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01 Empty storefronts in 
Greater University 
Circle, Cleveland.
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01 Worker-owners of Green 
City Growers

02 Evergreen Cooperative Laundry 
serves several hospitals, nursing 
homes and hotels. 
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01 Ohio Cooperative 
Solar installs solar 
panels and retrofits 
buildings for energy 
efficiency. 

Besides receiving living wages 
and claiming a portion of the 
firm’s profits (expected to total  
US$65,000 per person in about 
seven to eight years), Evergreen 
worker-owners also partake in 
operations management and 
organisational governance.

Inspired by the Mondragon 
Cooperatives in the Basque 
region of Spain, the long-term 
objective of Evergreen is to not 
only create shared wealth among 
its worker-owners, but additionally 
to expand into a network of 100 
businesses that employ up to 5,000 
worker-owners so as to ultimately 
stabilise and revitalise the targeted 
neighbourhoods. Hence, the 
Evergreen Cooperative Corporation 
operates as a holding company that 
provides direction for the broader 
Evergreen initiative in conjunction 
with a cooperative development 
bank, R&D entity, land trust and 
community engagement strategy. 

Beyond the critical elements of 
collaborative partnership, multi-
scale planning and learning-in-
action, Evergreen draws upon 
a shared sense of rootedness in 
place and social justice among its 
different stakeholders. According 
to Mr Howard, architect of the 
green jobs and community wealth 
building strategy at the heart of 
Evergreen, “We all ascribe to 
the transformation of community 
and the importance of rebuilding 
a community for the lives of the 
people there, rebuilding the [city] 
as a whole, and so forth. We also 
share a general commitment to 
a sort of justice. [The dominant 
local economic development model 
is] just not working, to exclude 
so many of us… we can see the 
impacts it’s having on the lives 
of this community.” Reflecting 
on the fact that Evergreen, like 
any start-up, has had its share 
of hiccups, including personnel 
issues, workplace conflicts and 
cancelled procurement contracts, he 
emphasises, “It’s the vision of what 
we’re doing that keeps people in the 
game instead of throwing up their 
hands in frustration… I think it’s 
something about that vision.”
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The Outcome
Given that half of start-up 
businesses fail within the first five 
years and almost 90% of American 
firms have fewer than 20 employees, 
Evergreen’s continued viability and 
expansion (in terms of revenues, 
jobs and enterprises), particularly 
amidst a global economic recession 
that hit particularly hard in 
Cleveland, offers a hopeful message 
to the countless communities, cities, 
and regions left behind by global 
market trends. Urban inhabitants 
are not beholden to unencumbered 
market forces to deliver higher 
standards of living and quality-of-
life improvements. Rather, they 
can directly harness existing local 

assets and partner with civil society 
organisations, public agencies and 
private sector entities to conduct 
economic, business and workforce 
planning and create shared wealth.

In the case of Evergreen, advocates 
resourcefully and creatively 
connected firm-level employee-
ownership efforts with coalition 
building, alternative local economic 
and workforce development, 
neighbourhood regeneration, racial 
justice and urban sustainability. 
They also recast the responsibility 
and role of anchor institutions, 
many of them beneficiaries of 
public funding, with respect to their 
surrounding communities. 
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01 Worker-owners 
of the Green City 
Growers initiative.
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