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Co-operation between'Co—operatives

Reflections on the Canadian Experience

by
DR. ROGER CLARKE

"Mach for all" was an early slogan of the
Co-operative movement in English-speaking parts
of Canada. Today that movement displays a
dynamism and confidence that is rarely present
in the British Co-operative scene. Its sense
of common purpose is reflected in the fact
that a single Co-operative Union unites at a
national level the various sectors of the move-
ment. Credit unions, agricultural Co~operatives
and retail Co-operatives are all represented
by the Co-operative Union of Canada. There is
an urgency and a challenge in the CUC claim
that Co-operatives should be recognised as a
Wihird force" in the economy alongside private
enterprise and state corporations.

Co-operatives in Community Development

My interest in Co-operatives is from the
perspective of community development. Com-
munity development is the process by which
groups of people at a local or community level
organise themselves, with appropriate support
from public authorities, to achieve a greater
measure of control over their economic and
social situation. Community development is not
solely about material improvements: it is also
about people gaining a greater sense of their
own value and dignity, and a sharper awareness
of the society in which they live. Co-oper=
atives, therefore, are an important organisat-
ional mechanism for promoting community develop-
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ment. I was privileged to spend three months
in Canada in 1980 looking at the contribution
of the Co-operative movement to rural community
development. Among other things, I visited

two villages = Chéticamp in Cape Breton and
Tignish in Prince Edward Island - where most
economic organisations ran on a Co=operative
basis. They had been deeply influenced by

the Antigonish Movement in the 1930's. I also
spent some time in rural Quebec, where a number
of recent initiatives in community economic
development have only tenuous links with the

established co-operative movements. My comments,

therefore, are based on a limited ground-level
view. I am not an expert on the Candian move=

ment as a whole.

The Practical Possibilities

"A11 Co-operatives, in order to best
serve the interests of their members and their
communities, should actively co-op rate in
every practical way with other Co=operatives at
local, national and international levels"
(ICA principles, 1966). In what way can
practical expression be given to these prin=
ciples? In my view, there are five main

possibilities:

Te The formation of trading links, where
Co-operatives supply each other with
goods and services, including financial

services.

2e Joining together to promote Co=operative
development: not simply in the expansion
of existing Co-operatives, but also in
the formation of new Co-operatives.
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3. Collaboration in the provision of inform-
ation, advice, education, research and
training, both for Co-operators themselves,
and for the wider community.

L, Creation of a forum in which Co~operatives
can share experience.

5 Representation of Co-operative interests
to the outside world.

My first observation would be that Co-
operation between Co-operatives goes hand-in-
hand with Co-operative development. The real-
isation that there is not only a Co-operative
sector but also a Co~operative movement, with
common principles and common goals, is allied
to the reaching out of that movement into the
wider society. The Co~operative Future Direct-
ions Project has had the effect of galvanising
Canadian Co-operatives into thinking about
their place in Canadian society. Co=operation
challenges Co=operatives to think of themselves
not simply as trading organisations but also
to recall their social purpose.

Conditions and Consequences

Co-operation between Co=operatives also
implies a tolerance of the variety of political
perspectives held by different Co~operatives.
The Co-operative Union of Canada, while it has
been closely associated with political move=
ments, is not affiliated to a particular
political party. Is the existence of a "Co-
operative Party" a barrier to unity within
the British Co-operative movement?

Co-operatives tend to have better vertical
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links with their own central or federal inst-
itutions than they have horizontal links with
Co-operatives trading in the same community.
Even in the '"Co-operative communities' of
Ch8ticamp and Tignish, each of which has at
least half-a=dozen Co-operatives, there was no
formal organisation drawing Co-operatives
together at a local level. This lack of
horizontal links weakens the impact of Co=
operatives in community development. While
the sense of a united movement, expressed
through the Co-operative Union of Canada, is
strong at a national level, it is not always
translated into practical action in the local
community.

The channelling of local finance into
local Co-operative development could in theory
provide an instrument for this kind of local
unity. Credit unions are potentially one
channel, but their terms of reference restrict
their local lending to individuals rather than
to Co-operatives. In Quebec, the Caisses
d'Entraide Economique are a kind of local
Co-operative bank: they would repay further
study.

In Quebec, too, are a number of "develop-
ment Co-operatives" whose function is to
promote a variety of locally-controlled economic
and social enterprises, and whose membership
is open to the community as a whole. The
nearest British parallel is in the community
Co-operatives in the Western Isles of Scotland.
These development Co-operatives have a good |
record of mobilising local support for Co-
operative development, but have tended to be
marginal to the interests of the Co=operative
movement as a whole. Yet one of the reasons
for having central institutions should be in
order to enable small, local Co-operatives to
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This brings me to my final point. Co-
operatives need to be alive to the possibility
of alliances beyond a strict definition of
the frontiers of the Co=operative movement.
Many of the most interesting developments in
Canadian Co-operation = the 'new wave' Co=
operatives - were growing up outside the estab-
lished movement. A number of social projects =
community halls, community radio stations,
medical Co-operatives = were operating as
Co-operatives in spirit, if not in name.

A variety of institutions, in government, in

the education sector, in community organisations,
had become interested in Co-operative develop=—
ment. In some cases the "outsider" had a

keener sense of Co-operative principles than
people within the movement itself. The
development of creative co-operation between

all those subscribing to Co-operative ideals

is likely to be a major stimulus to creative
change within the Co-operative movement.

Some Basic References

"Co=operatives Canada': Yearbook of the Co-
operative Union of Canada

"Each For All: A History of the Co-operative
Movement in English Canada, 1900-1945":
Ian MacPherson; Carleton Library, MacMillan
of Canada, 1979.

The Review of CIRIEC (Centre interuniversitaire
de recherche, d'information et d'enseignement
sur les co-opératives): Editions du Jour,
Montreal.
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The Publications of the Co-operative Future
Directions Project

"our Own Resources: Co-operatives and Community
Economic Development in Rural Canada'':
Roger Clarke; The Arkleton Trust, 1981,

Note of the Author: ROGER CILARKE has been
Assistant Director at the Scottish Council of
Social Service.since 1976, Chairman of the
Scottish Co-operatives Development Committee
from 1977 to 1980. In the autumn of 1980
awarded an Ernest Cook Fellowship in Rural
Development to visit Canada for a study visit
on the theme "The Role of the Co-operative
Movement in Rural Community Development".
This resulted in a small book, 'Our Own
Resources', which has been published by the
Lrkleton Truste.
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