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sonal produce.   
     “We strive for a balance between good food and costs. We 
serve high-quality organic food at affordable prices because we 
work with multiple producers for long-term guarantees of volume, 
and we ask them for reasonable price,” explained Leslie Schaller, 
one of eight Casa founders and current Business Director.    

Community involvementCommunity involvementCommunity involvementCommunity involvement 
      “ Our members share a sense of place in this community,” 
explained Schaller, “ and they want to make a difference. We 

helped write Ohio’s newest 
cooperative business law, and 
we host forums on political 
and educational issues. The 
Athens News voted Casa ‘Best 
restaurant with some kind of 
conscience’ for the past eight 
years.   
     “When new corporate res-
taurants opened here in 1999, 
we organized locally-owned 
restaurants into the Athens 
Independent Restaurant Asso-
ciation which formed in No-
vember 2001.  We pool mar-
keting efforts and purchasing 
to promote our common sur-
vival.”      

From turnaround to trenFrom turnaround to trenFrom turnaround to trenFrom turnaround to trend-d-d-d-
settersettersettersetter 
     Casa Nueva opened for 

business as a worker-owned cooperative in 1985, when the 
much-indebted owner of Casa Que Pasa, a local Mexican res-
taurant, skipped town. As then-manager Schaller recalled, “ A 
group of us [employees] ran the business until the bailiff 
showed up. Then we incorporated as a cooperative within a C 
corporation.   
     “ Each founder put up $1,000 and bought the assets out of 
receivership. We got local bank loans for working capital. We 
showed a profit in the first year and enjoyed double digit 
growth for the next decade,” said Nancie Buerkel, Casa’s finan-
cial coordinator and a member since 1989.  “Today we make $1 
million plus in annual sales.”  
     Today Athens has four times as many food service venues 
as it did 17 years ago when Casa opened.  How does Casa sur-
vive?   
     “We stay on the forward side of the trend curve,” explained 
Schaller.  “Cooperative businesses are getting trendy again be-

T he cooperative La Casa Nueva Restaurant and Cantina 
in Athens has expanded on its own success to become a 
catalyst for economic growth in southeast Ohio. “We 

buy 85% of our supplies from local producers to improve the 
economy of our community,” said Casa’s Board President Josh 
Brown. Casa also actively supports a production and marketing 
network of over 40 regional food producers (see ACENet  
story). 
     Casa is owned and managed by its 25 current members, each 
with an equity investment and a commitment to promote good, 
healthy food and a healthy lo-
cal economy. Last October, the 
members and 25 part-time as-
sociates celebrated 17 years of 
profitable operations.  

Casa buys local Casa buys local Casa buys local Casa buys local  
     “We could buy our jalape-
nos cheaper from Cali fornia or 
Mexico through larger dis-
tributors,” explained Brown, 
“but instead we work with lo-
cal farmers, who produced a 
bumper crop of 3,000 pounds 
of organically-grown peppers 
for us this year. Our Cantina 
offers an all-Ohio tap of mi-
crobrewery beers.”  
     Bill Shores, owner of 
Green Edge Gardens in Ames-
ville, supplies Casa with vege-
tables and greens. “ I have been 
an organic grower for the past six years and customers like 
Casa make it possible. Casa represents 25% of my business and 
is great to work with.” 

“We base our seasonal menus on what local organic farmers 
can provide,” explained food buyer and 12-year member Mike 
‘Da Knife’ McNieff, who with other members of Casa’s Culi-
nary Development Committee generates ideas and tests new 
recipes.    
     The Autumn Seasonal Menu featured roasted red peppers,  
corn, dried tomatoes, local apples and fall greens in various en-
trees and salads. The new Paw Paw Flan dessert features a lo-
cally harvested native fruit supplied by paw paw puree pioneer 
Chris Chmiel of Integration Acres. Breads and tortillas are 
baked from scratch daily.  
     Rob O’Neil, The Bounty Hunter for Casa, gathers and pre-
pares local produce. He bottles salsa, jam and dressings, pickled 
peppers and asparagus, and freezes blueberries and other sea-
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The owners of Casa Nueva pose in front of the restaurant.
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      Group benefits include health insurance, a dental plan, and 
paid personal time as well as one free meal per shift and off-
duty meals at half-price. A retirement plan is in the works so 
members can look at Casa as a career.  
      Hiring Team members look for people with enthusiasm 
about a different job environment and positive energy. New 
employees have a 6-month trial period training in as many dif-
ferent jobs as possible, starting on the floor and working back 
into the kitchen.    

Training entrepreneurs and leadersTraining entrepreneurs and leadersTraining entrepreneurs and leadersTraining entrepreneurs and leaders 
     Casa has also hatched entrepreneurs and spin-off busi-
nesses.  
     Former member Christine Hughes, 33, opened The Village 
Bakery Café in Athens one year ago and still can’t believe that 
she already owns a business with four employees. “ It all started 

one day five years ago when I heard about Casa on NPR and 
liked the idea of cooperatives.  
     “ I moved here and got involved with Casa. Baking became 
my focus and I worked with others to develop Casa’s bread 
recipes. Now Casa features me on their menu for some of their 
seasonal and special breads. I made Roasted Tomato and Rose-
mary Flatbread for Casa’s Open Face Autumn Sandwich.  
     “Being a member was so much responsibility but I got a feel 
for all aspects of business. I worked as a coordinator, went to 
board meetings, worked on the P&L, figured out our costs, and 
improved my skills in communicating effectively in a small 
group. I had to be completely responsible for my vote, espe-
cially when I was the one person blocking a new system or pol-
icy. The Casa experience gave me confidence and experience.”  
     Casa teaches business skills in a low risk environment, ex-
plained Schaller. Each member has to deal with twenty or more 
other members in a professional setting and come to good deci-
sions. 
     Student member Greg Lyle waits tables, tends bar, and puts  
together the income statement and balance sheets. In his role as 
Finance Coordinator he also educates members on finances.  

Does a cooperative restaurant make sense?Does a cooperative restaurant make sense?Does a cooperative restaurant make sense?Does a cooperative restaurant make sense? 
     After managing a corporate restaurant, board VP and Treas-
urer Nicole Icker found it “ a tough transition” to Casa.  
     “ It’s obvious that corporations are successful,” said Icker. 
“They run the world.  But cooperatives change the way you 
think. I find myself thinking the Casa way now and it amazes 
me.  Casa puts the human side into business.  It’s not what I’m 
used to, but it makes sense here.”  
     “Restaurants are ideally suited to be cooperatives,” added 
Brown. ”We offer a unique and inviting environment with 

cause of the struggling economy and the poor example of En-
ron. There is no better reason to work in a worker-owned busi-
ness.” Schaller hopes this type of business takes over the world. 

SelfSelfSelfSelf----management is core business practicemanagement is core business practicemanagement is core business practicemanagement is core business practice 
     “ Our employee-members have a stake and they build flexi-
bility and resilience into this business,” says Schaller. Members 
have many responsibilities. Ten members work as part-time 
coordinators in food preparation, service, finance, bar, market-
ing, systems, and HR. None are trained chefs, though each shift  
has a head cook who prepares the daily specials.  
     Members make an initial owner investment of $1200 
through payroll deduction for a two-year commitment. They 
earn yearly profit dividends and a return on their investment 
over time. When they leave they can take additional earnings as 
a 5-year payout or a ‘donate-hal f-and-get -hal f-now’ arrange-
ment. 
     “Member accountability is a key issue for cooperatives,” 
said Buerkel.  “We use committees, teams, and ad hoc meetings 
for decision making in an experimental, learning approach.  We 
discuss policy at bi-monthly all-member meetings on unpaid 
time, and we make decisions by simple majority voting.  
     “We get antsy and sometimes step on others’ toes, so meet-
ing facilitation is important to us. We train ourselves to use 
agendas and egg timers to manage our meetings. ” 
     Seven members are elected to the board each year. They 
earn an additional 25 cents per hour. Members often vote for 
persons who will gain new skills through board service.   

Open books and shared profitsOpen books and shared profitsOpen books and shared profitsOpen books and shared profits 
     All financial information is open, so everyone sees the di-
rect consequences of decisions.  New members get ten hours of 
training on business financials and the internal capital accounts 
that track members’ investments in the cooperative. At year’s 
end, 40% of profit is retained and 60% is distributed to mem-
bers through a patronage dividend.  
     One 6-year member described her work as finance coordina-
tor, “ I was a theater major and didn’t understand financials but 
was psyched about ownership and wanted to get everyone else 
psyched too. I treated us like we were in first grade. I showed 
the relationship of shift scheduling to costs and used lots of 
simple examples. I used lots of graphs and pie charts, and 
posted the financials on our freezer. I made the numbers fun.” 
     Casa’s business plans, sales records, financial goals and ac-
complishments are posted on the doors of stainless steel kitchen 
coolers named Dopey and Sneezy where members sign up for 
their weekly 40-hour shifts. All are required to work on week-
ends. 

Shared Gains and Pains Shared Gains and Pains Shared Gains and Pains Shared Gains and Pains  
     Members and associates earn between $7 and $10 per hour,  
including a tenure differential based on hours worked. Tips are 
pooled across all shifts and jobs. “ In slow times we all make a 
living wage, where in other restaurants you get a lay-off. Tip-
sharing helps us work better as a group,” said Nicole Icker, a 
recent OU grad in food service management.  

“I was a theater major and didn’t under-
stand financials but was psyched about 

ownership and wanted to get everyone else 
psyched too.” 
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good affordable food, good music, and great service. We 
have art shows.  It’s an upbeat place.  We show appreciation 
for our customers.” 
     Turnover is very low at Casa. Only 1 or 2 members leave 
each year and the median length of members’ employment is 5 
years, compared to six months in a typical Athens restaurant.  
“Casa has been fortunate because 35% of our coordinators have 
been here five or more years, and hal f have been here over 12 
years,” said Schaller. 
     “The cooperative structure does make running a restaurant  
more challenging,” explained Matt Marenberg, Marketing Co-
ordinator. “ Sometimes there is tension between the amount of 
energy it takes to run a restaurant and the amount of energy it 
takes to maintain a cooperative.” 
     “ Size has been an obstacle for us as a cooperative. Fifty em-

R ead the menu at Casa Nueva and enjoy a culinary tour through the rolling hills and meadows of southeast Ohio. The re-
gion has a rich tradition of small-scale fruit and vegetable production, and today a new crop of organic growers supply 
ingredients for the tasty fare produced and marketed by Casa and other local food-related businesses that are growing in 

popularity.  
  ACEnet, the Appalachian Center for Economic Networks, is what brings southeast Ohio’s local food entrepreneurs together. As 
a community economic development organization, its mission is to build the capacity of local communities to network, innovate, 
and work together to create a strong, sustainable regional economy that has opportunities for all.  
  ACEnet is rebuilding much of the area’s old food production system that was dismantled in the 1940s and 1950s with the 
growth of national agribusinesses. Today in Athens County, the region’s population center, 33 percent of residents live below the 
poverty line. Many area residents must do a patchwork of jobs and small scale farming to survive. ACEnet and its Food Ven-
tures’ Center aims to improve that situation by serving over 200 small food producer-entrepreneurs in the 14-county region. 
ACEnet has incubated 45 new businesses. 
  Since 1996, ACEnet has operated a 12,000 square foot commercially licensed Community Kitchen Incubator  open 24 hours 
a day/seven days a week on a time-share basis for 70 small food businesses. The Food Ventures Center offers a bottling area, 
commercial food prep kitchen, cooling room, packing room, pasta drying room, and a warehouse with freezers, coolers and pal let 
storage. This frees new businesses from costly investment in facilities and equipment. Kitchen Manager, Bill Justice, helps pro-
ducers commercialize their products with shel f li fe analysis and batch-testing. The center also works with area schools and food

businesses in providing industry-specifi c workforce training.  
     In 1994, ACEnet started a loan fund to provide startup capital for 
area food and technology businesses. The first micro loan went to Frog 
Ranch, one of eight salsa manufacturers in the area, which now does $1 
million in annual sales. In 1999, ACEnet started a venture fund.
     ACEnet helps bring producers and customers together. A Food We 
Love campaign markets locally produced items in area Krogers’ and 
twenty other stores. Good Foods Direct, a marketing program devel-
oped with help from Rural Action, an advocate for sustainable develop-
ment in the region, helps farmers and growers locate local customers. 
The Athens’ Farmers’ Market  draws a weekly crowd of 2-3,000 peo-
ple who purchase over $40,000 in products from 70 local vendors. SE 
Ohio’s two main food festivals, the Chile Pepper Festival and the Paw-
Paw Festival, draws tourists and locals to enjoy local food products.
     ACEnet’s theory is that what grows a community’s assets and trans-
forms an area’s economy are the relationships that small businesses de-
velop with other businesses, community organizations and new markets 
that demand high quality . Their experience shows that building these 
relationships generates new economic activity for years to come. And 
that should provide tasty temptations for future diners at area restaurants. 

ACEnet Boosts Sustainable Farming Growth in Southeast OhioACEnet Boosts Sustainable Farming Growth in Southeast OhioACEnet Boosts Sustainable Farming Growth in Southeast OhioACEnet Boosts Sustainable Farming Growth in Southeast Ohio 
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ployee-members trying to make decisions together is difficult. 
We can’t always keep track of everything that’s going on,” said 
Heath Stevens, the Front of the House Coordinator. Growth has 
also increased the number of nonmembers working in the coop-
erative. Only 40% of the current employees are owners.   
     But “ after 17 years we are still growing,” said Icker. 
”Growth is diffi cult, but with so many minds at work in a coop-
erative the sharing of ideas is phenomenal.  We experiment 
when we have new situations. We take a lot of pride in this 
business, and that’s completely what it is. People, for the most 
part, take pride in working here because you own a part of the 
business.”      Check out http://www.casanueva.com/ for up-
dates on Casa’s menu, entertainment, and specialty foods. 

Loretta Sharpe, baker, caterer, and owner of Millie’s 
Munchies, makes pie crust at ACEnet’s commercially-
licensed Community Kitchen. Millie’s is one of 50 local 
food businesses that time-share the facility. 


