierce’s for a typical market
basket, the overall cost of the items at Pierce’s would compare reasonably
with the cost of similar items purchased at one of the big groceries in
Rutland. This was especially true when factoring in the cost of travel to the
big stores from our rural location. Our special or pre-order pricing oftered
customers a better deal on those items.

The key was to price the most important items for our customers — basic
groceries — at prices reasonably competitive with the big stores. Emergency
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items (children’s medication for instance) might demand higher prices
because having them at Pierce’s can save a trip to the big stores. Stores like
ours need to decide whether to price those items higher on the assumption
that the customer won'’t drive 20 miles round trip for some pain reliever,
or to price them lower to demonstrate that they are not that far off the big
stores. Pricing as competitively as possible minimizes the risk of alienating
a customer when they are already stressed.

A final word on inventory relates to quantities to keep on hand. When
we opened, we had 3 units of almost everything in the store. That seemed
to be a reasonable number and we had no way of knowing whether it was
too little, too much, or just right. Over time, that practice shifted so that we
only kept one of emergency items like diapers or children’s medicines. On
the other hand, we generally had a whole case of reliable sellers like paper
towels, wine, or crackers that won’t go bad in the time it will take to sell it.

Margin vs. Markup Explained

In an effort to help others not make the same mistake we made on open-
ing, I'll give a bit of an explanation of the differences between margin and
markup. The two methods of pricing generate a different result.

A markup is a straightforward multiplication of the wholesale price by
1.X, “X” being the percentage by which you want to mark up your cost. So,
if your item cost $1.25 to purchase from your wholesaler and you want to
mark the price up by 25%, the result would be a retail price of $1.56 ($1.25 x
1.25 = $1.56). Simple.

If you use the same numbers with the margin formula you get a different
result. To calculate a margin, you subtract the percentage margin you want,
let’s use 25% again, from 100% (1.00-.25=.75) and then divide the wholesale
cost by that number: $1.25/.75 = $1.67. To achieve that $.42 profit would re-
quire a34% markup ($1.25 X 1.34 = $1.67). The higher amount a margin yields
provides coverage for the indirect costs or overhead associated with retail
operations, such as personnel.

We learned that we needed to think in terms of margin not markup in
order to achieve the profit we had to make from our sales to meet our bud-
get. Better explanations are available from many sources, and my advice is
to research them as you begin thinking about pricing your inventory. You
can also find online margin and markup calculators that are very handy.



50 | Yikes! We've Made t... We're Open ... Now What?

Credit, Debit & EBT Payments

Although there is a cost to accepting debit, credit and EBT (Electronic
Benefit Transfer or food stamp) cards, we spent very little time deciding
whether to do so. It is a reality of our society that many people don’t carry
much cash. For the first several years we did not set a minimum thresh-
old for using a card. Ultimately, however, we installed an ATM and set a $5
minimum to use either a debit or a credit card. (You must accept any sized
purchase on EBT cards.) We took these steps after analysis showed that on
a typical day 20% of our sales were made using credit or debit cards. The
annual cost of making those sales represented about 2% of our revenues.
Most importantly, approximately 4% of our monthly credit/debit sales were
under $5. The cost to the store of those sales seriously cut into our profit or
even caused us to lose money on some individual sales.

Establishing the credit card process itself was simplified for us because
one of our planners also worked in a bank. The first decision was to identify
what company to use to process credit and debit card transactions. The rec-
ommendation — that we followed — was to use the processor associated with
the bank where we have our deposit accounts. Once that decision was made,
it was simple to talk with the bank people to get set up with the credit card
machine and the processor. It is possible that we could find lower fees with
a different processor, but it might take longer for the funds to show up in
our bank account if we used an unrelated firm to process the transactions.

It was quite a bit more involved and time consuming to establish us
as a merchant authorized to accept EBT cards. The process included an
application to the USDA, which requires information about the store and
its owners and employees. Under rules in effect as this is being written, a
store must regularly offer at least 3 varieties in each of 4 basic categories of
food: meat, poultry, or fish; bread or cereal; vegetables or fruits; and dairy
products. Some items in at least 2 of these categories must be perishable
products. The process can take 6 to 8 weeks or more to establish. Special
equipment might be needed to process the cards and the user must enter
a PIN to complete their transaction. Our credit card system was previously
set up to accept EBTs, so we did not need anything additional. There is very
good information on-line about how to set up your business to accept EBT
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cards. Though a very small percentage of our sales were via EBT cards, we
felt that it was worth offering them so all customers felt welcome.

Prebuy Accounts

From the beginning we offered customers the option to put money into
an account at the store. This allowed them to shop with us without always
having to bring their wallet. The account didn’t offer an additional discount,
but it was a tremendous convenience to the customer, and avoided the lost
sale if the customer wanted to make a purchase but did not have a means to
pay with them.

We had very little trouble with the accounts, particularly once the point-
of-sale system that tracks deposits and purchases was in place. We allowed
a customer to go negative once but required that they bring the balance
positive before using the account again. Without a point-of-sale system,
however, this can be a difficult area to monitor and manage.

Cash Register Choices

When we opened, the biggest issue for volunteers was using the cash
register. At that point we did not have a barcode scanner linked to a com-
puterized point-of-sale system. The manual system required volunteers to
correctly identify what register category to use when ringing up items and
to accurately enter the price. If the price label (every item needed to have an
individual price tag) had fallen off, the employee or volunteer had to go to
the shelf and hope there was a price tag on one of the cans there.

Mistakes were made and everyone had to get comfortable making them
and learn what to do when they did so. We told our volunteers that in the
vast majority of situations, if they made a mistake, they could just leave a
note detailing it and continue to the next sale. The person reconciling the
cash drawer at the end of the day would make the adjustment. A procedure
book next to the cash register had instructions for every aspect of checking
out a customer and it was updated regularly.

In 2013, after 4 years of operation, we switched to a computerized point-
of-sale (POS) system. Paul Bruhn of the Preservation Trust had said from
the beginning that he thought it would be a worthwhile investment though
we were anxious about the upfront cost. When we decided to make the in-
vestment, we opted for a system that a small store in a neighboring com-
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munity used. We thought that it would be helpful to have a local source of
guidance and advice — and it was. The system, which did not require a large
up-front investment, was based in the “cloud” so it could be accessed from
anywhere so long as there was internet service. We paid a relatively small
annual fee to maintain the system.

The upsides of the switch were huge: the data about every product in
the store was in the computer so that the register operator did not have to
rely on his or her memory; we did not have to spend hours putting price
labels on every item on our shelves (instead we labeled the shelf); a sim-
ple query of the system could produce a purchase order that only required
a few minutes of review for common sense adjustments; reports provided
lots of information on sales: daily, monthly, compared to the same period
in a prior year, volume of categories of products, margins, and on and on.
The numerous reports available provided invaluable information for man-
aging the business and were downloadable into a spreadsheet program for
further analysis.

The downsides of the system were not many but warrant mention. First,
some of our volunteers were not comfortable with computers and had to
withdraw from our roster. Fortunately, most of these people found other
ways to help out. The more significant downside was that the system was
only as good as the data that was entered. Ideally, every item that came into
the store for sale was immediately and accurately logged into the system
with the item description, cost, retail price, item count, vendor, and bar-
code. If these things were not done, the reliability of the data for that item
was suspect. Another downside specific to our system was that if the inter-
net went down for some reason, our system was down. At that point, we
resorted to pencil and paper to record sales and because of this, a periodic
printout of the full inventory was an important task to remember.

On balance, though, the decision to invest in the point-of-sale system
was a huge positive for our store and business. As a result, the business ben-
efited from huge quantities of real-time information, enhanced inventory
management, and accessibility from off-site locations. The investment risk
was well worth taking.
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Personnel

Board of Directors: Running a Business (the Co-op)
and Running a Store

In the beginning, the role of the SCPS Board of Directors was completely
operational. The store did not yet have a paid manager, but before the board
could plan for the future, it had to ensure that there would be one. Thus, the
board functioned as the manager. Even once the original management team
began working (they started more than a month after the store opened), the
board was closely involved. There was an “Operating Committee” made up
of all the board members who tended the store and the co-managers. This
group made decisions relating to volunteers, scheduling, hours of opera-
tion, special sales — many things related to the day-to-day aspects of the
business.

Over time, the need for such a committee waned until the operating
committee was primarily called upon to advise and/or brainstorm with the
manager. But in the first several months, the board and manager operated
pretty much as a whole in running the store. We dealt with many issues:

« Lots of customers didn’t like the Keurig coftee machine we had pur-
chased that allowed people to choose their individual coffee flavor or
strength, so we added brewed coffee kept in an insulated vacuum pump
dispenser.

« How could we draw in people from parts of the community who hadn’t
yet stopped in?

« Could we sell products that were made in home kitchens? (In Vermont
and likely in other states, there are rules governing the sale of food prod-
ucts not made in a licensed kitchen. This is an area that any store consid-
ering selling locally made goods should investigate before carrying the
products.)

« Oh no! The pipes froze last night. Somebody do something.

There is a danger with too much board member involvement in the
day-to-day business: micromanaging. A balance must be struck between
being available to assist and/or advise and letting go completely. The paid
manager must be allowed to manage.
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Ideally, in the early phase of a mostly volunteer cooperative, there will be
one or two — or three or four! — people who are willing and able to do just
about anything that can come up: gathering and stacking firewood, driving
to the dairy to get an emergency supply of milk and eggs, jury-rigging a
broken something-or-other until a qualified repair person can arrive, plac-
ing orders if the manager is unavailable, making bookkeeping entries in
the computer. .. the list goes on and on. The point is that the more versatile
and flexible your board members and other volunteers are, the better off the
organization will be.

While certain members of our board had served on other boards in the
past, none had the experience of running a start-up business. We literally
had to learn everything from the ground up. There are loads of sites online
that can provide guidance.

In addition, we had great and limitless advice from many fronts, in-
cluding staff at other small groceries and co-ops in the state, as well as
the friendly folks at the Adamant Cooperative in northeast Vermont. This
network of advisors had experience on the frontlines of what we were try-
ing to create. Finding advisors and mentors like these is essential to anyone
starting a venture like ours.

Paul Bruhn of the Preservation Trust helped improve my own sometimes
frustrated and negative attitude. How many times did I say, “It would be so
much easier to do it myself” when things were moving slowly and the road
was rocky? Paul was able to bring me back to a place of relative calm and
reason so I could continue to move the project along.

I remember one point when a couple of us were totally overwhelmed and
had no idea what to do next — the list was just too long. Paul was gracious
enough to join us for lunch. We had prepared a list of random thoughts in
preparation for that lunch that included matters ranging from whether we
should do a fuel pre-buy agreement, to what kinds of materials we should
use in fundraising, to whether we could do this all with volunteer labor, to
where do we start in planning our inventory selections, and more. I don’t
recall that Paul had any magic bullets, and he certainly didn’t have answers
to all our questions, but he did let us talk about our frustrations and because
of his comments and questions we walked out of the café with renewed
energy. This illustrated the incredible value of having a knowledgeable and
willing sounding board for those times you get stuck.
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Overseeing the Finances

The SCPS board’s main responsibility under the bylaws was — and is —
“overseeing the operations and finances of the Co-op.” This includes setting
policy, hiring and overseeing a manager, and ensuring that goals - financial
and otherwise — are met.

More important for the board of directors than overseeing the opera-
tions is overseeing the finances of the business. Our initial board of direc-
tors included people with bookkeeping experience, banking and financial
analysis background, small business owners, and varied backgrounds in
law and business. If your board includes members who don’t understand
the financial aspects of business well enough to be able to participate in
discussions, these people need to be brought up to speed promptly.

To fulfill its responsibilities, a board must have enough information
from the manager about the status of the business so it can keep the busi-
ness focused on its goals and off the financial rocks. Monthly financial
reports that show revenues and expenses are of critical importance. If this
isn’t forthcoming, the board needs to query why and perhaps step in.

For the first few years of the co-op’s existence, the extent of monthly
financial review by the board was to look at whether we were making a prof-
it or taking a loss: the bottom line of the income statement. If we had aloss,
we would ask why and look into the numbers. Most often, we’d find an un-
usual purchase or expense, or realize there were three pay periods instead
of two, as the cause of the problem.

It might be tempting to look for outside factors rather than digging in
and developing a solid understanding of whether your pricing is where it
should be; whether you need to generate more customer flow or increase
individual customer purchases; or whether your inventory mix is attractive
to your customers. (These are just a few of the possible reasons for poor
results.) Butitis important for a board to undertake a deep level of analysis.

We felt good about our first full year of operation. Our sales were over
$170,000 at the end of 2010 and we showed a positive balance after paying
expenses.

As we entered 2011, though, some things were not clear: could we afford
to increase pay for our manager and baker? could we afford to purchase
another cooler for produce and deli items? We were slightly better informed
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than we had been when we prepared our first budget but, still, we essential-
ly guessed at how much sales would grow for our second full year.

Our lack of understanding about how to use the monthly reports was
partly responsible for a significant loss at the end of 2011. Sales were over
$200,000, and we had a loss of nearly $9,000. Fortunately, our pre-opening
fundraising had anticipated lean periods and we still had reserves we could
tap into to pay the bills. But we didn’t like seeing that savings balance drop
just to pay for day-to-day operations.

We really dug into what caused the loss and determined three things.
We had increased wages during the year; we had increased some discounts;
and the value of our inventory had increased. The first two things we’d done
without really analyzing whether we could afford them. They seemed the
right things to do but looking back, they were ill-timed changes. And in
those days, we didn’t put much focus on inventory management.

At the end of 2011 and in response to the loss we experienced, one of our
board members suggested that maybe we could bridge the gap if we were
open 7 days rather than the 6 that we had been open since the beginning.
Our manager agreed to the additional day as he was generally in the store
placing orders on Monday anyway. There was some concern that this might
not actually result in increased sales but rather shift them from Sunday to
Monday. Overall, however, our sales increased.

With two full years of sales data available and understanding the causes
of our loss, we realized that we could build a budget for 2012 that had some
historical basis to serve as a better planning tool. First, we had a pretty good
sense of our fixed costs: insurance, utility, and fuel, building maintenance
and repair, store supplies, wages. The profits on our sales would cover those
costs, and we were able to calculate the margin needed to produce the profit.

The financial picture for the next several years went back and forth
from small losses to small gains. But in 2017, we again had a significant
loss and the negative numbers continued into 2018. To bring home the fact
that each customer can make a difference, we started showing a graphic of
“where we are” compared to “where we should be.” We published this in our
monthly Shrewsbury Times and posted a copy on the counter at the store. We
highlighted “what you can do to help.” It worked. Our sales improved and
though 2018 still ended with a loss, the pace of sales in the second half of the
year was up considerably from the first half.
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Be Part of the 10% Solution!

What can you do?

« Purchase just 10% more than you normally do. . .
that’s 10¢ on $1.00.

« Encourage your friends to shop at Pierce’s.
« Identify a couple of items you regularly purchase and decide to

buy them at the Store . . . if we don’t stock them we might be able
to special order them for you.

« If youw're a member, volunteer or employee, you can opt to fore-
go your discount while the board discusses new ways to reward
membership and thank volunteers and employees.

January—-March Actual Revenues
vs. Budget & Annual Budget

$350,000
$320,850
$350,000
$300,000
$250,000
$200,000
Shortfall is Approximately 5%
$150,000
$59,877 $63,149
100,000
LIS, Year-to-Date Annual
Budget Budget
$50,000

The community really came together around Pierce’s Store when this
information was communicated. People regularly asked, “how are we do-
ing?” and made suggestions of things they thought would help. Charitable
donations came in and some customers made commitments to purchase
specific items through the store. The outpouring of support from that time
into 2019 made me feel that this experiment was going to be successful.
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Finally, the responsibility for strategic planning originates with the
board. Specifics will vary over time, but periodic long-range planning and
brainstorming sessions, with the board alone or with the community, can
yield many ideas for future growth and change. It is also important for
the board to discuss succession — what is the plan if the manager or a key
employee departs? Ideally, of course, there will be ample notice given so
there can be an overlap of management to pass along knowledge, but that
is not always possible.®

It’s a Co-Op, Run by Volunteers, Right?

A business that serves the public seven days a week for up to 12 hours a
day cannot function reliably over the long term with only volunteers. I have
learned to appreciate the selfless commitment made by volunteers, while
also appreciating their right to say “no.” There is a hierarchy of obligation,
for lack of a better term, involving volunteers and others. This listing refers
to our own categories of workers — you might have others.

« Volunteers: will work if they have the desire and the time

« Board Members: expected to work for the store in some capacity at least
some of the time

« Paid staff: must work if no one else can

» Manager: has the highest level of obligation to work when no one else
can

When we first opened the business and indeed for the first several years
of operation, we relied heavily on volunteers to staff the store, which was
then open for 69 hours a week. Among the volunteers were board members
whom we expected to be involved some way in the business so they could
stay in touch with what customers and members wanted from the store.
During more than half of the hours we were open, it was a volunteer who
greeted customers, answered questions and rang up purchases. Most took
one or more, three-to-four-hour shifts a week. The rest of the time our paid
managers staffed the store.

After about five years, the active volunteer roster had fallen to fewer
than 10. This became a downward spiral — the more a volunteer was asked
to work, the closer he or she came to asking to be taken off the roster. Board
members were in the most difficult situation. And the manager and part-
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time help were putting in more hours than they wanted. The worst of it was
that during peak vacation times, the paid staff sometimes worked every day
for ten days or even two weeks straight.

Ultimately, the board approved the manager’s request to hire a second
part-time staff person. This decision entailed an amount of risk, as the
additional payroll costs required a corresponding revenue increase. But we
believed that the benefit in reduced stress and lessened likelihood of los-
ing more volunteers offset the risk. In time, additional part-time staff was
hired, not to cover more hours, but to add greater flexibility in staffing.

At a particularly low point before the second part-time staff was hired,
our manager spoke with a peer at another co-op about the situation. This
person had years of experience and said that the proportion of volunteer to
paid staff time in a co-op typically shifts from a majority at the beginning
to a minor portion after a number of years. Looking at a typical month in
our first year of operation, paid staff covered about 30% of our open hours.
Recently, paid staft covered approximately 80% of the operating hours a
month. Of course, the higher the percentage of staff hours, the higher the
wage costs. And vice versa. The ongoing challenge is to have enough qual-
ified and committed volunteers to offset enough paid hours to meet the
budget, while still giving the paid staff enough hours for the job to be worth
their while.

It is important that volunteers continue to be involved in a communi-
ty venture such as ours. They add to the comfortable feel of the store and
increase the sense of it being a gathering place for townspeople. They also
bring in outside perspectives, new ideas and approaches to the business. In
addition to working the register, there are many tasks that volunteers can
do, including helping receive and process deliveries, keeping the shelves
stocked and neat, and assisting during lunch hours when customers need
items heated or served. Other volunteers can pick items up from stores or
vendors when needed, take our trash to the transfer station, and perform
various other odd jobs that arise from time to time.
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What to Look for when Hiring Staff

excellent responsiveness to customers’ needs

a friendly personality who greets everyone with a smile
enthusiasm about the store and its products

diligence

good listening skills

a sense of humor

What to Look for when Hiring a Manager

In addition to the characteristics desired in staff, for a manager you

want:

a good business sense

marketing experience

a strong understanding of financial management
people management and problem-solving skills

a passion for making your business work in line with your mission

Ideally, the manager will spend only a small portion of their time in

the store running the register so they can focus on fine-tuning prices,

inventory selection, and put time into implementing plans for future
growth.
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IT's ALL ABOUT RISK

=

ne of the main themes in this book has been risk: the recogni-
tion of it and the decision to take a particular risk or not. I want
to try to pull together what we’ve learned in this area.

At the very beginning of our adventure, all of the planners
were wary of taking on the risk of agreeing to the terms of the Preservation
Trust’s Request for Proposals. It was only as we saw similar businesses suc-
ceeding that we seriously considered moving forward. Crossing items off
the checklist of things that needed to be done before we could open fostered
growing confidence that taking the risk was warranted.

The opening on August 25, 2009, was not the final step but rather a leap
into awhole new realm of risk. Everything we did (and still do) entailed risk:
what products we put on the shelves, how we priced those products, wheth-
er our community would buy them. Could we find and keep volunteers?
Could we hire another employee? What would we have to pay a manager?
How long would it take for a new piece of equipment to pay for itself before
it could generate new revenues?

The question of whether we would be able to grow to keep pace with in-
creasing costs of doing business didn’t become real until several years into
operation, but in time it became one of the biggest questions — or risks —
we faced. I have referred to the difficulty of determining what SCPS could
afford to pay employees. In the early years, wage rates were barely above
the prevailing minimum wage rates and included housing for the manager.
Levels we wanted to pay and that were more in line with the market seemed
impossible as we suffered a $9,000 loss in year two and tried to figure out
how to turn things around. A major ongoing risk is the store’s ability to
attract reliable employees who value the intrinsic rewards of serving the
community as a supplement to their relatively small paychecks.

In 2014, the Vermont legislature passed a law increasing the minimum
wage over 4 years. In my personal opinion, it was the right thing to do,
but it had a huge impact on a budget as tight as ours and it was partially
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responsible for the large loss in 2017. As a result of the increases, our wages
continued to be undesirably close to the mandated minimum wage.

To meet the new wage rates, we had to increase annual revenues by at
least 10% annually just to stay even. When (and if) we reach the point of
being able to pay competitive wages, our needs for annual growth should
slow to a more reasonable level. In the meantime, we were fortunate to have
staff that was committed to the mission of the store and rewarded by more
than just the bi-weekly paycheck.

Ten percent revenue increases every year can’t happen solely by increas-
ing prices or selling an additional box of cereal. To help boost revenues
we went back to the beginning. The mainstay of our original proposal was
events and we now decided to open the adjacent garage for community
events and activities. Of course, just opening the space didn’t guarantee
additional revenues.

While there’s no magic formula to determine whether a particular
risk-taking is warranted, performing a “SWOT” analysis can help identi-
fy relevant considerations. This term refers to Strengths and Weaknesses,
Opportunities and Threats, where the first pair refers to “internal” aspects
and the second to things outside the business that can impact the outcome
of adecision and perhaps minimize risks. The exercise can be performed on
a business as a whole or on a specific project. There is lots of on-line infor-
mation on this process.

Around this time, we held a long-range planning session in which we did
a SWOT analysis of the business. A group of resident participants generat-
ed along list of what was envisioned for us 5 years hence. The biggest take-
away from that session was that the community wanted more opportunities
to come together for events. It was this consensus vision for the future that
pushed us to open the garage as an event space. And it was driven by the
realization that revenues from the store as it existed would not be enough
to support the wage rates we wanted for our staff on a sustainable basis.

Over the course of the next few years, volunteers and some paid artisans
cleaned and renovated the garage, applied for various licenses and per-
mits, and made lots of plans. We held our first series of events in summer
2018. The building was not insulated so we could only use it from May to
October and while it wasn’t a big space, it brought the community together
in a new way. We held our first Blueberry Festival featuring creations by
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locals. Movie nights, story hours, pizza and burrito nights, and more were
all popular. The possible uses seemed endless, requiring only the time to
coordinate and promote them.

We often hear that a common characteristic of successful entrepreneur-
ship is the willingness to take risks. Our experience has confirmed this.
Risk-taking is a must in order to grow. As someone has said, if you keep
doing what youve always done, youll keep getting the same results.
Therefore, breaking the mold is important.

As revenues became more predictable and we grew more confident that
the community would continue to support us, taking a little risk seemed
okay. Invest in a new technology or machine to better serve your custom-
ers. Take the risk and hire an additional part-time employee. The payoff will
be improved attitudes and spirits and if a crisis happens, you'll have back-
up. A shocking situation proved the value of this for us. Our first part-time
employee died tragically after several years with us. After the initial shock,
my mind went straight to the staffing situation for the near future. When I
spoke with the two-remaining staff, they assured me that they were ready
and willing to put in whatever hours were necessary to keep the store going
smoothly until we could find another employee.

A movie night in Pierce's Garage. The site had an on-site consumption license
and beer and wine were available for purchase.
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A LOOK FORWARD

=

n March 25, 2020, Pierce’s Store closed its doors to the public in

response to Vermont Governor Scott’s Covid 19 Stay Safe, Stay

Home order. All non-essential businesses were ordered to close

their doors by 5 p.m. that day. Since we were a grocery store,

we were not required to do so, but we chose to take the less risky avenue of

providing curbside — more accurately, porchside — pickups of orders placed

electronically or by phone. This decision minimized the health risk, but the
business risk increased.

The overall change in operations was huge. Our relatively organized and

routine day-to-day processes were out the window. After a week or two

sorting things out, our vendors’ schedules remained pretty much the same,

W.E.PIERCE.
GROCERIES.

Porchside pick-up during the Covid shut-down.
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but our customers’ needs were very different. Rather than picking up a few
things from Pierce’s before going to the big stores, customers were asking
us for their entire grocery lists. We tried to source these things, even if it
meant finding new vendors. For many items, we had to order a full case
even if the customer only wanted one or two units. We ordered many new
bulk items: several varieties of rice and grain, nuts, dried fruit, several types
of flour and baking ingredients. We brought in lots of new produce.

We asked customers to put money on prebuy accounts to facilitate pay-
ment for their preordered purchases. This made it possible for us to fill the
order, ring it up against their account, then put a package with the cus-
tomer’s name and the register receipt on our porch for pickup. The three
plus months that we were closed to walk-ins — we reopened with occupancy
restrictions on July 1% — completely changed many aspects of our business.

Since customers could no longer help themselves to unpackaged food
such as soups in the crockpot or penny candies in the jar or baked goods
from the case, we had to package such items in portions. The previous “deli”
area where people would sit and eat lunch or just have a cup of coffee and
read the paper was eliminated (customers couldn’t sit there anyway) and
new coolers were put in place for produce and some frozen items. The long
counter that previously held bulk candy jars and the bakery case was cleared
and wire shelving was put in place to hold the bulk packaged grains, flours,
the various types of rice, baking ingredients, and more.

Some of the new vendors would not deliver to us and we had to pick
up the inventory ourselves. Fortunately, many volunteers came forward to
help, freeing those of us who were handling customer orders.

The mix of items in inventory changed to include more organic and
specialized products, since most of our customers during the shut-down
requested these things. Many of these folks were new to town and contin-
ued as regular customers once we reopened.

The risks that we took to meet the community’s grocery needs during
the early shutdown phase of the Covid pandemic resulted in a nearly 20%
increase in both revenues and inventory values for the year. That level of
increase is unlikely to become a new baseline for the business, but the
store’s experience during that time was a prime example of the need for a
business to evolve as situations occur.
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We were able to make the changes relatively quickly because we were a
small operation and had a close relationship with our customers. This type
of flexibility and agility will need to be employed in the future as the busi-
ness continues to change. But, whatever the new normal looks like, it must
allow adequate time for planning and managing the business to attract new
customers and bring back ones that did not take advantage of the porchside
pickup option during the shutdown.

Risk is inherent in an operation like ours, as in all business. It must be
managed with vigilant eyes, identified and mitigated as swiftly as possible.
A willingness to make changes to things that are not going as expected is
key. Another is involving your customers in those changes, to take advan-
tage of their neighborliness to sustain and support the business and to keep
building on their sense of community.



W.E.PIERCE.
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Convenience, Community, Connecting to the Past

One hundred years ago locals relied on Pierce's to provide feed for their animals.
Now, locals can find fresh veggies and baked goods, quick meals, emergency
supplies, free WiFi and even an ATM at the store. Locals such as Sierra Seidler
have been known to use real horsepower to get to the Store.

Marjorie would be pleased.
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CONCLUSION

=

he Shrewsbury Cooperative at Pierce’s Store celebrated a decade
of operations in 2019. In that time, the average daily customer
count went from 44 to 70 and average sales per customer went
from $9 to $13.

“Convenience ... Community . . . Connecting to the past.” We used this
catch phrase in our initial fundraising materials and when we were build-
ing awareness within the community for our project. We used it as we pub-
licized to the broader community the fact that we were in operation. The
phrase captures what we were about: a handy nearby place to get supplies,
an integral part of the community where people could gather to share infor-
mation and ideas, and a link to another time that fewer and fewer remem-
ber personally but many want to experience.

I served as manager of Pierce’s Store for seven years. Why? In part, I
wanted to learn the business from the inside — thinking that I knew most
everything the job entailed, I wanted to see what, if anything, I was miss-
ing. I thought it could help the Board of Directors plan for the future. I also
thought that I should be the one to try to see if the operation could become
sustainable, and to be the one who struggled and failed if that was to be the
ultimate fate.

What did Ilearn? First and foremost, the job entailed so very much more
than I ever imagined or knew about. Despite having been deeply involved
from the very beginning, I learned that I knew little about the details of
running the store and how time consuming it can be. For someone who
wasn’t fond of details and could be forgetful, I had to institute systematic
reminders and processes to stay on top of everything. And still I would wake
in the middle of the night realizing that something had been dropped.

There’s awonderful quote from Ralph Waldo Emerson that others might
find helpful. I keep it posted near my bathroom mirror to remind me of
what’s important:
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“Finish each day and be done with it. You have done what
you could. Some blunders and absurdities no doubt crept in;
forget them as soon as you can. Tomorrow is a new day.
You shall begin it serenely and with too high a spirit to be

encumbered with your old nonsense.”

AsIspent more time in the manager position, I became more concerned
about ensuring the sustainability of the organization. Eventually, the board
took the risk of letting me cut back my hours to part time and increasing
the hours of one of our part-timers to become assistant manager. While
she handled many of the details of the job and opened the store three days a
week, I was able to spend uninterrupted “office time” working to secure the
financial viability of the business, rather than dealing with paperwork or
running the cash register. All are vitally important, and you cannot short-
change any of them, but the reality is that the easiest one to defer is the one
that will cause your prices to be too low, or to make a bad inventory choice.

At the time of publication, Pierce’s Store is still in operation. There’s
a new manager and a board of directors made up of members who have
joined at various times over the years. Not surprisingly, most of these were
enthusiastic customers with limited knowledge of how the business runs.
The learning here is that individual board members need to be knowledge-
able enough about the business that they can lead it with assurance: from
both a day-to-day and a financial perspective. This will give them a good
basis on which to evaluate a business recommendation from the manager.

Most surprisingly for me, I found that I loved the interaction with the
community — getting to know individuals, their stories and hopes and
dreams. I got deep satisfaction every time one of them said to me “I am so
glad the store is here.” Those comments made every job I've had in the past
pale in comparison and paid me back in spades for the time and effort of
the 12 years I put into the store. It was a fun, frustrating and fascinating
journey, the hardest job I've ever taken on, and the most gratifying work
experience of my life.
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> ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS ——

Because of the depth of my involvement, the story of reopening Pierce’s
Store intersects closely with my own story. My goal has been to tell the story
so that others can learn from my own experiences, good and bad.

There are many parts of Shrewsbury’s story that could have been accom-
plished in other ways. I've tried to point out some of these options. Every
community has its own character and needs, so what worked for us will
likely need to be tweaked for your own community. I hope you can find
guidance, ideas, and support from our story.

Numerous advisors — formal and informal, deliberate or not — helped
bring Marjorie’s vision to life.

Before we opened, members of our planning group consulted with Janet
McLeod and Eva Gumprecht from the Adamant Co-op in Calais, Vermont,
who gave our group the much-needed confidence to say, “let’s give it a try.”
Various other current small-store owners helped off and on in numerous
ways — some of them unknowingly, I'm sure. Thanks to all of them.

The Rutland-area Small Business Development Center provided training
and excellent guidance. To the extent that we chose to not follow some of
their advice, the consequences fall back on us rather than them.

For legal assistance, we were directed to Attorney Laddie Lushin, who,
from his home office in Randolph, Vermont, specialized in helping cooper-
atives around the country. He patiently answered our questions, educated
these total neophytes in the structure we were seeking to form, and walked
us through the sometimes-arcane differences in wording so that we could
end up with the form of by-laws that would best serve our needs. We were
fortunate to have his guidance.

Endless gratitude goes to the 60-plus individuals who had the faith and
confidence to support this risky project and contributed toward our origi-
nal fund-raising goal. Their dollars funded our start-up inventory, helped
pay for the pre-opening renovations, and provided a cushion for lean peri-
ods. Donations continue to come in, large and small, to support our busi-
ness. Without those initial funds and without annual supplemental con-
tributions, our foundation would be shaky indeed. Thank you one and all!
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The other large group who must be thanked is the post-opening volun-
teers who served on our Board of Directors, who learned to run the register,
who assumed various roles to help keep the organization afloat. I'm sure
that most had no idea what they were signing up for. I am eternally grateful
for their service in whatever capacity. Thank you all.

The planning group thatlaid the groundwork for the store deserves being
named. Thank you to Ahmet Baycu and other members of the community
for putting out that clipboard at the open house held by the Preservation
Trust as they sought proposals in accord with Marjorie’s wishes. And to
Nancy Bell, Abby Brodowski, Ginny Buckley, Orie & Elaine Corino (both
now deceased), Nancy Ellery, David Fretz, Licia Gambino, Jonathan Gibson,
Vicky Gillhouse, Peter Grace, Sandra Korinchak, Terry Martin, Taffy
Maynard, Rob McKain, Jan O’'Hara, Doug Patton, Janet Pelletier, David Rice,
David & Martha Sirjane, Judith Thomas, Ann Vanneman, Liesbeth van der
Heijden, Francis Wyatt, and Maya Zelkin. Sadly, volunteer planner, painter,
board member, treasurer, neighbor and store clerk Joyce Wilson passed
away in 2016. She was such an integral part of our success that she deserves
to be singled out — though I suspect she would not want that attention.
Thank you to Joyce and to each and every one of you for attending endless
meetings, staying involved through the rough spots, and doing what needed
to be done to accomplish our goal. There were so many people that have
been involved that I'm sure there are some I have missed. If you are one,
please accept my apologies.

Most importantly, there was the community of Shrewsbury. From the
core team of planners to the daily newspaper and coffee purchasers, we only
succeeded because of your support. Thank you all for staying with us.

Thanks also go to town institutions including the Shrewsbury Select
Board and Historical Society.

Over the twelve-year span of writing this book, I had input from many
readers. Some had been involved from the very beginning of the project
and others had no knowledge of it other than the fact that I was working
on reopening the store. Some read from the 10,000-foot perspective while
others found typos and extra spaces between words in the text. Both
were welcome and much needed! Thanks go to readers Kristi Bragg, Jack
Crowther, Luisa Finberg, Joan Gamble, Jonathan Gibson, Ed Hemmer, Patty
McWilliams, Mary Parker, David Rice, Phyllis Wells, and Lee Wilson. Also
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to Ben Doyle and Meg Campbell of the Preservation Trust of Vermont. All
provided thoughtful suggestions and comments.

One reader stands out: my sister Ann Songayllo Hannay. She read each
version with a “red pen” eye for detail but could also catch an unusual word
used in two different places in the text. She helped refine the flow and asked
questions where the context was not clear. Thank you, Annie. It would have
been a much less helpful book without your input.

Two individuals remain to be named. Marjorie Pierce, who set the
whole thing in motion. It was she who contacted the Preservation Trust
of Vermont, an organization that had the expertise and knowledge to help
individuals and communities do what she wanted done. Marjorie was
apparently a very persuasive woman, since the Trust is not typically in the
business of owning property. I so wish that I had known her.

The Preservation Trust of Vermont took Marjorie’s challenge, trusting
they could make it happen. And when they took the risk of giving the
challenge to a group of hesitant Shrewsbury residents, they also offered
their knowledge and assistance in the person of PTV President Paul Bruhn.

Paul was invaluable in making
this venture a reality. From the very
beginning he saw what was possible
and usually knew someone who had
relevant background. He did not
leave us hanging. In the first year
that we were open he organized a
retreat for operators of small stores
at the Lake House on Grand Isle in
Lake Champlain. In that supportive
setting, experienced shop-owners
and novices like myself shared

Paul Bruhn

success stories and challenges we
faced. Many ideas were generated, some of which lodged in my brain for
immediate implementation while others were in notes on handouts only to
be rediscovered later when they were relevant.
Paul was then and remained a vital resource and critical component in
our success until his untimely death in September 2019. Thank you, Paul.
We miss you.
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> ENDNOTES ——

A pro forma financial statement is one based on certain assumptions, projec-
tions, and options, rather than one based on actual data.

Cooperatives are organized for the mutual benefit of the owners and are
“non-profit” organizations. They are not, however, eligible for tax-exempt
treatment as benevolent entities. This distinction is frequently confusing and
one that a lawyer or accountant can explain in more detail.

There are other forms of organization one might consider in addition to the
cooperative, though we never gave any serious consideration to any other
type. Some of these are limited liability corporations; regular, for-profit cor-
porations; partnerships; and sole proprietorships. It is best to consult with an
attorney familiar with the pros and cons of the different organizational paths
to ensure the best form for each specific situation and set of state regulations.

Consensus is a group decision-making process in which group members
develop and agree to support a decision in the best interest of the whole. It is
used to describe both the decision and the process of reaching a decision. In
consensus decision-making, the typical process of motioning, seconding, and
voting is not used.

There are some consensus decision-making variants. One of those could be
an agreement that a lengthy stalemate on a vital issue could be broken by a
75% vote (for instance) of the board.

Over time, we modified that original mission statement a few times, and will
likely do again in the future, to better reflect our current priorities. As this

is being written, the mission statement reads: “The Shrewsbury Cooperative at
Dierce’s Store (SCPS) is an enterprise supported and operated by the community. It is
a gathering place for sharing community information and knowledge as the stove was
for nearly 150 years until it closed in 1993. As a store, we provide an affordable mix of
conventional, organic, and locally produced groceries and the work of Vermont artisans.
As a community hub, we bring our neighbors together for events, food, work, and fun.”

It might be helpful or useful to have an “advisory committee” made up of
community members who either don’t have the time or inclination to join the
regular board. These “members at large” would assist the board with projects,
planning or just things that the regular board members don’t have the time or
expertise to accomplish.
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