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SUMMARY 

In Minnesota, cooperative buying by farmers' clubs and other 
similar associations and groups is comparatively unimportant from 
the standpoint of magnitude of business. 

Cooperative buying is more common in the less densely settled 
sections of the eastern, central, and northern parts of the state than 
elsewhere. 

The commodities chiefly bought are those which are bulky and 
are well standardized, the most important· being feed, flour, and 
twine. 

In cooperative buying the direct money cost to the consumer 
usually represents some saving as compared with the prices that 

· would otherwise have to be paid. In some cases this saving is 
considerable, but in other cases insignificant. 

Judgment as to the actual advantage or disadvantage of co
operative buying can not be based exclusively on the amount of 
direct saving thus computed. 

Cooperative purchases are sometimes made from outside con
cerns, sometimes from local merchants and mills. 

For certain classes of goods, such as groceries and hardware, 
manufacturers and wholesale dealers often refuse to give wholesale 
prices on cooperative purchases on account of the resulting injury 
to retail dealers who are their customers. 

Retail dealers, as mig·ht be expected, are usually opposed to 

cooperative buying from outside concerns, and maintain that in 

the long run the practice ·will injure not only them but also their 
, .customers. 

Cooperative buying from or through retail dealers themse!Yes 
is usually beneficial to both dealers and consumers. 



COOPERATIVE BUYING BY FARMERS' CLUBS 
IN MINNESOTA 

. 

By E. DANA DURAND and H. B. PRICE 

INTRODUCTION 

This bulletin has to do with the practice of buying supplies co
operatively through or by members of organizations of farmers, 

like farmers clubs, whose principal purpose is not the conduct of 
business. It does not deal with cooperative enterprises, such as 
farmers' elevators, cooperative creameries, or cooperative stores, 
which are primarily organized for business purposes. A large 

majority of such cooperative enterprises are designed primarily 

for the marketing of goods produced by their members, but many 
incidentally buy considerable quantities of supplies for their mem
bers. Cooperative stores, of course, are intended to supply their 
members ·with goods. 

The information was obtained through a personal canvass con
ducted by representatives of the Division of Research in Agri
cultural Economics during the summer of 1915. No attempt was 
made to canvass every farmers' club or similar organization. The 
Division of Agricultural Extension receives annual reports from 
farmers clubs throughout the state in which the general nature 
of the activities of the clubs is set forth. For the most part, the 
representatives of the Division of Research in Agricultural Eco
nomics visited only clubs which reported that they had engaged 
in the practice of cooperative buying. A large 111ajority of those 
clubs was canvassed. As the work proceeded the canvass was 
extended to a few organizations which had failed to report the 
making of

. 
cooperative purchases. It is not to be supposed that 

the data presented represent anything like the entire volume of 
such transactions, but they probably do cover more than half of 
them. 

In Part I the specific practices and experiences of several 
selected organizations are described. In Part II the transactions of 
all the clubs which were canvassed are summarized and a gen-
eral discussion of the methods and results is presented. . 

The field work for this bulletin was done by H. Bruce Price 
and W. W. Butler. Most of the compilation and text work has 
been done by Mr. Price under the direction of the Chief of the 
Division. 
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PART I. EXPERIENCE OF SELECTED ORGANIZATIONS 

GROUP OF CLUBS at A 

There are about ten farmers' clubs, representing at least 300 
families, within a radius of ten miles of the small country villa.ge 
of A. These clubs have worked together in various ways, no.tably 
in cooperative buying. During 1914-1915 they bought several car
loads of feed and flour, three of apples, three of coal, and one thou
sand pounds of twine. The clubs pool their orders, and the sec
retary of the club having the largest order attends to the pur
chase and distribution of the goods and the collections. In the 
case of feed and flour, which is bought in the largest quantity, he 
receives 2~ cents commission per sack. 

The farmers believe that the buying of supplies in this way has 
been of material aid in lowering dealers' prices, and also in some 
cases in getting goods at lower prices than could be had from 
dealers. On apples they saved $1.30 per barrel. Coal, which they 
claim was selling for $7.50 per ton, was bought for $4.30. There 
are so many different grades of coal that it is almost impossible 
to compare the coal bought by the farmers with that sold by local 
retailers. However, difference in grade could hardly explain such 
a great difference in price. The local merchants were retailing at 
a profit of 40 cents per hundred pounds on flour and 10 cents per 
hundred pounds on feed. By buying in large quantities from an 
outside concern the farmers saved the merchants' retail profit, 
but it appears that they could have bought in large lots from the 
retail dealers at the same price. When the extra trouble to which 
the farmers were put in buying cooperatively is considered, there 
seems to have been no appreciable advantage, except perhaps 
that such buying may have kept the retail prices down. 

The clubs have suffered no losses from bad debts. Patrons 
occasionally neglected to take the goods which they ordered, but 
there was always some one willing to relieve the club of the goods. 
The patrons procure the goods at the car and pay as they receive 
them. They seem to be satisfied with the quality of the goods. 
At first there was considerable difficulty in finding firms who 
would fill the orders, but now such companies are soliciting their 
trade. During the winter it frequently happens that the lumber
men join in the cooperative buying and come to town at night to 
procure their goods. 
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EQUITY SOCIETIES AT B 

.In community B, two Equity societies were organized July 1, 
1914. The cooperative spirit appears to be very strong. Whether 
this is due to the newness of the movement or to the class of people, 
who are predominately Bohemian, is impossible to say. The so
cieties include about 150 families, or about 90 per cent of the fam
ilies in the district. They are located within a radius of seven or 
eight miles from the village. A large part of the flour used by 
this community is bought through the two societies. Within 
a year from the date of their organization, these two societies had 
jointly bought six carloads of flour, one of wire, one of posts, and 
150 pounds of cheese. At the time the clubs were visited, the 
members were discussing the advisability of buying a carload of 
sugar. 

The purchases of the two societies are not kept separate. They 
are made by the secretary of one of the societies, who attends to 
the ordering, distribution, and collection. He is a middle-aged 
farmer who was a school teacher for several years, but who re
tired to the farm because of poor health. 

The farmers usually procure the goods at the car. At first 
they were stored in an old feed mill and the patrons could get 
them at their convenience, but the mill is now out of repair. 
Surplus flour is handled by a local merchant at a service charge of 
10 cents per hundred pounds. There has been no difficulty in dis
posing of goods ordered by patrons. In fact, more flour is fre
quently ordered from the flour mills than was ordered by pa
trons and there has been no difficulty in disposing of all of it. The 
quality of goods has· been satisfactory. Little difficulty has been 
encountered in obtaining goods from wholesalers and manufac
turers. One Twin City milling company sold the societies two car
loads of flour at good prices, but after that its prices were the 
same as those of local mills, leading the societies to believe that 
there was an understanding between the milling company and the 
local mills regarding prices. 

The posts were bought from a local dealer. The orders were 
taken by the secretary, who submitted a list to the dealer, each 
farmer paying the dealer when he received his posts. The posts 
cost the dealer 13 cents and were sold to farmers for 130 cents. 
The retailing price in small lots had been 15 cents. 

On flour, the societies saved the retailer's profit, which was 
about 40 cents per hundred pounds. This means a considerable 
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saving on the year's purchases, the secretary estimating that it 
amounted to $300 or $400. The following transaction in flour is 
typical: Date of purchase, June, 1915; price per barrel, $6.30 de
livered at the local station; unloading charge, 5 cents per barrel; 
total cost, $6.35 ; retail price in local stores, $7 per barrel. The 
secretary says that the local flour mills were given an opportunity 
to furnish the flour at 25 cents per hundred discount, but they 
refused. On the other hand, the mills maintain that they were 
willing to sell carload quantities to the Equity societies, as is their 
custom, at wholesale prices, but that the farmers were unreason
able·, wishing them to sell a high-grade flour for the same price as 
the low grade of their competitor. The farmers maintain that they 
received flour of as high grade as the local mills offered, but the 
mills reply that they have tested the flour that the societies bought 
and found it of low grade. 

The wire, which was bought from an Indiana concern, was a 
mixed lot, so that it was impossible to get adequate data on the 
transaction. However, the secretary estimates that there was a 
saving of 25 per cent. The goods were of standard quality and 
all patrons are satisfied. Usual wholesale terms were obtained: 
thirty days were allowed for settlement; goods were guaranteed, 
and could have been returned if unsatisfactory. A local dealer was 
given opportunity to fill the order, but he refused. The dealer, ac
cording to the secretary, resented the· purchase and, to cause dis
satisfaction among the Equity members, circulated the report that 
he had received a rebate from the wire company. \i\Then the mat
ter was brought to the attention of the company, it denied having 
given a rebate to the dealer and threatened to sue him for dam
ages, whereupon the merchant admitted that his statement was 
a "bluff." 

COOPERATIVE PURCHASING AT C 

C is situated in a fertile, well-developed, mixed-farming section 
of the state. Stock-saising is becoming important and the farmers 
are using more mill feeds and often buy corn, which is frequently 
a failure in that section of the state. Here is a good example of 
unorganized cooperation among farmers. There is no formal club 
or society. When the supply of feed or flour becomes low in the 
community, several farmers get together and buy a large quantity, 
usually a· carload of feed and half a ton or more of flour, from 
the local mill. 

In 1914 they bought three carloads of corn and in 1915 two car-
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loads, besides a considerable amount of oilmeal, bran, shorts, and 
flour. The usual method of procedure in making these purchases 
is for some farmer who wishes to buy feed or flour to start a sub
scription paper among the neighbors. When he has orders for 
a considerable quantity, he takes the list to the local flour mill, 
which fills the order either with its own product or with goods pur
chased from other markets. The farmers then procure their goods 
from the mill, or from the car if they have been shipped in, each 
farmer paying the miller as the goods are taken. Occasionally 
farmers whose names are not in the order list telephone to the 
mill asking to be included for a given amount of goods. It is un
derstood that all such buying is for cash. The miller says that a 
farmer occasionally does not have the ready money when his goods 
arrive, and in such cases a few days' credit is given, but that, on 
the whole, the farmers are prompt to pay, and there are no bad 
debts from these transactions. The miller notifies the farmers 
when the goods arrive and they get them promptly. 

The miller estimates that he saves the farmers $5 per ton on oil
meal, 5 cents per bushel on corn, and $4 per ton on bran and shorts. 
These figures are' based on the prices charged by the local mer
chants for small lots. The cooperative prices are not much lower 
than those that the individual farmer can get if he buys from 
the mill in large lots, as the miller aims to make only $1 
per ton in retailing feed in that way. So, too, he sells flour to 
any one in quantities of 500 pounds or more at SO cents per barrel 
below retail price. This is practically a wholesale price. 

The miller has been selling to groups of farmers in this way 
for about five years and the volume of business has steadily in
creased. He is glad to make these sales, as they give him an outlet 
for mill feed and some flour, and save the mill the handling charge, 
especially on the commodities which it is necessary to ship in. 

The history of cooperative buying by more formal farmers' 
organiz.ations in this community is reported to be unfavorable. 
The practice is said to have been the ruination of two prosperous 
farmers clubs, which were involved in unsuccessful undertakings. 
The members of one club became dissatisfied over the handling 
of a lot of seed corn; the other club built an unsuccessful potato 
warehouse that caused its dissolution and death. The farmers 
around C have a strong cooperative spirit, but seem to succeed best 
without any formal organization. The county superintendent of 
schools, the county agriculturist, and the superintendent of the 
high school are the leaders in the cooperative movement. 
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FARMERS' CLUB AT D 

The D farmers' club is an organization comprising about sixty 
families of a prosperous Bohemian community five miles north 
of a village. This club did little cooperative buying before 1914, 
but during that year it made many purchases. A farmer's son who 
attended the state University is the leader in the movement. 

The club purchases include wire, feed, salt, groceries, and twine. 
The local dealers sell these commodities, but the farmers believe 
that they can obtain better prices by buying in club lots from other 
dealers. A carload of middlings was bought from a flour m;ll at 
Minot, North Dakota, for $22 per ton, including freight. This 
same commodity was retailing in small quantities for $26 per ton. 
The club submitted the order to local dealers but could not ob
tain a satisfactory price. An order for 7,700 pounds of oilmeal 
was placed with a Minnea.polis firm. The local retail price was $2 
per hundredweight, while it was bought at Minneapolis for $1.95 
per hundredweight, a small saving being effected. 

Ten farmers bought a large shipment of hog wire fencing from 
a company at Cleveland, Ohio. This cost 17 cents per foot. The 
farmers claim it was as good quality as the wire which the local 
dealer was selling for 26 cents per foot. There is so much varia
tion in the quality of the different kinds of wire that it is difficult 
to judge the relative value. However, the farmers are well sat
isfied. 

Twine was purchased from the state prison at Stillwater at the 
usual rates allowed farmers. A local hardware dealer is handling 
state prison twine and offered to sell it to some of these farmers 
cheaper than they could get it from the state. This was possible 
because he was buying in larger quantities than the club, and was 
given a greater discount. His offer, however, was refused, as there 
appears to be considerable ill feeling between the farmers of this 
community and the local dealers. The local dealer was paying 6:)4 
cents per pound and his regular retail price was 7Y'.l cents. 

This is one of a few clubs visited that is attempting to buy gro
ceries. They were having great success, at least temporarily. The 
orders are taken at the weekly meeting of the club and then the 
goods are ordered by the president from a wholesale firm at Duluth 
or purchased at Minneapolis by the president in person. One of 
the farmers then hauls them from the station, free of charge. to 
the club hall where they are procured by the patrons at their con
ve111ence. These orders include sugar, canned goods. crackers. and 
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such other standardized groceries as the ordinary family on a farm 
uses in large quantities. Special arrangements are made with a 
local confectioner to distribute a special brand of coffee which 
the club buys from a Duluth wholesale house. The dealer collects 
from each patron as the coffee is delivered. The club bought 625 
pounds in 1914, at 25 cents a pound. They maintain that coffee 
of the same quality was retailing at 35 ce_nts. 

Unusual circumstances surrounded the purchase of a carload of 
salt. As the farmers in this community have a large amount of 
stock, they buy considerable quantities of salt. About thirty of 
them decided that by combining their o-rders they could handle a 
carload. They negotiated with a local merchant who offered to act 
as agent for the club and buy the carload if the club would allow 
him 5 cents per barrel for handling the transaction. 

The farmers refused this proposition and tried to buy the salt 
direct from the wholesale house which was selling to the merchant, 

. but the concern refused to sell except at retail prices. Thereupon 
the club entered into negotiations with a wholesale firm at Superior 
from which they finally received a consignment. It appears that 
this wholesale firm was not solicitous of such orders, as it offered the 
retail merchant a rebate of 15 cents per barrel, which the mer
chant refused. The merchant says that the grade of salt which 
the farmers received is poorer than that which he offered. hut the 
farmers maintain that it is just as good and that they made a ma
terial saving by the transaction. 

CLUBS ATE 

T!1ere are three farmers' clubs located within a radius of eight 
miles of E. Their activities in buying cooperatively were very lim
ited for the years studied. The club purchases are confined to feeds, 
oilmeal, bran, and shorts. The local merchants and the local flour 
mill retail oilmeal, but the farmers decided that they were making 
too much profit and so clubbed together and bought a carload from 
a manufacturer at Minneapolis. The oilmeal cost $28.50 per ton at 
the station, or $1.42.Yz per hundredweight. At the same time the 
mill was retailing it at $1.75. There was thus a saving of 32.Yz 
cents per hundredweight, or $6.50 per ton. However, the farmers 
bought larger quantities in their club orders than they had been 
buying from the mill, and if they had bought the same quantity from 
the mill. they would have obtained a discount from the retail rate. 
Acting as agent for the farmers, in 1913 the mill bought a carload 
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of oilmeal and charged a commission of 50 cents a ton, thus showing 
itself friendly toward cooperative buying. 

Bran and shorts are bought of the local flour mill. When sev
eral farmers need these feeds they may pool their orders and pro
cure them from the flour mill at a special price, providing their 
orders amount to- a carload. The regular retail price of bran and 
shorts, at the time the University agent visited the town, was $24 
per ton, and the clubs obtained them for $21.50. A list of the or
ders is given to the manager of the mill, who collects from the 
farmers as they procure their goods. The transactions are sup
posed to be for cash, altho credit is given for a few days in 
particular instances. On the whole, the farmers settle promptly and 
no bad debts are incurred. The. mill has sold five carloads of bran 
and shorts in the last two or three years in this way, and while it 
does not oppose the plan, it prefers to sell at retail as that involves 
little more expense and the profits are larger. 

The agriculturist in the local high school appears to have en
couraged club buying. In the case of the oilmeal, he obtained the 
orders from the farmers and attended to buying the goods, dis
tributing them at the station and collecting the money. However, 
his disposition, and that of the clubs, is to buy only those things 
which do not compete with the chief lines of stock of the local 
merchants. They express the belief that the merchants are neces
sary to the community and should be patronized as long as their 
prices are reasonable. Consequently, the clubs have not encour
aged cooperative buying of such goods as groceries and have con
fined themselves to buying feed. 

PURCHASES BY A LIVESTOCK SHIPPING ASSOCIATION AT F 

The Equity Cooperative Shipping Association at F has en
larged its activities to include the handling of a line of farm im
plements. This increases the business of the association so that it 
can employ a ~alaried manager to devote all of his time to buying 
and selling for several Equity locals in the vicinity of F. A small 
wooden structure is provided in which to store the machinery, but, 
as with most of the implement firms of the Northwest, the storage 
facilities are inadequate and much of the machinery remains out 
doors. 

The association handles machinery on the same basis as any 
retailer, making the price sufficiently high to cover operating ex
penses. A small stock is kept, with a supply of repairs. Orders 
are taken as in the case of retailers who can not supply a customer 
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lrom the stock on hand. The machinery handled includes binders, 
mowers, and rakes made at the Minnesota state prison; and the 
wagons, buggies, plows, and other implements manufactured by 
the Rock Island Plow Company. The twine is purchased from 
the state prison. Table I shows the prices of the local dealers and 
of the shipping association in 1915. 

TABLE I 

COMPARISON OF PRICES OF LOCAL DEALERS AND SHIPPING ASSOCIATION 

Local dealers Shipping association 

Unit C?st I Sell.Ing Profit Unit cost Selling I Profit per 
at station price at station orice · unit 

Mower 1i 39.50 - $ 47]){)- -$-i.50- $ 32.00 -$-38.00 I $ 6.00-
7-foot binder 112.50 130.00 17.50 102.00 117.00 15.00 
Hay rake 

22.50 30.00 7.50 17.50 16.50 -1.00* (30 teeth) 
Corn cultiva-

25.00 32.00 7.00 13.25 25.00 12.75 tor, standard 
Deering twine 0.08f.1: 0.10)4 0.01% 0.06% I 0.07 0.00~ 

•A minus sign indicates loss. 

The selling prices of the local dealers are the prices charged 
to farmers on credit; the credit usually extends to November of 
the following autumn and a promissory note is frequently required. 
Except on corn cultivators, the shipping association is realizing 
a smaller profit than the local dealers. The latter sell the im
plements of the International Harvester Company. The cost of 
the goods sold by the shipping association is less than the cost 
reported by the local dealers, but it is difficult to determine the com
parative quality. However, it is certain that the haying and har
vesting implements handled by the association are not so well 
standardized, and the farmers may have more difficulty in· getting 
repairs than for the standard machines handled by the local dealers. 

Some of the Equity members are not satisfied with the ma
chinery sold by their association and are patronizing the local mer
chants. The undertaking has not been in existence long, but 
seems to be having a fair degree of success. However, the co
operative spirit is apparently not strong in this community, as 
is indicated by the failure of a farmers' cooperative grain elevator 
and a cooperative creamery at F. 

FARMERS' CLUB AT G 

The club at G affords a good example of cooperation between 
the farmers and the merchants in the small town which is the center 
of the community life. Sixty-eight families are represented in 
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the organization, which includes the greater part of the farmers of 
the vicinity. The club, like most Minnesota farmers' clubs, is pri
marily a social organization, but its attention is frequently turned 
to business. 

The cooperative purchases include sugar, flour, twine, kerosene, 
gasoline, and feed. These, except twine, are bought from the 
local merchants, who have been willing to make special prices for 
large cash orders, thus tending to keep business in the town and 
to maintain more friendly relations with their farmer customers. 

\Vhen the farmers get together at a club meeting, if a sufficient 
number wish to buy any one of the commodities dealt i11, a special 
committee is appointed to make a list of the orders and to arrange 
for purchases. The list is then taken to the merchants for bids, 
and the goods are taken by each patron, who pays the merchant di
rect as he receives them. 

The merchants did not like the arrangement at first, but, 
according to the farmers, there is not so much complaint of late. 
There is no dissatisfaction with the quality of the goods. The 
dealers have not tried to dispose of inferior goods to fill these 
orders, since they are dealing with regular customers and are so
liciting their trade in other lines. Bids have never been asked 
from outside dealers, but the last committee appointed, just prior 
to the visit of the University agent to the community, \vas 111-

structed to get bids from merchants outside of G. 
The club buys about a thousand pounds of sugar fi\·e or six 

times a year. The members estimate that they are thus saving 
about forty cents per hundredweight. There is some question, 
however, whether they are actually saving this much. The mer
chant from whom they haYe bought some of the sugar says that he 
aims to make 25 cents per hundredweight in retailing, and divides 
this profit about equally with the club members. Flour is bought 
in lots of about three thousand pounds several times a year. The 
club maintains that it saves about forty cents per hundredweight. 
For example, in one particular instance when flour was retailing 
at $3.80, the club secured a 3,000-pound order for $3.40 per hundred
weight. This does not accord with the statement of the dealer, 
who says that he aims to realize 30 cents profit on flour and splits 
the profit with the farmers' club on its orders. However. it is 
evident that the club is making a small saving. 

A considerable amount of bran and shorts has been bought co
operatively. The orders are taken by the secretary of the club or 
by the butter-maker of the local cooperative creamery, who gives 
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them to the local flour mill to be filled. Each farmer gets the feed 
at his convenience and pays the mill for it. Such purchases are for 
cash. These combined orders for a given transaction are usually in 
less than carload quantities, being for eight or ten tons. The miller 
says that he will sell flom or feed in carload quantities to any in
dividual or firm at wholesale price but will ordinarily sell only at 
retail prices for less than carload lots. However, the club ob
tained a special rate on its purchases. \\'hen feed was retailing at 
$23 per ton, the club lots ~were purchased for $22. This may not 
have been a strictly wholesale price, but it was at least a special re
tail rate. Moreover, the opinion prevails that the retail price of 
feed fell "·hen the club began to buy in large quantities. 

The farmers' co(iperative creamery is selling machine oil to its 
patrons. It has an old building which it is seriously considering 
transforming into a warehouse where it may store feed, flour, sugar, 
and other goods which it can advantageously handle, and provid
ing these commodities for the farmers at cost. 

Six thousand one hundred pounds of twine were bought from 
the state prison and it is said that a carload could have been dis
posed of if the order list had been circulated sooner. The price of 
the twine at the prison, plus freight and handling charges, made 
the cost 775 cents to the farmers, who maintain that the same qual
ity of twine was retailing at 9 cents per pound. However, most 
of the twine sold by the merchants is manufactured by the Inter
national Hanester Company and many farmers believe it superior 
to prison twine. The local hardware dealers say that they aim to 
realize one cent per pound on twine. The twine must be or
dered from the state several months before harvest, and the of
ficers of the club give a note payable the following November. The 
twine is stored in the freight depot until it is convenient for the 
farmers to take it to their farms. Arrangements are made with 
the freight agent to collect from the farmers and he is paid 8 cents 
per hundredweight. 

The farmers' club of G has been buying cooperatively for three 
years, and the volume of its purchasing is not decreasing. So far the 
transactions have proved satisfactory to both buyer and seller. 
The volume of flour handled, however, fell off during the winter and 
spring of 1915. The price of flour was unusually high and the 
farmers did not wish to get a large supply with the risk of a fall 
111 pnces. 
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PURCHASING BY THE FRUIT-GROWERS' ASSOCIATION AT H 

The Fruit-Growers' Association at H is made up of the fruit
growers of the district. It sells about $20,000 worth of fruit a year, 
and, as a side line, buys for the patrons such supplies as flour, 
feed, salt, and a limited quantity of groceries. It has a ware
house at H and a salaried manager who devotes all his time to buy
ing and selling for the association. Hence cooperative purchases 
can be handled with little additional expense. 

The association conducts its sales to members on the same busi
ness principles as any retail store, allowing a reasonable margin 
for operating expenses. It has done and is still doing a large busi
ness. Goods are not ordered beforehand by patrons but a stock 
is kept on hand, and they are sold to patrons for cash, so no bad 
debts are incurred. They are procured at regular wholesale prices 
and on wholesale terms. The prices charged by the fruit growers' 
association and the local feed store on the day they were visited 
were practically the same. The farmers' association was selling 
flour at $4 per hundredweight, while the retail store was selling a 
similar grade for $3.90. The flour cost each $3.60 per hundred
weight. Sugar which cost the association $6.45 was selling for 
$6.90, making a profit of 45 cents per hundredweight. Feed was 
handled at 15 cents per sack above the cost f. o. b. station. 

The association, altho conducting its sales by regular retail 
methods, is having difficulty in buying from wholesalers. Feed 
and flour can be bought from flour mills at wholesale prices, and 
when the movement first started groceries and hardware could also 
be bought by the association on wholesale terms; but as a result of 
complaint from local dealers, certain wholesale grocers and hard
ware dealers at Duluth refused to sell to the association. This 
has caused the association considerable inconvenience and has made 
somewhat unfriendly relations between the farmers and the local 
retailers. 

FARMERS' CLUB AT I 

The club at I comprises about 25 families living an average dis
tance of three miles from the town. The organization has not given 
much attention to buying cooperatively. It has bought some sugar, 
kerosene, and coal. The purchases, altho constituting a very small 
part of such goods used by the members of the club, nevertheless 
are of sufficient quantities to arouse the displeasure of the local 



COOPERATIVE BUYING BY FARMERS' CLUBS 17 

merchants. It is interesting to note, however, that, as in many 
similar cases, the merchants are not so bitter toward cooperative 
buying as they are toward the catalog house trade. 

Small quantities of sugar and of kerosene wer<:'. bought by this 
club through a local merchant. Fifteen families each took 100 
pounds of sugar in a club order and it was obtained for $5.50 per 
hundredweight, whereas sugar was retailing for 6 cents a pound. 
Kerosene that was retailing in small quantities at 12 cents per gal
lon was bought for 8 cents. These purchases were supposed to be 
strictly for cash, so that the merchant, selling in larger quantities, 
and being relieved of the risks incurred in granting credit, was will
ing to sell on a smaller margin than otherwise. 

Altho there is still a considerable amount of cordwood in this 
part of the state, the farmers are buying some coal for fuel. The 
25 families in the club decided that it was both convenient and prof
itable to buy their coal in large quantities direct from wholesalers. 
Moreover, by having it shipped to a near-by side track instead of 
to the village, a saving is made in hauling the coal to the farm. 
The farmers were satisfied with the weights, quality, and price, and 
believe that they got a better grade of coal at a lower price· than 
could have been obtained at the local market. 

The coal was Tecumseh Lump, a soft Indiana coal: two car
loads of 31 tons each were bought during the winter of 1914-1915 
from a Chicago wholesale firm. The cost of the coal f.o.b. d~stina
tion was $4.50 per ton- plus 10 cents weighing charge, making a 
total cost of $4.60 per ton. This grade of coal was not sold by local 
merchants, so it is impossible to compare its cost with local prices. 
The farmers believe that they made a particularly good deal, and 
that the coal compared favorably with the Hocking Valley coal that 
was retailing at $5.7S. However, the coal dealers at I maintain 
that the Tecumseh coal bought by the club was of an inferior 
grade, and that they would have sold the same grade under the 
same conditions at the price paid by the farmers. The dealers say 
they were selling coal at SO to 7S cents over cost at station. Hock
ing Valley coal cost them $5. The cost of handling they estimate 
to be 2S cents per ton so that a price of $S.7S gives a profit of SO 
cents per ton, out of which must come interest on investment and 
waste in handling. One of the dealers says that he would have sold 
this coal in carload lots, on track, for $5. 
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POTATO SHIPPING ASSOCIATION AT J 

An Equity association which is primarily a potato shipping or
ganization, exists at ]. It is incorporated and has a manager. It 
shipped 19 carloads of potatoes in 1914, and has bought twine, 
coffee, meat, and feed. Only small quantities of coffee and meat 
were bought. It was an experiment on the part of the farmers, but 
they were particularly pleased with the meat purchase, saving 3 
cents per pound, and sentiment favors continuing meat buying 
through the organization. Seven carloads of feed and flour were 
bought. The flour mills of the Northwest do not hesitate to sell 
a carload of flour or feed to any individual or organization at whole
sale prices, so the Equity society had no difficulty in obtaining favor
able terms. 

Flour and feed can be handled very conveniently by this or
ganization, since it has a warehouse which much of the time is not 
in use, and the manager has time to attend to the purchasing and 
distribution. The manager receives 40 cents per ton for handling 
the feed and flour, but no allowance is made for the use of the ware
house. Since J is a small place with only one small grocery store, 
it is impossible to estimate the saving. However, a dealer in a 
neighboring town is retailing feed in small quantities on a margin 
of $2 per ton, and grants credit to patrons. He says that he would 
be willing, if given: the opportunity, to handle car lots of feed for 
the farmers o·n a cash basis at a margin of from 25 to 50 cents 
per ton. 

Apparently both the sales and the purchases of this associa
tion are conducted on very unbusinesslike principles. The methods 
of accounting are poor, and in some instances the records of in
dividual accounts appear to be indefinite. Credit is sometimes 
granted to patrons, but this practice is avoided as much as possible. 

FARMERS' CLUB AT K 

K is a farming community only a few miles out of the Twin 
Cities. However, there is no town at hand arid the farmers' club 
has found it more convenient to have such commodities as they 
could buy in large quantities shipped to a nearby railroad sidetrack 
and taken from the car direct to the farm than to go to the cities 
to buy them. 

Between June 1, 1914 and June 1, 1915 about 20 cars of bran 
and shorts were bought. The greater number of the farmers in 
the organization participated in these orders and there appears to be 
general satisfaction with the results. Settlement for the goods is 
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made through the local bank, which pays the bills ancl then col
lects from the farmers as the feed is taken from the car. The cost 
to the farmers was the wholesale price plus the freight. However, 
the chief saving is in avoiding trips to Minneapolis or St. Paul. 

Four silos and five manure spreaders were bought by members 
of the club through a local dealer at a village near the Twin Cities. 
By special arrangements with this merchant reduced prices were 
obtained. The silos retailed at $315 and were bought by the farm
ers in this case for $290. Manure spreaders that retailed at $100 
were bought for $90. Everyone concerned appears to be satisfid 
with the transaction; a good saving was realized by the farmers, 
and a reasonable profit by the local dealer who is willing to accept 
a small margin when the goods are thus sold in consiclerahle lots 
and for cash. 

FARMERS COOPERATIVE ASSOCIATION AT L 

The Farmers' Cooperative association at L is an organization 
of over seventy families in the vicinity of a town in the cut-over 
district of northeastern Minnesota. The association is incorporated 
and its activities are primarily economic rather than social. The 
first year it was organized it did a $7,000 business and the second 
year a $10,000 business. It ha!J.dled feed, flour, and dynamite. The 
business was conducted by one of the members who did the work 
at a very low rate of pay. In fact, he believes it was inadequate for 
the effort necessary. 

At the close of the second year, the association made arrrange
ments with a milling company in a Southern Minnesota town to 
construct a warehouse at L to handle the feed, flour, and other goods 
which the farmers' organization should buy cooperatively. The 
mill company agreed to assume all responsibility for handling the 
goods, and to provide an agent, whom it pays. to attend to the sales 
and purchases. It agreed to sell feed to members of the association 
at 5 cents per hundredweight advance over wholesale price plus 
freight, and to non-members at 10 cents advance; and to sell flour 
to members for 10 cents per barrel over cost f.o.b. station, with a 
margin of 20 cents for non-members. Breakfast foods are also 
handled at a small margin. 

Another milling company has a branch office at L which af
fords considerable competition for the farmers' association. It sells 
fee.d and flour at a small margin over cost; flour that costs $7.40 
f.o.b. station sells for $7.80 per barrel; bran is sold in small lots 
at a margin of 10 cents per hundred pounds over f.o.b. cost, and 
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in ton quantities at a margin of $1 per ton. There is a difference 
of opinion as to the effect of cooperative buying on the prices 
charged by this company and by the local merchants. The farmers 
maintain that it resulted in a reduction in price, while the mer
chants hold the opposite view. At any rate, the farmers appear to 
be getting these commodities at a reasonable rate, at as nearly the 
actual cost of marketing as is possible. 

This arrangement with the milling company seems to have 
worked very successfully and the farmers are well satisfied. It 
has relieved the ·cooperative association of the financial responsi
bility connected with buying in large quantities. The business 
thus carried on is comparable with that of a good-sized establish
ment; in 1913-1914, ten carloads of feed and flour were handled, 
besides such minor articles as breakfast foods. 

The effect of this method of buying is practically to de
moralize the trade of the two local retail merchants in the articles 
handled by the association. One of them has consequently ceased 
to handle feed, but still sells flour in retail lots at a profit of about 
twenty-five cents per forty-nine pound sack. The other dealer still 
handles feed and flour, but only in very limited quantity. 

In addition to handling flour and feed, this association buys 
large quantities of dynamite, which is a necessary commodity in 
clearing the timber land of this region. This community uses two 
or three carloads of dynamite a year, and the most of it is bought 
through the farmers' association. About twenty-five hundred dol
lars' worth was purchased in 1914, the cost to members being 11 
cents per pound. The local dealers were charging 12,0 cents. The 
working capital of the settlers in this part of the state is very 
limited, so that small savings are even more important to them 
than to farmers in the older districts. 

FARMERS' CLUB ATM 

The farmers' club at M is an organization of ten families resid
ing from one to seven miles from a railroad station in Northern 
Minnesota. There is no store at the station and it is twenty-five 
miles to N, the nearest town of any importance. Like many 
farmers in the northern part of the state, those in this club were 
compelled to go a long distance to buy their supplies, or else to 
order them cooperatively in large quantities. The retail facilities 
in this part of the state are frequently very poor. 

There is a sidetrack at the station where the club can receive 
goods that it may buy in carload quantities, and save the drive of 



COOPEIV-1TIVE B'"TJNG BY FARJIERS' CLUBS 21 

twenty-five miles. In 1913-1914, the club bought a carload of mill 
feed which was brought to this siding. The farmers believe that 
they saved 43 cents per hundredweight on the bran and shorts, on 
the basis of the prices at N. However, one dealer at N, who was 
interviewed, said he was selling feed at 35 cents advance over cost 
f.o.b. station. This purchase proved so satisfactory that the mem
bers of the club expect to continue to buy feed cooperatively. 

Capital and credit are among the greatest needs of these north
ern communities. Very few, if any, of the farmers are in a posi
tion to buy extensive or expensive equipment; practically no farmer 
can buy such machinery as a threshing-machine. Besides, grain 
is produced in such limited quantities that it would scarcely pay 
anyone to operate a threshing outfit as a profit-making enterprise. 
This was the situation in the community at M, so in 1913, under 
the initiative of one of the progressive farmers of the community, 
ten members of the club bought a threshing outfit-a grain separa
tor and steam engine. These farmers say they secured a whole
sale price on the machine; it cost them $950; whereas they claim 
that a local dealer would have asked at least $1.500. Besides, they 
were given four years in which to. pay for the outfit. The ten 
farmers gave a joint note as security with interest at 6 per cent. 
Five dollars per clay is charged for the use of the engine for run
ning a wooclsaw and 10 cents per buf?hel for threshing. The in
come had almost paid for the threshing machine in 1915. There 
appears to be general satisfaction with the results. 

FARMERS' CLUB AT 0 

The farmers' club at 0 is composed of twenty-eight families in a 
prosperous farming community in the west central part of the state. 
It has extended its activities to include buying part of the sup
plies which its members need. Goods are not bought in the name 
of the club, but in the name of the secretary, who attends to the 
buying. The club meeting provides a good opportunity for the 
farmers to get together and make their wants known. 

The club has bought flour, sugar, and wire fencing in consid
erable quantities. Local dealers have always been given prefer
ence over outside concerns. The location of the community has 
encouraged this policy. It is about six miles from 0 and about 
the same distance from two or three other small towns, thus mak
ing the competition for the club's trade very keen, and causing 
dealers to offer prices for large quantities almost as low as whole
sale prices. 



22 MINNESOTA BULLETI.iV I67 

In 1914, a carload of wire fencing was bought through a local 
hardware dealer at 0. It consisted of various widths of woven 
wire, of gates, and other fencing equipment. The wire that was 
retailing at 30 cents was bought for 25 _% cents. Twenty-five 16-
foot galvanized gates were included in the order. These were being 
retailed at $9.75, and were bought in the club lot for $7.80, thus 
saving nearly two dollars on each gate. The general appearance of 
the community has been improved by the substitution of these 
galvanized gates for the wooden gates and bars that formerly 
graced the entrance to every farmstead. The hardware dealer was 
put to some inconvenience by the failure of one of the largest 
patrons to take his order of wire. This appears not to have been 
intentional on the part of the farmer, but was due to the bad 
condition of the toads. 

Few farmers' clubs attempt to buy sugar, but the club at 0 
has bought considerable. In February, 1914, it bought 2,600 
pounds in one consignment. This is a considerable amount, hut 
much less than a carload. The patrons think that they saved about 
a dollar per hundredweight, but the dealer from whom they made 
the purchase says that they saved from 15 to 20 cents. 

Between June 1914 and June 1915, the club members bought 
about thirty thousand pounds of flour in lots of six or eight thou
sand pounds. Fifty cents per hundredweight is said to han been 
saved on these purchases. 

On the whole, cooperative buying, so far as it has been prac
ticed, seems satisfactory to both the farmers and the local mer
chants at 0. The merchants are satisfied because they are get
ting trade, a part of which would otherwise go to neighboring towns; 
they are selling in larger quantities, and for cash. The farmers are 
pleased because they can get the same quality of goods at more rea
sonable prices. 

These orders are handled by the dealers in much the same way" 
as other business. The club solicits the individual orders and 
gives them to the dealer to be filled. When the goods arrive, the 
dealer notifies the members, who come to town immediately and 
take them from the car. It is understood that such transactions 
are for cash, altho credit may be granted for a few days in excep
tional cases. The farmers usually pay promptly and there are no 
bad debts. The yolume of goods bought cooperatively decreased 
in the summer of 1915 because of the high prices of flour and 
sugar. The farmers thought that prices were more likely to fall 
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than to rise, and in order to guard against loss preferred to buy in 
small quantities. 

FARMERS' CLUB AT P 

The farmers' club at P includes eighteen families m the v1c111-
ity, about fifty per cent of the families of the neighborhood. The 
spirit of cooperation is very strong, as is evidenced by the en
thusiasm of the farmers for their organization. This organization 
devotes most of its effort to the social aspect of farm life and 
to agricultural production, but it is also giving some attention to 
cooperative buying. 

An interesting instance of a community buying livestock coiJp
eratively is found here. This part of the state is comparatively 
new; the pioneers came with little capital and there was little 
opportunity to accumulate any while the land was being cleared. 
The soil is very light and produces small yields. However, this 
is a good section for stockraising and dairying and the farmers are 
beginning to appreciate their opportunities in this direction, but the 
lack of capital makes it difficult to stock the farms. A local bank, 
realizing the situation of the farmers and the opportunities for 
stock-raising, assisted several farmers in buying a carload of thoro
bred Holstein heifers. The transaction appears to have been con
summated satisfactorily and the community is being developed 
into a dairy district. Some of the farmers believe it would be a 
good thing for several farmers to cooperate in buying sires for 
their herds. 

Considerable quantities of paris green have also been bought 
by the club members. This is bought in 100-pound kegs from a 
local dealer. The price paid in 1914 was 18 cents per pound whereas 
the retail price was 20 cents. As potato-growing is important in 
this community, this represents a considerable saving in a year. 
Some of the patrons failed to take the paris green which they had 
ordered, but the other members took enough to dispose of the 
entire amount and thus it did not inconvenience the merchant. The 
paris green was sold for cash and payment collected by the dealer. 

Twelve hundred feet of hay rope was bought from a company 
at Minne.apolis. This was a sufficient quantity to realize a good 
saving to the buyers. It costs the farmers 12 cents per foot, while 
the same klnd of rope was retailing for 17 cents, thus saving $60. 

Th_e poor crop of 1911 compelled those who were raising much 
livestock to buy feed. The local dealers were selling it, but owing 
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to the "hard times" and the quantity which they were buying, the 
farmers believed that the dealers were asking too much. As the 
club manager was a relative of a member of a grain commission 
firm at Minneapolis and could keep in touch with market con
ditions, it was decided to buy a carload of feed. The first car proved 
satisfactory so a second was bought. No definite quotations are 
available, but the farmers believe that they saved about five per 
cent as compared with what the retailer offered on a carload, and 
more as compared with retail prices. The feed was bought C. 0. D. 
and each patron paid the bank as he received his feed. 

Since 1911, no cooperative purchases of feed and flour have 
been made by this club, because the local flour mill sells at a close 
margin. The mill retails bran and shorts at an advance of $2 
per ton over its wholesale price. It retails oilmeal in small lots 
at an advance e·qual to $5 per ton over its wholesale rate, but in half
ton lots it will sell at $3 over wholesale. The mill also makes a 
reduction of SO cents per hundredweight on flour in purchases of a 
ton or more. This is practically a wholesale price. The club, as 
such, does not appear to have taken· advantage of these opportu
nities, but it is no uncommon occurrence for several farmers to buy 
together in order to take advantage of the special rates on large 
quantities. 

This is one of a few farmers' clubs that has attempted to buy 
wire fencing. Arrangements were made. with an Indiana company 
for a carload of different kinds of fence equipment, but for reasons 
not easily explained, probably because of the great amount of work 
connected with it, the orders were turned over to a local dealer who 
was allowed 2 per cent for attending to the orders and collect
ing. The goods were all taken and there is satisfaction with the 
results, altho no such purchase has been n1ade since.. The dealers 
say they could have sold the goods as cheaply as the prices paid 
by the farmers, but would not do so because they believed it would 
set a bad precedent in prices and the farmers would expect the 
same prices on small quantities. It appears that the leading hard
ware dealer has a policy of quoting prices for large orders; he says 
that on large sales he aims to make 5 per cent, whereas he makes 
8 per cent on small sales. It is impossible to estimate the influence 
of cooperative buying upon these prices. 

One interesting feature of the cooperative buying of this com
munity is the fact that it is done, not by an officer of the club, but 
by a member who is a pioneer in this part of the state and is a pub
lic-spirited leader. 
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FARMERS' CLUB AT Q 

Q is the center of a frontier community in Northern Min
nesota. The town has experienced more prosperous times and is 
now recovering from the business depression caused by the decline 
in the lumber industry. Some of the farmers settled in this dis
trict fifteen or twenty years ago, but most of them are new ar
rivals with little capital; consequently the community is poor and 
market conditions are far from ideal. The farmers complain of the 
high prices of supplies, and the merchants are dissatisfied with the 
large amount. of credit which they must grant. 

These conditions have diverted the attention of the farmers' 
dub from its original purpose, social and productive activities, to 
cooperative buying of supplies. The dairy industry is developing, 
and as only a small part of the land is cleared for cultivation the 
production of feed is insufficient. Besides, the farmers are learn
ing to use mill feeds, which must be shipped in. 

The farmers maintain that the local merchants were making 
$10 per ton profit on feed and a large profit on flour. The mem
bers of the club who were buying feed first e~perimented in a small 
way in buying cooperatively from outside firms. The results were 
satisfactory and the practice was continued with an increasing 
.amount of business until, from March 1914 to March 1915, five car
loads of feed and flour were bought. These purchases supplied 
about twenty-five families out of about forty represented in the 
club, and out of, perhaps, sixty in the community. Many of the 
:settlers have no teams and hence frequently can not join in the co
operative buying, but those who have teams buy the greater .part 
-0f·their feed and flour through their own organization. 

By buying in carload quantities, wholesale prices are obtained 
without difficulty; besides, better freight rates are obtained than 
the local merchants usually get. Settlement is made with the con
·cerns from which goods are bought C. 0. D., the patrons paying 
the secretary, who attends to the buying, when goods are taken 
from the car. The secretary receives SO cents per ton for attending 
to the transaction. 

At first the local dealers were very hostile to the movement, 
but as their efforts to discourage it were futile, they are accept
ing the conditions with less bitterness. In fact, two of the three 
-merchants have ordered feed and flour along with the farmers, 
thus saving on freight costs. In case a patron fails to take goods 
-0rdered they are sold by one of the local dealers. 
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The following data were obtained from one of the merchants 
at Q in the summer of 1915, showing prices charged by him: 

Q t ·t Unit cost at I Selling 
_______ c_o_m_m_o_d_it_Y______ _ uan~ station price 
Cracked corn, pounds................. 75 --$(Z5-1--$(40 __ _ 

. I 
Ground feed, pounds. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 75 1.27,Y:; I l.4j 
Bran and shorts, pounds.. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 100 1.32 I.SJ 
Flour. bbl.............................. 7.40 8.00 

This merchant's trade in feed and flour has been injured by 
the farmers' cooperative buying, and he says that he has not 
been given opportunity to bid on their large orders, but that, if 
given the opportunity, he would have sold at practically cost. In 
comparing former retail prices with the cost of carload lots to the 
farmers. we must consider that the farmers made a considerable 
saving on freight rates. The amount of flour and feed bought pre
viously was so J:mited that no one merchant could handle a carload 
at one shipment. Besides, the merchants were providing credit 
service. Doubtless the merchants themselves might have cooper
ated and thus been able to buy in carload quantities, but this is 
frequently impossible in a small town where competition is keen 
and where each merchant wishes to handle a brand different from 
that of his competitors. 

An interesting feature of cooperative buying in this community 
is the new policy of the merchants to allow no credit for purchases 
of feed and flour. They believe that so long as the farmers can 
find cash to send off for a large part of their feed and flour, they 
should also pay cash for the small purchases in their home town. 
This is an important development and is beneficial to both mer
chant and consumer, as it makes lower prices by relieving the 
merchant of the function of granting credit and transferring it to 
credit institutions. 

FARMERS CLUB NEAR R. 

A club which represents twenty-five families (the greater part 
of the families of the community) is located about seven miles from 
R in Northern Minnesota. It has not engaged in buying coopera
tively those thirtgs which most clubs buy. 

This district is adapted to stock-raising and particularly to 
dairying, which is being developed slowly. In order to develop a 
better type of dairy stock, the farmers purchased a thorobred 
Holstein bull in the spring of 1915, on the advice of the high school 
agriculturist at R. The bull was not bought in the name of the 
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club organization, but by eleven members, who gave the bank 
their joint note for the price at 6 per cent interest. One mem
ber is paid $10 per month to take care of the animal and a sen·ice 
fee of $3 is charged. As this was the first season for this ar
rangement, it had not receiYed a fair test from which to judge its 
success or failure, hut everyone appeared satisfied, and the pos
sibility of success was good. 

In another instance sixteen members of the organization united 
in buying a cement mixer. Considerable improyement was being 
made in the farm buildings of the community, many of which 
are old and out of repair, and there was a demand for cement build
ing material. As it is a long way to R, the nearest town, and as the 
farmers wanted a machine to use when they pleased, they decided 
that it would be much more cotwenient to own their own cement 
mixer. \Yith so many members cooperating. the cost was only 
$2 to each patron. Each member is charged for its use, hut the first 
$2 applies to the cost of the membership. \Vithin a short time 
the machine will pay for itself. 

COOPERATI\'E COMMUNITY CLUB ATS 

Another club located in Northern Minnesota includes about 
forty of the sixty families living around the little Yillage of s_ The 
land of this section is rich and will be productive when prepared 
for cultivation, hut it is covered with second-growth timber, which 
the settlers are gradually removing. They are extremely poor and 
are having a hard struggle to live until more land can be cleared 
to support them. The need for the strictest economy has induced 
them to buy the necessities of life cooperatively. 

In the fall of 1914, eight members of the club bought a carload 
of cracked corn, ground feed, and flour. The cracked corn and 
ground feed, which the secretary says was retailing for $1.50 was 
bought for $1.12 per hundredweight, at station. In 1915, at the 
time the town was visited, the local merchant was selling feed 
that cost him $1.55 per eighty-pound sack for $1.60, and ground feed 
that cost $1.45, for $1.60. Seventy cents per barrel was saved on 
flour. The dealer buys in less than carload quantities, which makes 
his transportation costs higher than those on the carload lot of 
the club. 

In 1914, the club bought some groceries which included sugar, 
tea, coffee, lard, and breakfast food. Much difficulty was encoun
tered in finding a wholesale firm that would sell at wholesale prices; 
some of them quoted prices, but they proved to be retail prices. It 
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is generally believed among the farmers that they saved about 25 
per cent on these goods. This does not include the cost of ordering, 
collecting, and distributing the goods, which was done free. The 
secretary attended to the buying. He usually obtained individual 
orders before placing the order with the wholesalers and collected 
when the goods had been distributed. Regular whl>lesale terms 
were secured so that the patrons did not need to pay the secretary 
for sixty days, but they u~ually paid promptly, in order to get cash 
discounts. The janitor of the consolidated school usually distrib
uted the groceries from the school building, where patrons could 
obtain them at their convenience. If the janitor was absent, the 
vice-president, who lives near, took care of them. 

The margin of profit allowed by the local merchant in S 1s, 
according to his statement, as follows: 

Unit cost Sellmg 
~~~~~~~~C_o_m_m~od_i_ty~~~~ ~at station l-~-=pr=ic=e'--~~~-

Coffee, per lb. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . $0.30 $0.40 
Sugar, per cwt.. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 6.58 7.00 
Flour, per cwt... . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 7.30 8.00 

There is only one small store at S, which partly explains the 
cooperative buying. However, the amount purchased in this way 
is so small that it has not materially affected the trade of the store. 
The club discovered that there was much work and inconvenience in 
buying consignments comprised of small orders and as no one 
would assume the responsibility or devote the time necessary to 
the work, there was no cooperative buying in 1915. Whether the 
experience of 1914 will end the movement it is impossible to fore
tell, but apparently the savings were not large enough to be much 
inducement to continued buying. 

The spirit of cooperation which the club has engendered made 
possible the organization of a Breeders' Association, whose mem
bership is made up of members of the farmers' club. This associa
tion bought a thorobred Holstein bull in the spring of 1915 at a 
cost of $130. The money was borrowed at the local bank at 8 per 
cent and the thirteen owners are security for its payment. The 
care of the sire is paid for from the service fee, which is $1 to mem
bers and $2 to non-members. Any surplus funds go to meet the 
original cost. Altho the arrangement had been made only a few 
months and was still in the experimental stage, everyone was 
satisfied. 
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COAL COMPANY AT T 

The coal company at T has been organized about ten years for 
the purpose of handling coal for the farmers living near the village. 
The village is small, having only one store and two grain elevators, 
and is unincorporated. It is located in a prosperous grain section 
of Southwestern Minnesota, several miles from a city or town of 
any importance. 

· Altho the association is unincorporated, it has a membership fee 
of $10 and guarantees a dividend of 10 per cent on this fee. Any 
profits that remain after the membership dividends are paid are ap
portioned as patronage dividends. The business is conducted on 
the same principle as any retail coal business. A merchant who has 
a general retail store attends to the buying and selling and as com
pensation receives $75 per. year. Sheds are provided for storage 
so that a supply of coal may be bought during the spring or sum
mer before prices rise in the fall and before traffic is congested. 

The policy of the association is to charge regular retail prices 
and then to pay a dividend. In 1915, $1 per ton was refunded on 
hard coal, and more than that on soft coal, altho the exact figures 
are not available. C.ash is paid the wholesale firms for the coal. 
It often happens that the association does not have funds to pay 
for its purchases, under which circumstances the secretary and 
president borrow the money, sometimes from farmer mem
bers. Patrons are expected to settle their accounts each month. 
Altho some wait longer, most of them pay promptly, and the presi
dent reports that there is little difficulty in making collections, and 
that very little has been lost because of the credit privilege. 

No difficulty has been experienced in getting regular whole
sale terms and prices. Coal wholesalers are as willing to sell to 
this association as to any retail merchant. The two grain eleva
tors, which formerly sold coal, have lost most of their coal trade. 
One of the elevators sold less than one carload in 1914-1915; it 
appears to be able to sell only when the supply of the farmers' as
sociation is exhausted. The farmers' coal company represents fifty
two families, the greater part of those in the district. Besides sup
plying the families, it sells to creameries, steam threshers, and 
other concerns using coal. 

It is remarkable that such a loose organization has continued 
to exist for ten years and to give satisfaction to so many patrons. 
Its success is probably due largely to the nature of the com-
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modity handled. It is easily handled, with small waste, and in large 
quantities; hence it requires less detailed supervision than many 
of the supplies bought by consumers. 

PART II-GENERAL DESCRIPTION AND DISCUSSION 

The foregoing account of instances of cooperative buying by 
farmers' clubs and similar organizations explains some of the prob
lems of such buying and discusses the estimated savings of various 
individual transactions. These cases represent only a part of those 
studied. A general summary of them and of other transactions may 
now he presented, together with a discussion of the results in their 
broader aspects. 

CHARACTER AND VOLUME OF BUSINESS 

Table II shows first the number of clubs among those can
Yassed, which had during 1914 and 1915 (up to July) bought speci
fied products, and the average amount bought by each club; and 
second, presents estimates as to the average saving. This summary 
does not attempt to measure the total volume of cooperative buying 
by farmers' clubs and similar organizations in Minnesota. The data 
given represent SO clubs. A good many others are known to do 
more or less cooperative buying, tho a large majority of all clubs are 
not engaged in this kind of activity at all. It is probable that over 
half of the buying by such organizations in the state is covered by 
the table. Several commodities besides those listed were reported 
by certain clubs. Three bought dynamite; three, seeds; two, fence 
posts; two, apples; and one, paris green. 

It is evident that feed and flour are by far the most important 
commodities bought by farmers clubs. Not only have few clubs 
bought any of the other commodities, but the quantities in each 
case are relatively small. So many different kinds of articles are 
included under the item of groceries that it is impossible to state 
the quantities bought. The most common article bought is sugar . 

. but the retail dealer's profit on sugar is so small that even it is 
bought cooperatively in limited quantities and by only a few clubs. 
Other groceries are dried fruit, cheese, breakfast foods, table salt. 
and other commodities that are standarized, in general use, and 
relati-:ely non-perishable. 

It is also impossible to determine the quantity of oil and gaso
line which the clubs are instrumental in buying. Kerosene and 
gasoline are bought in barrel quantities, sometimes from a local 
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merchant, sometimes from outside firms. Machine and separator 
oils are occasionally bought in small quantities. One club, which 
is located about fifteen miles from any trading point, has a mer
chant's equipment, consisting of a tank and pump, to handle oil for 
the community. 

The machinery reported includes two threshing machines, one 
cement mixer, five manure spreaders, one corn planter, one grain 
drill, one potato digger, and four silos. A number of implements 
were bought by clubs in the northern part of the state where 
only a .small part of the land is developed, and where the 
local marketing facilities are poor. Some of the machines were 
bought from wholesalers, some from local dealers. The chief 
motive which actuated those who cooperated was to so combine 
their capital that they might have the desired implements for 
farming. · 

Of the four clubs buying coal, one bought one carload, another 
bought two carloads, and a third, three carloads; the average for 
these three is given in the table. The fourth concern is perma
nently engaged in the coal business and bought all the coal for sixty 
families besides a considerable amount for threshers, creameries, 
and others. 

Because of the incompleteness of the returns, no attempt has 
been made to give the total value of the products bought. It is 
apparent, however, that the business is not of great magnitude. 
The total value of the purchases reported by these 50 clubs for 
18 months may be shown by rough calculation to be considerably 
less than $100,000, a figure less than the business of many single 
cooperative associations in the marketing of livestock or grain, and 
less than that of some single stores in country towns. Moreover, 
of the principal classes of products purchased by farmers' clubs
feed, flour, twine, and coal-the purchases by cooperative grain 
warehouses are many times greater than those of the clubs. 

The comparatively small importance of cooperative buying by 
farmers' clubs is natural, as they are organized primarily for other 
purposes. They have no officer or employee paid to give time to 
such work, no capital, and no plant or special facilities for such busi
ness. Even those clubs which engage in buying usually do so only 
at irregular intervals. The other concerns covered by the present 
report, such as livestock shipping associations, potato shipping asso
ciatfons and fruit-growers' associations, also exist, chiefly for other 
purposes and buy cooperatively only as a side issue. 
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TABLE II 
CooPERATIVE BuYING BY FIFTY FARMERs' CLuBs IN MINNESOTA, FRoM 

JANUARY 1914 TO JULY 1915 
-------

Commodity 
Number ofl Average amount Average saving as Average saving as 

clubs bought by estimated estimated by retail 
purchas- each club by club dealers Ing 1 

--------- --------

Feed ........... 35 39.5 tons $4.74 per ton $3.66 per ton 

Flour ........... 18 25.5 tons 0.90 per bbl. 0.69 per bbl. 

Twine ······-···i 9 4,637 pounds 0.02 per lb. 0.01 per lb. 

Groceries ........ 9 I * 16 per cent 8.5 per cent 

Wire ........... 1 6 
I 

1 car 23 per cent 8 per cent 

Oil and gasoline 6 * 0.04_l4 per gal. $0.05 per gal. 

Machinery _ ..... 6 * .... .. .. .. .. ............ 
-

Salt ............ 4 1.5 cars 0.340 per bbl. 0.100 per bbl. 

Coal ............ 1 4 2 cars 1.10 per ton I 0.75 per ton 
I 

*Cannot be stated in quantities; total value not ascertamed. 

The character of the commodities handled indicates, at least 
partly, the limitations of the movement. Those whose quality is 
the most highly standardized and which are least perishable are 
bought more often ·and in larger quantities than those which are 
not so well-known and which are more perishable. The reason for 
this is simple. Standardized goods are bought with less uncer
tainty as to quality and with less possibility of deception. A club 
buying a well-known brand of flour or feed feels certain it receives 
the same quality as when buying the same brand from the local 
dealer. It is much less certain of the quality of groceries, oils, 
fruits, or other more perishable and less well-standardized goods. 
It is true that groceries rank fourth in importance as judged by the 
number of clubs buying, but this is due to the fact that there are so 
many kinds of goods classified as groceries. 

Other important characteristics of most of the goods handled 
are bulkiness and large consumption. Goods such that compara
tively few members must participate in a purchase in order to get 
an order large epough to secure the economies of large-scale buy
ing, and especially of carload freight rates, lend themselves most 
readily to cooperative buying. Feed, flour, and coal are such com
modities. Moreover, these goods are usually homogeneous and are 
easily distributed among patrons. On the other hand, such com
modities as groceries or wire fencing are not ordinarily used in suf
ficient quantities to permit large orders of any one kind or brand. 
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The amount of each class of goods bought by the individual farm
ers' clubs varies greatly, depending on the size of the club, the 
proportion of the members who join in purchases, and the propor
tion of their needs which they meet in this way. For example, while 
from January 1, 1914 to July 1, 1915, the 35 clubs which handled 
feed bought, on the average, 39.5 tons, or about 3 carloads, each, 
the orders of individual clubs varied from one to 10 carloads. Of 
flour, some clubs bought as little as 5 tons and others as much as 80 
tons. It is common to buy a mixed car of feed and flour where the 
total order for either commodity does not make a carload. 

ESTIMATED SAVINGS 

The farmers' clubs undertake the task of buying cooperatively 
primarily because of the economies effected, or supposed to be 
effected. The estimated savings are, therefore, significant. The 
records of the clubs are often incomplete and many times it has 
been necessary to rely upon the memory of those who conducted 
the transactions for much of the data as to prices paid on club pur.
chases. However, the transactions were of recent date, so that the 
information on this point is complete and accurate enough for prac
tical purposes. Greater difficulty is encountered in ascertaining 
comparative prices charged by local merchants. 

The difference between the cost of club purchases and local retail 
prices as stated by the representatives of the clubs is given in Table 
II, under the heading "Saving as estimated by the club." In addi
tion to the data obtained from the clubs, information was obtained 
from the local merchants wherever possible. The column headed 
"Saving estimated by retailer" represents, in most cases, the dif~ 

ference between the cost of the goods to the cluhs as reported 
by the clubs, and the retail price of the same commodities at the 
time, as reported by the retailer. Doubtless in general the retail 
prices obtained from retailers are more nearly accurate than those 
reported by the clubs. But as the date of an individual club pur
chase was not always known, the merchants were sometimes unable 
to say exactly what they were charging at the time. In some cases, 
too, the cost of goods sold by retailers was taken into account 
where there was a possible difference in quality between goods 
handled by them and those handled by the clubs. Unfortunately, 
for various reasons, the desired information could not be obtained 
from all merchants, sometimes because they refused to give it. 

In calculating the savings in both columns, the aim has been to 
use as a basis the regular retail price for quantities ordinarily bought 
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by an individual purchaser. It is true that retailers would often sell 
at a lower price if a quantity equal to the aggregate club order were 
purchased, either by a single individual or a group. Indeed, in many 
cases the club purchases were made from local merchants. But 
the savings properly represent both the advantage gained by pool
ing orders and those obtained, in some instances, by patronizing 
wholesale or manufacturing concerns and eliminating profits of 
local dealers. It may be noted, moreover, that in a good many cases 
the quantity taken by a single farmer in a club purchase is consid
erably larger than he would ordinarily buy from a local store. 

It is natural that the savings estimated by the clubs should be 
larger than those estimated from retail prices furnished by the mer
chants. The attitude of the farmers and the merchants toward 
such transactions is different, particularly where the cooperative 
purchase is not made from the merchant, and the farmers are likely 
to quote the highest retail prices in the local market, while the mer
chant is disposed to give the lowest prices. In particular, there is 
often the question of the comparative quality of the goods which 
are bought cooperatively and those handled by the merchants. 
The club patrons almost invariably declare that the quality of the 
goods in their cooperative orders is as good as the best goods sold 
by the merchant; whereas the merchant frequently maintains that 
the club buys goods of an inferior quality. Consequently, he is 
disposed to quote prices on goods of poorer quality. 

It appears, that, in some instances, the clubs have actually re
ceind goods of poor quality-goods inferior to what they had 
anticipated when ordering. Such cases are less frequent in pur
chases of standardized commodities, such as feed and flour, than 
in those of groceries and other things whose standards are less 
well-defined. Their frequency also depends somewhat on the atti
tude of wholesale firms toward selling direct to the consumer, 
which will be discussed later. 

The savings, whether those estimated by the clubs or those esti
mated by the merchants, vary. The greatest margin of saving 
appears to be in the towns in Northern Minnesota, as might be ex
pected from the fact that the stores there are often so small as to 
require a large margin to cover expenses and profit. The savings 
estimated by the clubs vary from $1 to $10 per ton on feed, from 
50 cents to $1.60 per barrel on flour, from 4 to 25 per cent on gro
ceries, from 8 to 30 per cent on wire fencing, from 10 to 40 cents 
per pound on twine, from 2 to 6 cents per gallon on oil, and so on. 
The range of variations in the savings estimated by the merchants 
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for each individual commodity is not so great, altho in general the 
differences correspond fairly with those based on the estimates 
of the clubs. 

It is impossible, from these statistics of estimated savings alone, 
to form any conclusion as to whether it really pays farmers to buy 
cooperatively through their clubs. The effect of such buying on 
the retail prices of other commodities bought from local merchants, 
the value (if any value need be assigned to it) of the time spent by 
officers and members in conducting the business, the additional 
trouble and inconvenience (if any) of getting the goods, and other 
factors, enter into this broader problem. Some discussion of these 
points is presented later. 

lOCATIO:\' OF CLUBS BUYING COOPERATIVELY-RELATION TO 
COOPERATIVE MARKETING CONCERNS 

It has already been said that for the most part only those farm
ers' clubs which had previously reported the making 'of cooperative 
purchases have been canvassed. However, the location of the clubs 
canvassed undoubtedly indicates very fairly the actual geographic 
distribution of the practice of cooperative buying by clubs. 

Figure I gives the location of the fifty clubs buying coopera
tively that are the basis of this report. These clubs are located in 
the east central and northern parts of the state. Many farmers' 
clubs exist in the western and southern parts, and occasionally 
one in these sections places a cooperative order, but such in
stances are rare. The southern and western parts of the state are 
better developed, there are more towns and more and larger stores, 
and competition among merchants is keener, so that there is not so 
much demand for buying by the clubs as in the northern part of 
the state. Moreover, the large number of cooperative grain eleva
tors in the western counties is even more important in accounting 
for the unimportance of cooperative buying by clubs. Figure 2 
shows the location of these cooperative grain elevators. Grain 
elevators can and frequently do handle the commodities which else
where are most commonly bought by the farmers' clubs. A coop
erative grain elevator company is organized to conduct business; it 
has capital, a paid manager, and storage facilities. Hence, where 
a community has a coL)perative grain elevator there is little need 
for the loosely organized club of farmers to undertake buying. In 
fact, such elevators handle far more feed, flour. twine, and coal, in the 
aggregate, than all the farmers' clubs. 
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Fig. 1. Location of Farmers' Clubs Buying CoOperatively 

There are about 300 farmers' cooperative grain elevators m Min
nesota. Of these, 173 reported on their activities other than mar
keting grain in 1914-1915. One hundred and fifty were reported as 
buying one or more kinds of commodities for their patrons. Table 
III shows the commodities bought and the number of elevators 
buying each. 

The other types of cooperative marketing organizations are not 
so well adapted to buying supplies for their patrons as the coopera
tive grain elevators. In a few instances the livestock shipping asso
ciations buy feed, flour, and other goods in limited quantities, but 
they practically never have a working capital or warehouse facili
ties, and the manager does not usually devote his entire time to 
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their business. The cooperative produce- and potato-shipping asso
ciations are better suited to such buying and commonly do buy for 
their patrons a variety of supplies, but there are so few of them that 
the total amount of such purchases is comparatively unimportant. 

TABLE III 
CooPERATrvE BuYING BY CooPERATivE GRAIN ELEVATORS FOR CROP YEAR 1914-15 

Number of 
Commodity elevators 

buying 
Coal . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 112 
Feed . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 88 
Flour . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 71 
Twine................... 51 

··Salt . . . . . . .. . . . . . . . . . . ... 30 
Seeds . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 17 
Machinery . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 13 

Commodity 

Wood .................. . 
Lumber ................ . 
Tile ................... . 
Cement ................ . 
Fencing ............... . 
Oil .................... . 

Number of 
elevators 
buying 

9 
9 
8 
4 
3 
3 

The more than 600 cooperative creameries m the state also do 
comparatively litt1e buying of goods for their patrons. Many of 
them furnish their patrons salt and other dairy supplies. Oils are 
sometimes sold and in rare instances they are handling feed, flour, 
and occasionally coal. The warehouse facilities of creameries are 
usually limited and the manager is a specialist in butter-making, is 
not particularly skilled in buying these commodities, and has little 
time to handle them. Hence the creameries can successfully han
dle goods outside of the line of dairy supplies only where the trade 
is large enough to warrant the construction of a warehouse and 
the employment of a special man to attend to buying and selling. 

HOW CLUB BUYING IS CONDUCTED 

Since cooperative buying is not one of the chief functions of 
farmers' clubs, they have no paid employee whose principal busi
ness is to take orders, to obtain and distribute goods, and to collect 
for them. This work often falls to the secretary of the club. How
ever, the secretary is not always best fitted for the work. He may 
not personally have use for goods of the kind ordered; hence it is 
only natural that the buying should in some cases be left to some 
other member. Often, too, a special committee, consisting of two 
or three members who are interested in the particular commodity, 
is appointed for each individual purchase. This has the advantage 
of distributing the educational feature of cooperative buying, and of 
allowing those members most vitally interested to make their own 
selection of goods and transact the business for themselves, thus 
minimizing ·the possibility of dissatisfaction. 
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Fig. 2. Location of Farmers' CoOperative Grain Elevators 

Purchases are usually made in the name of the secretary or some 
other member attending to the purehase. The club has no rating as 
a business unit. Hence, its credit is not better than the credit of a 
farmer member. In a sense, the person making the purchase incurs 
some risk of failure of members to take or pay for the goods, but in 
practice the risk is usually insignificant. 

Only in rare instances is compensation made for conducting pur
chases. The member who attends to them is usually one of the 
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Where it seems certain that more goods will be desired, a manager 
will sometimes order additional quantities, especially if thereby he 
may complete a carload. However, this practice is fraught with so 
much risk that it is followed cautiously, and not a single instance of 
any goods being left on hand because of it has been reported. If 
an occasional member fails entirely to take the goods that he has 
ordered, there is little difficulty in disposing of them to others. In
ability to dispose of goods has not been an obstacle to the success of 
cooperative buying by the farmers' clubs. 

When goods are bought out of town, the manager of the order 
usually collects from the patrons when they take the goods from 
the car or warehouse. The goods are usually shipped C.O.D., and 
since it is necessary to deposit the money before obtaining them, 
someone must advance it. This is often done by the manager or 
a few of the largest patrons. In case they do not have the ready 
cash, they may have the bill sent to the bank, which makes settle
ment and then collects from the farmers individually or from the 
manager of the transaction. In such case, rio charge is ordinarily 
made for the use of the money; it is used for only a few days at the 
most, and the country banks like to oblige their patrons. 

\i\Then the club buys goods from a local merchant or mill opera
tor, the list of individual orders is usually given to him and he col
lects from each patron as he delivers the goods. This saves the 
club trouble. However, merchants and millers say that they would 
prefer not to collect from individuals, but to have the entire sum paid 
at once, since many of those participating in the club purchase may 
be regular customers and accustomed to store credit, and some may 
ask for credit on the cooperative purchases even tho it was under
stood by both parties that they were to be purely cash transactions. 
Most merchants do not feel that they can refuse a customer credit 
even under such conditions. However, requests for credit on such 
purchases do not appear to be of very frequent occurrence. Most 
farmers when making these cooperative purchases arrange to have 
the money when payment is due. In fact, the merchants sometimes 
complain that their customers can get cash to pay for goods which 
they buy cooperatively, but ask for credit at the same time on other 
purchases. 

ATTITUDE OF WHOLESALERS AND RETAILERS 

Individual consumers or groups of consumers have considerable 
difficulty in buying at wholesale prices unless organized in a busi
ness unit to carry on retail trade. The members of the farmers' 
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clubs know so little about wholesale prices and terms that they often 
do not know whether they are getting them or not. In some in
stances they appear to have received the regular wholesale prices, 
but in other cases where they thought they were doing so they were 
evidently deceived, tho they may have bought below the usual retail 
pnces. 

\Vholesalers in some lines of business refuse to sell to farmers' 
clubs at all, or do so only at retail prices. They defend their policy 
on the ground that the retail store performs a necessary fµnction 
in the marketing process and should not be deprived of any part of 
the natural business. Besides, if they were to sell direct to con
sumers, they would be competing with the retail stores to whom 
they are selling, and the retailers may retaliate by boycotting them. 

The clubs are able to buy feed and flour at wholesale prices 
when they buy in wholesale quantities, that is, usually in carload 
lots. The large mills have made this their policy and the smaller 
mills have been obliged to acquiesce; al tho an occasional small mill 
refuses to quote wholesale rates to consumers when it would in
fringe upon the trade of a retailer who is its customer. 

It is impossible, however, for the clubs to obtain wholesale prices 
from ordinary jobbing houses. \V-here groceries have been bought, 
it has been from special jobbers who are not e_ngaged in the ordi
nary tra<le with retail stores or more often from retail merchants 
themselves. The policy of the hardware wholesalers also is to sell 
only to retail stores, yet it has been possible in several instances for 
a group of farmers to buy at wholesale from firms that are not 
regularly selling to retailers in this part of the country. For ex
ample, the purchases of wire reported were not made in the Twin 
Cities or Duluth but from eastern factories. The policy of the 
manufacturers of machinery is similar. \V-here they have a local 
agent, they will not sell to clubs except at retail prices, but if no 
local implement dealer is handling their line, they will sell to clubs, 
sometimes at a reduced retail price, sometimes at the regular fac
tory price, depending on the circumstances. Since the state prison 
has been manufacturing twine, farmers and clubs have been able to 
buy it from the state as cheaply as the local merchants can, pro
viding they buy in the same quantities. Every cooperative pur
chase of twine found in this survey was from the Minnesota state 
prison. 

The retailers, like most of the wholesalers, are opposed to the 
cooperative purchase movement, at least where such purchases are 
made from outside concerns. They believe that, like mail-order 
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buying, it interferes with their legitimate business and that it is 
important to every community that prosperous retail stores exist. 
Only in rare instances does cooperative buying from outside make it 
possible for retailers to reduce their stock of goods, and probably 
never does it result in reduction in the number of employees. Their 
operating expense is nearly as great, if not quite, and they are los
ing the most desirable part of their trade, the cash trade. Some 
retailers argue that in the long run farmers can save nothing by 
cooperative buying or by patronizing mail-order houses, since the 
local stores must exist to meet certain wants, and if they lose part 
of their business they must increase their margins on the rest. 

It has already been sai_d that farmers' clubs frequently take 
their orders to local merchants for bids before securing bids from 
outside firms. Local dealers are often willing to make special rates 
on a large cash sale. Some dealers feel that they can well afford 
to make the farmers good prices on such a deal, while securing a 
fair profit for themselves and keeping the trade at home. In other 
cases, however, when given the opportunity, the merchants refuse 
to have anything to do with cooperative sales on the ground that 
such sales would only breed dissatisfaction. They say that if they 
give a special rate once, they would have to repeat it, or if they give 
it to a part of their r.atrons, the others would want it also; and that 
credit would be asked for even tho the sales are understood to be 
for cash. 

ADVANTAGES AND DISADVANTAGES OF COOPERATIVE 
BUYING 

From what has been said it is evident that one can not 
lay down a general proposition with regard to the advantages or 
disadvantages, the success or the failure, of the practice of coop
erative purchasing by groups of farmers and farmers' clubs in Min
nesota. The practice has proved advantageous in some cases and 
not in others. The factors which enter into any judgment as to 
the success of even a single undertaking of this character are some
what complex even where all the facts are known, and the facts are 
not always easily ascertained. Consequently it is impossible in 
some cases even to form a judgment as to whether a particular trans
action was advantageous to the farmers or to the community as a 
whole; still less can one generalize safely with regard to the nu
merous transactions investigated. 

It is obvious that a temporary group of farmers, or a farmers' 
club which is organized primarily for social and educational pur-
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poses, is not likely to be in a position to do business very system
atically. The managers of the regularly organized cooperative en
terprises, whose main business is the purchase or sale of commodi
ties, soon acquire experience. They are paid for their services, and 
are held responsible for efficient conduct of the business. In these 
respects those who handle purchases for groups and clubs of farm
ers present a marked contrast; they are usually inexperienced and 
unpaid. 

On the other hand, a certain element of economy, real or appar
ent, arises from the very fact that those who do the work usually 
receive no pay. The immediate effect is a reduction in the cost of 
goods. It may be argued that this is not a business-like method; 
that a proper allowance should be made, in estimating the true cost, 
for the time of those who conduct these transactions. On the other 
hand, it may be said that in a good many cases the time devoted 
to such matters is not really taken from other productive work and 
that those who engage in it often get a satisfaction which is suffi
cient reward. The chief objection to unpaid service of this sort is 
its tendency to inefficiency. 

Again, in comparing the cost to the farmers of goods bought co
operatively with the price they would otherwise have had to pay, 
one must consider the relative convenience to the purchasers in get
ting their goods. It is practically impossible to form any satisfac
tory judgment on this point. Where goods are bought from out
side in carload lots and where the farmers. as often happens, have to 
take them direct from the car practically as soon as they arrive, it 
must, in some cases, cause material inconvenience which amounts 
virtually to an added cost; in other cases the inconvenience may be 
very slight. 

The question of the desirability of cooperative purchasing from 
outside concerns depends largely on the character and policy of local 
retail stores. Where stores are few and small, the purchase of cer
tain commodities in carload lots from outside is unquestionably 
often a means of material saving. So, too. where retailers are ex
tortionate an occasional purchase from outside is likely to have a 
good effect in bringing down their prices. On the other hand, where 
there are good local stores with a reasonable price policy, outside 
purchases, when all factors are taken into consideration, are likely 
to result in little saving. 

The retail dealer has no natural right to handle all the buying of 
a community. If the people on the whole and in the long run could 
save money by buying, whether cooperatively or otherwise, from 
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outside concerns, it would be both right and desirable that they 
should do so. On the other hand, retail stores are unquestionably 
necessary for certain classes of business and, in judging the wisdom 
of outside purchases, the farmers and other consumers must give 
due consideration to the effect of such purchases. on the retail busi
ness and on the prices which they will have to pay for those things 
which must necessarily be bought from retailers. 

As regards cooperative purchases made from or through local re
tail dealers themselves, there seems little doubt that in many cases. 
if not in most, they are beneficial both to the buyers and to the 
retailers. The advantage arises from the fact that the dealer sa\ es 
expense by handling a large volume of business of a given kind in 
a short period of time. This saving, of course, is much more im
portant as to some classes of commodities and as to some communi
ties than as to others. 

It seems probable that the practice of cooperative purchasing is 
having one good effect in the communities where it is practiced, 
namely, in showing the advantage that comes from the individual 
consumer buying in large lots. In the cooperative purchase it is 
usually not merely the case that a large order is made up by pool
ing the small demand of numerous individuals. Each individual 
usually buys much more at one time in this way than he ordinarily 
does from the retail store. This alone tends to reduce the cost of 
doing business. 
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