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STRATEGIES AND APPROACHES FOR EDUCATION
RELATED TO FARMER COOPERATIVES:

DOMINANT CENTRALIZED COOPERATIVE SITUATION

James B. Bell
Virginia Polytechnic Institute and State University

I appreciate the opportunity to visit
with you about our experiences in working
with cooperative education programs in the
Kentucky, West Virginia, Maryland,
Delaware and Virginia area. Several exten-
sion economists from the land grant universi-
ties in these states have been deeply involved
in planning, developing, and implementing
cooperative educational programs with
Southern States and other cooperatives in our
region. I will discuss how our regional pro-
gram was initiated, some of the program
activities with which we have been involved,
and finally, I'll discuss some factors that have
been important to the successful functioning
of the educational program.

First, I would like to discuss briefly the
structure of cooperatives in our region and
specifically the structure of the "dominant
centralized" cooperative, Southern States
Cooperative. Southern States operates in the
five states of Kentucky, West Virginia, Vir-
ginia, Maryland and Delaware with its head-
quarters in Richmond, Virginia. Southern
States is a farmer cooperative which pur-
chases, processes and manufactures feed,
seeds, fertilizers, petroleum products and
farm supplies. The cooperative is also
involved in grain marketing. The cooperative
operates six regional distribution centers,
eight feed mills, five fertilizer plants, eleven
grain marketing facilities and two petroleum
terminals. The cooperative distributes sup-
plies through 438 retail distribution points in
the five-state area. Southern States is a cen-
tralized cooperative that conducts its retail
distribution business through three types, of
outlets. These are:

1. Managed Member Cooperatives — South-
ern States, Inc. has management agree-
ments with 113 local Southern States
cooperatives in the region. Through the
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management agreement arrangement,
Southern States, Inc. is responsible for
providing management personnel and sup-
port to the local cooperative. The local
board of directors works with Southern
States, Inc. within the framework of the
management agreement.

2. Southern States Retail Services — South-
ern States, Inc. operates 80 wholly-
owned, financed and managed retail ser-
vice operations. Management staff in
these operations work directly for South-
ern States, Inc. Each retail service has an
advisory committee of patrons to
represent the members' served.

3. Private Dealers — Southern States has
dealer agreements with 244 independent
cooperatives and private firms that
operate farm supply businesses in the
five-state region. Southern States, Inc.
acts as a franchise supplier, but has no
management responsibilities for the staffs
of these businesses.

The structure and operating policies of
Southern States have been important to our
management educational work. By working
with the Southern States training program
we have been able to not only conduct pro-
grams with the managers of managed
cooperatives and their retail services but also
to make certain educational programs are
available to the 244 private dealer coopera-
tives and private firms in our region. This
allows us to offer management programs to
virtually all farm supply cooperatives and to
many private agribusinesses through our par-
ticipation in the Southern States training
program.

I do not wish to bore you with too much
history about how this cooperative effort



between the land grant universities and
Southern States was initiated, but I feel some
discussion will be helpful to you in under-
standing our working relationships and pro-
grams. The initial management work with
Southern States began in the late 1960's
when several Virginia Tech and University of
Kentucky staff members began conducting a
two-day management workshop for new
managerial employees of Southern States.
The Southern States management was
pleased with these workshops and soon con-
cluded that their retail store managers also
needed this type of training. Representatives
of the universities in our region were con-
tacted and asked if they could help develop
and present a comprehensive management
training workshop to be presented to the
Southern States retail management staff. We
solicited the able help of Paul Mohn and Lew
Norwood from the then Federal Extension
Service/USDA to help us with this challenge.
A regional task force was organized with
representatives from each of the land grant
universities in the five-state area. Prior to
planning the workshop, the task force
decided that it needed to learn more about
Southern States and its problems. To do
this, five management audits of local retail
operations were conducted by members of the
five-state task force.

Conducting the management audits was
time consuming, but undoubtedly was one
key to the success of the management educa-
tion programs which were later developed.
Results of the audit were used as a basis for
deciding the subject matter to include in the
-workshop program. Case studies were
developed from many of the situations which
were observed in the field. Perhaps of even
more importance, the audits provided the
instructors with a basic knowledge of the
business so they could "speak the language of
the organization." Several additional manage-
ment audits have been conducted during the
past fifteen years to help us keep abreast of
the problems and concerns of managers.

During the spring 1973, three workshops,
one at the University of Kentucky, one at

During the spring 1973, three workshops,
one at the University of Kentucky, one at

Virginia Tech, and one at the University of
Maryland, were conducted for over 300
Southern States local and regional manage-
ment staff. Response to this one-week pro-
gram was good and the task force was asked
to help provide on-going training of this
nature to the cooperative.

The University of Kentucky received an
Extension Service/USDA grant in 1974 to
further develop the initial training materials
and to make them available to extension
faculty in other states. Teaching materials
and training guides were developed by the
five-state task force and were made available
to extension economists through regional
meetings at Nashville, Tennessee; Madison,
Wisconsin; and Denver, Colorado.

Since the initiation of the project, the
extension faculty at the land grant universi-
ties in the region have continued to work
with Southern States in planning and con-
ducting the Managing Farm Supply Firm
Workshop and additional workshops as con-
ditions warranted. Due to staff limitations
and changes, some of the states in the region
have had to limit their participation in the
program. Most of the work in recent years
has been conducted by Extension faculty
from the University of Kentucky and from
Virginia Tech.

Several extension faculty from states
outside of the region have helped present
various parts of the workshop programs and
have contributed greatly to the success of the
effort. In addition, Southern States staff,
consultants, and representatives from other
cooperatives have served as a part of the
teaching staff. My estimate of the sources of
the teaching staff for the past five years is
shown in table 1.

Table 1. Estimated Sources of Instructors for
Management Training Workshops, 1980-85

Source

Five-State Staff
Other Land Grant Staff
Private Consultants
Southern States Staff
Other Cooperative Staff

Total

Percentage

30%
15%
25%
20%
10%
100%
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The Managing Farm Supply Firms
Workshop has been conducted at least once
annually for the past twelve years. The pro-
gram has continuously been modified,
updated and changed to meet current needs.
In 1979, the workshop was divided into a,
basic and advanced program and was con-
ducted for three years on this basis. For the
past couple of years, we have gone back to
the one Managing Farm Supply Firms
Workshop and are currently offering two ses-
sions annually, one in Kentucky and one in
Virginia. In addition to this comprehensive
workshop, several specialized workshops have
been developed and conducted with Southern
States. For example, a specialized workshop
was developed to help managers learn how to
work more effectively with management
trainees assigned to their cooperative for
training. Another specialized program
designed to help managers improve their
manager — employee relations was planned
and conducted for all retail and wholesale
employees during the late 1970's. A sum-
mary of the workshops that have been con-
ducted are shown in table 2.

Several factors have been important to
the initial and continuing success of the
cooperative educational effort between the
land grant universities and Southern States.
Some of these are:

1. Understanding management problems of
the cooperative — It is important that the
Extension faculty working with the
program participate in management

audits so the operational problems of the
cooperative will be understood. Such a
background is essential to planning a
workshop program that meets the needs
of participants. Also, the background
helps the instructors relate to the
managers during the training sessions.

2. Involvement in planning — Extension staffs
can be helpful in bringing in an outside
perspective to the educational needs of
the cooperative. It is important that the
extension staff be involved in the plan-
ning, not just the program presentations.
Again, understanding the problems of the
cooperative is important to good planning
input.

3. Maintain continuity of Extension staffs —
the fact that extension faculty such as
Harold Love, Don Long, Dick Luckham
and myself have remained in positions
where we could work with the program
has been an important factor to is suc-
cess. Such individuals can provide long
run continuity to the program.

4. Use a varied instructional staff — Many
different expertises are needed to meet the
instructional needs for the wide variety of
topics that need to be addressed in the
workshops. Wide use of teching staffs
outside the core group of Extension
faculty provides specialized talents and
the variety in the teaching staff that are
necessary to do the job. The sources of
instructional staff for the past five years
was discussed earlier.

Table 2. Summary of Management Training Workshops Conducted, 1973-85.

Workshop

Managing Farm Supply Firms (5 days)

Advanced Farm Supply Firms (5 days)

Professional Farm Supply Firms (5 days)

Manager — Employee Relations (4 days)

Advanced Management Workshop (4 days)

Training Management Trainees (3 days)

Management Development Workshop (2 days)

Number of Times Estimated
Conducted Participation

16 1,400

3 180

3 90

3 300

2 120

5 200

5 200
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5. Administrative support — The University
administration must be willing to support
work in the agribusiness area and be wil-
ling to have staffs work freely in other
states. Southern States has helped us
avoid some potential problem areas with
our administrations by providing travel
support where out-of-state work for
management audits, planning meetings
and workshop presentations was required.
In addition, special grants for support of

the program areas has been provided from
time-to-time.

There are undoubtedly many other factors
that have contributed to the favorable work-

ing relationship over the years, but these are
the primary ones.

Those of us from Kentucky, Virginia

and the other land-grant universities who
work with the program feel that it has been a
good use of our time. Perhaps a brief

enumeration of some of the advantages to the
Extension faculty in working with this pro-

gram will be helpful to your understanding of

the program.

Advantages

1. Audience — One advantage of this pro-

gram is that the cooperative does the
organizing of the workshops and recruits
the manager audiences to participate in
these programs. Southern States has
ongoing business relationships with
management of its operations as well as
with private dealers. The Cooperative is
in a better position to organize the train-
ing sessions than is the University.

2. Effective use of time — Since much of the
program organization is handled by the
cooperative, Extension faculty can devote
a high proportion of their time to their
area of expertise, not to program arrange-
ments. This is an effective use of the spe-
cialists' subject matter training and it
provides the cooperative with an
expanded source of talent to help plan

and conduct educational programs.

3. Understand management problems of

cooperatives — The cooperative working

relationship has provided the extension
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economists in our region a better under-
standing of the management problems of
cooperatives than would have been possi-
ble in a general working relationship.
Through work with management audits,
participation in the workshops and in
other ways, the staff has been able to

acquire a good understanding of the farm
supply business and of cooperatives.

4. Financial support — Financial support
from Southern States for travel and
materials has been important to the pro-
grams' success. Some level of financial
support would have been required in our
area since sufficient university funds were
not available for multi-state travel. In
addition to direct financial support, the
close working relationship has provided an
understanding of the research needs of th 
cooperatives in this region. The coopera-
tives have been active in providing sup-
port in acquiring grants to support our
research programs.

5. Teaching program — Several students
from the participating universities have
had an opportunity to serve as interns
with Southern States or with their private
dealer affiliates. This has provided good
employment opportunities for several stu-
dents upon their graduation. It has also
helped provide the cooperatives with
employees who are better trained and who
are interested in cooperatives.

The working relationship with South-
ern States has been a close one and the
question might be raised if it has been too
close. It is sometimes difficult to identify
what is the Extension program and what
is the Southern States training program.
I recognize that this could be a problem
in some situations, but in our region, we
feel the benefits far outweigh the draw-
backs. Thankfully, we have not been in a
position where we have been pressured to
produce highly visible individual state
programs. We have been free to work
together on a regional basis with the
"dominate existing cooperative", South-
ern States, to plan and implement our
programs. Working within this frame-
work we have the potential to reach over



200 cooperatives and over 200 other agri-
business in our five-state region on a con-
tinuing basis. Since the program was
started, we have provided an estimated
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157 days of management training for
some 2,490 managers who have partici-
pated in these sessions. We feel the
record speaks for itself.




