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BUILDING FOOD SECURITY 
AND COMMUNITY
BY NANI FERREIRA-MATHEWS

50 Years of 
Food Co-ops 
in Minnesota

Food co-ops have a long history of protecting local 
communities against food insecurity, but what exactly is a 

food co-op, and how did Minnesota become the state with the 
most food co-ops in the USA? Today, there are 18 grocery co-
ops in Minnesota, some with multiple locations, serving over 
150,000 member-owners across the state. Food co-ops, unlike 
conventional grocers, are community-owned and serve the 
communities where they are located. On average 24% of items 
sold at a co-op are locally grown and produced, compared to 
2% at a conventional grocery store.


>V��V���«�`iw�iÃ���V>�����Ì�i�À��Ü��Ü>Þ°�/�i�7i`}i]���i��v�
Minneapolis’ largest co-ops serving 22,750 member-owners, 
`iw�iÃ���V>��>Ã�>�Þ�ÃÌ>Ìi�Ì�>Ì�Ì�ÕV�iÃ�����iÃ�Ì>]�­7�ÃV��Ã��]�
Iowa, North Dakota and South Dakota). 

“The deli, for example, is 88% local,” says Swapna Desi, 
�>À�iÌ��}���ÀiVÌ�À��v�Ì�i�7i`}i°�º�v�Þ�Õ������>Ì�L�Ì��ÃÌ�ÀiÃ]�
Lyndale and Linden Hills, we’re anywhere from 36-40% local,” 
Ã�i�Ã>ÞÃ°�/�i�y�ÜiÀÃ�>Ài�£ää¯���V>��Þ�}À�Ü��>�`�Ã�ÕÀVi`°
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IN THE BEGINNING

STRONG LOCAL RELATIONSHIPS BUILD RESILIENCY

COMMUNITY IMPACT BEYOND THE REGISTER

/�i�wÀÃÌ�v��`�V���«Ã��������iÃ�Ì>�Li}>�����Ì�i�£�ÇäÃ�>Ã�LÕÞiÀ�
V�ÕLÃ��À}>��âi`�Ü�Ì����V���Õ��Ì�iÃ�>Ã�>�Ü>Þ�Ì��ÃiVÕÀi���ÜiÀ�
«À�ViÃ�LÞ�«ÕÀV�>Ã��}����LÕ��°�/�iÃi�V�ÕLÃ�ÜiÀi��vÌi���À}>��âi`�
LÞ��i�LiÀÃ� �v� Ì�i� >�Ì��Ü>À� >�`� V�Õ�ÌiÀVÕ�ÌÕÀi���Ûi�i�ÌÃ�
�v�Ì�i�¼ÈäÃ�>�`�¼ÇäÃ�>�`�v�VÕÃi`������V>��Þ�Ã�ÕÀVi`�«À�`ÕVi]�
LÕ��� }À>��Ã� >�`� `>�ÀÞ°� ��Ã«�Ài`� LÞ� >� ÌÀ�«� Ì�� >� LÕ��� V���«� ���
->�� �À>�V�ÃV�]� V���Õ��ÌÞ� �i�LiÀÃ� v�Õ�`i`� Ì�i� *i�«�i½Ã�
*>�ÌÀÞ� �������i>«���Ã� ��� £�Çä°� 	Þ� £�Ç£]� Ì�i� �>Ì���>�� V���«�
��Ûi�i�Ì� Ü>Ã� Vi�i�Ìi`� ��� ����iÃ�Ì>� Ü�i�� Ì�i� «>�ÌÀÞ�
�vwV�>��Þ� Ài}�ÃÌiÀi`� >Ã� Ì�i�  �ÀÌ�� 
�Õ�ÌÀÞ� 
��"«°� 	iÌÜii��
£�Çä�£�Çx]�Óä�V���«Ã��>`�i�iÀ}i`��������iÃ�Ì>�>�`��i>À�Þ�
{ä��>`�Lii��iÃÌ>L��Ã�i`�����i�}�L�À��}�ÃÌ>ÌiÃ°�

"ÛiÀ� Ì�i� «>ÃÌ� xä� Þi>ÀÃ]� Ì�iÀi� �>Ã� Lii�� V��Ã���`>Ì���� >�`�
iÝ«>�Ã���� >���}� Ì�i� v��`� V���«Ã� �v� ����iÃ�Ì>� >�`� Ì�i�
�>Ì���]� LÕÌ� Ì�i� V���Õ��ÌÞ�Vi�ÌÀ�V� Û>�ÕiÃ� >�`� ��ÃÃ���� �>Ûi�
Ài�>��i`� Ì�i� Ã>�i°� ��� £���]� Ì�i�  >Ì���>�� 
�³�«� �À�ViÀÃ�
­ 
�®�Ü>Ã�v�Õ�`i`����->��Ì�*>Õ��>�`�LiV>�i�>�ºÛ�ÀÌÕ>��V�>��»�
v�À�v��`�V���«Ã�Ì��V��«iÌi�>}>��ÃÌ�V��Ûi�Ì���>��}À�ViÀÃ�Ü���
ÜiÀi� V����}� >vÌiÀ� Ì�i� �>ÌÕÀ>�� �>À�iÌ°�  
�� �Ã� �Ü�i`� >�`�
`i��VÀ>Ì�V>��Þ�V��ÌÀ���i`�LÞ�£Èn��i�LiÀ�V���«Ã�Ü����«iÀ>Ìi�
ÓÎ{� ÃÌ�ÀivÀ��ÌÃ� ��� {ä� ÃÌ>ÌiÃ� Ü�Ì�� V��L��i`� >��Õ>�� Ã>�iÃ� �v�
�i>À�Þ�fÓ°n�L������°�

ƂVV�À`��}�Ì�� >Ì���>��
�³�«��À�ViÀÃ]�Ì�i�}�>�����>�v��`�V��
�«��Ã��>À}i�Þ�Vi�ÌiÀi`����Ã�ÕÀV��}���V>��>�`��À}>��V�v��`Ã����
LÕ��]�LÕÞ��}� V��«iÀ>Ì�Ûi�Þ� >�`� ��ÜiÀ��}� Ì�i� V�ÃÌ��v� �i>�Ì�Þ�
v��`Ã� Ì�� V���Õ��ÌÞ� �i�LiÀÃ°� ���`� V���«Ã� >Ài� Û��Õ�Ì>À��Þ�
�Ü�i`�LÞ�Ì�i�«i�«�i�Ü���ÕÃi��Ì�­�i�LiÀ��Ü�iÀÃ®�>�`��«iÀ>Ìi�
v�À�Ì�i�Li�iwÌ��v��ÌÃ��i�LiÀÃ°�

/�i� iÃÌ>L��Ã��i�Ì� �v�  
�� ÀiÃÕ�Ìi`� ��� �Õ}i� �i�LiÀÃ��«�
>`Û>�Ì>}iÃ� LÞ� Õ��vÞ��}� �iÃÃ>}��}]� >}}Ài}>Ì��}� Û��Õ�i�
«ÕÀV�>ÃiÃ� >�`� VÀi>Ì��}� >� «�>Vi� Ì�� Ã�>Ài� ÀiÃ�ÕÀViÃ°� �Ì� >�Ã��
}>Ûi��i�LiÀÃ�Ì�i�>L���ÌÞ�Ì���i}�Ì�>Ìi�LiÌÌiÀ�«À�V��}�Ü�Ì��Ì�i�
L�}� `�ÃÌÀ�LÕÌ�ÀÃ]� ���i� 1 ��]� Ì�i� �>Ì���½Ã� �>À}iÃÌ� �>ÌÕÀ>�� v��`�
`�ÃÌÀ�LÕÌ�À�>�`�>����«�ÀÌ>�Ì�ÃÕ««��iÀ�v�À�V���«Ã°�

º���`�V���«Ã�}iÌ�Çä¯��À���Ài��v�Ì�i�À�v��`�>�`�Ì�i�«À�`ÕVÌÃ�
��� Ì�i�À� Ã�i�ÛiÃ]� ��V�Õ`��}�`�Ã��Ã�>«�>�`�����i`�L�i� Ì���}Ã]�
vÀ���1 ��]»����ii��	>�iÀ]���ÀiVÌ�À��v�
���«�*>ÀÌ�iÀ�7>Ài��ÕÃi�
­
*7®]� Ã>ÞÃ°� º
���«Ã�iÝVi�� ��� vÀiÃ�o`i����i>Ì]� V�iiÃi� >�`�
«À�`ÕVip�À�Ì�i�«iÀ��iÌiÀ��v�Ì�i�ÃÌ�Ài]��v�Þ�Õ�Ì�����>L�ÕÌ��Ì]»�
Ã�i�iÝ«�>��Ã]�º��ÃÌ�V���«Ã��>Ûi�>���ÃÌ�iÝV�ÕÃ�Ûi�Þ���V>���i>Ì�
>�`�V�iiÃi°»

�>ÃÌ� ÃÕ��iÀ]� 1 ��� v>Vi`� >� VÞLiÀ>ÌÌ>V�� Ì�>Ì� v�ÀVi`� >�
�>Ì���Ü�`i�Ã�ÕÌ`�Ü���v�>����ÌÃ�ÃÞÃÌi�Ã�>�`��>�Ìi`�v��`��À`iÀÃ�
>�`� `i��ÛiÀ�iÃ� >VÀ�ÃÃ� Ì�i� V�Õ�ÌÀÞ� v�À� Ì�Àii� Üii�Ã°� 7���i�
}À�ViÀÞ�ÃÌ�ÀiÃ�ÃVÀ>�L�i`�Ì��w�`�>�ÌiÀ�>Ìi�ÃÕ««��iÀÃ]�v��`�V��
�«Ã����Ì�i��>Ì���]�>�`�iÃ«iV�>��Þ��������iÃ�Ì>]�ÌÕÀ�i`�Ì��Ì�i�À�
��V>�� Ài�>Ì���Ã��«Ã�Ì��w��� Ì�i�À�Ã�i�ÛiÃ°�/�i��iÌÜ�À���v� ��V>��Þ�
Ã�ÕÀVi`�v��`��>Ã�ÃÌÀi�}Ì�i�i`�>Ã�Ì�i���Ûi�i�Ì��>Ã�}À�Ü�°

	iÞ��`�Ã�ÕÀV��}�vÀ�����V>��ÃÕ««��iÀÃ]��iÃ��iÝ«�>��Ã�Ì�i��>�Þ�
ivv�ÀÌÃ�Ì�>Ì�iÝ�ÃÌ�>Ì�/�i�7i`}i�Ì��>ÃÃ�ÃÌ�i�iÀ}��}�«À�`ÕViÀÃ�
>�`� ��V>���>�iÀÃ� ���}>����}�>VViÃÃ� Ì�� Ì�i�À� Ã��««iÀÃ�>�`� ���
ÃV>���}� Õ«°� ºƂ� ��Ì� �v� Ã�>��� }À�ÜiÀÃ� `��½Ì� �>Ûi� >�ÞÜ�iÀi� Ì��
}�°�/�iÞ�`��½Ì����Ü���Ü�Ì��`��Ì�iÃi�Ì���}Ã]�Ã��Üi�Ü>�Ì�Ì��
«À�Û�`i�i`ÕV>Ì����>�`��ÕÌÀi>V�]»�Ã�i�Ã>ÞÃ°�/�i�7i`}i�Ü�À�Ã�
Ü�Ì��{�ƂVViÃÃ�*>ÀÌ�iÀÃ�Ì��«À�Û�`i�i`ÕV>Ì���>��ÃiÀÛ�ViÃ�Ì����V>��
v��`�i�ÌÀi«Ài�iÕÀÃ°�
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º7i�>Ài� �ÕV�Þ�i��Õ}�� Ì���>Ûi�>�� ��VÀi`�L�Þ�`i`�V>Ìi`]�LÕÌ�
>�Ã�� ÛiÌiÀ>�� VÀiÜ� �iÀi� >Ì� �ÕÃÌ� ���`� 
���«]»� Ã>ÞÃ� �À�ViÀÞ�
�>�>}iÀ� *>Õ�� 	À�Ü�� �v� Ì�i�  �ÀÌ�wi�`� V���«� v�Õ�`i`� ���
Óää{°�º1�Ì��>Ìi�Þ]� �Ì�Ü>Ã�>�V��L��>Ì�����v��>Ì���>�]� Ài}���>��
>�`���V>��`�ÃÌÀ�LÕÌ�ÀÃ�>�`�Ûi�`�ÀÃ�Ì�>Ì�ÜiÀi�>L�i�Ì��Li�«Õ��i`�
Ì�}iÌ�iÀ�Ì��i>Ãi�Ì�i�LÕÀ`i�]»��i�Ã>ÞÃ��v�Ì�i�1 ���Ã�ÕÌ`�Ü�°

	>�iÀ� Ã>ÞÃ� `i�>�`� v�À� 
*7½Ã� ->��Ì� *>Õ��L>Ãi`� «À�`ÕVi�
`�ÃÌÀ�LÕÌ����ÃiÀÛ�ViÃ���VÀi>Ãi`�LÞ��ÛiÀ�£x¯����Ì�>Ì�Ì�Àii�Üii��
«iÀ��`°�
*7]�>�ÃÕLÃ�`�>ÀÞ��v�Ì�i�7i`}i]�Ü>Ã�v�Õ�`i`����£���]�
Ì��LÀ��}���V>��Þ�}À�Ü��«À�`ÕVi�Ì��v��`�V���«Ã����Ì�i�Ài}���°�
/�`>Þ]� Ì�iÞ� ÃiÀÛi� �ÛiÀ� {ää� VÕÃÌ��iÀÃ� >VÀ�ÃÃ� ÃiÛi�� ÃÌ>ÌiÃ]�
��V�Õ`��}�v��`�V���«Ã]���`i«i�`i�Ì�}À�ViÀÃ�>�`�ÀiÃÌ>ÕÀ>�ÌÃ°

���`� V���«Ã� Ã�ÕÀVi� vÀ��� >�� >ÛiÀ>}i� �v� £Çx� ��V>�� v>À�Ã�
>�`� «À�`ÕViÀÃ]� V��«>Ài`� Ì�� {£� v�À� V��Ûi�Ì���>�� }À�ViÀÃ]�
>VV�À`��}�Ì�� >Ì���>��
�³"«��À�ViÀÃ°�
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Nani Ferreira-Mathews is an author, freelance journalist, musician, 
and food pathways storyteller living in Minneapolis, Minnesota. 
Nani is Kanaka Maoli (Native Hawaiian), born in Oregon and raised 
in Georgia. Her writing focuses on race, indigeneity, decolonization, 
agriculture, and gender and sexuality. She holds a bachelor’s degree 
in journalism from Georgia State University.

For 50 years, farming and the way we purchase and consume 
food in America has been operating on two parallel tracks. 
The mainstream approach of conventionally grown food for 
scale and growth, and the counterculture movement of locally 
sourced, organically grown, regenerative pushback that 
i�iÛ>ÌiÃ�Ì�i�V���Õ��ÌÞ��ÛiÀ�«À�w�ÌÃ°�/�`>Þ]�	>ÀÀÞ½Ã�Ü�À`Ã�ÃÌ����
highlight a nation that is wrestling with these parallel tracks, 
one committed to growing and sourcing local food and serving 
the local community and one focused on large-scale food 
production for global distribution that relies on consolidation, 
growth and technological innovation. 

Lucky for Minnesotans, food co-ops remain an economic and 
ideological alternative to the conventional farm and grocery 
ÃÌ�Ài]� >�`� Ì�iÞ� >Ài� >LÕ�`>�Ì°� 	iV����}� >��i�LiÀ� �v� Þ�ÕÀ�
local food co-op will set you back less than $100 for a lifetime 
membership and comes with a litany of advantages, both 
spiritually and economically. e
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FOOD IS OUR CULTURE AND OUR LEGACY

	>V�� ��� £�ÇÈ]� v>À�iÀ� >�`� i�Û�À���i�Ì>�� >VÌ�Û�ÃÌ� 7i�`i���
	>ÀÀÞ� «�i>`i`�Ü�Ì�� Ì�i�Ƃ�iÀ�V>�� v>À�� ��`ÕÃÌÀÞ� ��� ��Ã� L���]�
The Unsettling of America, when he said “Food is a cultural 
product; it cannot be produced by technology alone. Those 
agriculturists who think of the problems of food production 
solely in terms of technological innovation are oversimplifying 
both the practicalities of production and the network of 
�i>���}Ã� >�`� Û>�ÕiÃ� �iViÃÃ>ÀÞ� Ì�� `iw��i]� �ÕÀÌÕÀi]� >�`�
preserve the practical motivations.”

The list of community-driven initiatives is seemingly endless. 
º7i� �>Ûi� >� «À�}À>�� V>��i`� 
�>�}i� �>ÌÌiÀÃ]� Ü��V�� �Ã�
rounding up at the register, and all of that money goes to local 
organizations directly in the neighborhoods,” Desi shares. 
She mentions food drives, blood drives and the consortium 
of Minneapolis-based co-ops that united to donate to food 
Ã�i�ÛiÃ�`ÕÀ��}�Ì�i��

��VVÕ«>Ì��������>�Õ>ÀÞ�ÓäÓÈ°�

Food waste is an ongoing community issue and massive 
ivv�ÀÌÃ�>Ài�ÀiµÕ�Ài`�Ì��>``ÀiÃÃ��Ì°�º7i�`��>Ìi�Ì��ÕÃ>�`Ã�>�`�
Ì��ÕÃ>�`Ã� �v� «�Õ�`Ã� >��Õ>��Þ� Ì�� w�Ûi� `�vviÀi�Ì� v��`� Ã�i�ÛiÃ�
>�`� v��`�L>��Ã� ��� Ì�i�/Ü���
�Ì�iÃ]»�	>�iÀ�Ã>ÞÃ��v�
*7°�/�i�
7i`}i�`�iÃ�Ì�i�Ã>�i°�º�v�Üi��>Ûi�Ü>ÃÌi]�Üi�`��>Ìi��Ì�Ã���Ì�
doesn’t go into the garbage,” Desi says.

��� £�Çä]� ����i>«���Ã� ÀiÃ�`i�ÌÃ� Li}>��
Ì�i� *i�«�i½Ã� *>�ÌÀÞ� ��� Ì�i� 7iÃÌ� 	>���
�i�}�L�À���`]� ��Ü� 
i`>À� ,�ÛiÀÃ�`i]�
as a place for community members to 
«ÕÀV�>Ãi� º�>ÌÕÀ>�� v��`Ã°»� /�i� *i�«�i½Ã�
*>�ÌÀÞ� LiV>�i� �ÀÌ��
�Õ�ÌÀÞ�
���«� ���
£�Ç£� >�`� ��Ã«�Ài`��>�Þ� �Ì�iÀ� v��`� V��
ops to follow suit. 

��� £�ÇÓ]� -iÜ>À`� 
���Õ��ÌÞ� 
���«�
formed and is the oldest remaining 
�À�}��>�� /Ü��� 
�Ì�iÃ� v��`� V���«°� -iÜ>À`�
>``i`� >� ÃiV��`� ��V>Ì���� ��� Óä£x� Ì��
accommodate their growing membership 
Ü��V���Ã�VÕÀÀi�Ì�Þ��ÛiÀ�Óx]äää°�

��� £�ÇÓ]� Ì�i� ����iÌ���>� 	ÕÞ��}� 
�ÕL�
v�À�i`����Ì�i�ÃÕLÕÀLÃ��v�Ì�i�/Ü���
�Ì�iÃ�
when three women began offering bulk 
grain and cheese for porch pickups. This 
buyer club would continue to expand 
from the porch to the basement, before 
�VVÕ«Þ��}�>�LÕ��`��}����£�ÇxpÌ�`>Þ�Þ�Õ�
would know it by the name Lakewinds 

���«°�/��Ã�Î�ÃÌ�Ài�V���«�ÃiÀÛiÃ�Îä]äää�
members, the most of any co-op in the 
state. 

HISTORY OF MN FOOD CO-OPS
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In 1974, The Wedge, affectionately 
named after the shape of Minneapolis’ 
Lowry Hill East neighborhood, opened 
in a garden-level apartment on Franklin 
Avenue as a place for neighbors to 
purchase locally grown produce and 
organic foods. 

In 1976, Linden Hills Co-op formed and 
opened exclusively utilizing volunteer 
labor, a common practice to sustain the 
emerging business model. Linden Hills 
Co-op merged with The Wedge in 2017. 19
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