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All fiscal year financial infor-
mation is still considered draft.  
Final fiscal year numbers will 
be available in our November 
Board Meeting. 
 
 
Friday, 9/7/2012 9:39am (the email that 
started it all) -  
“Melissa, I would like to inform you that Ms. 
Nhan Vu has decided to sell the property on 
6571 Seville Rd, Isla Vista CA.   We would like 
to give you the option to purchase the prop-
erty before we put it on the market.   Based 
on the current income and sold commercial 
properties in Isla Vista, the offer price is 
$1,625,000.   For your information, I have 
attached a Comparable Market Analysis re-
port.   Please respond within 10 
days.   Thank you for your time!” 
 
There’s not too much more to say about 
Project We Own It (PWOI) that hasn’t al-
ready been talked about locally, reported on 
nationally, and written about globally.  In 
short, PWOI was a historic effort undertaken 
by a community with the simple goal of 
crowdfunding the down payment for our 
building.  We set out to raise $225,000 of 
the $425,000 needed to secure the other 
financing necessary to purchase our proper-
ty, our home for 30 of our 40 years.   
 

PWOI Snapshot: 
Santa Barbara Foundation $5,000 

Isla Vista Community  
Development Corporation $40,000 

Associated Students of UCSB  
5 Year Partnership $40,000 

Over 1,000 people from  
around the world $65,000 

Total Raised: $150,000 
 

Co-op Contribution: $75,000 
NCDF (second financer): $200,000 

National Cooperative Bank: $1.2 million 
Total Building Purchase Price:  

$1.625 million 
 

Escrow Closed 1/11/13 
 

The Operational Truth Behind Project We 
Own It: 
 
As your Co-op chugged along, running our 
business through the mayhem that PWOI 
was bringing into the store, we saw negligi-
ble sales growth and a large increase in our 
payroll expense through the first quarter.   
Staff were truly bearing the burden of such a 
lofty and imaginative campaign and high-
profile project.   

 
In those first months of the fiscal year 
through the closing of escrow, we received 
over $100,000 in donations, but finished off 
the second quarter technically operating at a 
small loss due in no small part to the neces-
sity of extra staffing, extra operating expens-
es, higher than anticipated marketing costs, 
and all that was necessary in order to take 
our small co-op through a very large and 
very unexpected project. 
 
A Growing Cooperative Community: 
 
A refocused and refreshed energy, along 
with the support of so many new and excit-
ed Co-op Owners showed a spectacular in-
crease in the amount of invested Co-op 
Owners over the year.   

 
New Join Trending: 

FYE11: 533 
FYE12: 452 
FYE13: 627 

 
October 2012, right in the mix of PWOI, 
showed us our highest new join month on 
record, 100 newly invested Co-op Owners, 
including more than 100 owners reaching 
their full-share equity investment status.  
We finished off FYE13 with over 540 owners 
fully invested.   
 

SNAPSHOT OF OWNER GIVE-BACKS: 
10% discount coupon: $14,590 in savings 

Member Advantage Sales: over $10,000 in 
total flier savings through the year. 

 
 
The Dust Begins to Settle: 
 
As the dust settled from PWOI, our Co-op 
began to really reap the reward of the 
months of media coverage and outreach 
mayhem that increased our visibility so far 
beyond the confines of Isla Vista (and SB 
County).  We were awarded several honors, 
including a prestigious recognition from 
State Assemblyman Das Williams. 
 
From a tiny sales increase of 5% in the first 
two quarters, our 3rd quarter sales exploded 
upwards of 12% growth from the previous 
year.  This growth, along with nailing our 
projected gross profit expectation and pay-
roll numbers, allowed us to record a net 
profit of about $25,000 for the quarter.  
 
As the school year came to a close, your Co-
op showed a donations income of $110,732 
and a net income of $118,022.  In short, we 
finished off what are historically our best 3 
quarters a property-ownership up and on 
paper with about $8,000 in profit once fac-
toring out the generous global gifts that we 
had been bestowed. 

 
Enter the 4th quarter. 
 
As this Co-op lives and breathes through 
nourishment from our 85% college-student 
shopping demographic, the 4th quarter is 
generally the make-it-or-break-it 3 months 
that dictates our financial failure or success.  
Historically, we try and plan to make enough 
profit in our first three quarters to allow for 
the consistent $10,000-$14,000 loss that we 
generally experience in the summer, due to 
way less students (and therefore sales) and a 
hard-to-control payroll (how many hours can 
you cut before you start to cut people?). 
 
The strategic “flattening” of our organiza-
tional structure has allowed us to pay key 
staff better (at this point, we have accom-
plished the goal of all managers being com-
pensated at or above the living wage for SB 
county of $14.50).  Our management team is 
now comprised of a fiercely talented and 
highly intelligent group of people who have 
chosen to make the Co-op their career.   
 
All staff receive the benefits of having a 
healthy non-fiscal compensation package, 
including having received over $17,000 in 
discounts this past year.  We have grown our 
benefits program to include any staff work-
ing 30 hours a week and up (not only man-
agement) so that more staff can have access 
to health care that’s 85% Co-op funded.  This 
is in conjunction with more robust benefits 
that are harder to measure, including our 
own in-house free food pantry for employ-
ees in need or want. 
 
We’ve begun to work with our Point-of-Sale 
technology in a way that’s landed our IT 
Manager onto the National Advisory Group 
for Catapult, representing small Co-ops.  Our 
entire store is accounted for in perpetual 
inventory, the thousands of items that we 
receive on a weekly and monthly basis are 
appropriately screened for increases in pric-
es, and we’re now able to take an accurate 
snapshot of not only our inventory on hand, 
but the true profit margin that each single 
item is contributing to the whole.  With this 
incredibly important part of our business 
now stabilized, we can much better plan our 
budgets: there will be no more guessing 
about how much contribution a certain de-
partment of the Co-op brings into the 
bottom line. 
 
Through increased efficiencies on the admin-
istrative end of our business, we’ve also 
been able to strategically re-structure key 
departments to also allow for operational 
excellence across the store as well as allow 
for the creation of several more administra-
tive and clerking positions on our team. 
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This past year, moving into where we are 
currently positioned about two weeks into 
our new fiscal year, is also seeing the fruits 
of years of work in the community coming to 
bear.  Traditionally, the Co-op’s marketing 
plan has been based around outreach and 
education, including strategic sponsorships 
and donations within which we solidify allies 
in our community. 
 
The Co-op in the Community: 
 
In the years that I’ve been developing and 
strengthening our education/outreach/
resource programs, I’ve surmised that due to 
the high turnover of our customers, the best 
planning we can do is to ensure that the Co-
op is a visible, trusted, and genuine resource 
connected to foundational and formative 
groups that may turnover people, but not 
purpose. 
 
In that vain, I’ve spent the past 5 years culti-
vating partnerships with like-missioned or-
ganizations who can help foster the Co-op as 
a go-to resource that creates symbiotic 
growth for both groups together.  It’s been a 
long process, but I’m very proud to report 
that the Co-op is now involved in tangible 
and mutually-beneficial partnerships with 
many amazing organizations in our campus 
and wider community! 
 
This year, our partnerships include: 
Sprout Up 
Wilderness Youth Project 
SOL Food  
Lucidity Festival 
UCSB Health and Wellnes 
AS Foodbank 
SB County Foodbank 
Isla Vista Youth Project 
Isla Vista Community Network 
Harvest Santa Barbara 
The newly formed Community Food Coali-
tion, made up of several campus and com-
munity food-based organizations. 
And our UCSB Associated Student Group 
Partners (contracted through PWOI): 
 Environmental Affairs Board 
 Isla Vista Community Relations Com-

mittee 
 Isla Vista Tenants Union 
 Community Affairs Board 
 
These relationships span far beyond the Co-
op being used as a donation bank for 
meeting snacks.  We’ve cultivated trusting 
and co-creative resource-based relationships 
that allow the Co-op to be brought to the 
table in many ways that foster awareness 
around the dynamic opportunities that can 
be  realized when the true nature of our 
community-owned organization is revealed: 
yes, we sell groceries.  But truly, we’re in the 
business of creating, nourishing, and inspir-

ing community.   
 
Our developing partnerships have also al-
lowed us to really look into the outreach 
programs that we create in order to best 
grow our business as we foster these rela-
tionships with a widely unique community 
filled with many demographics of shoppers.   
 
As such, we’ve added in a new Latino Com-
munity Liaison position (along with a full 
Spanish language nutrition and literature 
program) that allows us to better our role as 
a beacon of food access in our community.  
We are working with the Healthy School 
Pantry program of the SB County Foodbank 
as the vehicle with which we can bridge the 
Co-op into our underserved Latino commu-
nity. 
 
We have introduced 6 interns into the Co-op 
to facilitate these growing programs, includ-
ing one who is specifically working with the 
Foodbank.  This internship has been created 
to further develop the Co-op as a unified 
partner with programs that tie directly back 
in to the store, most specifically CalFresh.   
 
By allowing more consistent and high-level 
volunteerism at the Foodbank, as well as by 
having seats on the Advisory Boards for the 
County and Campus foodbanks, we’re help-
ing further existing programs and also en-
sure that the Co-op is always brought to the 
table in future conversations around food 
justice in our community. 
 
In terms of specific fiscal support offered 
outside of the co-op last year, our donations, 
sponsorships, education and outreach pro-
gram gave back over $15,000 last fiscal year 
to many student and community groups,  
local businesses and events.   
 
We are proud supporters of: 
The UCSB Women’s Center, Environmental 
Affairs Board, Sprout Up, Fishbon, SB Solstice 
Parade, SB Foodbank, AS Foodbank, UCSB 
Athletics, Wilderness Youth Project, Campus 
Powersave, Waldorf School, Goleta Family 
School, Isla Vista Elementary School, KCSB, 
National Eating Disorders Awareness Week, 
UCSB Health and Wellness, Suicide Preven-
tion Week, UCSB Excursion Club, Isla Vista 
Youth Project, Lompoc Co-op Development 
Project, SOL Sanctuary, Genuine Chiroprac-
tic, Global Environmental Brigade, Orfalea 
Preschool, San Marcos Parent-Child Work-
shop, IV Community Relations Committee, 
Environmental Defense Center, UCSB Fun & 
Fitness Fair, Pacific Pride Foundation, and 
MORE! 
 
But what about that 4th quarter?  
 
Well the financials just arrived to my inbox 

this morning. 
 
And guess what?  We didn’t make that $1 in 
net profit that our last GM could never quite 
materialize. 
 
We made $24,163.81. 
 
Sales were up over last summer by about 
9%.  Cost of goods only jumped 3%.  That 
brought our gross profit margin up to a rec-
ord-breaking 39%.  Payroll?  We did the un-
thinkable, staffing the store in such an effi-
cient way that everyone who needed hours 
got them, but we still managed our budget 
and came in at an unthinkable summer pay-
roll percentage of 21.98%.  Including con-
tending with 2 hugely unexpected manage-
ment position changes.   
 
There’s something always to be said for 
what can happen when a thoughtful group 
of committed citizens decide they want to 
come together and build a people-powered 
business from the ground up, with a vision 
that one day, it can serve as a beacon for a 
community that needs all the light it can get.   
 
I, for one, am truly blessed and grateful to 
have been invited onto this magical journey 
that is our Isla Vista Food Cooperative. 
 
 
I guess you could say that this has been one 
big year for our Little Co-op by the Sea. 
 
Written by General Manager Melissa Cohen 
Edited by Front-End/Store Manager Mo Rea 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 


