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Introduction and year in review 
Board President: Erica LaFountain 
 
On behalf of the Board of Directors of the Potsdam Co-op, I am pleased to provide the following 
report to our Member-Owners. This report consists of a summary of Committee achievements in 
2019 (including an ad hoc Expansion/Relocation committee), the Treasurer's Report, the General 
Manager's Report, and some expressions of gratitude. 
 
We are pleased to bring to a membership vote a proposed change to our bylaws that would 
add a seat to our Board. This seat would be held by a current staff member, and would be 
elected separately by any current staff members to opt to have a staff-class co-op membership. 
We believe this is a great way to make sure staff needs are represented at the decision-making 
table, and for the work of the board to filter back to the staff as well. Support from the Board 
and staff for adopting a “Solidarity Model” has been overwhelmingly positive and we hope for a 
similar response from the membership tonight. 
 
We made the hard decision to discontinue our print newsletter this year. Written submissions and 
people to do the work of putting the newsletter together were becoming difficult to come by 
and the print and mailing costs were significant. We hope to use a new website (in progress) to 
post articles that can be searchable and available in perpetuity. We have already identified 
“perennial content” from past newsletter issues to add to a web-based archive. 
 
In the summer of 2019, the Co-op took on a “Summer Refresh.” The deli production area in the 
Carriage House saw some overdue updates, and the retail area was renovated, especially the 
bulk goods and produce sections. All of the items and equipment purchased for this project 
(including a stove, exhaust hood, bulk bins, refrigerated merchandiser, shelving,and various 
miscellaneous items) can be moved to a new location if necessary. The renovation was a 
successful small-scale project completed with Member-Owner funds of $75,000 raised in a short 
time. Staff worked together to complete the changes with very little store downtime. 
 
Lee Van deWater, our now former General Manager, resigned from his position at the end of 
2019. We would like to thank Lee for his many contributions to the store during his year and a half 
as GM. In the time he served in that role, he strengthened ties with many community partners, 
including producers as well as organizations that share our values. We saw a refresh of the store’s 
brand, a leadership transition in the Carriage House, and extensive renovations to our facilities. 
The renovations included a new walk-in cooler, and the Summer Refresh. We wish Lee the best 
at his new position and are pleased that he intends to continue as an active member-owner 
and committee member. 
 
Thanks to Andy Peet for stepping up when we asked him to serve as General Manager. In our 
6-month long national search of two years ago, a search which was thorough and robust, Andy 
scored very well, and made it through each step of the process on his own merits, not because 
he was an internal candidate. The input received from board members, staff, and membership 
indicate that Andy has widespread support and confidence in the Co-op community. Andy 
knows the store better than anyone else, and has demonstrated his commitment to it over 11 
years. We are happy to have him back in a leadership role! 
 
We are anticipating changes to annual dues and discounts this year that have been under 
consideration by the board and past GMs for at least 5 years. The following changes will be 
implemented when Andy is ready to, and he has committed to do so in 2020. The board has 
approved a motion to change the annual dues to $0 and Andy will concurrently eliminate the 
2% discount level to pay for the loss in dues. Our justification for these changes is that the annual 
dues are a barrier to becoming a member, and the 2% discount is not sufficient to convince 



most people to join the Co-op. In practice, the dues and 2% discount essentially cancel each 
other out when we consider the last several years. It will also reduce administrative time spent 
tracking and updating. The other discount levels and the member equity will remain unchanged 
at this time. Eliminating dues is a measure that many co-ops have taken, and which has full 
support from our staff. We hope this change will lead to an increase in membership. 
 
Executive Committee Report 
Chair: Erica LaFountain 

 
This committee met monthly with the General Manager to review issues related to personnel, 
store operations and the General Manager’s performance. The committee consisted of Co-op 
President Erica LaFountain, [now former] Vice President Sarah Harris, Treasurer Marshall Issen, and 
Secretary Tim Messner, now replaced by Hillary Vaillancourt. 
 
Outreach Committee Report 
Chair: Aviva Gold (written by Erica) 
 
In her short time as chair (replacing Sarah Harris), Aviva Gold has brought professional marketing 
expertise to create a committee Action Plan. This will include creating a calendar of monthly 
assignments to keep track of annual tasks. The committee has also prioritized updating the 
Co-op’s “Road Show” with improved literature, photos, and strategies for engaging people in 
the Co-op. 
 
The members of this committee pulled off another round of successful events. The Local Food 
Fest in September featured samples from the CHB as well as Co-op vendors. The Holiday Baking 
Fest in December, which  raised $767 for the Potsdam Neighborhood Center, was open to home 
bakers as well as local eateries this year in the newly created “Professional” category.  
 
The Co-op’s General Marketing Plan prioritizes overhauling the Co-op website this year, including 
written content, design, and photos from the Co-op’s professional photo shoot (provided for free 
by Cornell Cooperative Extension’s Farm-to-Table program.) 
 
Governance Committee Report 
Chair: Laura Cordts 
 
The Governance Committee continues to focus on making sure the Board operates as 
effectively as possible. 
 
Every year, Governance reviews and updates a Board calendar to ensure things like GM 
reviews, self-evaluations, nominations, orientation, etc… are completed. We also 
annually review and suggest changes/updates to our Board policy manual, which guides 
all actions of the Board. 
 
This year our biggest project was reviewing and recommending an amendment to the 
bylaws that will allow for the creation of a Board seat for an employee representative, to 
be elected by the Co-op’s employees. Details of that bylaw change and the rationale for 
it were provided as part of the annual meeting notice materials. 
 
Governance also oversees identification and nomination of prospective Board members. 
Due to a variety of circumstances, we have experienced unusually high turnover the past 
few years. Identifying, recruiting, orienting, and onboarding new members is a never- 
ending project. We welcome suggestions for Board prospects year-round! 
 
   



Treasurer's Report (Finance Committee) 
Chair: Marshall Issen 
 
2019 had mixed results, and the challenges of 2018 continue. Sales for the whole year did not 
keep pace with 2018. We had $1.68 million in net sales in 2019 versus $1.65 million in 2018, a small 
increase of about 2%.  This was a rebuilding year for the Carriage House Bakery and Deli with 
significant turnover, changes in staffing and a summer reset. Total sales in the bakery were 
$160.7K, down $14.8 K from 2018 (8.4% drop) and Deli sales were $95.0K, down $56.9K from 218 
(37.5% drop).  Some of the Deli sales were actually recaptured through our sale of Big Spoon Deli 
items that we had through December. 
 
We continue to average fewer customers per day. In 2019, we averaged 230 customers per day 
and in 2018, our average was 242, about a 6% drop in customers. This trend is not as bad as last 
year, where we saw a 10% drop but this downward trend and its impact on sales should be 
noted. 
 
Additional news that is significant is that our cash savings has decreased $32.7K. Also, the money 
we owe, Accounts Payable, is up $43.5K from 2018. These are both indicators that show some 
weakness in the Co-op. 
 
We continue to watch Total Sales, Cost of Sales and Personnel Cost, the major expenses, and 
Net Profit and Operating Profit. Personnel costs were up in 2019 but with changes in the 
management structure, there is an expectation that these costs will go down. Cost of Sales has 
increased, at a higher rate than last year leading to a lower Gross Margin (Total Sales Revenue 
minus Costs of Sales divided by Total Sales).  The Gross Margin Ratio is below our historical 
average and is being evaluated. We had significant losses as noted with our negative 
Operating Profit and Net Profit. 
 

   2017  2018  2019 

Total Sales   $1,806,344.25  $1,729,654.64 $1,760,794.59 

Cost of Sales   $1,003,012.99  $954,651.40 $1,031,511.12 

Gross Margin   $803,331.26  $775,003.24 $654,418.26 

Gross Margin Ratio  44.4% 44.2% 37.2% 

Personnel Cost   $608,215.32  $579,962.77 $620,313.86 

Operating Profit   $(9,972.95)  $(12,442.28) $(103,511.94) 

Net Profit   $3,206.60  $11,935.06 $ (85,777.18) 

  
  
 
   



Here is some comparison of the important information from this year’s Balance Sheet (year 
ending): 
 

   2017  2018  2019 

Total Cash on 
Hand 

$ 50,769.32 $  64,044.69 $ 31,847.55 

Inventory  $ 88,161.34 $ 98,488.84 $ 97,448.87 

Accounts 
Payable 

$ 53,659.29 $ 49,540.94  $ 94,234.21 

  
Total cash on hand is down. There was a significant purchase of a new walk-in cooler that was a 
main contributor to this decrease. Some of the costs of the reset of the store and bakery that 
were not captured by the member loans also contributed to this decrease. The Co-op Inventory 
is slightly down from last year. Our accounts payable are significantly up as well, but we are still 
able to meet our current financial obligations. 
 
We had a decrease in current assets, mostly related to our cash balance and an increase in 
current liabilities, mostly due to our increase in accounts payable.  The ratio of current assets to 
current liabilities, called the current ratio, is a measure of liquidity or the ability to pay short term 
debt. The Co-op has long-term debt of $74,250 in member loans that were used for the 
improvements in the Carriage House Bakery and reset to the store that took place over the 
summer.  See table below for comparisons. 
 

   2017  2018  2019 

Current Assets  $152,371.68 $179,268.00 $154,939.19 

Current Liabilities  $91,115.05 $95,830.72 $136,613.32 

Current Ratio  1.67  1.87  1.13 

  
Attached are the draft financial statements (Balance Sheet and Profit/Loss Statements).  After 
our accountants complete the review and finalize our statements for tax purposes, final 
statements will be made available.  At this point, Operating Profit and Net profit are both 
negative. 
 
The finance committee, along with the board, recognize the need for more customers on an 
average daily basis and the overall increase in sales that should result. More offerings coming 
out of the Carriage House Bakery and Deli should also help in this trend.  Changes in 
management structure along with the new initiatives in marketing and outreach should also help 
turn things around. 
 
A financial concern that we continue to face at the Co-op is the rising cost of personnel. The 
response to this concern has been to continue to look for efficiencies where possible and 
cross-training of personnel.  The loss of some key personnel has required others to step into new 
roles with a bit of a learning curve causing some inefficiencies for now.  This will improve as staff 
get better in their new roles.  
 



Another concern continues to be weak sales. The consensus of the Finance Committee 
continues to be that the long-term financial viability of the Co-op requires ever increasing sales 
volume. This will increase our gross margins without increasing fixed costs and should therefore 
have a direct positive effect on the Operating Profit. Historically, there has not been a strong 
correlation between Sales and Operating Profit however there is a reasonable expectation that 
this will be the case in the future.  
 
With the QuickBooks (QB) system up and running for nearly 2-1/2 years, most of the issues that we 
have encountered in transitioning between our old system and QB have been resolved.  With all 
the changes and other issues that have been more pressing, we have not yet completed an 
analysis and identification of a person or organization that will help us to integrate the numbers 
from the point of sale system (Catapult) with the main accounting system. This will reduce the 
amount of hand entry and thus time and the possibility of error and also allow for more timely 
reports. This will be a high priority for this year. 
 
Although weaker than last year, the Co-op still has a reasonably strong balance sheet, a cash 
buffer, and a good current ratio of assets to liabilities. The challenges we face moving forward 
continues to be to manage our costs and to grow sales.  
 
Balance Sheet and Profit/Loss Statements attached. 
 
Note: 
The board has decided to give Andy clearly-defined one-year objectives with a very narrow 
scope of focus. For now: To get the Co-op’s financial house in order, and make any necessary 
structural changes to increase the efficiency of the business. 
 
Expansion/Relocation Ad hoc Committee Report 
Committee member: Erica LaFountain 
 
This committee formed in response to Potsdam winning this round of the DRI, however it has built 
on the work done by the “Forward committee” in 2017. That committee, at the urging of the GM 
and approval of the board, pursued commissioning a Market Study by a co-op consulting firm. 
The results of that study, put in a nutshell, were that the Co-op store, parking, and offerings 
should expand. It recommended increasing retail space threefold, with space for classes, dining 
in, a deli with made-to-order food, better storage, etc. In addition, it identified significant 
inefficiencies inherent to operating out of two buildings and on two floors (inefficiencies that staff 
were already keenly aware of!). The consultant researched the demographics of our area, and 
came to Potsdam to research our Co-op and our competition. The conclusion was that there is 
uncaptured potential here; that a larger Co-op can succeed in this market.  
 
The announcement of the Downtown Revitalization Initiative award was exciting news for the 
Co-op. While we knew immediately that this grant had potential to benefit the Co-op indirectly, 
we soon became aware that that Co-op could even benefit directly from the funds. Aviva Gold 
and Karen Bage got to work as soon as the application form was released, telling the story of the 
Co-op and showing that we are worthy of investment: The Co-op is a strong business with strong 
values; we have a nearly 50 year history of providing healthy food options to this community, 
developing relationships with local producers, and serving as an example of good 
environmental practices and cooperative ownership; AND we have a report from a respected 
consulting firm that recommends expansion/relocation for our specific store in this specific 
market area. Additionally, a relocation will help us achieve our ends, which include being a 
robust marketplace for local producers, and being accessible for all of our community members. 
 
We reached out to local architect (and Co-op member), Rebecca Weld of Renew Architecture 
to help us develop an Architectural Program (a wish list for a building project). It lists the spaces 



needed, and the square footage of each area. Andy determined how much space is 
dedicated to each use in our current store, and arrived at sq footage that would be dedicated 
to each area in a store of the optimal size based on our sales and recommendations from the 
Market Study. We identified and viewed several Potsdam properties that had potential to 
provide us with the space recommended in the Market Study, including our current Elm St 
property. Rebecca also provided us with a site plan for expanding on our current property, and 
estimated budgets for five expansion options with acquisition and renovation costs listed. 
 
With as much information as we could put together in a few weeks, the board voted on our top 
two expansion options: our current location, and 63 Market St, (the current Aubuchon Mall). 63 
Market won the vote. These are some of the reasons why we chose this building: 
 

● Passive income from several tenants that would remain in the building and, over the long 
term, potential to attract synergistic businesses to the building 

● Space to meet recommendations and potential to expand further in the future. The 
building can accommodate not only increased retail area, but also office space, 
storage, a full service deli and community class space. 

● ADA compliance (both for shoppers and employees) could easily be attained with this 
building, whereas full compliance is not an option at our current location  

● Purpose-built commercial space that would be straight-forward to renovate 
● Well-positioned geographically to benefit from DRI money, and to satisfy the 

recommendations of the Market Study. It also has great visibility and walkability. 
● Twice the parking of our current location 
● Close proximity to other burgeoning organizations which stand to benefit from the DRI as 

well, such as the North Country Children’s Museum and the future location of the Arts 
Council. The building is close to the Raquette river waterfront, which is due to receive 
significant attention in the near future as well. 

● Space for Outdoor seating on wide sidewalk 
● Loading dock and storage ready to use 

 
We submitted a full project proposal to relocate and renovate 63 Market St, complete with a 
budget, drawings, a narrative, and many letters of support. We anticipate finding out if our 
project is included in the Strategic Investment Plan in April, and whether we are awarded DRI 
funding in August. In the meantime, we will be pursuing other funding opportunities because 
even If we succeed in winning DRI funding, we will still have to fund the rest of the project costs. 
We have already identified other grants and loans that are available for this type of project, and 
member loans and support will be essential to success. 
 
I hoped to convey in this narrative why a campaign to include the Co-op membership in this 
process (as we have in processes like creating Ends Policies and hiring a GM) was not 
practicable given the timeline. We knew it was important for the Co-op that we try our best to 
create a strong proposal because an opportunity for a local business to access this scale of 
funding is extremely rare and would greatly increase the feasibility of expansion.  
 
There is still room for member-involvement! If we get DRI funding there are many details to work 
out and help with. If we are not awarded DRI funding, we welcome your input and involvement 
in developing a new feasible proposal with all that entails. Either way, we have made 
considerable headway in researching project feasibility, spacial needs (architectural program), 
local properties, funding opportunities, and realistic budget numbers (fleshing out sources and 
uses). This research will aid us in evaluating any other opportunities for expanding our store. 
 
 
 
 



General Manager's Report 
GM: Andy Peet 
 
Sales 
Sales were up 1.77% to $1,760,794.59 before $74,865.20 in discounts were given. It’s nice to see 
our sales grow despite seeing negative growth from our Bakery and Deli, which have 
traditionally been our growth leaders in recent years. This year notable increases in sales have 
come from Refrigerated Grocery and HABA (Health and Beauty Aids.) The increase in the 
Refrigerated section is due in part to the introduction of Big Spoon Kitchen, they helped serve 
our need for ready to eat prepared foods during a time of decreased production from our Deli. 
A major contributor to sales in our Health and Beauty section has been the increased sale of 
CBD products.  
 
Cash Flow and Profit 
Despite sales going up 1.77% our cost of goods sold went up 7.45% to $1,031,511.12, a $76,859.72 
swing from 2018. Usually the change in CoGs over a year moves somewhat in line with the 
change in Sales. This combined with an increase in cost of labor put us in a weaker cash flow 
situation compared to recent years.  
 
Membership 
Our average monthly member count is 1,057, that’s 50 more than that of last year. The 
percentage of overall sales to members continues to trend up, currently at 68%, but the average 
sales per household is down $30 on the year.  
 
Reset and Renovations 
In 2019 we raised $75,000 through our member-ownership to fund a major reset and renovations 
project. We closed the Carriage House for two weeks and underwent much needed repairs and 
improvement. This included improvements to the building itself and our brick oven, a new 6 
burner commercial stove with hood vent and exhaust fan, a new food processor, increased 
prep space thanks to added work tables and the installation of a washup sink upstairs, new 
dough proofer, and more storage bins including large mobile ingredient bins which make so 
much easier to work with those heavy bags of flower. 
 
We also closed the store for a reset of the main building. By doing this we were able to instal 157 
new bulk bins which allowed us to cut a huge section of our Co-op Packed department, cutting 
way down on the amount of single use plastic we used previously. This also freed up space to 
expand our Refrigerated Grocery and HABA departments (our two best departments in terms of 
growth) by adding a new three sliding door cooler and two beautiful handmade wooden 
produce displays. In addition to our member-owner funded renovation project we installed a 
new walk-in cooler. 
 
Rebrand 
Along with our store reset we rebranded the Co-op with a new logo design. The new logo 
incorporates the classic wheat motif and adds a modern look and feel. The fresh new look 
allows us to engage our target market audience through consistent signage, product labels, 
member-owner cards, gift cards, brochures, and branded merchandise.  
 
Personnel 
In March of 2019 we hired Rebecca Hart to manage our Bakery and Deli departments. She 
helped lead the repair project in the Carriage House and has accepted the challenge to 
restore the Bakery and Deli as our growth leaders.  
 



We had some major turnover in personnel at the end of 2019, changing up our management 
structure. Many thanks to Lee Van de Water for his service as General Manager and for leading 
the Co-op through our 2019 Rest and Rebrand project. Andy Peet took his place leaving open 
the important role of Lead Buyer that was filled by Jessie LaRose. Linzie Adair left the area and 
Janice Pease has taken over as our Working Owner Coordinator.  Janice splits time doing that 
and is also our Lead Produce Buyer.  
 
Focus for 2020 
We have our work cut out for us trying to make the Co-op profitable in 2020. We need to 
improve sales while keeping our spending under control but limiting losses and making sure 
we’re selling products at our target margins. Our management structure going into 2020 does 
not include an assistant manager type role which should help manage our labor cost. Our 
buying department will feature one lead buyer and one produce buyer rather than the lead 
buyer managing a buying team. As the new personnel filling these leadership roles develop we 
hope to gain efficiency. Efficiency will also be key for all levels of our staff, we’ll look to refine 
processes and get the most out of our operations and staff. And we will continue to make the 
most of the 2019 reset and fully realize the productivity and sales potential that came with it.  
 
Thank you 
Thank you to the Board of Directors and committee members for your service and guidance in 
2019. Thank you Erica LaFountain, Aviva Gold, and Keren Bage for their amazing work on our DRI 
proposal. Thank you, again, Karen for securing us the new cooler 3 door at no cost to the Co-op. 
Thank you to Micheal Gagnea, our contractor for the renovations. Thanks to Rosie Rivezzi and 
Will Trithart and the folks at Big Spoon. And of course a big thank you to the Co-op staff.  
 
And more thanks... 
Board President: Erica LaFountain 
 
Thanks to our outgoing board members: Laura Cordts, Joe Andriano, Sarah Harris, Aaron Scott, 
Tim Messner and Stefan Grimberg.  
 
Laura Cordts has served as Vice President as well as twice as Board President. She has chaired 
committees, and has given plenty of one-on-one support to our last two GMs. She is efficient, 
articulate and an example of solid leadership. 
 
Joe Andriano and Sarah Harris moved to California this year. Joe served as Board VP and 
President and has been our reference for Robert’s Rules of Order process for years. He brought 
strong opinions and plenty of dedication to his time on the Board. Sarah served as Chair of 
Outreach and was making great headway on a website rebuild and marketing plan. She was 
VP when an opportunity in CA drew her west. 
 
Aaron Scott has chaired IT for his short time on the board. He was unable to complete a term 
due to academic demands. 
 
Tim Messner recently resigned from the board after nearly four years. He served as Board 
Secretary, and on the Forward and Outreach committees. 
 
Stefan Grimberg generously rejoined the board when we sought some continuity and 
experience. We are grateful for his optimism and history of board involvement. 
 
And we thank our new board candidates, as well as those board members who have chosen to 
serve a second term. Board service is a big responsibility and commitment. We are pleased they 
have agreed to lend their ideas and efforts to the Co-op for the near future. 
 



 



  



	

 



 



 

 

 


