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America’s Worker-Owned Plywood Firms*
by PAUL BERNSTEIN**

Eighteen plywood companies in the Pacific Northwest are owned and controlled by their
workers. They're prosperous, they've been going for a long time, and they teach some lessons
about workers' control.

“Linnton Plywood Association – Worker-Owned”
announces a large sign along Portland's Route 30. A
second sign, “Retail Plywood,” urges commuters to
pull off the road and become customers. Proud of its
products and of its self-management system, Linnton
is one of 18 plywood manufacturing firms in Oregon
and Washington that are fully owned and managed by
their employees.1 These companies make up about
one-eighth of the American plywood industry. They
range in size from 80 to 450 worker-owners, and each
one grosses between $3 million and $15 million
annually.2 Some of the firms have been in operation
for over 30 years.
“We started out in order to create job security,”
explained one worker-shareowner about the founding
of his company. “It was the Depression; finding
work was real tough. Several of us who’d worked in
plywood mills, plus a few loggers and mechanics,
decided we might as well try to create our own
company.” Most of the founders were heirs to a
Scandinavian tradition of cooperative enterprise,
common to that immigrant population in the Pacific
Northwest.
The men elected a search committee to find a site
and discovered that a few small communities were
eager to welcome a new business. To purchase the
land, building materials, initial raw stock, and production equipment, each of the men contributed
$1,000.

To raise that money, most had to borrow from
friends, mortgage property, cash in savings bonds, or
pledge future wages. In return, each worker received
one share of stock in his new company. The share
entitled him to employment, an equal share of the
profits, and an equal vote in deciding all company
matters. The men constructed the plant themselves,
and though the first two years were difficult, the
company soon prospered. Plywood was then a relatively new industry with a steadily increasing demand.

*

Again, $1,000 was the sum set for each man to
contribute. Since more than twice that amount was
needed to buy the company, each worker bought a
second share on time. The new shareowners also
decided to lower their wages to create operating
capital for the first few months. The market price of
plywood continued to decline during that first year,
and the going was rough. But the men worked hard
and were willing to defer payment of part of their
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Three other worker-owned companies were established just before World War II in much the same
way.3 They too found a ready market for plywood,
which was further boosted by wartime demand. A
few years after the war the private owner of OregonWashington Plywood Company in Tacoma decided
to sell his business. The market price of plywood
was then declining and there were problems getting
logs. Aware of the four successful worker-owned
mills, a few workers in this firm began a campaign to
convince their fellow employees to buy the company.
Though raising the money would be a hardship and
the project itself risky, about three-fifths of the firm’s
employees pledged their support. The original owner
not only agreed to the arrangement, but even offered
to stay on as sales broker for the first six months.

