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District 9 

 
 

HILLARY RONEN 

 
 
 
City and County of San Francisco

April 5, 2021 
 
Richard Kurylo, Legacy Business Program Manager 
Legacy Business Program, San Francisco Office of Small Business 
 
Dear Mr. Kurylo: 
 
I am writing a Letter of Nomination in support of Rainbow Grocery joining the City’s Legacy Business Program. In 
addition to meeting the requirements necessary to become a Legacy Business, Rainbow Grocery has a unique and 
vibrant history with deep roots in San Francisco’s Mission District.  

The Rainbow Grocery cooperative opened its store in the Mission District in 1975. For more than 45 years, Rainbow 
Grocery has been serving the surrounding  Mission community and the Bay Area as a whole by offering a wide 
selection of affordable, organic, and locally sourced vegetarian food products that have minimal negative impacts 
both socially and ecologically.    

In 1996, Rainbow Grocery moved to its current location at 13th and Folsom Street, where it has grown 
tremendously, more than doubling its workforce to over 250 employees. Many of its employees have worked with 
the store for several decades, demonstrating the strong, affirming, and worker-centered community it has built 
over generations of serving the residents of San Francisco. 

As an independent grocery store and a worker-owned cooperative, the same employees who stock products and 
ring up customers’ groceries are the owners and decision-makers for the business. Rainbow Grocery’s worker-
owners uphold a common desire to work in a fair, inclusive, and democratic workplace where everyone’s opinion 
matters. 

Rainbow Grocery’s successful business model for cooperative work not only makes a difference by providing 
healthy food and organic products bought from local organic farmers and vendors, but it also serves as a model for 
how to put the ideals of sustainable living into practice by offering resources, education, and information to local 
schools and organizations about health and sustainability in the foods we eat. 

Rainbow Grocery is, and has always been, a community serving business. It has served the residents of the Mission 
and of San Francisco for decades, and I am thrilled to have this establishment in my district. I strongly support their 
application to be declared a Legacy Business and it is my honor to submit this nomination on their behalf. 

Best regards, 

 
Supervisor Hillary Ronen, San Francisco Board of Supervisors 









RAINBOW GROCERY 
Section 4: Written Historical Narrative 

CRITERION 1 

a. Provide a short history of the business from the date the business opened in San Francisco 
to the present day, including the ownership history. For businesses with multiple locations, 
include the history of the original location in San Francisco (including whether it was the 
business's founding and or headquartered location) and the opening dates and locations of all 
other locations. 

Rainbow Grocery (“Rainbow”), currently located at 1745 Folsom Street, was established in 
August of 1975.  

Rainbow Grocery opened at 3159 16th Street as a collaboration of the People’s Food System 
(political group) and an Ashram on Haight Street (spiritual group). This location had been 
boarded up and was surrounded by other boarded up storefronts, and was chosen in part 
because there was no real grocery option in the area at that time. 

The People’s Food System, a network of worker-owned cooperative stores and businesses, was 
established in the 1970s by food activists. Campaigns to improve nutrition and to understand 
better the politics of international food industries, as well as the politics of various food 
choices, helped seed consumer demand for healthier and more organic alternatives, later 
widely adopted by mainstream grocery stores and restaurants. 

Rainbow Grocery has been a collective effort since its inception, and ownership has always 
been shared among the workers, starting with a core crew of about 20 volunteers and growing 
to over 225 worker-owners today. 

Less than a year after originally opening the grocery store, the owners wanted to offer more 
product lines, so they opened Rainbow General Store two doors down. 

In October of 1983, Rainbow Grocery moved locations to 1899 Mission Street, where the store 
was able to have both their grocery and general stores under one roof though still operating in 
separate spaces. 

In April of 1996, Rainbow Grocery rented, and eventually purchased, 1745 Folsom Street from 
the Archdiocese of San Francisco where the store still resides, now as one fully-integrated 
shopping experience. 

b. Describe any circumstances that required the business to cease operations in San Francisco 
for more than six months? 



Rainbow Grocery has not ceased operations for any significant amount of time since it opened 
in 1975. 

c. Is the business a family-owned business? If so, give the generational history of the 
business. 

Rainbow Grocery is a worker-owned cooperative. 

d. Describe the ownership history when the business ownership is not the original owner or a 
family-owned business. 

Rainbow Grocery has a policy that anyone they hire is expected to be working towards full 
membership/ownership, so that their entire workforce are owners cooperatively. They do still 
have some of the founding members who originated from both the People’s Food System and 
the Ashram in their cooperative. When a worker owner leaves the cooperative, Rainbow 
Grocery pays out their shares in the business, and they are no longer a member/owner. 

e. When the current ownership is not the original owner and has owned the business for less 
than 30 years, the applicant will need to provide documentation of the existence of the 
business prior to current ownership to verify it has been in operation for 30+ years. Please 
use the list of supplemental documents and/or materials as a guide to help demonstrate the 
existence of the business prior to current ownership. 

Documentation of the existence of the business verifying it has been in operation for 30+ years 
is provided in this Legacy Business Registry application. Rainbow Grocery has worker-owners 
who have been with the company since the very beginning in 1975. 

f. Note any other special features of the business location, such as, if the property associated 
with the business is listed on a local, state, or federal historic resources registry. 

The historic resource status of the building at 1745 Folsom Street is classified by the Planning 
Department as Category C, No Historic Resource Present / Not Age Eligible, with regard to the 
California Environmental Quality Act. The industrial building was constructed in 1940, and was 
found ineligible for the National Register, California Register, or local designation through 
survey evaluation. 

CRITERION 2 

a. Describe the business's contribution to the history and/or identity of the neighborhood, 
community or San Francisco. 

Rainbow Grocery Cooperative was one of the original “natural foods” stores in the country, 
born out of a defining era in San Francisco in which the city’s global reputation for progressive 



politics, and both personal and social health, is rooted. Rainbow Grocery is a bastion that 
perfectly symbolizes that renowned era. 

Rainbow was an early supporter of the California Certified Organic Farmers, a regulatory agency 
that regulated a farms organic growing claim. The store labeled their products with C.C.O.F. 
certification in order to keep consumers informed of when there were pesticides in products. 

Rainbow Grocery was an early provider of health insurance to workers at no cost, as long as 
employees worked 25 hours a week, before the State of California required it. Rainbow was 
also the first grocer to work with the San Francisco Health Department 25 years ago to attend 
health fairs aimed at addressing health conditions such as diabetes, high blood pressure, and 
heart disease. The first Health Fair Rainbow Grocery attended was at Maxine Hall in the 
Western Addition. Rainbow Grocery continued to provide education, fresh produce, and 
support to families regarding how to eat a diet to prevent these conditions, attending every 
Health Fair that the business was invited too, no matter how big or small.  

Rainbow provided public bathrooms at a great cost in labor, with changing tables. 

The store offered bulk food to fit all budgets, large and small. 

Rainbow Grocery designed the first connected scale to the cash register with a Hobart Point of 
Sale system in order to sell bulk food. Every grocery now has connected scales. Before Rainbow 
Grocery designed it, there were none. 

Rainbow Grocery sold no meat. They are one of the only food stores in the United States that 
does not sell meat for human consumption. 

Rainbow raised the bar in quality of life. Rainbow’s goals were health driven, not profit driven, 
which made the store a running joke in the industry – until Rainbow Grocery became the rule 
not the exception. The store’s profitability has inspired much competition, resulting in many 
more businesses selling organic, and healthy food options. Rainbow Grocery’s goal continues to 
be highest quality at lowest cost. Health is their only wealth.  

Rainbow Grocery was the first to provide consumers with the option of not using a paper or 
plastic bag, paying consumers when they chose the option of using boxes that the store 
provided in a box corral, or when they provided their own bags. Rainbow was the first to 
institute a recycling program within the worker and consumer space in the store. 

With every successive location, Rainbow Grocery increased property values and consumer foot 
traffic. The current location had public transportation Monday through Friday until 6:00 p.m., 
and there was no service on weekends. Rainbow’s consumers helped change that to 24/7 
service. 



Rainbow Grocery has been a venue for healthy food vendors to become growing businesses, 
including Amy’s, Clover, Nancy’s Yogurt, Viccolo, and GT Kombucha to name a small few that 
started at Rainbow and continue to thrive. 

San Francisco is currently saturated with stores like Rainbow Grocery. That was their original 
goal – to be able to buy an onion on every corner. People could buy cigarettes or beer 
everywhere, and find a church on every street, but they could not easily find real food to feed a 
family. Rainbow Grocery changed that dynamic. 

b. Is the business (or has been) associated with significant events in the neighborhood, the 
city, or the business industry? 

Rainbow Grocery worked with the Black Panthers to provide healthy food for their free lunch 
program. 

Long before the Dyke March was a city sanctioned event, Rainbow Grocery workers would drive 
a flatbed truck in the event and hand out water and oranges to the marchers.  

During the HIV/AIDS crisis, locals and local researchers relied heavily on Rainbow Grocery’s 
extensive and unparalleled supplements department to try to find opportunities for effective 
treatment; and Rainbow witnessed their discovery of a connection to proteins via the products 
they began to request and offer testimonials about. This was the discovery that led to the 
creation of the AZT cocktail that turned the tide of an HIV diagnosis from a death sentence to a 
livable reality.  

During the Loma Prieta Earthquake, Rainbow’s workers handed out water and all their 
perishable foods to the neighborhood.  

As a part of Mayor Willie Brown’s urban reinvestment program, Rainbow Grocery was the 
recipient of the then-largest small business loan to date. This allowed the store to purchase the 
building from the Archdiocese of San Francisco.  

Rainbow Grocery is the largest worker-owned retail cooperative in the United States, and as 
such they provide both financial and intellectual assistance and serve as a model to other co-
ops, local and otherwise.  

It is especially noteworthy that a couple of Rainbow’s long-time produce buyers began talking 
to local farmers starting in the 1970s, selling them on the concept of “organic” growing 
techniques. Not only did this allow for what would become an amazing assortment of local 
organic produce and far less pollution and health ramifications for the farmers and their 
workers, but it created a sustainable economy by which small, family-owned farms were able to 
stay relevant and avoid being subsumed by corporate monocropping. The local farmers went 
on to assist in the creation of “certified” organic standards, impacting not only the local area 
but the entire industries of agriculture and grocery. 



c. Has the business ever been referenced in an historical context? Such as in a business trade 
publication, media, or historical documents? 

Rainbow Grocery is heavily referenced in the books Other Avenues Are Possible by Shanta 
Nimbark Sacharoff and Cheesemonger; A Life On The Wedge by Gordon Edgar. While Rainbow 
Grocery has no idea in how many other publications they’ve been referenced in over the years, 
they know that there are books and trade materials in Australia, Japan, and beyond, that 
reference the store. Rainbow Grocery regularly host tours for international business groups 
who are curious about the store’s business model and philosophies. 

Rainbow Grocery has also been covered by the media, including 7x7 Bay Area, Eater San 
Francisco, Hoodline, Mission Local, San Francisco Bay Times, San Francisco Chronicle, San 
Francisco Examiner, SFist, Thrillist, ABC7 News, KRON, KTVU, and more. 

d. Is the business associated with a significant or historical person? 

No significant or historical people are associated with the business. 

e. How does the business demonstrate its commitment to the community? 

Commitment to the community is the very reason Rainbow Grocery opened for business, and 
did so in a community that was being underserved with groceries. To ensure the store stays 
focused on their mission of providing good jobs and healthy food to their community, Rainbow 
has a store policy that they donate 2% of their annual profits back into the community, and 
they have a Donations and Grants Committee to direct those funds according to the store’s 
values. Rainbow Grocery offers seed money in the form of grants to assist new worker-owned 
cooperatives in forming or thriving. They annually donate as much as 4.5% of their profits to 
community organizations and food to almost most any organization who requests it. They also 
have a long history of showing up to various community events, ranging from protests to street 
parties, with healthy snacks and water. They also participate in skill shares and other 
collaborations with other worker-owned cooperatives both local and nationwide as a 
commitment to their cooperative community. 

f. Provide a description of the community the business serves. 

As the largest natural foods store in the city, Rainbow Grocery truly serves anybody and 
everybody in San Francisco. They are also unique in being the only all vegetarian store, so they 
are a popular destination for vegetarian, vegan, and plant-based communities in particular. 
Rainbow’s membership includes higher than average numbers of queer, trans, and immigrant 
folks, so as such the store has an inherent interest in serving those communities. 

g. Is the business associated with a culturally significant 
building/structure/site/object/interior? 



Not applicable. 

h. How would the community be diminished if the business were to be sold, relocated, shut 
down, etc.? 

If Rainbow Grocery were to close, access to their vast assortment of foods would be the most 
obvious impact to the immediate community. Other stores in the area are either niche with 
small assortments or focus primarily on conventional selections. If Rainbow closed, 225 workers 
would lose their income, health insurance, etc., many of whom still live in the surrounding 
community or greater city. 

CRITERION 3 

a. Describe the business and the essential features that define its character. 

Rainbow Grocery is one of the nation’s oldest natural foods stores, and it is one of the last two 
worker-owned cooperative groceries in San Francisco. Additionally, Rainbow is the nation’s 
largest retail worker-owned cooperative. The cooperative is democratically run by the workers, 
who solely comprise their membership. Rainbow has no hierarchies and no management 
structure. All their decisions are made either by their membership or in committees that have 
been elected by membership. Each worker-owner equals one vote, whether they’re a new 
member or one of the founding members. 

Since Rainbow Grocery has deep roots with a local Ashram whose members believed in keeping 
a vegetarian lifestyle, Rainbow honors that tradition by remaining a vegetarian grocery store 
today. 

Idealistic must be a word used when describing the business. Rainbow Grocery is a worker-
owned cooperative because they believe it the most ideal form of capitalism. Rainbow has 
policies against GMO foods/ingredients because they want scientific proof that they won’t 
harm the environment or our bodies before they will sell it. Rainbow only sells organic produce 
because they believe it to be the healthiest option not only for the consumer but also for the 
farmers and farm workers. Rainbow gives away large portions of money to entities they believe 
help to create a better community. Rainbow Grocery is often the first retailer of local products 
because they believe in keeping money local and supporting local industries. Rainbow also 
provides themselves with unparalleled health insurance because they think it’s the right thing 
to do.  

Stated another way, Rainbow Grocery is an earnest, well-intentioned, idealistic-inclined, San 
Francisco community-based, vegetarian, natural foods, worker-owned retail cooperative 
grocery store. 

b. How does the business demonstrate a commitment to maintaining the historical traditions 
that define the business, and which of these traditions should not be changed in order to 



retain the businesses historical character? (e.g., business model, goods and services, craft, 
culinary, or art forms) 

Rainbow Grocery’s tradition of being a worker-owned cooperative is built into the fabric of the 
store. Rainbow has bylaws and policies to help keep them aligned with this concept and to 
protect their structure from possible interference. They also have a mission statement to help 
the store hold their values of “right work.” 

Similarly, Rainbow Grocery is committed to natural foods, as they believe them to be the best 
option for our bodies, the bodies of the farm workers, and the environment. Rainbow’s 
attachment to this concept is also a part of their origins and mission statement. 

c. How has the business demonstrated a commitment to maintaining the special physical 
features that define the business? Describe any special exterior and interior physical 
characteristics of the space occupied by the business (e.g. signage, murals, architectural 
details, neon signs, etc.). 

Rainbow Grocery’s current and now forever location at 1745 Folsom Street is an old industrial 
building with the once-ubiquitous bow-arch timber ceilings of the era that heavily comprised 
the architecture of this formerly predominantly industrial zone. 

d. When the current ownership is not the original owner and has owned the business for less 
than 30 years; the applicant will need to provide documentation that demonstrates the 
current owner has maintained the physical features or traditions that define the business, 
including craft, culinary, or art forms. Please use the list of supplemental documents and/or 
materials as a guide to help demonstrate the existence of the business prior to current 
ownership. 

Documentation that demonstrates the business has been a grocery store for 30+ years is 
included in this Legacy Business Registry application. 







 

Rainbow workers, some of their kids, and one of their dogs, outside our original storefront at 3159 16th St. Est ‘76 

 

Left: Some original Rainbow workers.  Right: An early worker at 16th St, who is still a worker with us today.  



            

It is a long-standing Rainbow tradition, if we can find a spare inch, we’ll put product in it to sell. 



 

Workers capturing a final moment in front of our 15th St location. Note the sign to the right on the building.  

                                      

The little billboard near our main entrance at our final location, 1745 Folsom St.  



              

              

Old school technology to get full shots of our 1745 Folsom location from the Folsom St side (top), and the 13th St side 
(bottom).  



Current Rainbow Store Photos

 
Panoramic exterior full store shot, 13th St, under 101 over-pass.

  

Main painted sign, above garage entrance/exits, on 13th St.  



 
Full store exterior on Folsom St.  

Shots of all exterior signage 

 

Left: Main entrance on 13th St.  Right: Sign painted on wall on Folsom St.  

 



 

Left: Freeway sign, located in our back parking lot.  Right: Old picture in window at Folsom St entrance.  

 

 

Left: Awning over Folsom St entrance.  Right: Awning over produce receiving roll up door.  



 

Original store sign, now hanging inside our Folsom St entrance.  

                                        

Freeway sign, located in our back parking lot.  



Current interior store shots 

 

Rainbow colored cash registers, last redone in 2014.  

                                                

Current picture of housewares corner.  



 

Current interior store picture.  

                                                

Current produce section.  

 



Miscellaneous Historic Photos 

 

Then Mayor Willie Brown in our Bulk section for a press conference where he presented our store with what was then 
the largest loan from the city to an independent small business; this loan allowed us the opportunity to purchase our 
building (1745 Folsom St), which is how we have been able to remain in business still today.  

                                         

Left: An old water-decal from our days on 15th St.  Right: An ad we ran celebrating the Sisters of Perpetual Indulgence.  



 

 

 

In 2002, Rainbow installed on our roof, what was then, the largest bank of photo voltaic solar panels in San Francisco.  

 



 

Left: Rainbow representing at Green Fest.   Right: Rainbow workers’ kids carrying our banner in the Cesar Chavez Day 
parade.  

 

Rainbow workers have enthusiastically participated in the Folsom Street Fair since its early days. This picture is 
estimated to have been taken there in 2005. 

 



 

 

                                                                                       
The front and back of an old ad/coupon we put out shortly after moving into our Folsom St location.  



 

Workers, artists and customers celebrating the installation of what was arguably one of the strangest murals in SF, 
formerly located on the Trainor Ally side of our building. Major portions of the mural were constructed of plywood and 
eventually posed a hazard, so had to come down.  

                                          

Workers posing on our forklift, in front of our box truck, some time in the 00’s.  



 

 

Two versions of the paint jobs on our box truck. For most of our years in business, our produce buyers would drive to 
the produce markets 7 days a week.  



 

Rainbow has been repeatedly voted Best Grocery Store by local newspapers etc. We don’t do a good job of keeping 
track, but it seems like it’s been nearly every year (if not actually every year).  

 

Our store has been featured in periodicals ranging from “homespun” style local school cookbooks, to national industry 
magazines. 



 

The front and back of a pamphlet we put out in the 00’s.  

 

 

 

 

 





 

Inside images of our pamphlet from the 00’s. We’d have these at our customer service desk, and offer them at events.  

 
















