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Cooperatives Near and Far Went Back to the
Basics at CoopEcon2019

This past April, we had another iteration
of our annual cooperative education
gathering called CoopEcon.  FSC/LAF
and the Fund for Democratic
Communities (F4DC) started this project
more than six years ago with the purpose
of: introducing the cooperative business
model to people interested in starting a
cooperative; expanding participants’
knowledge and skills related to building
cooperatives and a solidarity economy
rooted in collective uplift and democracy;
and building a welcoming cooperative
environment across the Southern region.
The approach of CoopEcon has been and
remains to be to consciously attract and
retain relationships with Us born and

 foreign born people of African descent,
Immigrants/Migrants, Women of Color, working
class youth, Indigenous communities, and
poor/working class whites to advance a program
designed to connect Southern cooperators with
coop knowledge and networking that will help
start, grow and sustain community based
enterprises that meet people’s most urgent
needs.Our goals for this year’s conference were
three-fold.  One, we wanted to successfully take
on more of the overall organizing work for the
conference as past partners begin to transition
their economic justice work into other areas.
Second, we believed that our very own
membership would benefit enormously from the
education 
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Terence Courtney talk with US Virgin
Islands farmers



CoopEcon offers.  With this in mind, we sought to
mobilize at least 50% of the event participation
from our internal ranks.  And third –this is also
corroborated by the ORC study- it was our
assertion that participants would find a CoopEcon
that focused on the core ideas, principles and
practices of cooperative development rewarding. 
We called our theme, “Back to Basics” and we
were triumphant on all these fronts.
 
FSC/LAF staff from across the region came
together to take on the various tasks associated
with organizing CoopEcon.  It was quite an
accomplishment since past conferences were
organized by a coalition of sometimes a half
dozen organizations.  Additionally, we
successfully mobilized the majority of CoopEcon
participants from FSC/LAF members
representing states ranging from South Carolina
across to Texas.
 
 

  Moreover, at each of the evaluations that we
conducted, participants (member and ally alike)
repeatedly told us how much the theme “Back to
Basics” was exactly what they were looking for.
 
 Our team hasn’t yet decided what theme will be
appropriate for CoopEcon 2020, but what the study
by ORC reveals is that there is deep public support
for cooperatives, albeit with a knowledge gap where
it concerns what they stand for.  We believe that
conferences such as ours are critical to filling this
gap, and fostering a deeper understanding of what
cooperatives are capable of producing for everyday
Americans.  When more people are equipped with a
deep ideological comprehension, practical tools for
development and positive public perception of
cooperatives, it is quite likely we will see the
flourishing of a dynamically new economic impulse
toward equity, justice and democracy that will have
historic reverberations.

 

As I walked toward the meeting hall crowded with
farmers, I could hear a buzz of joyful collegiality. I
opened the swinging door and took a step inside
and instantly the room fell silent. As the only
white person in a group of about 200 Black
farmers in Alabama, I got a small fleeting taste of
what it means to be other. Uncomfortable and
self-conscious, I froze in awkward pause.
 
Ralph Paige, a man of sizable physical stature,
lifted his head, looked around and with a smile on
his face said, “Who let the white folks in?”
Everyone, including me, cracked up. The
laughter pushed the silence aside and the
tension dissipated. The group fell back into jovial
conversation and I entered feeling relieved by the
unconventional welcome. That was Ralph. He
knew full well the realities of racial distrust, but it
didn’t prevent him from bringing people together
to work for justice and to improve people’s lives.  
 
When I first met Ralph, about 20 years ago, he
was the Executive Director of FSC/LAF and was
a Bioneers board at the time. As the Project
Manager for the Bioneers Restorative

In Memory of Ralph Paige: Champion of Black Farmers
Tribute written by Arty Mangan, Bioneers

 Development Initiative, I was organizing some of the
first organic farming and medicinal herb trainings in the
Deep South for FSC farmers.
The FSC grew out of the civil rights movement in the
1960’s to support Black farmers and help them retain
land ownership. According to the 1910 Census of
Agriculture, Black farmers numbered over 200,000. By
the year 2001, those numbers were estimated to have
shrunk to 19,000.
 
In a 1992 New York Times article, Douglas Bachtel of
the University of Georgia said, “Farm declines seemed
to have plateaued for whites in the last decade or so,
but black farmers are on their way to extinction.”
 



This past November, our board met with a
strategic planning consultant to renew and
revise the 5-year strategic plan that will help
guide us in the next 50 years. We currently
have a new framework for the direction of the
organization for the next five years. I think we
are making great progress towards finalizing
the plan and laying the foundation for
implementation. Included in the plan are three
strategic priorities: 
    1. Strategic Infrastructure 
    2. Organizational Sustainability
    3. Re-Brand the Image of FSC/LAF
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As a testament to the work of the FSC under
Ralph Paige’s leadership, the population of Black
farmer’s rose to 33,371 in 2012.
Hard fought victories came despite the fact that
the FSC was the target of institutional
discrimination. In the early days of the FSC as
Black voter registrations increased in counties
where they organized farmer co-ops, the FBI
inexplicably raided their office and confiscated all
their files. After a lengthy delay, they were
returned without any explanation.
In 1992, Ralph and the FSC led a caravan of
Black farmers to Washington DC to protest the
discriminatory practices of the USDA. In 1997, the
FSC helped provide legal assistance to Black
farmers to join the class action suit, Pigford v.
Glickman, against the USDA. The successful
lawsuit awarded $2 billion to 15,000 claimants–the
largest civil right judgment in the history of the
United States. Lead attorney for the class action
suit, J.L Chestnut, said, in a Bioneers keynote
presentation, that up to that point, no one had
ever heard the words Black farmer and billions of
dollars in the same sentence.

When tragedy struck in the form of hurricanes
Katrina and Rita, Ralph garnered the cooperative
power of the FSC to aid thousands of farmers,
fishers and families who suffered loss of home,
loved ones and livelihoods.
 
A life-long civil rights warrior, Ralph Paige died of
congestive heart failure on June 28. He worked
tirelessly, at the expense of his own health, to help
Black farmers be accorded the same opportunities
as anyone else. His work invigorated rural southern
communities culturally and economically. Ralph was
a politically savvy operator with a big heart.
 
His legacy is apparent in the 200 units of low income
housing, the 18 community credit unions, the 75
farmer cooperatives and the award-winning rural
training center that the FSC built under Ralph
Paige’s 30-year leadership, despite the roadblocks
of discrimination and the racially rigged system that
he helped break a few holes in.

Bioneers is an innovative nonprofit organization that highlights
breakthrough solutions for restoring people and planet.  The
company is a fertile hub of social and scientific innovators with
practical and visionary solutions for the world’s most pressing
environmental and social challenges. www.bioneers.org

 I hope this award sheds light on the struggle
and importance of black farmers, landowners,
cooperatives, and rural communities in the
South. We will continually work to make sure
our voices are recognized throughout the good
food movement, coop movement, and all other
movements that focus on equity and justice. 
 
The Federation is a powerful institution that is
owned and controlled by black farmers,
landowners, and cooperatives throughout the
South; and I am personally honored and
blessed to have the opportunity to serve it and
you. Let us continue to build it together!

To achieve sustainability and move towards another 50 years, we
must have a road map that outlines measurable goals. The
Federation has been committed to the process of strategic planning
since its beginning and will continue in order to achieve sustainability
and better serve you, the membership of this historic institution. 
This year, I was blessed to receive the James Beard Foundation's
Leadership Award which was an amazing experience as well as a
testament to the history of the Federation, the commitment of its
membership and the work of the staff, both past and present.



DON'T MISS OUR BIGGEST
EVENT OF THE YEAR!!!
52nd ANNUAL MEETING
REGISTRATION OPEN!!!!

The Federation of Southern
Cooperatives/Land Assistance Fund
2769 Church Street
East Point, GA 30344
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BUILDING  FIVE MILLION  ~ GIVE TO THE CAUSE
Become a Sustaining Partner and support a great
cause with $25.00/Monthly Contribution
Join the  Capital Campaign at
www.give2federation.org

IT'S TIME TO
RENEW YOUR
MEMBERSHIP


