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Coming to Downtown Gardiner: Kennebec Local Food Initiative’s Member-
owned Co-op Grocery Store 
 
By Nancy P. McGinnis 
 

 
The 7 Co-op Principles recognize worldwide     The Co-op’s board of directors: Jon, Veronique, Melissa, Sarah and Nadine (missing Garrison) 
 
Locavores have a lot to celebrate-- and more to come-- in Gardiner.         
 
After years of planning, research, and effort, organizers and an ever-growing group of supporters are optimistic 
that their vision of a downtown community food co-op and grocery store will become a reality this year. It will join 
only a handful of cooperatively-owned food enterprises in Maine. 
 
Like a farm or a garden, “growing the edible local economy” has required patience, nurturing and cultivation.  The 
story began in 2011, when the Kennebec Local Food Initiative (KLFI) was founded.  KLFI co-founder Sarah Miller, 
a West Gardiner resident, is still involved as its Chair, and now also as a board member of the Co-op.  “Food and 
community,” her two passions, “happen to be great common denominators,” she says.  “Working to strengthen a 
sustainable local food system really ties together community, ecology, economy and my own wellbeing.” 
 
In 2012, KLFI achieved a major milestone, establishing the Online Marketplace (OM) as a bridge to the Gardiner 
Food Co-Op and Cafe. This web-based, pre-order buying club, which is open to all, features a biweekly 
opportunity to purchase Maine-produced foods, as well as some offerings of grains and flours from beyond state 
borders.  There are literally hundreds of items, affordably priced thanks to volume buying power.  “Absolutely 
ANYBODY can set up an account and order—there is no need to be a member; no need to pay a fee,” says 
Miller.  Those who do opt to become a member receive a discount, and membership can be combined with 
volunteering for a lower rate. Thanks to supportive local businesses, additional ‘Local Roots’ perks are also 
available to members. Details can be found online at www.klfi.org and www.klfi.buyingclubsoftware.org 
 
What can be purchased through the Online Marketplace?  Availability varies from one season and one pick-up to 
another, but there is a huge variety-- with the emphasis on local, organic, fair trade and sustainable offerings. 
“Every meat, and every cut, you could dream of,” says  
Véronique Vendette, Chair of the Co-Op board, “including pork, turkey, chicken, lamb, goat, beef, even guinea 
fowl on occasion; seafood and dairy (cheeses, yogurts, milk, butter); a huge array of greens and vegetables, in 
small or bulk quantities, grains, flours and baking mixes, granola, breads, jams, condiments and sauces; prepared 
and frozen soups and vegetables; organic Maple's Gelato; cranberries, blueberries, apples, and other seasonal 
fruits like strawberries, pears, peaches, and raspberries; vegetarian options, including organic tofu, tempeh, 
veggie burgers, even seaweed and seaweed energy bars.  



 
Vendette founded and ran a co-op in Montreal before her family relocated to Gardiner in 2011.  In searching for a 
place to live, she says, “we had one criterion: community. We found that Gardiner had a vibrant community, there 
was a farmer’s market… and when we discovered KLFI, the rest was history.”  
 
“There is a core of some 20 current volunteers,” she notes, “who have over the last three years invested literally 
thousands of hours in the buying club operations and our community programs and events, as well as in the 
development of our business plan, grant writing, surveys, market studies, policies and by-laws.” 
 
Miller adds, “There have been upwards of 80 people rolling up their sleeves since 2011, to help move KLFI along 
the trajectory to become the Co-Op.  Much of the volunteer work has been to operate the Online Marketplace—
helping to process the $2,000 worth of orders every two weeks.” 
 
Currently, some 85 families patronize the Online Marketplace, which works directly with about a dozen local 
growers and producers, and also Crown O' Maine (an organic distributor representing 200 Maine farmers and 
producers). “We pass along overstock to the food pantry; we try to spend most of our own dollars locally (for 
printing, insurance, etc)... the list could go on,” says Miller. “But there is definitely a social/wellbeing multiplier 
effect as well as an economic one.” 
 
Many co-ops double as social gathering venues, she observes.  “This has long been a concurrent goal of KLFI 
and now the Co-Op, and the Cafe.  Often when one walks into a food co-op, there is an energy that speaks of 
vibrant community, friendship, activity, and engagement.”  This was part of the reasoning behind the decision by 
the Gardiner Heart & Soul project to award grant funding to the Co-Op, says Miller. 
 
“As is true for the Online Marketplace, anyone will be welcome to shop at our storefront Co-Op,” she stresses.  
“Yet co-ops are literally, by definition, owned by the member-owners.  And "ownership" also refers to involvement 
in decision-making... as well as an "investment" in and commitment to our community,” says Miller.  
 
Several promising locations are being assessed for a downtown venue for the Co-Op and Café. Meanwhile, Miller 
and Vendette are pleased with the organization’s overall progress thus far. 
 
As of late April, there were 112 Co-Op member-owners-- healthy progress towards the goal of 360 members by 
the opening date.  “We’ve received a conditional approval of our biggest loan by the Co-op Fund of New England, 
securing almost half of our initial budget, and been endorsed by a dozen or so local non-profit organizations, and 
the Bank of Maine has pledged they will offer to pay the member-owner equity shares of their Gardiner area 
employees interested in becoming Co-Op member-owners,” says Vendette.  
 
Part of KLFI’s, and now the Co-Op’s, mission is to work with the Gardiner Farmers’ Market, and to serve as a 
winter marketplace for its vendors.  She envisions partnering with them even more at the Co-Op, “maybe even 
doing special CSA drop off days, and hosting events such as "meet your farmer day". etc.”  With their expanded 
operation, “our new Saturday market day will become more of an event like-experience, replete with bands, 
music, groups of folks lounging at the new Gazebo, yoga, classes, etc.,” says Jon Ault, Gardiner Farmers’ Market 
Manager.  Speaking from his experience as both a former grower and current marketer, “I'm convinced that the 
Co-Op will only make Gardiner a more attractive place for small farmers (who are perpetually strapped for cash 
and time) to invest, subsequently adding to the already robust community package that Gardiner offers. I believe 
firmly in the multiplier effect and the positive feedback loop of complimentary reinforcing trends: more access 
means more product means more consumers means more educated consumers!”   
 
 “What better for producers and consumers,” he adds, “than a 7-day-a-week, brick and mortar establishment that 
has just and environmentally-minded sourcing practices as an institutional hallmark? A win-win.” 
 
“Another important part of our mission,” adds Vendette, “is to offer affordable access to food for all, making local 
and sustainable foods accessible to everyone.” 
 
“It’s no secret that wholesome, sustainable food that is grown or made by small-scale producers is more 
expensive than the apple, hamburger, egg or spinach that is produced by the dominant industrial agricultural 
system,” Miller elaborates.  “And for good reason. But that fact doesn't help when you have a limited income.  So, 
the Co-Op is committed to finding creative solutions and developing innovative programs that address the price 
barrier.”  In addition to accepting EBT, WIC, etc. and having a limited-income member-owner share price, the Co-
Op is exploring initiatives such as dedicating earmarked revenue to support programs such as an in-house food 
pantry, discounts at the register for staple goods, and access to an at-cost pre-order system.   



 
Meanwhile, the benefits are already being reaped by families in Gardiner as well as a dozen or more surrounding 
communities. 
 
 
Whether folks are motivated by concerns about what’s in (or not in!) their food, and where that food comes from; 
looking for more access to affordable, sustainable foods, and/or seeking a community gathering space: all these 
can be addressed through the Kennebec Local Food Initiative, its Online Marketplace, and soon, the Gardiner Co-
op and Café. 
 
As one volunteer put it, “Know your farmer. Know your dinner. Know your neighbors! It’s all good.” 
 
For more information:   
 
Gardiner Food Co-Op 
Kennebec Local Food Initiative 
PO Box 21 
Gardiner, ME 04345 
 
Email: gardinerklfi@gmail.com 
Website: www.klfi.org 
 
or find Kennebec Local Food Initiative or the Gardiner Food Co-op on FaceBook 
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‘Many hands make light work’, as area 
volunteers assemble Online Marketplace orders 
for customer pick-up, which is temporarily 
located in borrowed space at the Faith Christian 
Church across from the Laura Richards School.  
Here, Maureen Cooper (L) and Alyssa Wingate 
(R) work together with Amber Oberle. Since it 
was established in 2012, Online Marketplace 
sales have totaled over $90,00--  which equals 
more than $144,000 recirculating in the local 
Maine economy. 
&

Winslow resident Kathy Kellison 
stopped by on her way home from 
work in Hallowell to pick up her 
Online Marketplace order --including 
this tender baby kale, fresh-picked 
from a local farm.   
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