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                                          Stroud Valleys Wholefood Society

Summary

Stroud Valleys Wholefood Society is a small volunteer-run wholefood buying club that orders bulk items from Essential Trading in Bristol. It is a simple enterprise with little or no overheads providing products at wholesale prices to its members.

History

This buying club started in 1995 with about 20 members. Several of the founding members had previously been members of buying clubs in other areas. Many of them had young families and were looking to purchase organic and ethical products at an affordable price. The group has not received any outside funding or assistance, and has developed its own systems to organise its members and administer the service it has been established for.  In 2008 the group still had approximately 20 members.

Governance

Members are recruited by word of mouth and tend to be friends or associates of existing members. The group aims to restrict numbers to approximately 20. To work efficiently it needs between 10-20 households ordering each time. Less than 10 makes it administratively less efficient, and may result in coming under the £200 threshold for free delivery from Essential, who are a Bristol-based wholefood wholesale company which is itself run as a workers co-operative. Long term sleeping members (i.e. those who have not ordered for two years) are asked if they wish to remain, if not their membership becomes open to new members.

How are decisions made?

An ‘informal’ management committee made up of core members – the administrator, membership co-ordinator and volunteer administrator - tend to discuss issues initially. Thoughts and recommendations are communicated to members by e-mail and word of mouth. 
Legal form

The group is informal, with no constitution and a few member documents outlining processes and responsibilities. It is a simple system, the group has operated on the same basis for many years and there is no need for anything else! The group does not hold stock or incur debt, and is only responsible to its own members.

Documentation is limited to simple instructions for members, including a sorting checklist and advice sheet. The administrator also felt it would be useful to have a simple new members document outlining the deal and expectations of members.

Finance 

Members pay an administration fee of £1 with every order. This fee goes towards administration costs (stationery and plastic bags). Having a membership fee fosters a degree of commitment and has created a small working reserve of approximately £200-500. Original members paid a £10 share fee with intention of a dividend to be re-paid. This has not really happened, and later members have not paid the share fee.

Activities

The group collates bulk orders for one supplier – Essential Trading who supply organic, fair trade, and ethical products and stock thousands of different items. They do not supply fresh vegetables, fresh fruit, meat or bread. There is a small range of dairy products. 

Orders are made every other month (six times a year). Members compile their orders on a spreadsheet – this lists catalogue number, quantities and list prices. This is submitted to the administrator by e-mail. Members pay for the goods in advance by cheque – posted to the treasurer. Members pay listed wholesale prices, a saving of 25-30% on retail prices.

Orders are compiled into a single spreadsheet which is imported into a Microsoft Access database developed by a former member. The database can then be asked to produce several reports: including an order to Essential and sorting lists for each of the members’ orders. The bulk order is e-mailed to Essential who delivers the entire order to the collection point. Essential is paid cash on delivery.

Finding a suitable venue for dropping goods off, sorting and collection by members has been one of the more difficult aspects of the enterprise. It requires space, and to be accessible by members into the late evening, and with parking for members vehicles. It has been a garage, a large conservatory, and is currently a member’s front room.

The organisation is run entirely by its members on a voluntary basis, and this is a compulsory aspect of membership. There are 5 key volunteer roles:

1. Administrator – Collating orders and correspondence with supplier.
2. Treasurer – Taking and making payments. Also accountant to the group.
3. Membership administrator – Communicating with members, inducting new members and maintaining information on the group’s yahoo website.
4. Sorting rota manager – Maintaining rota, informing members and ensuring sorters are confirmed to sort.
5. Sorters – All members apart from administrator, treasurer, and drop off host.
All members take turns to sort orders, apart from the administrator who is exempt. Sorting can by quite inspiring on occasions looking at others food orders! There is a sorting rota and members are sent reminders about dates by the sorting rota manager, who will also help members find substitutes if they are unable to make their sorting date. The bulk order is sorted early on the evening of collection, taking about 1½ hours followed soon by members collecting their orders. If there are discrepancies (quite often an item is not delivered) this is maintained as a credit against the members account. It usually falls to the administrator to sort any anomalies, and the very occasional occurrences of unreliability on sorting days. 

The Future

The group is considering extending range of produce available to include local suppliers. As sorting is infrequent, the role of an ongoing sorter manager is being considered to co-ordinate sorting. The group is often approached by prospective new members and as size is a limiting factor, it encourages new groups to form, and may be in a position to assist with this, sharing its documentation and administrating database.
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