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Cooperacion Santa Ana is a worker self-
directed nonprofit that promotes climate
resilience through a just and equitable
economy. Cooperacion Santa Ana offers
training, coaching, and incubation, and
organizes a cooperative network and a fund
governed by Orange County cooperatives.
Cooperacion Santa Ana envisions a strong,
locally owned, shared economy where
products and services are created with
dignity and respect for the people who produce
them and the planet that sustains us.

Solidarity Research Centeris a worker self-directed nonprofit that builds solidarity
economy ecosystems through data science, story-based strategy, and action
research. We work at the intersection of racial justice and solidarity economies.
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EXECUTIVE
SUMMARY

Orange County,
Californiastands at
acriticaljuncture,
facingsignificant
economicand
demographictransitionsalongside persistent
inequities. While the region has historically
enjoyed economic prosperity, this prosperity
hasnotbeen equally shared. Orange County
isnotanequitable place. Latino, Asian,
immigrant, and other communities of color
experience disproportionate challengesin
housing affordability, economic mobility,
and climate vulnerability, evenas they
formanincreasingly vital part of the
county’seconomicand cultural fabric.

Today, Orange County isone of the most diverse
regionsin the United States, with Latino and
Asian communities comprising over half the
populationand driving economic vitality
acrosssectors fromagriculture toadvanced

(urban agriculture), and Radiate Consulting
0C(rapid response) demonstrate the viability
of democraticownershipmodels that keep
wealth in communities, provide better
wagesand working conditions,and align
business decisions with community needs.

Worker cooperatives represent a proven model
foraddressing the gap between community
needsand economicopportunitiesin Orange
County.While cooperativesare not new to the
region—nhistorically, cooperative distribution
groups served orange groves, and many
residents from Latin America bring deep
familiarity with cooperative models—there
issignificant potential to expand cooperative
developmenttomeet current challenges.

Cooperatives offera pathway toward a
regenerative economy that prioritizes shared
prosperity, environmental sustainability,

and community empowerment. By centering
workerownership and democraticdecision-
making, cooperatives can address persistent
inequitieswhile building economicresilience.

STRATEGICOPPORTUNITIES
Ouranalysisidentifies fourkey opportunity
areasto pursue development of

Growth sectors-including healthcare,
construction, and hospitality-offer
accessible entry points for business
developmentand career pathways.

Place-based resources such as opportunity
zones, New Market Tax Credits, and
Community Development Block Grant
funds must help directinvestment toward
community-controlled enterprises.

ﬁ Anchor institutions like University of California,

Irvine and major hospitals collectively
spend billionsannually on procurement,
representing enormous potential for local
purchasing from worker cooperatives.

Expanding protections for the informal

economy is key to building up the existing

economicstrengths of community
members. Theinformalsectorincludes
streetvendors, home-based care workers,
cottage food producers, and other
enterprises predominantly operated by
excluded workersand women of color.

manufacturing. However, the county faces
mounting pressures: population decline,
anaging population, unaffordable housing
costs,and climate vulnerabilitiesranging
from sea-level rise to extreme heat.

ACOMMUNITY-LED VISION

Through extensive community forums, learning
sessions, and cooperative development
efforts, residents have articulated a clear
vision: an economy rooted in care, community
power, and collective self-determination. This
vision centers the essential labor of childcare
providers,domesticworkers, elders, and food
workers—especially excluded women workers
who formthe backbone of Orange County’s
care economy but are systematically excluded
fromeconomicsupports.Worker cooperatives
like Careshare OC(childcare), SALSA Food Hub

cooperative enterprisesin moving toward

acommunity-led vision of the economy:

Orange County is not an
equitable place. Latino,
Asian, immigrant, and
other communities

of color experience
disproportionate
challenges.

PERSISTENT BARRIERS
Certain barriers, however, limit the
development of aregenerative economy:

® Accessto capitalisamajorchallenge for
worker cooperatives trying to secure startup
and growth capital. Traditional banks often
view cooperative ownership structures
asrisky. Eveninstitutions committed
toserving frontline communities, such
as Community Financial Development
Institutions (CDFI), fail to lend to
immigrant entrepreneurs because of
the stringent eligibility requirements.

@ Accesstotechnical assistance remains
limited for cooperative education
and sustained business development,
especially forwomen orimmigrant-

EXECUTIVESUMMARY

led cooperatives. Cooperatives need
specialized assistance with governance
structures, financial management, legal
formation, and market development.

@ Accesstoeconomicdevelopment
fundsis prioritized for conventional
business modelsand largerenterprises,
overlooking worker cooperatives’ potential.
Many Latino, Asian, and immigrant
entrepreneurs remain unaware of available
resources orface challenges navigating
complexapplication processes.

® Accessto affordable commercial real estate
isdifficult for cooperatives, especially in
gentrifying neighborhoods. Expensive
commercial leasesare asignificant
barrierto entry and sustainability.

@ Systemicexclusions lock out workers
from loans, formal employment
protections, and government grants.

@ Fragmented cooperative support
infrastructure means that while
community interestis high, accessible
cooperative education and sustained
support remain limited.

® Misaligned workforce development systems
prioritize individual careeradvancement
over collective ownership, while essential
roles like elder care and domesticwork
remain undervalued and underpaid.

Still, community strengths—mutual aid,
cultural knowledge, and intergenerational
skills—persist. With investmentand structural
support, these strengths can anchora
regenerative, community-owned economy.

APATH FORWARD

Thisreport examines pathways toward
aregenerative, equitable economy that
meets the needs of historically disinvested
populations, with particularattention to
disparities by the experiences of excluded
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workers. Building a community-led,
cooperative economy will require addressing
persistent challenges through strategic
actionacross three interconnected areas:

Cooperative incubation must build from
sectors thataddress community needs—
particularly home care, green construction,
food justice, childcare, and climate resilience.

Advocacy campaigns mustdismantle
systemicbarriers through effortsaddressing
worker exclusions, anti-displacement
strategies, anchorinstitution procurement
reform, and dignity for care work.

Policy changes can support cooperative
ecosystem development at the municipal,

| == Covpentciag

i FL
county, and state level, ranging from

cooperative development ordinances to
workforce development transformation.

Orange County has the opportunity to become
anationalmodel forinclusive, sustainable
economicdevelopment. By aligning public
investmentwith community priorities,
removing barriersto democraticownership,
and centering the leadership of those most
impacted by economicinequality, Orange
County candemonstrate how cooperation
becomesthe foundation of economic life.

Cooperatives offer a
The pathrequires courage to move beyond pathway toward a

traditional economicdevelopment toward

strategiesthat generate broadly shared regenera'tlve economy
prosperity, environmental sustainability, that prioritizes Sha,red

and community empowerment. Success . .

will be measured notjustin business DTOSDGI'ltY, el’lVlI’Ol’lIl’lGl’lt&l

metrics, butin community power, cultural Sustainability and
b

continuity, and the materialimprovement

of working families’ lives. ® Community empowerment.
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range County, California

stands ata critical

juncture, facing

significanteconomicand

demographictransitions
alongside persistentinequities. While the
region has historically enjoyed economic
prosperity, this prosperity has not been equally
shared. Orange Countyis notan equitable place.
Latino, Asian,immigrantand other communities
of colorexperience disproportionate
challengesin housing affordability, economic
mobility, and climate vulnerability.

Thisreport explores Orange County's
pathways toward a regenerative, equitable
economy that meets the needs of historically
disinvested populations. Drawing from
extensive participatory research and
community input, we identify key regional
trends, document community needs and
visions, analyze opportunities and barriers,
and recommend strategicinterventions
tofostereconomicresilience while
advancing equity and sustainability.

Worker cooperatives representa proven model
foraddressing the gap between community
needsand economicopportunitiesin Orange
County.What's being built nowis notanimport
orinnovation, butaremembering of ways of
working together that communities have always
known. The findings and recommendationsin
thisreportaim to support Cooperacion Santa

Anaand otherstakeholdersin developing

economicstrategies that generate broadly
shared prosperity, environmental sustainability,
and community empowerment. @
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Orange County’s
economy has deep
historical rootsin
cooperative traditions

that predate European
colonization. Formillennia, the Tongva and
Acjachemen peoplessustained sophisticated
economies based ontrade networks, seasonal
harvesting, and careful resource management
acrosswhatisnow Orange County. This
foundation of indigenous knowledge and

land stewardship established patterns of
community-based resource sharing that echo
in contemporary cooperative movements,
evenas colonization disrupted these
traditional systemsand displaced indigenous
communities from theirancestral territories.

Following the Spanish and Mexican periods,
theregionbecame synonymous with

citrus cultivation, where early agricultural
operations were notably organized as
cooperative marketingand distribution
networks through entities like the California
Fruit Growers Exchange—representing
some of the earliest examples of worker
and producercooperationin the region.

Evenasdiscriminatory policies excluded Black,
Latino,and Asianimmigrant communities
from mainstream economicopportunitiesin
theearly 20th century, these communities
developed theirown economicnetworks,
mutual aid societies,and informal cooperative
arrangements that sustained families

through periods of hardship, establishinga
longtradition of community-based economic
organization that continued through post-
WWIIsuburbanization and continues today.

Inourpresent time, Orange County’s regional
economy is being shaped by four major
trends that presentboth challengesand
opportunitiesforeconomicdevelopment.

COOPERACION SANTA ANA

Climate vulnerability poses
significant risks, with the county's
40+ miles of coastline exposed to
sea-levelriseand coastal erosion,
while cities like Santa Ana face
disproportionate extreme heat
impacts compared to “master-
planned “areas like Irvine. However,
climate adaptationalso creates
opportunitiesinrenewable energy,
green building, and climate-
resilientinfrastructure sectors.

Demographicshifts show the county
becoming more diverse and older,
with Latino residents now comprising
overone-third of the population
(34%) and Asian residents growing to
21%.The aging population (median
age rising from 36 to 39 years) will
drive healthcare demand while
potentially creating labor shortages

insectors relying on youngerworkers.

Housing affordability remains
critical, with only 13% of households
able to afford median-priced

homes and minimum wage workers
needingtowork 134 hours perweek
toafford a two-bedroom rental.

Industry and occupational
trends reveal a diversified
economy with strong growth
projected in healthcare (20%
growth expected), construction
(15%for building construction),

and hospitality (9% growth in

accommodation/food services).

See detailed appendices for
furtherelaborationonthe four
trends shaping the regional
economy, available fordownload
at cooperacionsantaana.org.
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DISPROPORTIONATE
IMPACTS BY RACE
AND GENDER

Despiteitsfabled sunshine and being home
tothe “Happiest Place on Earth,” Orange
Countyisnotan equitable place. Economicand
social disparities in Orange County manifest
strongly alongracial, ethnic, and gender

lines, with communities of color—particularly
Latinoand Black residents—experiencing
disproportionate challengesacross multiple
dimensions of economicwell being.

ORANGE COUNTY NEEDS AND VISIONS FORA REGENERATIVE ECOSYSTEM

Income gaps are substantial, with median
household incomes varying significantly
by race and ethnicity (see Figure1).1n 2021,
White households in Orange County had a
medianincome of $121,549, compared to
$116,308 for Asian households, $106,793
forBlack households, $87,573 for Latino
households, and $80,063 forindigenous
households.! Incomes below six figuresare
considered lowincomein Orange County when
accounting forthe high cost of housing.?

FIGURE 1: MEDIAN HOUSEHOLD INCOME IN ORANGE COUNTY (2023)

$116,308

$106,793

I 580'063

$93,495

$121,549

$87,573

$117,073

1. U.S.CensusBureau,American
Community Survey, 1-Year
Estimates for2023.

2. Campa,A.J.(2025,May18).
“Whereissix figures considered
lowincome?Try Orange, Santa
Barbara,and San Diego counties.”
LosAngelesTimes. https://
www.latimes.com/california/
newsletter/2025-05-18/
sunday-essential-california-
edition-05182025-six-figures-
is-low-income-in-orange-santa-
barbara-and-san-diego-counties

$97,711

$63,513

BLACKOR  INDIGENOUS ASIAN NATIVE LATINO WHITE US-BORN FOREIGN- EXCLUDED
AFRICAN HAWAIIAN WORKERS BORN WORKERS
AMERICAN AND WORKERS
OTHER
PACIFIC
ISLANDER

We define excluded workers as all workers
who experience barriers to traditional
employment relationships and the benefits
of those relationships, including workers
without work authorization, returning
citizens, and contingent workers.

Source:American Community Survey, 1-Year Estimates for 2023
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Immigrantworkersfurtherface anincome
penalty, which becomes even more severe for
thosewhoare excluded workers. The immigrant
income gap is substantial: while US-born
workersinOrange County earnamedian
household income of $117,073, foreign-born
workers earnsignificantly lessat$97,711—a
difference of nearly $20,000 annually.? For
excluded workers, these challengesintensify
dramatically, with research showing they face
anadditional 35% wage penalty that drops their
median household income to approximately
$63,513.“This compounding effect means
excluded workers earnnearly $54,000 less
than their US-born counterparts, representing
adevastatingincomereduction that affects not
onlyindividual families but entire communities.

Source: Cooperacion SantaAna
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Excluded workers earn $54,000 less than

their US-born counterparts, representing a
devastating income reduction for individual
families and entire communities.

The ability toearna livingwage alsovaries
significantly by race. According to the United
Ways of California, the real cost of livingin
Orange County where householdsareable to
meet theirbasicneedsis $127,888.311,862
householdsstruggletoearnenoughto

meet theirneeds; 41% of those households
are Latino. This means thatalmost half

of Latino households cannot afford basic
necessities despite beingemployed.

Educational attainment shows similar patterns.
Approximately 58% of Asian residentsin Orange
County havea bachelor’s degree compared

to 54% of White residents, followed by Black
residentsat51%and Latino residentsat20%.¢

Health outcomesalso reflect racial disparities,
with communities of color experiencing
higherrates of certain health conditions,

lower life expectancies, and reduced access

to healthcare. Environmental burdens like
airpollution from freewaysandindustrial
facilities disproportionately affect
neighborhoodswith higher percentages
of Latinoand Black residents.’

Genderdisparitiesintersect with racial
inequities, particularly in entrepreneurship
and business ownership. While women-
owned smallbusinesses have seen
considerable growth inrecentyears, with
numbersincreasing nearly double the

rate of businesses owned by men between
2019and 2023, they still face significant
barriersinaccessing capital, networks, and
growth opportunities. These challengesare
often compounded forwomen of color.?

Addressing these disparities requires targeted
strategies thatacknowledge historical patterns
of exclusionand disinvestment while building

. U.S.CensusBureau,American

Community Survey, 1-Year
Estimatesfor2023.

. Borjas, G.J. & Cassidy, H.

(2019).“The wage penalty to
undocumented immigration.”
LabourEconomics,Volume 61.

. United Ways of California.

(2025).The Real Cost Measurein
California. Retrieved from https://
unitedwaysca.org/realcost/.

. U.S.CensusBureau,American

Community Survey, 1-Year
Estimatesfor2023.

. CaliforniaJobsFirst,“Orange County

Regional PlanPart2,” July 2024, p. 25.

. WellsFargo, “New Report Finds Growth

of Women Business Owners Outpaces
the Market,” 2024, https://newsroom.
wf.com/English/news-releases/news-
release-details/2024/New-Report-
Finds-Growth-of-Women-Business-
Owners-Outpaces-the-Market/.
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9. CaliforniaJobsFirst,“Orange
County Regional Plan Part
2, July 2024, p.110.

10. CooperaciénSantaAna.https://
cooperacionsantaana.org/

11. ThriveSantaAna.https://
www.thrivesantaana.org/

12. CRECE.https://www.
crece-coop.org/

13. Community Hubde SA. https://
communityhubsa.org/

14.. Radiate Consulting OC. https://
www.radiateconsulting.
coop/orange-county/

15. CareshareOC. https:/
www.careshareoc.coop/
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on community assetsand leadership. Economic
developmentapproachesthat centerequity,
accessibility,and representation can help
ensure that prosperity ismore broadly shared
across Orange County’sdiverse population.?

ASHARED VISION
FORA REGENERATIVE

ECONOMYIN
ORANGE COUNTY
Across Santa Anaand Orange County,
communities are notjust reimagining but

MEET THE ORGANIZATIONS

BUILDING ORANGE COUNTY’S

REGENERATIVE ECONOMY
Cooperacion SantaAnaisa
worker self-directed nonprofit
organization thatadvances
climateresilience througha
justand equitable economy.

THRIVESantaAnaisa
community land trust
(CLT) dedicated to building
community wealth and
healthy neighborhoods
through land stewardship
and multi-generational
resident leadership.!

CRECEisan urbanfarm
collective that supports
andadvocates fornewand
emerging Black, Indigenous,
and People of Color (BIPOC)
urban farmersand food
stewards to create a Just
Transition to a community-
owned food system.!?

Community Hub de SAworks
toward community change
that placesresidentsatthe

actively buildingan economyrootedin

care, community power, and collective
self-determination. Cooperacién SantaAna
(CSA),in partnership with organizations like
THRIVE SantaAna, UCIrvine Community
Resilience (UCI-CR), Community Hub de Santa
Ana, CRECE Urban Farms, Radiate Consulting
0C, Careshare OC, SALSA Food Hub, La Milpa
Cafe,and countless community members,
isnurturing a cooperative ecosystem led by
working-class, immigrant, excluded workers,
and historically disinvested communities.

forefrontand prioritizes their
well-beingaboveallelse.’®

Radiate Consulting OCis
acooperative providing
bilingual outreach,
facilitation, rapid response,
and administrative support to
nonprofits, small businesses,
and publicinstitutions.**

Careshare OCisa child care
cooperative that provides
caringand quality child care
to families while maintaining
livable wages forits nannies.®

SALSA (SantaAna Local
Agriculture System)isa

farmer-owned cooperative
that practices regenerative
agriculture and soil
bioremediation to provide the
community with clean, healthy
productsand tostrengthen
the local food system.

La Milpaisawomen’s
cooperative that offers
quality coffee and desserts
ina community space.
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Thisvisionisnot new, itisa continuation of
deep-rooted traditions. Cooperative values
have long existed in Orange County and
inthe cultural practices of itsimmigrant
communities. Historically, coops and mutual
aid societies supported farmworkersand
small producersacrossthe region, including
citrusdistribution coops tied to the early
orange grove economy. Many migrants

from Latin America, Southeast Asia, and
beyond bring with them lived experiencein
cooperatives, ejidos,and collective labor
systems—models that emphasized shared
ownership, communalresponsibility, and
survival through solidarity. What's being
builtnowisnotanimportorinnovation, but
aremembering of ways of working together
that communities have always known.

Thisvisionisgrounded in the lived struggles
with unaffordable housing, racialized wage
gaps, land dispossession, and the red tape that
blockssmall business creation. It'srooted in the
experiences of those most impacted by systemic
exclusion, excluded workers, stay-at-home
parents,and streetvendors; those whose labor
sustains familiesand communities, yet often
goesundervalued and uncompensated. Through
forums, learning sessions, neighborhood
outreach,and cooperativesite visits, residents
have outlined a grounded blueprint:an
economy that prioritizes dignity over profit, is
notshaped by extraction, legitimizes care work,
and shares ownership. The essential labor of

childcare providers, domesticworkers, elders,
youth,and food workers, especially excluded
women workers, is central to this future.

Aregenerative economyin Orange County
meanstransformingisolationinto collective
resilience. It centersworker-owned businesses,
home-based enterprises,and community land
trusts, whileinvestingin overlooked sectors like
childcare, food systems, caregiving, construction,
hospitality,and environmental stewardship.
Realizingthisvision requiresaccessible capital,
permitting, workspace, legal support,and
culturally competent training, especially for
excludedwomenworkerswhoare often excluded
fromthevery gainsthey help produce.

But thisvision cannot be realized without
dismantling multiple intersecting barriers.
Immigrant families face legal precarity and
exclusion from funding, technical assistance,
and formalwork. Cooperative education is
limited and zoning and permitting policies
restrictinnovation. Cities often don’t
recognize coopsas legitimate businesses,
furthermarginalizing grassroots efforts.

Still, community strengths—mutual aid,
culturalknowledge, and intergenerational
skills—persist. With investmentand structural
support, these strengths cananchora
regenerative, community-owned economy.

Thisvision calls for place-based solidarity:
converting existing businessesinto coops,
aligninganchorinstitutions to source locally,
and forming regional networks that connect

18 19
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value-based cooperativesto publicresources.
Italsorequires policy changes, like rent control
and equitable permitting, toaddress the root

causesof displacementand underemployment.

Community membersare clear: coopsare
notjustaboutjobs. They're aboutautonomy,
cultural continuity, and rewriting exploitative
systems. People want to work with dignity,
carefortheirfamilies, start businesses with
neighbors, and make decisions collectively.
Theywanttrainingin Spanish, Vietnamese,
and Khmer, emotional health education, peer
learning, and youth exposure to these models.
Community membersare calling fora shift
from “waiting on the state” to strengthening
what we already do togetherand the skills
people already have. They want to be owners,
notjustworkers,and they're already doingit.

Thisisabout more than business, it'sabout
building economicdemocracy.Aregenerative
economy isoneinwhich decisionsare

made by those who are most affected,

where local knowledge drives planning,

and where resources circulate to sustain
collective well-being. It recognizes that
economicresilienceisinseparable from

housingjustice, food sovereignty, cultural
expression, and environmental health. This
isalong-term, intergenerational project of
buildinginfrastructure that puts frontline
workersin positions of leadership.

CSA’srole asacooperative incubatorand
intermediary is key, connecting small co-ops
with technical support, coop development
courses, legal registration assistance,
policy advocacy, university partnerships,
bookkeeping support, and capital access,
while centering community voice in
regional economic planning. This work is
not happeninginisolation. Together, with
community-rooted organizations, trusted
elders, and youth visionaries, Orange
County’s disinvested communities are
co-creating a future where cooperation
isnotaniche experiment nor theoretical,
but the foundation of economic life,
growing, family by family, block by block.

Now, publicagencies, funders, and institutions
mustalign, remove barriers, and resource what
people have long been building:an economy
rooted notinsurvival, butin solidarity.
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hereare several
significant challengesto
growing aregenerative
economicecosystem
and developing
worker cooperatives
and other community wealth building
modelsinthe region, particularly for
Latino, Asian,immigrant, and other
historically marginalized communities.

ACCESSTO CAPITAL

Communities of colorin Orange County face
substantial barriers to accessing the capital
necessary to start, maintain, and grow worker
cooperatives. Thischallengeis particularly
acute given that traditional financial
institutions often employ lending criteria that
disadvantage entrepreneurs from disinvested
communities.” The significant disparities

in householdincome and wealth between
Latino householdsand White households

in Orange County furtherexacerbate these
challenges.Income disparities directly
impact the ability of Latino, Asian, and
immigrant entrepreneurs to secure startup
capital, whetherthrough personal savings
orby qualifying for conventional loans.?

Accessto capitalisespecially challenging for
businessesin early stages of development. For
cooperatives, the collective ownership model
can create additional complicationswhen
seeking funding, as many financialinstitutions
areunfamiliarwith orhesitantabout lending
toentitieswith distributed ownership.?
Although organizations like Community
Development Financial Institutions (CDFIs)
and community development corporations
exist, many Latino, Asian, and immigrant
entrepreneursremain disconnected from
theseresourcesdue to language barriers,

lack of awareness, or cultural factors.?

Local creditunionsorCDFIsare bound by their
mission to provide capital to underserved
communities. However, 67% of CDFIs surveyed
by the Federal Reservein 2023 reported

difficulty in providing funds because of stringent
borrower qualifications.”’ Borrowers from
Latino, Asian, orimmigrant communities have
difficulty meeting the underwriting criteria
duetoinsufficient orlack of collateraland
guarantees fromindividuals orentities.?®

Thesstate's I-Bank and California Small Business
Loan Matchwork with CDFIsand other lenders
statewide provide better opportunities for
small businesses that cannot secure capital
fromtraditional lenders.?’ These alternative
financing sources offer more flexible lending
criteriaand repayment plans that could benefit
cooperative startups, butawareness of and
connectiontotheseresourcesremains limited.®

Without adequate accessto capital, promising
cooperative modelsstruggle to launch,
scale,orimplementinnovations that could
strengthen both the businessand the broader
community. The inability to secure sufficient
funding prevents many Latino entrepreneurs
from converting theirexpertise and community
knowledge into successful business ventures,
limiting economic mobility and wealth-building
opportunities forthese communities.>

A2023 study found that Latino business owners
rely oninformal networks forstartup capital,
ratherthan traditional bank financing.*?

More than 78% of the 32 Latino entrepreneurs
interviewed funded theirventures through
personal sources, with 65% using their personal
savingsand 12%receiving contributions

from family members such as parents or
siblings. This heavy dependence on family-
based funding reflects several barriersthese
entrepreneursface inaccessing formal financial
markets, including limited knowledge about
government support programs, and restricted
access to traditional banking services.

ACCESS TO TECHNICAL
ASSISTANCEAND
SUSTAINED EDUCATION

Beyond capital, cooperativesin Orange County
require specialized technical assistance to
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establish effective governance structures,
develop sound business practices, and build
sustainable operations. The existing landscape
of technical assistance providers often lacks
culturally responsive programs tailored to
address the specificneeds of cooperatives at
differentdevelopmental stages. Early-stage
cooperatives need supportwith business
formationand market entry. Established
cooperativesrequire assistance with scaling
operations, deepening market presence,
and navigating regulatory requirements.®

Many worker cooperatives face challenges
inareas like financial literacy, management
skills,and marketing. Existing cooperative
members report that transitioning from the
workerto owner mentalityis difficult and
affectstheirconfidence tofully embrace the
responsibilities of being business owners.3*

There'salsoa critical need for specialized
assistance inaddressing unique challenges
faced by Latino entrepreneursand worker-
owners,*aswellaswomen-and immigrant-led
startups. These barriersinclude accessing

BARRIERS TO ECOSYSTEM DEVELOPMENT

capital, hiring skilled workforces, identifying
government opportunities,and navigating
regulatory constraints. Language accessibility
representsanothersignificant barrier. Technical
assistance resources thatarenotavailable

in Spanish limit participation from Spanish-
speaking entrepreneurs, who constitute a large
portion of Orange County's Latino community.
Without targeted interventions thataddress
these specificchallenges, Latinoand women-
led cooperatives face significant disadvantages
inthe marketplace,*®andinaccessing critical
knowledge and support networks.

Community members consistently report
needing peereducatorsand trusted interpreters
who canexplain cooperative development
inaccessible language and provide ongoing
mentorship throughout the formation process.
Asone Careshare OCparticipant described,
mobilizing caregiversinto a cooperative model
becomes nearly impossible without community
memberswho can demystify the processand
offerguidance that builds confidence rather
than overwhelming people with complex
legaland business requirements.

Source: Cooperacion SantaAna
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Source: Cooperacion SantaAna

COOPERACION SANTAANA

Cooperacion SantaAna operates asa
business development program that
offers multilingual training, coaching,
and business incubation specifically
designed for low-income residents

and families seekingto create worker
cooperatives. The organization provides
culturally responsive cooperative
educationthataddresses the unique
challengesfaced by Latino entrepreneurs
and worker-owners, including specialized
assistance forwomen-and excluded
worker-led startups. Their training
programs help participants transition
from aworker mentality to an owner
mentality, building the confidence

and skills necessary to embrace the

responsibilities of being business

ownersin acooperative structure.

The organization provides hands-on
incubation services that guide aspiring
cooperatives through the complex
process of business formation and
market entry. Thisincludes assistance
with business registration, permits, and
navigating regulatory requirements
that can be particularly challenging
forexcluded workers. Cooperacion
Santa Ana helps cooperatives

establish effective governance
structures, develop sound business
practices, and build sustainable
operations while addressing critical
gapsinareas like financial literacy,
management skills, and marketing that
many worker cooperatives struggle
with during their early stages.

Beyond initial startup support,
Cooperacidn SantaAna organizes

and facilitates a broader network of
cooperativesand membersacross
Orange County, creatinga collaborative
ecosystem where established
cooperatives can support emerging
ones. The organization connects
cooperatives to professional expertise
and provides ongoing technical
assistance to help businesses scale
operations, deepen their market
presence,and access resources like
funding opportunities. They also
work to build regionalinfrastructure
that prevents burnout among
cooperative members and ensures
long-term growth through sustained,
culturally grounded support that
includes assistance with bookkeeping,
outreach, and strategic planning.

39.

40.

41.
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ACCESS TO AFFORDABLE
COMMERCIAL SPACE

Affordable commercial spaceisasignificant
obstacle forLatino, Asian,and immigrant-led
cooperativesin Orange County. High real
estate costs make it difficult for cooperatives
tosecure facilities, especially in gentrifying
neighborhoodswhererising rents have
displaced many small businesses.*

Unlike conventional businesses with investor
backing, cooperativesrely on member
capitaland limited outside funding, making

BARRIERS TO ECOSYSTEM DEVELOPMENT

expensive commercial leases a significant
barrierto entry and sustainability.** The lack
of community-owned spaces or subsidized
commercial properties designed for
cooperative use exacerbates this challenge,
forcing many promising cooperative ventures
to operate from makeshift facilities or

forgo physical locations altogether.

More than 78% of the 32 Latino entrepreneurs
interviewed funded their ventures through
personal sources, with 65% using their personal
savings and 12% receiving contributions from
family members such as parents or siblings.

Source:THRIVESantaAna
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THRIVE SANTAANA COMMUNITY LAND TRUST
THRIVE Santa Ana stands as the firstand

only community land trust (CLT) in Santa

Ana, founded by local residentsand
community organizations with over 50 years
of combined experience in resident-led
initiatives. Dedicated to building community
wealthand healthy neighborhoods through
land stewardship and multi-generational
resident leadership, THRIVEworks with
community members on neighborhood

needs assessments, data analysis, and
community visioning. The organization serves
asa powerful model for how community-
controlled land ownership can address the
critical shortage of affordable commercial
real estate that worker cooperatives face
throughout Orange County, ensuring that
land serves people rather than just profits.

The centerpiece of THRIVE Santa Ana’s work
isthe historic La Colmena, formerly known as
the Walnut & Daisy Micro-Farm project, which
demonstrates their commitment to providing
space for local, worker-owned businesses
alongside urban farming opportunities and
community events. La Colmenais more than a
development project—it's a symbol of inclusive,
community-led economicgrowth. Designed to
leverage the talents and vision of Santa Ana

SYSTEMIC EXCLUSIONS
LOCKOUT WORKERS

Employment eligibility remains one of the most
significant structural barriers to economic
security and mobility. Excluded workers—

who formthe backbone of Orange County’s
carework, food systems, and small business
sectors—face exclusion from fundamental
economicsupportsincluding small business
loans, formal employment protections, and
government relief programs. This exclusion
persists despite their substantial tax

residents, this initiative directly addresses the
barriers that Latino, Asian, and immigrant-led
cooperatives facein accessing affordable
commercial space. By removing land from
speculative markets and ensuring long-term
community control, THRIVE Santa Ana creates
the stable foundation that worker cooperatives
need to focus on business development
ratherthan escalating rent payments.

THRIVE Santa Ana’s approach aligns with
broader community wealth-building strategies
by promoting dialogue between residents and
city leaders and advocating for development
thataddresses unmet needsincluding
affordable housing, community micro-farms,
and support for local small businesses. Their
approach ensures that local development
reflects the needs and aspirations of Santa Ana’s
diverse community, creating what advocates
call “anti-displacement through community
ownership.” This model provides worker
cooperatives, such as SALSA and La Milpa, with
the security and affordability needed to thrive
while ensuring that economic development
strengthens existing communities rather than

displacingthem, representingareplicable

approach forbuilding resilient local economies
throughout Orange County and beyond.

contributionsand the vital services they provide
acrossalleconomicsectors of the county.

Theabsence of legalimmigration status,
forexample, creates cascading barriers
tobasiceconomicinfrastructure. Without
documentation, workers cannot obtain
driver’s licenses, open bank accounts, or
accesstraditional credit systems, increasing
vulnerability to financial exploitation while
complicating essential daily economic
activities. These systematic barriers severely
constrain opportunities forstability and
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42. SeeAppendixA:Community
Participatory Research
Methodology.
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independence, trapping skilled workers in
precarious employment despite theiressential
contributionsto theregionaleconomy.

Beyond financial exclusion, excluded workers
face extraordinary challenges navigating
publicsystemsincluding CalFresh (California’s
food stamp program), Medi-Cal (California’s
Medicaid waiver), and the Department of
MotorVehicles. Language access limitations,
complex bureaucraticrequirements, and

the persistent threat of data-sharing with
immigration enforcement agencies create
environments of fear that effectively exclude
families fromaccessing services they help
fund through theirtax contributions. This
climate of surveillance and escalated violent
enforcement, detention,and deportation
forcesessential workerstoremaininvisible
within systems that depend on theirlabor.

Community interviews reveal the contradictions
embedded in these exclusions. Excluded
workers described the painfulirony of providing
care forotherfamilies through their paid

work while being systematically denied the
resourcesneeded to care fortheirown families.

MISALIGNED
WORKFORCE
DEVELOPMENT
SYSTEMS

Workforce development systemsin Orange
County are largely misaligned with the lived
realities, economicneeds, and collective
aspirations of disinvested communities.
Many programs prioritize college-degree
pathways orindividual careeradvancement,
ratherthan collective ownership orworker
self-determination approaches that could
offermore sustainable pathways to economic
security forexcluded workers. Participants
fromallthree of the community forums voiced
frustration that essentialroles, such aselder
care, domesticwork, home-based child care,
and otheressential services remain low-paid,
undervalued, and excluded from formal
credentialing systems despite requiring

complex skillsand providing critical social
value.*? ARadiate Consulting OCinterviewee
emphasized that even when workforce
programsdo connect peopletojobsin these
sectors, the positions are often still unpaid
orlow-wage and treated as “unskilled.”

Withoutaccess to culturally relevant, paid
trainingand certification pathways, especially
ingrowing sectors like health careand
renewable energy, many workers are forced

to choose between precarious survivaljobs
and inaccessible upskilling programs. This
gapisespecially pronounced forexcluded

and low-income workers who cannot afford
toattend unpaid training programs or
navigate bureaucratic licensing systems.

Toovercome these barriers, community
members consistently callfora reorientation
of regional economicdevelopment strategies.
Thisincludes recognizingimmigrant labor
asfoundationalto local economies, funding
multilingual, community-led cooperative
education efforts, and building bridge programs
thattranslate everyday skillsinto dignified,
credentialed work. Without addressing
theserootinequities, efforts to grow the
cooperative economyrisk reinforcing the
very exclusionstheyaimtodismantle. ®
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FIGURE 2: OCCUPATIONAL EMPLOYMENT PROJECTIONS FORANAHEIM, SANTA ANA, AND IRVINE (2022-2032)
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inclusive economy, focusing on these growth
sectorswill be essential for creating viable
pathways forworker cooperative development.

INFORMAL ECONOMY

Orange County’sinformal economy represents
an essential economicfoundation that, when
supported with appropriate social protections,
couldsignificantly boost regional economic
growth while improving working conditions for
thousands of residents. The informal sector
includes streetvendors, home-based care
workers, cottage food producers, and other
enterprises that currently operate outside
traditional regulatory frameworks. These
workersand entrepreneurs, predominantly
excluded workersand women of color,
contribute essential services to the regional
economy but remain outside of formal
employment protections, access to capital,
and government relief programs. By creating
pathways to formalize these enterprises
while extending social protections, Orange
County canrecognize and build upon
substantial economicvalue that currently
goesunmeasured and untaxed.

The care economy exemplifies this opportunity
with thousands of excluded women providing
home-based childcare, eldercare, and
domesticservicesthatenable otherworkers

to participateinthe formaleconomy. These
care workers face exploitation through low
wages, irregular hours, and lack of benefits,
despite performing essential labor that sustains
familiesand communities. Formalizing this
sectorthrough cooperative ownership models,
certification programs, and portable benefits
could dramatically improve wages and working
conditions while expanding the tax base and
creating pathways to economic mobility. The
healthcare sector’s projected 20% growth
createsenormous demand for care services,
positioning formalized care cooperatives

to capture significant market share while
providing dignified employment opportunities.

Streetvendorsand microenterprise home

kitchens similarly represent existing
entrepreneurial foundations that could be
strengthened through formal economicsupport
with appropriate policy changes.*® Rather

than criminalizing these enterprises, Orange
County couldimplement business licensing
programs, health department partnerships,
and cooperative development initiatives
thathelp streetvendors transition to formal
businesseswhile maintaining their cultural
practicesand community connections. The
accommodation and food services sector’s
projected 9% growth creates substantial market
opportunities forformalized food enterprises,
while community land trustsand affordable
commercial space could provide the stable
foundations these businesses need to scale

and contribute fully to the regional economy.

The economicmultipliereffects of formalization
extend beyondindividual businesses to
strengthen entire communities and supply
chains.**Wheninformal workers gain legal
status, access to banking, and business
development support, they increase their
purchasing power, investin local businesses,
and contribute to tax revenues that fund
publicservices. This createsavirtuous cycle
where formalization reduces the underground
economy, increases economictransparency,
and generatesresources for furtherinvestment
inworkforce developmentandsocial
infrastructure. By recognizingand supporting
theinnovative survival strategies that
communities have developed, Orange County
can transform economic marginalization

into community wealth building that benefits
the entire region while advancing both
economicgrowth andsocial justice goals.

WORKFORCE
DEVELOPMENT FUNDS

Orange County’sworkforce development
ecosystem can strategically utilize existing
federalfunding streams to support the
transition toward worker cooperatives

and employee ownership models. The
Workforce Innovation and Opportunity
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Liu,Y.Y.etal.(2015). “Sidewalk
Stimulus: Economicand
Geographiclmpactof Los
AngelesStreetVendors.”
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Ibid.
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“EconomicRecoveryand
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National League of Citiesand
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Act (WIOA) providesarobust framework
forcitiesand theirworkforce partnersto
deploy layoffaversion fundingin support
of cooperative enterprise development.

Current WIOA legislation explicitly
permits the use of funds foractivities

that directly support worker cooperative
transitions. These authorized usesinclude
outreach and education, feasibility
studies, training programs, and technical
assistance. WIOA funding can be used to
engage workersand businessesabout
cooperative ownership models, assessing
the viability of employee buyoutsand
cooperative conversions, developing worker
capacity for cooperative governance, and
supporting the transition process from
traditional to cooperative ownership.

Citiesand workforce development boards
canstrategically target layoff aversion
fundingto supportemployee ownership

OPPORTUNITIES

transitions, particularly during business
closures orownership changes that threaten
jobsecurity. Thisapproach requires
collaboration with qualified non-profit
organizations that specialize in worker
cooperative development to ensure effective
implementation and staff training.

Several regions have successfully
implemented WIOA-funded cooperative
development programs, demonstrating

the viability of thisapproach. Concerned
Capital’s Transition of Ownership program
addressed job displacement from mergers,
acquisitions, and ownership transfers through
strategicpartnershipswith local workforce
developmentagencies. The collaboration
withthe Los Angeles Economicand Workforce
Development Departmentresultedin
successfulemployee ownership transitions at
three businesses overtwo years, preserving
23jobsand demonstrating the program’s
effectivenessin preventing unemployment.>

Source: CooperacionSantaAna
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LOSANGELES HOME CARE

COOPERATIVE UTILIZES WORKFORCE

DEVELOPMENT MONIES

through a workforce training model
which allows community members to
earnand learn atthe sametime. The

In September2024, the Pilipino Worker programissetto host five cohorts of 20

Center (PWC) was awarded a $1.28

millioninvestment from the LA County

workers each foranine week training

of two days a week, where participants

Department of Economic Opportunity’s receive assistance in registering with

High Road Training Partnerships
program.>3 PWCwas able to utilize
these funds asameans to expand
coop educationand development

PLACE-BASED
RESOURCES

Orange County has several place-based
resourcesthat can be leveraged tosupport
aregenerative economy, particularly

in disinvested communities.

Opportunity Zones in Orange County have
historically followed a familiar pattern of
taxincentive programs that, while intended
tospureconomicdevelopmentin distressed
areas, often attract speculative real estate
investments that drive gentrification rather
than create community wealth. These zones,
created underthe Tax Cutsand Jobs Act of

2017, offersubstantial tax benefits toinvestors
whodirect capitalinto designated low-

income communities, but the program lacks
mechanismsto ensure investmentsactually
benefit existing residents or create lasting
economicopportunities forthe communities
they’re meantto serve. However, Orange County
hasanunprecedented opportunity to pioneeran
innovative approach by leveraging Opportunity
Zone incentivesto specifically support worker
cooperative development—a strategy that has
not been systematicallyimplemented anywhere
butholds tremendous potential for transforming
extractive investmentinto community-
controlled economicdevelopment.®®

the state as a home care workerand
learnabouthowtojoin orforma
worker cooperative toimprove industry
standards, worker rights, and pay.>*

By creating policy frameworks that prioritize
cooperative businesses for Opportunity

Zone investments, Orange County could
directthe program’s powerful taxincentives
toward enterprises thatare inherently anti-
displacement, since worker-owned businesses
arerooted in community and committed to
shared prosperity ratherthan profit extraction.
Thisapproach could ensure that Opportunity
Zoneinvestments create community wealth
and addresslocal needsratherthan extracting
value fromthese areas, turningatool of
gentrificationintoa mechanism forbuilding the
democratic, community-controlled economy
that Orange County’s residents have envisioned
through extensive community engagement
and cooperative development efforts.

New Market Tax Credits (NMTCs) are another
valuable financing mechanism for cooperative
developmentin historically disinvested
communities. NMTCsincentivize business
and real estate investmentin low-income
communities through federal tax credits,
creating opportunities for community-
controlled development projectsthat can
supportworker cooperativesand locally-
owned enterprises. La Villa Hispana mission,
forexample,isa projectto establisha Latino
culturaldistrictin Cleveland’s Clark-Fulton

Source: CentroVilla25
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neighborhood, home to Ohio’s largest Latino
population.*They received over $11 million
in NMTCs to adaptavacant warehouse into
amixed-use space, CentroVilla25, featuring
20micro-retailareas,acommercial kitchen,
offices,agrocery store, an outdoor plaza,
and spacesforartsand cultural events.

RED ZONES

Theidentification of Red Zones-census
tractswithunemploymentrates 2.0
percentage points above the national
averageand percapitaincomeslessthan
80%ofthe national average - providesa
clearframework fortargeting regenerative
economicdevelopmentefforts. Orange
County contains48 RedZones,home
t0289,752 residents representing 9%

of the county population (see Figure3).

Significantly, 54.5% of residentsin Red
Zonesare Latinoand 25.2%areAsian,
comparedto34.1%and 21.9%atthe county
level, highlightingtheintersection of
economicdisinvestment withcommunities
of colorthat could benefitfromtargeted
regenerative economicstrategies. Red
Zones qualify forEconomic Development
Administration (EDA) fundingand aswell
as Community EconomicResilience Fund
(CERF) “Disinvested Communities.”

FIGURE 3: RED ZONES BY CITY IN ORANGE COUNTY

OPPORTUNITIES

Orange County
could direct

the program’s
powerful tax
incentives
toward
enterprises
that are
inherently anti-
displacement,
since worker-
owned
businesses

are rooted in
community
and committed
to shared
prosperity
rather than
profit extraction.

Source: Orange County Region Open Data Site®
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Community Development Financial Institutions
(CDFIs) provide crucialinfrastructure for
alternative financing approaches thatalign
with regenerative economicprinciples.

Orange County hasaccessto these specialized
financialinstitutions that can provide both
capitaland technical assistance to community-
based enterprises. These organizationsare
particularly important forremoving barriers
that prevent disinvested communities
fromaccessing traditional capital markets,
offering more flexible lending criteriaand
community-focused investment strategies
that supportworkercooperativesand
otherforms of community ownership.

The Cooperative Fund of the Northeast
(CFNE)isa CDFlinstrumentalto supporting
the cooperative movementin the New
England region of the country. Their Co-op
Launch Loan program provided the funding
and technicalassistance to the founders

of the Tortilleria Semilla Cooperative,
which sellstraditionally crafted tortillas
atlocalstoresand farmer’s markets.*

Community Development Block Grant (CDBG)
fundsrepresentapowerfulresource that can be
leveraged to expand economicopportunities
forlow-and moderate-income communities

in Orange County. Several cities nationwide
have successfully utilized CDBG funding to
support cooperative business development
and employee ownership transitions.

The City and County of Denverdemonstratesan
effective model, where their Office of Economic
Development dedicated a portion of their
(DBGallocation tofostereconomicinclusivity
by soliciting proposals from organizations
providing technical assistance for cooperative
business models. Thisinitiative led to the
Rocky Mountain Employee Ownership Center
being selected to preserve small businesses
through conversionsto employee ownership.

Similarly, Miami, Florida enhanced their
economicimpact by amending their CDBG-

funded economicdevelopment loan
programtoinclude financing forbusiness
conversions. The city contracted with

three smallbusiness service providersto
connectwith businessesand referinterested
ownerstoemployee ownership experts.

Legacy Business Programs may be another
business development funding opportunity.
Legacy businessesare locally-owned small
businesses that have typically operatedin
theareafor20ormoreyears.Several cities
inthe U.S. provide fundsaimed at supporting
legacy businesses through hardshipandin
ownership transitionsas ownersretire.*?
While Orange County does not have specific
legacy programs, funding supportaimed at
local businesses through programs like the
0CSmall Business Relief Program provide
somerelieftosmallbusinessesinthearea.®®

San Francisco established the nation’s first
LegacyBusiness Programin2015, creating
agroundbreaking nitiative that recognizes
longstanding, community-serving businessesas
valuable culturalassetsand providesthem with
grants,recognition,and supporttoencourage
their continued viabilityand success.®* The
program requires businessesto have operated
continuously inSan Francisco forat least 30
years, contribute to theircommunity’s history
orculturalidentity,and committo preserving
thearchitectural featuresand traditions that
definethem, ensuring that these cultural
anchorsmaintaintheirauthenticcharacter.
Theregistryincludesiconicestablishments

like Boudin Bakery (operating since 1849), Casa
Sanchez (family-owned since 1924),and Sam Wo
restaurantin Chinatown, which has been serving
the community foroveracentury, demonstrating
howthe program protects businesses that define
San Francisco's neighborhood character.®

ANCHORINSTITUTIONS

Anchorinstitutions-large, place-based
organizationssuch as hospitals, universities,
and government entities-hold untapped
potential to build regenerative local

58.
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61.

62.
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Anchor institutions

can drive inclusive
economic development.
Local purchasing from
cooperatives creates

a multiplier effect-
generating jobs, building
wealth, and strengthening
local communities.

Source: Evergreen Cooperatives

OPPORTUNITIES

economiesinOrange County. Unlike their
for-profit counterparts that extract wealth
from communities by relocating facilities
toreduce costs,anchorinstitutionsare
rooted in theircommunitiesand have the
capacity to contribute to local economic
development. These institutions collectively
possess enormous economicpower:in Orange
Countyalone, majoranchorinstitutions

like UCIrvine, Chapman University, Kaiser
Permanente, Hoag Hospital,and the County
of Orange government collectively spend
billions of dollarsannually on procurement,
employ tens of thousands of workers, and
hold substantialinvestment portfolios.

By aligning theirspending, hiring, and
investmentswith community needs,
anchorinstitutions candrive inclusive
economicdevelopment. Local purchasing
from cooperativesand community-
owned businesses createsa multiplier
effect—generatingjobs, building wealth,
and strengthening local economies.
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63. Hanna, T.M.(2019) “Community

In Orange County, anchorinstitutions
cansupport Latinoand otherdisinvested

communities through three key strategies.®

@ Inclusive hiring practices can create career
pathways forstable, well payingjobs.

@ Missionalignedinvestmentstoward
community development—such as
affordable housing, smallbusiness
development, and cooperative enterprises—
canaddress critical community needs
while generating healthy returns.

Anchorinstitutions can serve as catalysts
fordeveloping the kinds of democratic,
community-controlled enterprises that form
thefoundation of aregenerative economy

Thisapproach, knownasthe “anchor
mission,” reframes community investment,
notas charity, butas core to institutional
successand long-term mutual well-
being.®* Ascommunities face increasing
economicinstability, anchorinstitutionsin
Orange County have both the opportunity
andresponsibility to lead the transition
toward a more equitable, sustainable,

and regenerative economic model.

The Evergreen Cooperative network
emerged asastrategicresponse to
economicdisparityin Cleveland, Ohio.
Despite thriving university and medical
institutions, surrounding neighborhoods
experienced high unemploymentand
limited economicopportunity. Local
residents saw minimal benefit from these
anchorinstitutions that remained stable
even during economic downturns.

wealth buildingand
resilient local economies.”
https://longreads.tni.org/
public-finance-chapter-5

. Ubhayakars, Capeless

M,OwensR, Snorrason

K, Zuckerman D.Anchor
Mission Playbook [Report].
Chicago, ILand Washington,
DC:Rush University Medical
Centerand The Democracy
Collaborative; August 2017.

CLEVELAND MODEL

The Evergreen Cooperative
network emerged as a strategic
response to economic disparity
in Cleveland, Ohio. Despite
thriving university and medical
institutions, surrounding
neighborhoods experienced
high unemployment and limited
economicopportunity. Local
residents saw minimal benefit
fromthese anchor institutions
thatremained stable even
during economicdownturns.

Inacollaborative effort
involving the mayor’s office and
The Democracy Collaborative,
Evergreen developed worker
cooperatives specifically
designed to meet the needs

of local anchor institutions
through long-term service
contracts. Thisinnovative
approach simultaneously
addressed neighborhood
stabilization and created
local economiccirculation.

Evergreen’s laundry cooperative
experienced rapid growth.
Responding to the hospital’s
emphasis on environmental
sustainability, Evergreen
created the city’s most eco-
friendly laundry facility with
support from philanthropyand
expedited municipal approvals.
The operation later expanded
by acquiring another hospital
laundry service, growing
from50t0 150 employees.

This “Cleveland Model”
isnow beingadaptedin
cities nationwide. While
implementation typically
begins with high-level
planning discussionsamong
civicleaders and funders, its
trueimpact manifests at the
community level. Evergreen’s
worker-owners have gained
stable employment, wealth-
building opportunities, and
the dignity of providing
essential services within
theirown communities. ®
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hree worker
cooperativesin Orange
County, SALSA Food
Hub, Radiate Consulting
0C, and Careshare
0C, highlight both
the promise and challenges of cooperative
development. Each addresses community
needs through democraticownership, yetall
face common barriers: limited support, lack
of capital, and policies that favorindividual
entrepreneurship. Theirsuccess shows that
cooperatives can thrivewhen grounded
incommunity organizing, responsive to
localneeds,and supported by sustained
technicalassistance. Theirstruggles point
tothe needforstrongerinfrastructure to
support coops fromidea to sustainability.
Mostimportantly, these cooperatives prove
thataregenerative economyrootedin care,
self-determination, and collective ownership
isalready emergingin Orange County.

COOPERACION SANTA ANA

Pho, B. (2023, January 19).
Acommunity urbanfarm
facesnewtestinsustaining
itsneighborsinSantaAna.
Voice of OC. https://voiceofoc.
org/2023/01/a-community-
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Supported Agriculture.
(2024). SALSA. https://www.
lacolmenacoop.com/salsa
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Pho.(2023).Acommunity
urban farm facesnew
testsinsustainingits
neighborsinSantaAna.

CASESTUDY1

SALSA (SantaAna Locally Supported
Agriculture) Food Hub is a worker-owned
cooperative rooted in urban agriculture and
mutualaid thatemerged from food justice
organizingin SantaAna.®> Operating from

La ColmenaFood and Cultural Hub, SALSA
addressesfood sovereignty, economic
justice,and environmental sustainability
through democraticownership.® It draws
onagroecological traditions of Indigenous
communities by reconnecting people to land,
culture, and self-determined nourishment.’
Inadditiontorunningthe farmat La Colmena,
SALSAdistributes affordable, locally grown
produce, transforms residential lawns through
edible gardeninstallations,and preserves
indigenous seeds through a community seed
bank and exchange—modeling regenerative,
community-controlled food infrastructure.

Community members describe SALSAas more
thanafoodsource,aplace of reconnection to
land and community. One longtime resident
praised the farmvisits, educational tips, and
therole the coop playsin sustaining both health
and culture.Acooperative membershared how,
despiteinitially knowing little about coops, he
grewintoa leaderoverseeing farming logistics,
clientrelations, and business development.

Despite its successes, SALSA faces significant
structural challenges common to cooperative
developmentin Orange County: limited access
to capital, complex permitting processes, and
difficulties sustaining collective ownership. One
of SALSA's major challenges is to strengthen
itsinfrastructure: land suitable for the
expansion of crops, more efficient irrigation

CASESTUDIES OF OCWORKER COOPERATIVES

systemsand tools that boost its productive
capacity. Thiswould not only allow SALSA
togrowasanagricultural business, butalso
open the doorto generating sustainable
income toreinvestin the project, expand its
impact, and offer fair benefits toits members,
suchashealthinsurance coverage and
othersupports that dignify theirwork.

Previously, a single active membershouldered
the fullburden of labor, administration,

and outreach. "The work is beautiful," the
memberexplains, "butit's too much for

one person.We need systems that support
cooperation, notjustindividual businesses."

Still, SALSA's long term vision aims to grow food
sovereignty infrastructure. The cooperative
hason boarded two additional worker-owners
andisdeveloping partnershipswith other

food hubsto share processing and distribution
capacity and exploring renewable energy
installations, including solar-powered
refrigeration, to expand local food access

and support other community gardens.®®

Most significantly, SALSA demonstrates how
worker cooperatives canalign regenerative
agriculture with economicjustice and
climate resilience. Through no-till farming,
composting, and biodiversity efforts, the
cooperative sequesters carbon while creating
dignified pathways to ownership forexcluded
workers. It offers a powerful model for how
community-controlled enterprises can
simultaneously nourish people and the land.
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CASESTUDY 2

Radiate Consulting Orange County emerged
from the powerful community response

to COVID-19 inequities, offering a worker-
owned model of consulting that centers
health equity, mutual aid, and community
resilience. Founded by mothersand
frontline workers from disproportionately
impacted communities, Radiate challenges
traditional consulting models that extract
knowledge without reinvesting in community
capacity. Theirwork is grounded in popular
education, cultural humility, and solidarity,
reimagining consultingasatool for
empowerment ratherthan exploitation.

Asademocratically run cooperative, Radiate
provides bilingual outreach, facilitation,
translation, digital design,and administrative
support to nonprofits, small businesses, and
publicinstitutions. Member-owners bring lived
experienceand cultural fluency to projects
often mishandled by conventional firms. Their
mission is to build—not replace—community
capacityinthe wake of the pandemic, delivering
services through a lens of collective care
andstructuraltransformation. Radiate's
model demonstrates how cooperative
ownership canreshape entire industries
around justice and self-determination.

Radiate has built strong partnerships
withanchorinstitutions like UCIrvine and
SantaAna Building Healthy Communities,
demonstrating how worker cooperatives
can leverage institutional relationships
while staying grounded in community
accountability. These collaborations reflect
anewmodel of university-community
partnership where Radiate membersare

recognized as co-investigators and knowledge
producers—centering community expertise,
challengingtraditional power dynamics,

and ensuring equitable compensation.

Radiate’s cooperative structure reflects
itsvalues: shared leadership, relational
accountability,and collective care. Yetasa
consulting coop navigating both the nonprofit
industrial complexand the gig economy,
Radiate faces multiple tensions, especially
around scaling sustainably while avoiding
burnout.Amemberof the organization
shareshow the demand for their servicesis
high, but the laborof internal governance,
capacity building, and financial planning
often goes uncompensated. Like many
coopsin Orange County, Radiate struggles

toaccess technical assistance that meets
themwhere they are, offering multilingual,
culturally grounded support for bookkeeping,
fundraising,and long-term planning.

Despite operational challenges, Radiate
representsa vital shiftin Orange County’s
cooperative ecosystem, showing how
community expertise developed through
pandemicresponse can be transformed into
lasting economicinfrastructure. Their healing-
centered, culturally grounded model meets
systemicinequities head-on, demonstrating
how worker cooperatives can turn gigwork into
sustainable, collectively owned enterprises
that build wealth within communities.
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CASESTUDY 3

Careshare OCisa caregiver-led cooperative
formedin 2021 to transform the care

economy through shared ownership, fair
wages, and dignified working conditions
forthose supporting children, elders, and
people with disabilities.® Emerging during
heightened awareness of essential work,
Careshareaddresses the systemicexploitation
of care workers—who are overwhelmingly
immigrantwomen and people of color—by
replacing poverty wagesand exclusionwith
democraticgovernance, mutualsupport,

and worker power. Inasector marked by
risingdemand but stagnant wagesand poor
conditions, Careshare offersa bold alternative
toindividual solutions by restructuring
carework through collective ownership.

One of Careshare’s founding members speaks
candidly about the emotional and material
toll of care work. Despite its essential nature,
caregiving remains undervalued, poorly paid,
and ofteninvisible. Forexcluded caregivers,
the stakesare even higher: legal precarity
limitsaccess to employment protections,
public benefits, and even mental health care.
Careshare offersan alternative model where
workers are seen, respected, and empowered
toshape theirown working conditionsand
economic futures. The cooperative provides
training, mutual support, and shared
decision-making structures that contrast
sharply with theisolation and vulnerability
that characterizes much care work.

Recognizing thatindividual payments can’t
sustain dignified care work, Careshare has
pursued innovative financing strategies—
advocating forchildcare vouchers that can
support worker cooperativesand exploring
institutional partnershipsto secure stable

CASESTUDIES OF OCWORKER COOPERATIVES

contracts. They've also built relationships
with labororganizations like United
DomesticWorkers (UDW), showing how
union organizingand cooperative ownership
canwork togetherto create new models

of worker powerrootedin both collective
bargaining and democratic control.

Careshare faces the fundamental challenge
of scaling worker-owned care services while
remainingaccessible to caregiverswho often
workirregularhoursand juggle multiple
responsibilities. Care work requires significant
labortime but must remain affordable for
working families, creating structural tensions
around pricingand worker compensation.

The cooperative has experimented with
sliding-scale fees, subsidy programs, and
partnershipswithinstitutions that can pay
higherrates, but these approaches require
ongoingadvocacy and policy changetobe
sustainableatscale. Asa memberemphasizes,
“Thisisn't justabout betterwages, it's

about rewritingwho the economyis for.”

Despite operational challenges, Careshare
representsa critical interventionin the future
of work, particularly forwomen and immigrant
workers concentrated in care industries. Their
cooperative modeladdresses bothimmediate
economicneedsand broaderquestions of
social reproductionand community care.
Through advocacy forexpanded childcare
funding, inclusive procurement policies, and
recognition of care as skilled labor, Careshare
shows howworker-owned enterprises can
drive systemicchange. Mostimportantly, they
challenge the idea that care work must remain
undervalued andisolated, offering a powerful
vision of an economy rooted in collective
power, dignity,and community wellbeing.
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range County stands
atapivotal moment
where demographic
shifts, economic
transitions, and
community organizing
create unprecedented conditions for building
aregenerative economy thattruly centers
community needs. Community members have
articulated a clearvision:an economy grounded
in care, self-determination, and democratic
ownership.Worker cooperativessuch as
SALSA Food Hub, Radiate Consulting OC,and
Careshare 0OCdemonstrate the transformative
promise of democraticownership models,
while the essential labor of childcare providers,
domesticworkers, elders,and food workers—
especially excluded women workers—remains
central to thisregenerative future.

Yetsignificant barriers persist. Immigration
statusexclusions, lack of awareness about
cooperatives,and misaligned workforce
development systems limit the potential
forcooperative growth. However, Orange
County possessessubstantialassets:anchor
institutions with major procurement power, an
untapped source of informal entrepreneurs,
and acceleratingmomentumaround
community-led economicdevelopment.

The path forward requires strategicaction
across threeinterconnected areas:

1. CoopIncubationinhighimpactsectors
suchashome care, green construction, food
systems, childcare, and digital services that
address critical needswhile supporting

the excluded women workerswho form the
backbone of Orange County's care economy.

2. Advocacy campaigns to dismantle
systemicbarriersthrough targeted efforts
addressingimmigration status exclusions,
anti-displacement strategies that build
ownership opportunities, anchorinstitution
procurement that redirects publicdollars
toward community-controlled enterprises,

and care work dignity that transforms
exploitationinto cooperative ownership.

3. Policy changeatlocaland state levelsto
buildinfrastructure fordemocraticownership
via ordinances, procurement policies,
workforce development transformation,

and worker protection measures that shift
institutional frameworks from supporting
extraction toward fostering community control.

Building aregenerative economyin Orange
County requiresrecognizing that the expertise,
vision, and leadership already exist within
disinvested communities. The task is not
toimpose solutions from outside, but to
remove barriers, provide resources, and align
institutional powerwith community wisdom.

The cooperative movementin Orange County
represents both animmediate response
toexploitationandalong-term strategy
forcommunity control. By supporting this
movement through strategic cooperative
incubation, targeted advocacy campaigns, and
comprehensive policy transformation, Orange
County can become anational model forhow
diverse,immigrant communities build economic
power that serves life rather than extraction.

Thisapproach acknowledges that
cooperative developmentisnotjustabout
creating alternative businesses—it'sabout
fundamentally transforming economic
relationships to prioritize dignity, democracy,
and community wellbeing over profit
maximization. Orange County hasthe
opportunity to demonstrate how cooperation
becomes the foundation of economic

life, creating atemplate for otherregions
facing similar challenges of inequality,
displacement, and economicexclusion. ®

See detailed appendices for specific
cooperative industries, campaign strategies,
and policy recommendations, available for
download at cooperacionsantaana.org.
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Table 1. Recommended Industries
for Cooperative Incubation

RECOMMENDATIONS

COOPERATIVE
INDUSTRY DEMAND LABOR SUPPLY PIPELINE
Home Care Aging population  Excluded women “Earnand learn”
Network inOrange County  workersin partnerships with
informal sector workforce development
agencies
Constructionand Climateretrofits ~ Workers displaced Partnerwith trade

Green Retrofitting  indisinvested by automation
communitieswith  and Just Transition
old housingstock  of workers from

extractive industries

unions to develop green
construction programs

Food Processing Food insecure Low wage food service
and Distribution neighborhoods workers and cottage
where people food entrepreneurs
of color live ininformal sector

Develop partnerships
with school districts and
hospitals for procurement

Childcare Network  Familieswho Existing childcare

“Earnand learn”

Expansion need affordable workersand caregivers =~ partnerships with
childcare in the informal sector workforce development
agencies
Digital Services Smallbusinesses  Tech workers seeking “Earnand learn”
and Technology who need democraticworkplaces ~ partnerships with
technicalsupport ~ orwhowere laid off workforce development
because of artificial agencies
intelligence or
automation




social protections
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Respect Excluded Secure pathways for Municipal ID Brograms thatenable
Workers excluded workers banking and business reﬁistration; city
to participate contractor agreements that don't require
in regenerative federal work authorization; state advocacy
economy and extend for portable work authorization tied to

cooperative membership; community
land trust development enabling
ownership regardless of documentation

Anti-Displacement Prevent Rent control for long-term tenants to
Through Community displacement prevent displacement; community
Ownershi of existing ownership preference in commercial and
P communities while residential property sales; right of first
building ownership refusal forworkers when businesses are
opportunities sold or close; cooperative conversion
support for retiring business owners
Anchor Democracy Direct anchor Procurement policies that prioritize
institution spending worker cooperatives; community
towards community- benefits agreements that require local
controlled hiring and ownership opportunities
enterprises
Care First Transform care work Living wage standards for care work;

from exploitation
to dignitied, well-
compensated
cooperative
ownership

cooperative preference in county
care service contracts; training and
certification programs designed
forcooperative development

53

Cooperative Development

Ordinances

Procurement and
Contracting Reform

Equitable Permitting
and Zoning Reform

Rent Controland
Commercial Tenant
Protection

Legacy Business Registry

and Cooperative
Succession Program

Extend Social Protections

to Informal Economy

Cooperative
Development as
Workforce Strategy

Cooperatives
as Economic
Development Strategy

Develop Public Bank

RECOMMENDATIONS

Coo[)erativement Development
as Climate and Economic
Justice Strategy

Right of First Refusal for
Workers to Transition
Businesses to Cooperatvies

Establish California Cooperative
Development Loan Fun

Create California Cooperative
Development Tax Credits
and Incentives
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