
Sowing Self-Determination: HBCUs as Pillars of Black Cooperative Economics and 
Agricultural Risk Management 

 
Authored By:  
Terron Ferguson 
Associate Director, Morehouse College, International Comparative Labor Studies (ICLS) Program 
PhD Candidate, Tuskegee University, Integrative Public Policy and Development (IPPD) 
 
Abstract 
 
This paper reinterprets the agricultural visions of W. E. B. Du Bois, Booker T. Washington, and 
George Washington Carver for the twenty-first century, positioning historically Black colleges and 
universities (HBCUs) as central anchor institutions in a comprehensive strategy for Black 
economic self-determination through agricultural cooperatives. Drawing from contemporary 
research on cooperative economics, risk management theory, and food sovereignty movements, 
this study demonstrates how HBCU-anchored agricultural cooperatives can systematically 
mitigate, manage, and monopolize agricultural risks while building intergenerational wealth. With 
over 100 HBCUs controlling tens of thousands of acres and serving communities where 64% of 
Black Americans reside, these institutions possess unique capabilities to revive the cooperative 
traditions documented by Du Bois while implementing Washington's practical education model 
and Carver's sustainable agriculture innovations. Through comprehensive analysis of historical 
precedents, current data, and policy frameworks, this research advances a theoretically grounded 
and empirically supported roadmap for agricultural cooperatives that simultaneously address food 
sovereignty, health equity, climate resilience, and economic justice in Black communities. 
 
Introduction: A Call to the Soil 
 
The convergence of agricultural wisdom embedded in the works of W. E. B. Du Bois, Booker T. 
Washington, and George Washington Carver represent more than historical curiosity in our 
contemporary moment. Their collective understanding that control over land equals control over 
destiny resonates with unprecedented urgency as supply chain disruptions, climate volatility, and 
persistent wealth inequality challenge traditional approaches to economic security. Du Bois's 
meticulous documentation in "Economic Co-operation Among Negro Americans" (1907) revealed 
the profound capacity of Black communities to organize cooperative enterprises even under the 
most hostile conditions. Washington's Tuskegee Institute pioneered the integration of practical 
agricultural education with institution-building, demonstrating how educational institutions could 
serve as catalysts for community-wide economic transformation. Carver's revolutionary approach 
to sustainable agriculture, emphasizing crop diversification and soil regeneration, anticipated 
contemporary discussions of agroecology while providing concrete strategies for economic 
liberation. 
 
These intellectual traditions offer more than inspiration; they provide a theoretical framework for 
understanding how historically Black colleges and universities can anchor a new generation of 
agricultural cooperatives that systematically address risk management in the agricultural 
economy. The scholarly analysis by academic institutions confirms that these three (3) thinkers, 
despite their different approaches, all conceptualized agriculture as "a strategy of resistance and 
community building" that connected agricultural practice to broader questions of freedom and 
self-determination. Their vision of agriculture as a liberation strategy provides the intellectual 
foundation for contemporary HBCU-anchored cooperative development that can mitigate 
multiple forms of risk while building sustainable wealth. 
 
The contemporary relevance of this historical synthesis becomes clear when examining current 
conditions facing Black communities. Recent census data reveals that Black farmers continue to 
experience the steepest declines in agricultural participation, with a 13% reduction in farm 
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operations between 2017 and 2022, compared to a 7% decline for all farmers. Yet this same period 
has witnessed growing interest in food sovereignty, cooperative economics, and sustainable 
agriculture among younger generations, suggesting unprecedented opportunities for institutional 
intervention. HBCUs, with their unique combination of land holdings, agricultural expertise, and 
community legitimacy, are positioned to bridge historical wisdom with contemporary innovations 
in ways that can fundamentally reshape agricultural risk management for Black communities. 
 
Historical Foundations And Contemporary Context 
 
The Intellectual Architecture of Black Agricultural Cooperation 
 
The theoretical contributions of Du Bois, Washington, and Carver to Black agricultural thought 
represent distinct but complementary approaches to economic self-determination that remain 
remarkably relevant to contemporary risk management theory. Du Bois's analysis of cooperative 
enterprises in early twentieth-century Black communities identified cooperation as both an 
economic strategy and a form of political resistance that could create alternative economies 
within hostile environments. His documentation of successful cooperatives revealed systematic 
approaches to risk mitigation through collective action, shared resources, and democratic 
governance structures that distributed both benefits and vulnerabilities across community 
networks rather than concentrating them in individual enterprises. 
 
Washington's institutional model at Tuskegee demonstrated how educational institutions could 
serve as anchor points for regional agricultural development while simultaneously managing 
multiple forms of risk. The Tuskegee approach integrated practical agricultural education with 
extension services, research facilities, and direct community engagement in ways that created 
resilient economic ecosystems. Washington's emphasis on "industrial education" was not merely 
vocational training but a comprehensive strategy for building institutional capacity that could 
weather economic downturns, political hostility, and social disruption through diversified 
programming and strong community connections. 
 
Carver's scientific approach to sustainable agriculture addressed what contemporary risk 
management literature would recognize as production risk, environmental risk, and market risk 
through systematic crop diversification and soil health practices. His development of hundreds of 
uses for alternative crops like peanuts and sweet potatoes was fundamentally a risk management 
strategy that reduced dependence on volatile cotton markets while building soil fertility for 
long-term productivity. Carver's "Crop Rotation Gospel" represented an early form of integrated 
risk management that simultaneously addressed the environmental sustainability of farming 
practices and the economic vulnerability of farmers trapped in monocrop systems. 
 
Contemporary Realities and Structural Challenges 
 
The historical trajectory of Black agricultural participation reveals the cumulative impact of 
systematic exclusion from risk management resources and the devastating consequences of 
institutional discrimination. Between 1920 and 2022, the number of Black-operated farms declined 
from 925,000 to 32,653, representing a loss of more than 95% of Black farming operations. This 
decline was not simply a result of broader agricultural consolidation but reflected specific forms of 
discrimination that prevented Black farmers from accessing credit, insurance, technical 
assistance, and other risk management tools that enabled white farmers to adapt to changing 
economic conditions. 
 
The geographic concentration of Black populations in the American South, where 64% of Black 
workers reside, creates both challenges and opportunities for HBCU-anchored cooperative 
development. This concentration coincides with the location of most HBCU land-grant 
institutions, creating potential synergies between educational resources and community needs. 
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Recent research on HBCU land-grant institutions demonstrates their substantial economic 
impact, generating over $5.5 billion annually and supporting more than 40,000 jobs while 
educating predominantly Black and low-income students. These institutions collectively control 
tens of thousands of acres of land, much of it suitable for agricultural production but currently 
underutilized for cooperative development. 
 
Contemporary food security data reveals the urgency of alternative approaches to agricultural 
organization. Black households experience food insecurity at rates of 19.8% compared to 8.1% for 
white households, a disparity that reflects both income inequality and limited access to affordable, 
nutritious food. Research on urban agriculture and community food systems suggests that 
locally-controlled food production can significantly improve both food access and economic 
opportunities in Black communities.  
 
The emergence of successful models like the Federation of Southern Cooperatives, which 
represents 20,000 families through 75 cooperatives, demonstrates the continued viability of 
cooperative approaches to agricultural development. 
 
Policy Context and Federal Support 
 
The current policy environment provides unprecedented opportunities for HBCU-anchored 
cooperative development through targeted federal investments in minority farmers, cooperative 
development, and sustainable agriculture. The 2018 Farm Bill included significant provisions for 
socially disadvantaged farmers, with research showing that minority and veteran farmers have 
increased their use of crop insurance and risk management programs following implementation of 
these incentives. USDA investments in HBCU research and extension capacity have reached new 
levels, with $68 million in funding for projects that strengthen scientific research capacity and 
community engagement. 
 
The Biden administration's emphasis on climate resilience and environmental justice has created 
additional funding streams that align with HBCU capabilities in sustainable agriculture and 
community development. Recent USDA initiatives specifically target cooperative development and 
beginning farmer programs, providing both technical assistance and financial support for new 
cooperative enterprises. The Infrastructure Reduction Act includes provisions for sustainable 
agriculture that could support HBCU-anchored cooperatives focused on climate adaptation and 
soil health. 
 
Federal recognition of historical discrimination against Black farmers has generated both legal 
remedies and programmatic responses that create openings for cooperative development. The 
ongoing work of organizations like the Federation of Southern Cooperatives demonstrates how 
policy advocacy, technical assistance, and cooperative development can be integrated into 
comprehensive approaches to agricultural risk management. USDA's Office of Advocacy and 
Outreach, created partly through advocacy by the Federation, represents institutional recognition 
of the need for targeted support for historically disadvantaged farmers. 
 
HBCUs as Land-Rich Anchor Institutions 
 
Institutional Characteristics and Community Positioning 
 
The unique positioning of HBCUs as anchor institutions creates exceptional opportunities for 
agricultural cooperative development that can address multiple forms of risk simultaneously. 
Anchor institutions are defined by their local embeddedness, substantial asset bases, and missions 
that extend beyond narrow economic objectives to encompass community development and 
social transformation. HBCUs exemplify these characteristics through their historical roles as 
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community centers, their substantial land holdings, and their ongoing commitments to serving 
predominantly Black and low-income populations. 
 
The nineteen 1890 land-grant HBCUs alone enroll over 117,000 full-time equivalent students, of 
whom 75% are Black and 57% receive Pell Grants, demonstrating their centrality to educational 
opportunity in underserved communities. These institutions generate over $5.5 billion in annual 
economic impact while maintaining strong connections to rural and urban communities across 
the South. Their extension programs reach thousands of limited-resource families annually, 
providing education in agriculture, nutrition, youth development, and community leadership. 
 
The land assets controlled by HBCUs represent a largely untapped resource for cooperative 
development. While comprehensive data on HBCU land holdings remains limited, available 
evidence suggests that these institutions collectively control tens of thousands of acres suitable 
for agricultural production. These lands range from campus farms and research plots to larger 
tracts acquired through donations, purchases, and government transfers. The strategic location of 
these lands in areas with significant Black populations creates opportunities for 
community-controlled food production that can address both food security and economic 
development objectives. 
 
Agricultural Expertise and Research Capacity 
 
HBCU land-grant institutions possess sophisticated agricultural research and extension 
capabilities that can support cooperative development in ways that commercial or government 
programs cannot match. These institutions conduct research in crop production, soil sciences, 
biotechnology, food engineering, and sustainable agriculture while maintaining direct connections 
to the communities that can benefit from this knowledge. Their faculty and extension specialists 
bring both technical expertise and cultural competency to cooperative development work, 
understanding the specific challenges facing Black farmers and rural communities. 
 
The research portfolio of HBCU agricultural programs demonstrates particular strengths in areas 
directly relevant to cooperative risk management. Fort Valley State University leads research on 
reducing foodborne pathogens in meat processing, addressing food safety risks that can devastate 
small-scale operations. North Carolina A&T State University has developed tissue-culture 
techniques for ginger production that demonstrate higher yields and disease resistance than 
traditional methods. Prairie View A&M University researches microirrigation systems for collard 
greens, addressing water management challenges that affect production risk. These examples 
illustrate how HBCU research directly supports the kind of risk management innovations that 
cooperatives need to succeed. 
 
Extension programs at 1890 institutions provide models for how HBCUs can support cooperative 
development through education, technical assistance, and community organizing. The Small Farm 
Training Institute at University of Maryland Eastern Shore provides horticultural training and 
marketing support to urban farmers, demonstrating how HBCUs can bridge agricultural education 
and entrepreneurship development. West Virginia State University's mobile cold storage program 
helps farmers extend the life of produce going to market, addressing post-harvest losses that 
represent significant economic risk. These programs illustrate practical approaches to risk 
management that can be scaled through cooperative structures. 
 
Community Legitimacy and Cultural Assets 
 
The historical role of HBCUs as centers of Black intellectual life and community leadership creates 
unique advantages for cooperative development that extend beyond their material resources. 
These institutions possess what scholars describe as "community legitimacy" – the trust and 
credibility needed to organize collective action and mobilize resources for shared objectives. This 
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legitimacy stems from decades of service to Black communities during periods of systematic 
exclusion from mainstream institutions, creating relationships that can support cooperative 
development efforts. 
 
The cultural assets embedded in HBCU communities include not only institutional memory of 
successful cooperation but also ongoing traditions of mutual aid, collective problem-solving, and 
shared responsibility that provide foundations for cooperative development. Research on Black 
cooperative traditions documents extensive historical experience with collective economic action 
that can inform contemporary cooperative development. HBCUs serve as repositories for this 
knowledge while also creating spaces where cooperative principles can be taught, practiced, and 
refined. 
 
The demographic characteristics of HBCU students create additional opportunities for 
cooperative development that can address intergenerational wealth building and leadership 
development simultaneously. HBCU graduates are more likely than their peers to remain in or 
return to the communities where they grew up, creating potential for sustained community 
development efforts. The concentration of students from low-income and first-generation college 
backgrounds means that cooperative development can directly address economic mobility for 
families and communities while building institutional capacity for ongoing cooperative work. 
 
Cooperative Economics as Risk Management Strategy 
 
Theoretical Framework for Agricultural Risk Management 
 
Contemporary research on agricultural cooperatives demonstrates their effectiveness in 
managing multiple categories of risk through collective action, shared resources, and democratic 
governance structures that distribute both benefits and costs across membership networks. 
Agricultural risk management literature identifies six primary categories of risk that affect farming 
operations: production risk, market risk, financial risk, institutional risk, human resource risk, and 
legal risk. Cooperatives address each of these risk categories through specific mechanisms that 
individual farmers cannot access or afford independently. 
 
Production risk encompasses weather variability, pest outbreaks, disease pressure, and other 
factors that affect crop yields and livestock productivity. Cooperatives manage production risk 
through shared equipment and infrastructure that reduce individual capital requirements, 
collective purchasing programs that lower input costs, and insurance pooling arrangements that 
spread losses across multiple operations. HBCU research capabilities can enhance these strategies 
through development of climate-adapted crop varieties, integrated pest management systems, 
and soil health practices that build resilience to environmental stressors. 
 
Market risk involves price volatility, demand fluctuations, and supply chain disruptions that affect 
farm profitability and sustainability. Cooperatives address market risk through collective 
bargaining arrangements that secure better prices for members, forward contracting systems that 
provide price stability, and value-added processing facilities that capture additional revenue 
streams. The institutional capacity of HBCUs to conduct market analysis, develop business plans, 
and provide entrepreneurship education can strengthen these cooperative strategies while 
building management capacity within cooperative memberships. 
 
Financial risk includes cash flow problems, credit constraints, and inadequate capital for 
expansion or modernization. Cooperatives manage financial risk through credit unions and loan 
funds that provide member access to affordable credit, shared capital investments that reduce 
individual financial burdens, and loan guarantee programs that improve member access to 
conventional financing. HBCU business programs can support these efforts through financial 
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literacy education, accounting services, and grant writing assistance that helps cooperatives 
access federal and foundation funding. 
 
Empirical Evidence of Cooperative Effectiveness 
 
Research on cooperative risk management demonstrates significant benefits for farmer 
profitability and resilience across diverse agricultural systems and economic conditions. A 
comprehensive study of agricultural cooperatives found that effective risk management practices 
not only improve financial stability but also enhance farmer resilience to market uncertainties and 
climate changes. Cooperatives that implement diversified risk management strategies show higher 
member retention, improved financial performance, and greater capacity to adapt to changing 
conditions than those with limited risk management capabilities. 
 
International research provides additional evidence of cooperative effectiveness in risk 
management. Studies of agricultural cooperatives in New Zealand demonstrate how cooperatives 
use sophisticated financial models to optimize risk-return trade-offs while maintaining member 
loyalty and democratic governance. Research on cooperatives in China shows that farmers using 
insurance and cooperative structures to manage risks achieve better outcomes than those relying 
solely on individual strategies. These international examples suggest that cooperative approaches 
to risk management represent best practices that can be adapted to American conditions. 
 
The Federation of Southern Cooperatives provides the most relevant domestic example of 
successful cooperative risk management in Black agricultural communities. Since its founding in 
1967, the Federation has assisted member cooperatives in managing risks related to land tenure, 
market access, credit availability, and policy changes. During the COVID-19 pandemic, the 
Federation's risk assessment revealed that 78% of Black farmers needed financial assistance to 
cover income losses, but 78% were unaware of available resources. The Federation's response 
demonstrated how cooperative networks can provide rapid information sharing, resource 
mobilization, and advocacy that individual farmers cannot achieve independently. 
 
Risk Mitigation Through Collective Action 
 
The mechanism through which cooperatives achieve risk mitigation involves transforming 
individual vulnerabilities into collective strengths through strategic resource sharing and 
coordinated decision-making. Individual farmers face significant challenges in managing risks 
because they lack sufficient scale to diversify effectively, access to specialized expertise, and 
financial resources to invest in risk management tools. Cooperatives overcome these limitations 
by pooling resources, sharing information, and coordinating activities across multiple operations. 
 
Shared equipment and infrastructure represent fundamental cooperative strategies for managing 
production and financial risks simultaneously. Individual farmers often cannot afford the 
specialized equipment needed for efficient production or the storage and processing facilities 
required for value-added enterprises. Cooperatives can invest in shared equipment that reduces 
per-unit costs while improving productivity and quality. HBCU research facilities can support 
these investments by testing equipment performance, developing maintenance protocols, and 
training cooperative members in effective utilization practices. 
 
Information sharing and collective learning create additional mechanisms for risk management 
that extend beyond resource pooling to encompass knowledge development and decision-making 
support. Cooperatives that establish regular communication systems among members can share 
information about market conditions, production techniques, policy changes, and other factors 
that affect farm operations. HBCU extension programs can facilitate these information networks 
while providing research-based recommendations and technical assistance that improve collective 
decision-making capabilities. 
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Evidence-Based Opportunities in Contemporary Context 
 
Federal Policy Support and Funding Mechanisms 
 
The current federal policy environment provides substantial opportunities for HBCU-anchored 
cooperative development through targeted funding streams, technical assistance programs, and 
policy frameworks that specifically address historical disadvantages faced by minority farmers and 
cooperatives. The 2018 Farm Bill included significant provisions for socially disadvantaged farmers, 
with research demonstrating that minority farmers have increased their utilization of crop 
insurance and risk management programs following implementation of these incentives. USDA's 
Risk Management Agency now offers cooperative agreements and grant application support 
specifically for underserved producers and communities, creating direct funding pathways for 
cooperative development. 
 
Recent federal investments in HBCU research and extension capacity have reached 
unprecedented levels, with USDA providing $68 million in funding for 68 projects that strengthen 
research capacity, enhance community engagement, and support agricultural innovation at 1890 
institutions. These investments create opportunities for HBCUs to develop research programs 
that directly support cooperative development while building institutional capacity for ongoing 
technical assistance and education. The funding supports work in crop production, soil health, 
biotechnology, and sustainable agriculture that can provide scientific foundations for cooperative 
risk management strategies. 
 
The Biden administration's emphasis on climate resilience and environmental justice has 
generated additional funding opportunities through the Inflation Reduction Act, Infrastructure 
Investment and Jobs Act, and other legislation that prioritizes sustainable agriculture and 
community development. These programs provide funding for conservation practices, renewable 
energy systems, and climate adaptation strategies that align with HBCU expertise in sustainable 
agriculture and cooperative development. The combination of climate funding with traditional 
agricultural programs creates opportunities for comprehensive approaches to cooperative 
development that address environmental sustainability alongside economic development. 
 
Food Sovereignty and Community Health Movements 
 
The growing food sovereignty movement creates cultural and political conditions that support 
HBCU-anchored cooperative development by emphasizing community control over food systems, 
sustainable agriculture practices, and equitable economic development. Food sovereignty differs 
from food security by focusing on the right of communities to define their own food systems 
rather than simply accessing adequate nutrition. This framework aligns with the historical 
traditions of Black agricultural cooperation while addressing contemporary concerns about food 
access, environmental justice, and economic self-determination. 
 
Research on food sovereignty initiatives demonstrates their effectiveness in improving both 
community health outcomes and economic opportunities in Black communities. Urban agriculture 
projects anchored in community organizations and educational institutions have shown success in 
reducing diet-related illnesses, creating employment opportunities, and building social capital 
that supports broader community development efforts. HBCU involvement in these initiatives 
brings institutional resources, research capacity, and long-term stability that can sustain food 
sovereignty efforts beyond initial grant funding periods. 
 
The intersection of food sovereignty with broader movements for climate justice and 
environmental equity creates additional opportunities for HBCU-anchored cooperative 
development. Black communities disproportionately experience negative environmental impacts 
from industrial agriculture while having limited access to healthy, affordable food. Cooperatives 
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that emphasize sustainable agriculture, local food systems, and community ownership can address 
these interconnected challenges while building economic assets and political power within Black 
communities. 
 
Technology Integration and Innovation Opportunities 
 
Contemporary developments in agricultural technology create opportunities for HBCU-anchored 
cooperatives to achieve competitive advantages through strategic adoption of precision 
agriculture, sustainable production systems, and digital marketing platforms that can improve 
both efficiency and risk management capabilities. Information and communication technologies 
have shown particular effectiveness in agricultural risk management by improving access to 
market information, weather data, and technical assistance that enables better decision-making. 
HBCU programs in computer science, engineering, and agricultural technology can support 
cooperative adoption of these technologies while providing training and technical support. 
 
Precision agriculture technologies, including GPS-guided equipment, soil sensors, and 
drone-based monitoring systems, can help cooperatives optimize input use, monitor crop 
conditions, and improve harvest timing in ways that reduce production risk while lowering costs. 
These technologies often require substantial capital investments that individual farmers cannot 
afford, making them ideal candidates for cooperative ownership and shared use. HBCU 
engineering and agricultural programs can provide research and development support for 
precision agriculture adoption while training cooperative members in effective utilization. 
 
Digital marketing and e-commerce platforms create opportunities for cooperatives to access new 
markets, improve customer relationships, and capture higher prices for their products. The 
COVID-19 pandemic accelerated adoption of online marketing systems that can help cooperatives 
reach customers beyond their immediate geographic areas while reducing dependence on 
traditional wholesale markets. HBCU business and marketing programs can support cooperative 
development of digital marketing strategies while providing ongoing technical assistance and 
market analysis. 
 
Pan-Africanist Networks and Global Risk Management: Leveraging Diaspora 
Connections for Agricultural Diplomacy 
 
The convergence of pan-Africanist thought, contemporary agricultural innovations, and evolving 
trade relationships presents unprecedented opportunities for HBCU-anchored agricultural 
cooperatives to leverage diaspora networks as powerful mechanisms for risk management and 
diplomatic influence. The intellectual traditions established by Du Bois, Washington, Carver, and 
Marcus Garvey envisioned agricultural cooperation not merely as economic strategy but as a 
foundation for transnational solidarity that could strengthen both African American communities 
and continental Africa. Contemporary research demonstrates that over 160 million Africans live 
abroad, sending nearly $100 billion annually in remittances that exceed official development aid, 
creating a vast network of economic relationships that remains largely untapped for systematic 
agricultural development. This diaspora network represents what scholars describe as "dual 
fluency" - the ability to navigate multiple business systems and regulatory environments while 
maintaining deep understanding of both continental African and American market dynamics. 
HBCU agricultural programs can serve as institutional bridges within these networks, providing 
research capabilities, technical assistance, and educational resources that strengthen cooperative 
development across the Atlantic while building the kind of international relationships that Du Bois 
and Garvey envisioned as essential for Black liberation. 
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The proliferation of urban and rural farming initiatives across the American South creates tangible 
foundations for transnational agricultural cooperation that can address multiple forms of risk 
while building diplomatic relationships between African American communities and African 
nations. Recent documentation reveals that Black communities throughout the South maintained 
extensive urban agriculture networks from the late 19th through mid-20th centuries, with 
residents cultivating land to nourish families and communities through subsistence gardening and 
truck farming. Contemporary urban agriculture movements in cities like Atlanta, New Orleans, and 
Birmingham demonstrate renewed interest in food sovereignty and cooperative development, 
with over 100 urban farms and community gardens established in New Orleans alone between 
2010 and 2020. Organizations like the Southeastern African American Farmers' Organic Network 
(SAAFON) connect Black farmers across the region practicing ecologically sustainable methods, 
creating networks that can be extended internationally through HBCU partnerships. The African 
Diaspora Food Sovereignty Network and similar organizations work to promote food sovereignty 
and support marginalized farmers across diaspora communities, demonstrating existing 
infrastructure for transnational agricultural cooperation. These domestic networks provide 
platforms for technology transfer, knowledge sharing, and market development that can be 
systematically connected to African agricultural initiatives through HBCU-anchored cooperative 
structures. 
 
The impending expiration of the African Growth and Opportunity Act (AGOA) on September 30, 
2025, combined with President Trump's aggressive tariff policies, creates both urgent challenges 
and strategic opportunities for leveraging agricultural cooperation as a tool for diplomatic power 
building in transatlantic relations. AGOA has provided duty-free access to U.S. markets for over 
1,800 products from 32 eligible Sub-Saharan African countries, generating billions in trade volume 
and hundreds of thousands of jobs. However, Trump's new tariff regime imposes rates ranging 
from 10% to 50% on African exports, with countries like Lesotho facing the highest global rate of 
50% and South Africa confronting 30% tariffs that threaten over 100,000 jobs in automotive and 
agricultural sectors. These disruptions create openings for alternative trade relationships that 
bypass traditional government-to-government channels in favor of people-to-people connections 
anchored in educational institutions and cooperative networks. HBCU agricultural programs can 
facilitate direct partnerships between African American farmers and African producers, creating 
trade relationships that leverage shared cultural heritage and technical expertise while reducing 
dependence on volatile policy environments. Such relationships could serve as diplomatic assets 
for the United States by demonstrating American commitment to African development through 
institutional partnerships rather than government aid programs, potentially countering China's 
expanding influence on the continent through zero-tariff policies for 53 African nations. The 
African Union's Diaspora Division explicitly encourages diaspora participation in continental 
development, providing institutional frameworks that HBCU-anchored cooperatives can engage to 
build the kind of soft power relationships that enhance American diplomatic influence while 
serving the economic development objectives that Du Bois, Washington, Carver, and Garvey 
understood as essential for Black self-determination. 
 
Case Study Analysis: Successful Models and Prototypes 
 
The Federation of Southern Cooperatives: Historical Precedent 
 
The Federation of Southern Cooperatives represents the most significant and sustained example 
of successful cooperative development in Black agricultural communities, providing empirical 
evidence for the effectiveness of HBCU-anchored approaches to cooperative risk management. 
Founded in 1967 during the height of the Civil Rights Movement, the Federation emerged from the 
recognition that economic justice required collective ownership and democratic control of 
productive resources. The Federation's 55-year history demonstrates how cooperative networks 
can persist through changing economic and political conditions while adapting their strategies to 
address emerging challenges and opportunities. 
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The Federation's approach to risk management integrates multiple strategies that address the full 
spectrum of agricultural risks while building long-term institutional capacity. Land retention 
programs help member farmers maintain ownership of their property despite economic 
pressures, inheritance challenges, and discriminatory lending practices. Technical assistance 
programs provide education and support for production planning, financial management, and 
market development. Policy advocacy efforts work to ensure that federal programs serve the 
needs of small-scale and minority farmers rather than concentrating benefits among large 
commercial operations. 
 
The Federation's response to recent crises illustrates the effectiveness of cooperative approaches 
to disaster risk management and economic resilience. During the COVID-19 pandemic, the 
Federation conducted rapid assessments of member needs, facilitated access to emergency 
assistance programs, and advocated for policy changes that addressed the specific challenges 
facing Black farmers. Their assessment found that 78% of Black farmers needed financial 
assistance to cover income losses, 65% experienced resource shortages, and 78% were unaware of 
available assistance programs. The Federation's network enabled rapid information sharing and 
resource mobilization that individual farmers could not achieve independently. 
 
Contemporary HBCU Agricultural Initiatives 
 
Several HBCUs have developed innovative agricultural programs that provide models for 
cooperative development and demonstrate the institutional capacity needed to support 
cooperative risk management. Tuskegee University's Center for Innovation and Sustainable Small 
Farms, Ranchers, and Forestlands funds research and extension projects designed to increase 
profitability, natural resource conservation, and market demand for small farms in high-poverty 
areas. This center exemplifies how HBCUs can integrate research, education, and community 
development in ways that support cooperative development. 
 
North Carolina A&T State University has established an Agriculture Business Innovation Center 
that serves as a hub for agricultural entrepreneurship while focusing on socially disadvantaged 
populations and historically underserved communities. The center works in partnership with 
other HBCU land-grant institutions, demonstrating how inter-institutional collaboration can 
amplify the impact of individual HBCU programs. This model suggests possibilities for regional 
networks of HBCU-anchored cooperatives that can share resources, coordinate marketing efforts, 
and provide mutual support. 
 
Prairie View A&M University's research on collard greens microirrigation demonstrates how HBCU 
research can directly support the kind of production innovations that cooperatives need to 
succeed in competitive markets. The university's work on water-efficient production systems 
addresses both environmental sustainability and economic viability while focusing on crops that 
are culturally significant in Black communities. This research exemplifies how HBCU agricultural 
programs can combine technical innovation with cultural relevance and community development 
objectives. 
 
Urban Agriculture and Community Development Models 
 
Urban agriculture initiatives anchored in or supported by HBCUs provide additional models for 
cooperative development that address food security, economic development, and community 
empowerment simultaneously. Spelman College's food studies program integrates academic 
inquiry with community engagement, demonstrating how HBCUs can connect classroom learning 
with practical applications that benefit surrounding communities. The program's emphasis on 
food justice and community development illustrates how HBCU programs can prepare students 
for careers in cooperative development while addressing immediate community needs. 
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The success of urban agriculture cooperatives in cities with significant HBCU presence suggests 
opportunities for more systematic integration of university resources with community 
development efforts. These initiatives demonstrate how cooperatives can address multiple 
objectives simultaneously, improving food access while creating employment opportunities, 
building social capital, and developing community leadership. HBCU involvement can provide 
institutional stability, research support, and access to student labor that enhances the 
sustainability and impact of urban agriculture cooperatives. 
 
Community land trusts and cooperative land ownership models provide additional frameworks 
that HBCUs can support through research, education, and direct participation. These models 
address the fundamental challenge of land access that limits cooperative development in many 
communities. HBCUs with substantial land holdings could participate directly in community land 
trusts while providing research and education support for cooperative development on 
trust-owned land. 
 
Policy Framework and Implementation Strategy 
 
Institutional Development and Capacity Building 
 
The systematic development of HBCU-anchored agricultural cooperatives requires 
comprehensive institutional strategies that integrate academic programming, research activities, 
extension services, and community partnerships into coordinated approaches to cooperative 
development. This integration must occur at multiple levels, from individual course offerings and 
research projects to institutional strategic planning and community engagement strategies. The 
experience of successful HBCU programs suggests that effective cooperative development 
requires sustained institutional commitment and strategic resource allocation rather than ad hoc 
programming or short-term initiatives. 
 
Curricular integration represents a foundational element of institutional development that can 
prepare students for careers in cooperative development while building knowledge bases that 
support ongoing cooperative work. Academic programs in agriculture, business, economics, and 
related fields can incorporate cooperative principles, governance structures, and management 
practices into coursework that provides students with both theoretical understanding and 
practical skills. This integration requires collaboration across academic departments and 
alignment with institutional missions that emphasize community engagement and social justice. 
 
Faculty development and research capacity building create additional requirements for effective 
institutional support of cooperative development. HBCU faculty need opportunities to develop 
expertise in cooperative theory, practice, and evaluation while conducting research that advances 
knowledge in cooperative development and risk management. Federal funding programs that 
support HBCU research capacity provide resources for faculty development, graduate student 
training, and research infrastructure that can strengthen institutional capacity for cooperative 
work. 
 
Regional Networks and Inter-Institutional Collaboration 
 
The development of regional networks among HBCU-anchored cooperatives can create 
economies of scale, risk sharing opportunities, and political influence that individual cooperatives 
cannot achieve independently. Regional networks can coordinate marketing efforts, share 
processing facilities, and provide mutual assistance during emergencies or seasonal labor 
shortages. The Federation of Southern Cooperatives provides a model for regional networking that 
demonstrates both the benefits and challenges of multi-state cooperative coordination. 
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Inter-institutional collaboration among HBCUs can strengthen individual institutional capacity 
while creating opportunities for specialization and resource sharing that enhances the overall 
effectiveness of cooperative development efforts. HBCUs with particular strengths in agricultural 
research can partner with institutions that have strong extension programs or business 
development capabilities. This collaboration can occur through formal consortiums, shared 
research projects, student and faculty exchanges, and coordinated programming that addresses 
regional needs. 
 
The land-grant system provides established frameworks for inter-institutional collaboration that 
can be expanded to support cooperative development more systematically. The 1890 institutions 
already participate in multistate research projects, regional extension programming, and policy 
advocacy that demonstrates their capacity for collective action. These existing networks can be 
leveraged to support cooperative development while developing new collaborative mechanisms 
that address the specific needs of cooperative development. 
 
Federal Policy Advocacy and Program Development 
 
Effective HBCU-anchored cooperative development requires sustained federal policy advocacy 
that addresses both immediate barriers to cooperative development and long-term structural 
challenges that limit Black agricultural participation. Current federal programs provide significant 
resources for cooperative development, but these programs often lack the cultural competency, 
institutional flexibility, and community connections needed to support cooperative development 
in Black communities effectively. HBCU involvement in policy advocacy can help ensure that 
federal programs serve the needs of historically disadvantaged communities while building 
political support for continued investment in cooperative development. 
 
The USDA's Office of Advocacy and Outreach provides a focal point for federal efforts to support 
socially disadvantaged farmers and cooperatives, with HBCUs serving as natural partners for 
program development and implementation. This office can coordinate federal resources across 
agencies while ensuring that programs address the specific challenges facing Black farmers and 
cooperatives. HBCU involvement in program design and evaluation can improve program 
effectiveness while building institutional capacity for ongoing policy work. 
 
Congressional advocacy and legislative development create opportunities for HBCUs to influence 
federal policy in ways that support cooperative development while addressing broader issues of 
agricultural equity and rural development. The development of the 2501 Program, which provides 
funding for organizations that assist socially disadvantaged farmers, demonstrates how sustained 
advocacy can create new federal programs that support cooperative development. HBCU 
participation in legislative advocacy can ensure that future programs address the needs of 
historically Black institutions and the communities they serve. 
 
Risk Management Framework and Operational Strategies 
 
Comprehensive Risk Assessment and Mitigation 
 
The development of effective risk management frameworks for HBCU-anchored agricultural 
cooperatives requires systematic approaches to risk identification, assessment, and mitigation 
that address the full spectrum of risks facing agricultural enterprises while leveraging the unique 
capabilities and resources of HBCU institutions. Contemporary risk management theory 
emphasizes the importance of integrated approaches that address multiple risk categories 
simultaneously rather than treating risks as isolated challenges requiring separate responses. 
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Production risk management strategies for HBCU-anchored cooperatives can integrate traditional 
approaches like crop insurance and diversification with innovative strategies that leverage HBCU 
research capabilities and extension services. HBCU agricultural research programs can develop 
climate-adapted crop varieties, sustainable production systems, and integrated pest management 
strategies that reduce production risk while improving environmental sustainability. Extension 
programs can provide ongoing technical assistance, training, and monitoring that helps 
cooperative members implement effective production risk management practices. 
 
Market risk management requires sophisticated approaches to price discovery, contract 
negotiation, and value-added processing that can benefit from HBCU business and economics 
programs. HBCU faculty and students can conduct market analysis, develop business plans, and 
provide ongoing consultation that helps cooperatives make informed marketing decisions. 
University facilities can support value-added processing initiatives that help cooperatives capture 
additional revenue while reducing dependence on volatile commodity markets. 
 
Financial Management and Capital Development 
 
Financial risk management represents one of the most critical challenges facing agricultural 
cooperatives, particularly those serving historically disadvantaged communities with limited 
access to conventional credit and capital markets. HBCU-anchored cooperatives can address 
financial risk through multiple strategies that leverage university resources, federal programs, and 
innovative financing mechanisms that traditional agricultural enterprises cannot access. 
 
Credit union development and cooperative banking represent fundamental strategies for 
addressing financial risk that align with cooperative principles while providing ongoing financial 
services for cooperative members. HBCUs can support credit union development through 
business education programs, technical assistance, and direct institutional participation. 
University business programs can provide ongoing consultation on financial management, 
accounting, and regulatory compliance that helps credit unions operate effectively while serving 
cooperative development objectives. 
 
Grant funding and federal program access create additional opportunities for financial risk 
management that require sophisticated grant writing, program management, and evaluation 
capabilities that HBCUs can provide. Federal programs specifically designed to support socially 
disadvantaged farmers and cooperatives often require complex applications and reporting 
procedures that individual farmers cannot manage independently. HBCU involvement in grant 
management can help cooperatives access federal resources while building institutional capacity 
for ongoing program participation. 
 
Technology Integration and Innovation Strategies 
 
The strategic adoption of agricultural technology can significantly reduce multiple categories of 
risk while improving efficiency and competitiveness for HBCU-anchored cooperatives. Technology 
integration requires careful planning, substantial capital investment, and ongoing technical 
support that individual farmers often cannot afford or manage independently. Cooperative 
approaches to technology adoption can achieve economies of scale while providing shared access 
to technical expertise and support services. 
 
Precision agriculture technologies, including GPS-guided equipment, soil sensors, and variable 
rate application systems, can help cooperatives optimize input use, monitor crop conditions, and 
improve yields in ways that reduce both production and financial risk. HBCU engineering and 
agricultural programs can support precision agriculture adoption through research and 
development, equipment testing, and training programs that prepare cooperative members for 
effective technology utilization. 
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Information management systems and digital marketing platforms represent additional 
technology opportunities that can improve both operational efficiency and market access for 
cooperatives. HBCU computer science and business programs can support development of 
information systems that track production, manage inventory, and facilitate marketing while 
providing ongoing technical support and system maintenance. 
 
Conclusion: Toward a New Reconstruction 
 
The convergence of historical wisdom, contemporary research, and emerging opportunities 
creates unprecedented possibilities for HBCU-anchored agricultural cooperatives to serve as 
catalysts for Black economic self-determination while addressing fundamental challenges in 
agricultural risk management. The intellectual traditions established by Du Bois, Washington, and 
Carver provide theoretical foundations for cooperative development that address both economic 
and political dimensions of agricultural organization. Contemporary research on cooperative 
effectiveness, risk management strategies, and institutional development provides empirical 
support for approaches that can systematically address the multiple risks facing agricultural 
enterprises. 
 
The unique positioning of HBCUs as anchor institutions with substantial land holdings, 
agricultural expertise, and community legitimacy creates exceptional opportunities for 
cooperative development that can address food sovereignty, economic development, and social 
justice simultaneously. The current policy environment, with substantial federal investments in 
minority farmers, cooperative development, and sustainable agriculture, provides resources and 
frameworks that can support comprehensive approaches to HBCU-anchored cooperative 
development. 
 
The systematic implementation of HBCU-anchored agricultural cooperatives requires sustained 
institutional commitment, strategic resource allocation, and comprehensive approaches to risk 
management that address the full spectrum of challenges facing agricultural enterprises in Black 
communities. Success will depend on effective integration of academic programming, research 
activities, extension services, and community partnerships that can provide ongoing support for 
cooperative development while building institutional capacity for long-term sustainability. 
 
The potential impact of successful HBCU-anchored cooperative development extends beyond 
immediate economic benefits to encompass broader questions of community empowerment, 
environmental justice, and social transformation. By mobilizing their land assets, intellectual 
resources, and community connections, HBCUs can anchor a new era of Black cooperative 
development that addresses historical injustices while building foundations for intergenerational 
wealth creation and community self-determination. The future belongs to those who organize, 
and HBCUs are uniquely positioned to provide the institutional foundation for cooperative 
organization that can transform both agricultural practice and community development in Black 
communities across the American South. 
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