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Advance Praise for  
Strengthening the Cooperative 

Community

Great job! I love how you weave your long and varied personal 
experience with cooperatives into your explanation of what coop-
eratives are and how they have developed. Your recommendations 
are very thoughtful, reflecting your years of firsthand experience, 
and make a meaningful contribution to the future of cooperatives. 
Thank you for taking time to share these insights with the cooper-
ative community and, hopefully, a wider audience.

Charles Gould, former President, International Cooperative Alliance

E.G. has made a major contribution to the history and future 
impact of cooperative enterprise while at the same time penning 
an autobiography of a cooperative life well lived. E.G.’s use of real-
world stories makes the global impact of cooperatives tangible 
and personal for multiple audiences, including experienced 
cooperators. 

I hope the 16 recommendations in this narrative will be given 
serious consideration by cooperative leadership at the global, re-
gional, national and local levels across all sectors. Strengthening 
the Cooperative Community should be required reading for anyone 
who believes that the future of the globe may be dependent on co-
operative thinking and action.

Dr. Martin Lowery, Executive Vice President Emeritus, National Rural Electric Coopera-
tive Association, International Cooperative Alliance board member and Chair, ICA Co-
operative Identity Committee.

Nice recap of your cooperative experience, thoughts and research!
Judy Ziewacz, past President and CEO, NCBA CLUSA



With this new “activist” book, E.G. Nadeau has added another 
treasure-trove of valuable, straightforward advice for coopera-
tives. E.G.’s own on-the-ground experience highlights a number 
of the countries where he has worked with cooperatives. This book 
is a “must-read” for those who want to grow their own cooperative 
and for those who want to develop more cooperatives.

David J. Thompson, President, Twin Pines Cooperative Foundation

Thank you for this lively, agile, and accessible introduction to the 
cooperative world, enriched by your experiences gained over many 
years of practice. In particular, it is interesting to read through the 
cases of international development cooperation experienced first-
hand – how far theory can be from practice and how models need 
to be translated into concrete contexts to achieve any chance of 
success. It is a useful reading to approach the cooperative world 
with realism and without rhetoric. 

Gianluca Salvatori, CEO, Euricse

E.G. Nadeau invites us to come along on his career journey 
studying and working with cooperatives, both in the U.S. and 
abroad. Reading the book is a surprisingly wide and insightful 
experience, presented in clear examples, keen observations, and 
thoughtful lessons.

Michael Sherraden, George Warren Brown Distinguished University Professor; Director, 
Center for Social Development; Director, Next Age Institute, Washington University in 
St. Louis

This book is a great resource for those who are just getting started 
in development or a good refresher for those who have been at it 
for a number of years. E.G. has done an excellent job of putting 
together a synopsis of what has worked and not worked during his 
career in cooperative development. 

Todd Thompson, International Development and Cooperative Professional.
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Anyone interested in concrete ideas for reducing inequality domes-
tically or internationally should read this book about E.G. Nadeau’s 
50 years of experience improving economic systems through coop-
eratives. These ideas can remake capitalism into a fairer system of 
shared prosperity. 

Dave Grace, Managing Partner, Dave Grace and Associates

Thank you for sharing your insights. Overall, I think your book 
is a good demonstration of the state of affairs back in the 1970s 
(declining interest in cooperatives; nothing about cooperatives in 
the curricula) and then the slow resurgence of the subject, thanks 
not the least to people like you. In this respect, it is very important 
that this story be told, and lessons be learned, especially in terms 
of research and education. 

Hagen Henrÿ, former ILO COOP Chief and Adjunct Professor of comparative law at the 
University of Helsinki

You have made an admirable contribution to developing co-op-
eration in the U.S. and around the world, and your reflections 
are valuable. I particularly liked your take on co-op trade. If the 
co-operative movement focuses on co-operative to co-operative 
trade, it can make a genuine contribution.  

I also like the idea of co-ops shifting from playing a gap-filler 
role in a capitalist economy that primarily serves the 1% to instead 
becoming innovative, proactive leaders in building a more equita-
ble and just world economy. 

Tom Webb, President, Global Co-operation, and Adjunct Professor, Sobey School of 
Business, Saint Mary’s University, Canada

Love the content, especially your personal experiences in so many 
sectors and countries. That gives the book so much credence, and 
you are such a good writer.

Walden Swanson, Founder and Director Emeritus, CoMetrics 



E.G. Nadeau provides readers with a rich memoir of his thinking 
and experiences in cooperative development in the United States 
and internationally. Perhaps most useful, he presents a list of 
recommendations for strengthening and enriching the coopera-
tive community. 

Thomas W. Gray, Ph.D., Rural Sociologist/Agricultural Economist, USDA, Rural Develop-
ment/ Rural Business-Cooperative Service

Your focus on the development challenges to successful co-op 
development is a valuable contribution. The variety of experiences 
that you have had during your professional career means that you 
have much to offer to readers.

Christina Clamp, Professor with the School of Arts and Sciences and Director of Co-op-
eratives and Community Economic Development. Southern New Hampshire University

I enjoy the conversational nature of your writing, unlike academic 
or industry articles/books that are a challenge to read. You have 
covered a lot of ground and had many interesting co-op experi-
ences along the way.

Karen Miner, Managing Director, International Centre for Co-operative Management, 
Sobey School of Business, Saint Mary’s University, Canada

I’m impressed with the book and I like your recommendations. 
This will be a good resource for the staff and members of OCDC, 
especially lessons learned and strategies that work.

Paul Hazen, Executive Director, U.S. Overseas Cooperative Development Council 

I really liked the historical information about the various coop 
sectors, with multiple examples given from around the world. 

Alex Serrano, Senior Vice President for International Programs, NCBA CLUSA
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Preface 

For the past 50 years, I have had the good fortune of being involved 
with cooperatives as a researcher, developer, teacher, and writer. 
This half-century mark is a good time to share some of my expe-
riences and observations related to this democratic business form 
to which I have devoted my professional life.1

The primary purpose of Strengthening the Cooperative Community 
is to provide lessons on the formation and operation of co-ops, 
co-op support organizations, and co-op-related activities.

The basic approach of the book is to present some personal sto-
ries and anecdotes, case studies, and brief essays, and then to draw 
lessons learned and recommendations on how to strengthen the 
cooperative movement. 

Most of my co-op stories are from the United States and a 
number of African and Asian countries. That’s because most of my 
career has been spent researching and developing co-ops in these 
three parts of the world. Many of the examples and lessons drawn 
from them will be useful in other countries as well.

My hope is that the reader will enjoy the stories and essays, and 
find the lessons and recommendations useful.

—E.G. Nadeau, Ph.D.
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Introduction

My first experience with cooperatives 
I was fresh out of Harvard in 1970 when I began serving in the Peace 
Corps in Senegal, a country in West Africa. I lived in Niodior, a fish-
ing village on an island near the mouth of the Saloum River where 
it flows into the Atlantic Ocean. I dabbled in a variety of commu-
nity development projects, including latrine and well construction, 
and the introduction of fertilizers to local crop production. But what 
interested me the most was trying to figure out a way to help local 
fishermen market their catches in Dakar, the capital of Senegal, and 
other cities.

I knew almost nothing about cooperatives at the time, but had a 
vague notion that they were a means to help groups of people address 
economic problems. The village fishermen were very good at catch-
ing fish, but not so good at selling them. 

In pursuit of my interest in learning more about the local fishing 
system, I tagged along with a group of fishermen on a half-day ex-
pedition. We embarked in a large, wooden pirogue (canoe) powered 
by a Johnson outboard motor. The boat held about eight people and 
carried a nylon fishing net 100 yards or so in length. After clearing 
the mouth of the river, my companions scoured the ocean surface 
looking for ripples that signaled a school of fish below. They then 
maneuvered the boat to the edge of the turbulent water, turned off 
the motor, dropped one end of the net over the side of the boat, pulled 
out their paddles, and quietly, but forcefully, encircled the fish, while 
playing out the long net. Once the circle was completed, with the 
boat inside it, they revved up the motor and tore around, scatter-
ing the fish into the surrounding net. As they reeled in the net, they 
plucked hundreds of herring-like fish from it and dropped them into 
the boat. With just one pass, the boat was full to capacity with fish-
ermen, fish, and me. 
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On our way back from the fishing grounds, buyers in a large boat 
took the catch off the fishermen’s hands for a nominal price, headed 
off to the nearest mainland pier, and continued by truck to Dakar 
or another city to sell the fish to market vendors. The fishermen re-
turned to the village and divvied up their day’s earnings in equal 
shares – one to the owner of the boat, one to the owner of the out-
board motor, one to each of the fishermen and, embarrassingly, one 
to me, who had played the role of deadweight during the trip.

This payment technique was itself a kind of informal coopera-
tion. Why not build on it to develop a cooperative marketing system 
among the fishermen of the village? They could invest a small part of 
their earnings in a common fund that would be used to rent trucks 
and pay drivers to take their fish to urban markets. By skipping the 
middlemen who currently took their fish and the lion’s share of the 
profits, the fishermen would cooperatively own their own marketing 
service and share proportionately in the revenue it generated. 

So, with the help of a couple of village elders, I convened a large 
meeting to discuss this idea. My words were greeted politely, but af-
terward, nothing happened. By the time I left the village at the end 
of my Peace Corps stint in 1971, nothing continued to happen on the 
fish marketing co-op front.

In the case of Niodior, there were a number of obstacles between 
my co-op idea and its realization. I was a young outsider who brashly 
thought I could convince local leaders to accept a half-baked busi-
ness idea. My organizing approach was poorly thought out. I might 
have had a much better chance of receiving a favorable hearing if 
I had piqued the interest of a small number of key leaders before 
convening a large meeting. I could have helped to “staff” a steering 
committee of village leaders as we tried a pilot project, and studied 
the feasibility, the costs, and the logistics of a fish marketing co-op. 
The committee then could have brought the results of the research 
back to the larger group. I did none of these things and, therefore, the 
project never got beyond the idea stage.
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But I was hooked, even if the local fishermen weren’t. Although 
I  didn’t convince anyone else in the village about the power of co-
operatives, I convinced myself. I wanted to learn all I could about 
co-ops, including how to develop them successfully. 

This experience taught me two basic lessons and was the driving 
force behind my career in cooperatives.

Development lessons
I became aware of the huge potential power of cooperatives to solve 
economic and social problems. Even though my organizing efforts 
in Niodior were to no avail, I could see how co-ops could increase 
incomes and social well-being in communities around the world.

I also learned how not to organize a co-op. It’s one thing to see an 
opportunity for cooperative development. It’s another thing to turn 
that opportunity into reality. 

In the remainder of this introduction, I provide more information 
about cooperatives and cooperative development, and describe 
the organization of the book.

What are cooperatives (often abbreviated as “co-ops”)? 
A simple definition is that they are businesses that are jointly 
owned and democratically controlled by the people they serve. 

See Appendix A for a more detailed definition of coopera-
tives and for a presentation of cooperative values and principles. 
Appendix B provides an annotated list of the different ownership 
options for cooperatives.

What is cooperative development?
Co-op development refers both to the process of organizing 
co-ops and to the ongoing activities involved in sustaining them 
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over time. The formation and sustainability of cooperatives are the 
foundation of a strong, effective, and growing international coop-
erative community. 

In a very real sense, the concept of cooperative development 
applies to all co-ops, whether they are in the idea stage, in the 
process of being formed, or in operation. Even co-ops that are 
decades old can benefit from this development perspective. For 
example, Daniel Coté has done extensive research on the need for 
co-ops and credit unions to continually reevaluate how well they 
are meeting the needs of their members in order to maintain their 
active commitment and to recruit new members.2

Similarly, co-ops exist in different social, economic, and politi-
cal contexts. An urban neighborhood in a developed country is a 
very different place from an isolated, rural village in a developing 
country. These different contexts need to be kept in mind when 
reviewing cooperative development opportunities. For example, 
later in the book we shall discuss the role of community solar co-
operatives as a means for rural residents who live far away from 
transmission lines to access electricity.

Why are cooperatives an important business form?
Cooperatives provide a counterpoint to the economic turmoil, 
wealth and income inequality, and social and environmental degra-
dation caused by for-profit corporations, especially when these 
corporations are inadequately regulated.

Co-ops play an important role in the world today. There are an 
estimated three million of them with about 1.2 billion members.3 

What are the major kinds of cooperatives?
Co-ops are involved in every facet of the world economy, including 
financial institutions, insurance companies, agriculture, electrical 
utilities, manufacturing firms, wholesalers, retailers, housing, and 
service businesses of all kinds. And yet, most people have no idea 
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about the pervasiveness of cooperatives in our lives. 
(Please see Appendix B for more information on different kinds 

of co-ops.)

Further information about cooperatives
If the reader is interested in learning more about the array of 
co-ops and their role in the larger economy and society, I’ve listed 
several online resources in this endnote.4

Organization of the book
The remainder of Strengthening the Cooperative Community is 
divided into four sections: an historical review of major co-op 
sectors; brief case studies of recent international co-op develop-
ment successes and failures; analyses and recommendations related 
to the building blocks of co-op development; and recommenda-
tions for realizing future cooperative development opportunities. 
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Lessons from the History of 
Cooperatives

My Peace Corps experience was a case study of what not to do in 
forming a co-op. Where better to look for how to do it right than 
from historical examples? History provides a rich trove of infor-
mation on co-op successes and failures. 

It is almost a truism to write that learning from the history of 
co-ops is an excellent way to increase the likelihood of forming and 
sustaining successful cooperatives in the future. Unfortunately, 
during the course of my career, I have found far too many in-
stances in which co-op development initiatives have ignored the 
lessons from past successes and failures, and have suffered the 
consequences. 

One chronic example of this is the pattern of designing short-
term projects (1-5 years) and providing short-term funding for 
long-term cooperative development initiatives. This is a recipe for 
failure that continues to be repeated by co-op development orga-
nizations and their public and private funders, despite all of the 
historical examples warning about the problems of this approach. 

Precursors of formal co-ops
Joseph P. Knapp, a well-regarded co-op historian, cites the Pilgrims 
in Plymouth, Massachusetts, as the first cooperative community 
in the New World. (Not unexpectedly, this example focuses on 
European settlers, and doesn’t mention the cooperative activities 
of the migrants from Asia who arrived in the Americas about 
15,000 years earlier.) Around 1600, this religious community orga-
nized a cooperative approach to agriculture. Community members 
farmed on large tracts of land, performing many activities 
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collectively – land clearing, fencing, planting, etc. – but maintained 
separate control over family parcels for care of crops and animals.5 

My own ancestor, Joseph Osanni Nadeau, arrived in Canada 
in 1661, and took up farming the next year on Ile d’Orleans, 
not far from the city of Québec.6 The island was divided up into 
about 300  linear parcels that reached from the St. Lawrence River 
to the central part of the island. The location of the farming set-
tlement on an island was in large part for defensive purposes, to 
protect the residents from attack by Native Americans. Similar to 
the Pilgrims, there were probably also a wide range of informal 
cooperative activities among these settlers in addition to shared 
protection. 

I would characterize cases like these as precursors of formal co-
ops, because they were not contractually based organizations with 
specific sets of rules and principles – especially related to demo-
cratic control and the priority goal of service to members. 

The emergence of formal cooperatives
Formal co-ops began to emerge about 400 years ago in Europe.

Mutual insurance (a type of cooperatively organized insurance) 
came first, beginning around 1700, followed more than a century 
later by consumer goods co-ops, financial co-ops (including credit 
unions), and agricultural co-ops. The broader co-op movement 
didn’t take off until early in the 20th century when these sectors 
expanded rapidly. New sectors, especially rural electric, telephone, 
and water utility co-ops in the United States, emerged in the 1930s 
and ’40s; worker-owned co-ops, especially in the Basque region 
of Spain and in the Emilia Romagna region of Italy, developed 
after the Second World War; and social co-ops became a signifi-
cant force in Italy, and to a lesser extent elsewhere in Europe, be-
ginning in the 1980s. (See Appendix B for basic information about 
these co-op sectors.)
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This section of the book looks at historical examples of the rise 
and spread of different cooperative sectors and activities, and les-
sons derived from varying paths of development.

The cases focus on seven co-op sectors: mutual insurance, 
consumer goods, finance, agriculture, rural electrification, work-
er-ownership, and social services.7 The historical reviews are pre-
sented in chronological order, based on when the earliest co-ops in 
each category emerged. Following the sectoral examples, there is a 
chapter on the history of cooperative development, and a chapter 
comparing the different strategies used in co-op development.

Chapter 1 

Fighting Fires in Philly 

Benjamin Franklin, mutual insurance organizer
Franklin is known for many things: as a prominent Philadelphia 
printer, a scientist (remember the famous experiment in which he 
flew a kite with a key attached in a thunderstorm to test his theory 
about electricity?), and a signer of both the U.S. Declaration of 
Independence and the Constitution.8 

But Franklin is less well-known as a co-founder of the Philadelphia 
Contributionship for the Insurance of Houses from Loss by Fire. 
Formed in 1752. It is considered to be the oldest mutual insurance 
company – and the first formal co-op – in, what was to become, the 
United States. The company is still in existence today.9

Following is an excerpt from Franklin’s autobiography, referring 
to a paper he wrote on reducing the incidence of fires in Philadelphia:

This was much spoken of as a useful piece and gave rise to a 
project which soon followed it, of forming a company for the 
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more ready extinguishing of fires and mutual assistance in 
removing and securing of goods when in danger … The utility 
of this institution soon appeared, and many more desiring to 
be admitted than we thought convenient for one company, 
they were advised to form another, which was accordingly 
done; and this went on, one new company being formed after 
another … I question whether there is a city anywhere in the 
world that is better provided with the means of putting a stop 
to beginning conflagrations.10

Urban-based mutuals
Mutual insurance is cited as the oldest kind of formally organized 
cooperative business.11 It developed during the early years of the 
Industrial Revolution both in Europe and in North America. 
Beginning in the late 1600s and the 1700s, pooling risks against 
the ever-present danger of fires in rapidly expanding cities, mostly 
built of wood, made a great deal of sense. Neighborhood fire 
brigades and these early mutuals represented collective strategies 
for both reducing fire risk and damage, and rebuilding after fires 
occurred.

In the United States, mutual Insurance companies developed 
from the bottom up. The first insurance law in the country was 
enacted in New York in 1849, well after many mutual insurance 
companies were already in operation.12 

Westward Ho
There was a lag between the formation of urban mutuals and their 
rural counterparts in the United States. The first rural compa-
nies were organized by farmers in New England beginning in the 
1820s. As settlers moved west, they formed additional companies. 
By 1860, there were an estimated 100 mutuals located from Maine 
to Missouri.13 The National Association of Mutual Insurance 
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Companies was formed in 1895. By 1920, the number of compa-
nies had increased to about 2,000. The growth in mutual fire 
insurance companies was accompanied by consolidation, expan-
sion, and diversification. The total number of policyholders grew 
exponentially.14

Characteristics of mutuals
The extension of mutual protection to health, life, and, beginning 
in the 20th century, automobiles and other vehicles, was a logical 
expansion of coverage for these companies. All of these types of 
insurance removed some of the uncertainty from everyday life for 
individuals, families, and businesses. 

Although mutual insurance companies are often defined as co-
operatives, it is important to note several characteristics of these 
companies that are different from other cooperatives.

“Membership” in a mutual insurance company is defined differ-
ently. Instead of buying a share of voting stock or paying a mem-
bership fee, one becomes a member-owner of a mutual insurance 
company by becoming a policyholder. Major decision-making is 
based on the principle of “one policy, one vote.” 

Another characteristic of mutuals that is different from most 
other co-ops is “proxy voting” in which policyholders can choose 
to have the board of directors cast votes on their behalf. In practice, 
this usually means that the directors of mutuals have a lot more 
decision-making power than those of most other cooperatives.

Thus, many mutual insurance policyholders are not aware of 
the fact that they own and, at least in theory, democratically con-
trol their insurance companies. 

Mutual insurance today
A recent survey indicated that there are approximately 1,500  mutual 
insurance companies in the United States with combined member-
ships of about 233 million individuals, families, and businesses. 15 
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On a global scale, there are more than 5,000 mutual insurance 
companies with more than 900 million memberships.16 Mutual 
insurance companies have by far the largest number of member-
ships of all the co-op sectors and do about one-fourth of all the 
insurance business in the world.

Development lessons
Protection of one’s home, business, and neighborhood from fire (as 
well as safeguarding health, life, property, and vehicles) are powerful 
motivators for cooperation.

Mutual insurance is an example of a kind of co-op that originally 
grew from the bottom up and from experiences shared from one 
community to the next.

Despite their humble beginnings, some of the largest co-ops in the 
world are mutuals. They now have more members/policyholders and 
a more highly integrated international network than any other type 
of cooperative.

Chapter 2 

Willy Street and Other Grocery 
Cooperatives

The Rochdale Society of Equitable Pioneers is considered by most in 
the co-op community as the first successful consumer goods co-op. 
It was founded by a group of weavers in Manchester, England, in 
1844. Their cooperative store stocked small quantities of food and 
other household items.17 



Strengthening the Cooperative Community

12

There was a scattering of other consumer goods cooperatives 
in England that formed during the early and mid-1800s. Many 
failed, in part, because of their lack of clear guiding principles. 
Rochdale not only survived, but became a model for other co-ops. 
In fact, there is a direct line of descent from this single co-op to the 
entire consumer co-op movement in the United Kingdom today. 
Democratic ownership and member returns based on the value 
of purchases from the co-op were two of the key principles that 
Rochdale introduced.

Willy Street Grocery Co-op 
My membership number at Willy Street Grocery Co-op is 168. This 
small number means that I joined the co-op back in 1974 during its 
first couple of months of operation. Since then, about 100,000 indi-
viduals and families have become members. 

The co-op (named after Williamson Street on the near east side of 
Madison, WI, which in turn is named after Hugh Williamson, one 
of the signers of the U.S. Constitution), has grown from a small store, 
with a limited number of grocery items, to three supermarkets in the 
Madison area, specializing in organic and other healthy foods and 
products. Throughout this growth, the co-op has retained its com-
mitment to its members and to the community.18

National Co+op Grocers
Willy Street is part of a unique group within the U.S. coopera-
tive community. The 1960s and early 1970s were characterized 
by unrest among young people in the United States and in other 
countries, about the war in Vietnam, race relations, poverty, and 
other issues. One of the major themes of the day was: “Question 
Authority.” A wave of hundreds of natural foods co-ops was 
formed across the U.S. as part of this movement. Two common 
themes among them were providing healthy, often locally grown, 
food and commitment to community.



Willy Street and Other Grocery Cooperatives

13

During the past five decades, these co-ops have undergone a 
lot of changes. Some have gone out of business. The ones that sur-
vived have matured tremendously as businesses while retaining 
their focus on healthy food and healthy communities. For the 
most part, they have experienced major expansions, and, in many 
cases, established additional stores.

Willy Street, along with about 150 other retail food co-ops, is 
a member-owner of National Co+op Grocers. “NCG helps unify 
natural food co-ops in order to optimize operational and market-
ing resources, strengthen purchasing power, and ultimately offer 
more value to natural food co-op owners and shoppers every-
where.” NCG’s retail food co-op members “operate over 200 stores 
in 38 states with combined annual sales over $2.1 billion and over 
1.3 million consumer-owners.”19 

These and other U.S. food co-ops provide an excellent example 
of a relatively small group of businesses having a significant impact 
on an entire sector of the economy. The University of Wisconsin 
Center for Cooperatives concluded in a report from 2009:

The leadership role of these co-ops in the food industry 
is especially apparent in the way that they and a relatively 
small number of organic farmers and food companies 
have dramatically increased the availability of organic 
foods in the marketplace during the past 40 years.20

Migros and The Co-op dominate retail food sales in 
Switzerland
Willy Street and the other co-op owners of National Co+op 
Grocers represent a decentralized model of consumer goods 
co-ops. Migros and The Co-op are examples of centralized cooper-
atives with many local branches. Together these two supermarket 
co-ops dominate the Swiss retail food market.21 (This is somewhat 
surprising given that Switzerland is considered by many to be the 
bastion of international capitalism.)
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Grocery co-ops today
The number of grocery co-ops in the United States is relatively 
small – estimated at a little over 300 with a total membership of 
about 2 million, including both NCG and non-NCG co-ops.22

Internationally, these numbers are dramatically higher, with 
about 80,000 co-ops and 100 million members.23

Development lessons
Once a set of broadly agreed-upon principles were established – es-
pecially democratic control and patronage-based refunds – consum-
er goods co-ops took off.

There are multiple models for successful consumer goods co-ops, 
including local freestanding co-ops and groups of affiliated co-ops 
as well as large, centralized examples.

Food co-ops in the U.S. have had a big impact on their economic 
sector without having a large share of the market in that sector. 

Chapter 3 

Not Having to be Rich to Save and 
Borrow

Origins of financial cooperatives 
The first financial cooperatives were separately developed in the 
mid-1800s by two Germans – Friedrich Wilhelm Raiffeisen and 
Franz Hermann Schulze-Delitzsch. Both of these men were moti-
vated by the lack of access of most individuals and small businesses 
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to affordable credit and places to safeguard their savings.24 
From Germany, a variety of financial co-op models spread else-

where in Europe and then to Canada and the United States. As 
with the grocery co-ops discussed in the previous chapter, finan-
cial co-ops evolved in two different directions – large centralized 
organizations and smaller, mostly locally based entities. For ex-
ample, Crédit Agricole, headquartered in France, is the largest fi-
nancial co-op (and the largest co-op) in the world.25 On the other 
hand, there are thousands of credit unions in the United States 
and Canada, mostly serving individual communities and affiliated 
groups of members.26

Following is a brief case study of the development of credit 
unions in the United States.

Edward Filene and Roy Bergengren, credit union champi-
ons in the United States
In the early 20th century, U.S. banks did not show much interest 
in the savings and borrowing needs of middle- and low-income 
Americans. Credit unions played the lead role in filling this gap.

As with mutual insurance, financial cooperatives were first devel-
oped in Europe. In the case of credit unions, the model was imported 
to Canada and then to the United States. French Canadian residents 
started the first U.S. credit union in Manchester, New Hampshire,  
in 1909. 

At about the same time, the banking commissioner of Massachusetts 
carried out “an investigation into the operations of professional mon-
eylenders who are victimizing factory workers in Boston.” This inves-
tigation led to the passage of a credit union law in Massachusetts in 
1909, the first such law in the country.27

Edward Filene, who is best known for the Boston department 
store chain that bore his family’s name, was also a philanthropist 
who focused his attention on the wellbeing of the employees of his 
own company and working people in general. Filene was a strong 
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supporter of the 1909 Massachusetts law and, more importantly, in 
1921 donated a million dollars for the start-up of the Credit Union 
National Extension Bureau, a private, non-profit entity, whose mis-
sion was to lead a national movement for the formation of credit 
unions.28

Filene hired the attorney Roy Bergengren to manage the Bureau. 
These two men launched a highly successful strategy for credit union 
development. As Bergengren told the story:

We agreed on the first day that the Bureau had four objec-
tives. … Our first objective was to make it possible, by ade-
quate legislation, to organize credit unions anywhere in the 
United States. … [The] second objective involved the orga-
nization of individual credit unions until the plan had been 
popularized and methods of credit union mass production 
had evolved. The third objective looked forward to perma-
nent, self-sustaining state leagues of credit unions which 
would, in each state, take over the local direction of credit 
union development. Finally, it was our purpose, from the 
beginning to organize the Credit Union National Association 
as a national union of credit unions … and turn over to the 
Association when organized, the permanent direction of the 
cooperative credit movement in United States. …29

And, that’s exactly what happened during the next two decades. 
The number of credit unions in the United States increased from 
190 in 1921 to 1,300 in 1930 to 9,200 in 1940. During that same 
time period, memberships increased from 72,000 to 2.7 million. 
Thirty-three state credit union leagues formed the Credit Union 
National Association in 1934.30

The number of credit unions in the United States peaked at 
about 24,000 in 1969 with a total membership of 22 million. Since 
then, there has been a great deal of consolidation among credit 
unions, with the total number of memberships continuing to grow. 
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Current status
According to the U.S. National Credit Union Administration, at 
the end of 2019 there were 5,236 federally insured credit unions 
in the United States with a total membership of a little more than 
120 million.31

The latest data on credit unions around the world indicate 
that there were 85,400 at the end of 2018, with about 275 million 
memberships.32

An international review of co-ops published in 2014 estimated 
that the combined number of credit unions and other coopera-
tive financial institutions totaled about 210,000, with a combined 
membership of a little more than 700 million.33 These numbers 
indicate that financial cooperatives are the second largest co-op 
sector after insurance mutuals.

Development lessons
The U.S. credit union movement grew dramatically beginning in the 
early 1920s, with significant growth in membership continuing a 
century later. The success of these co-ops is primarily due to a num-
ber of factors: 

•	Meeting the need for savings and borrowing by middle- and 
low-income members 

•	Private philanthropy (especially the financial support of 
Edward Filene)

•	The passage of state credit union laws 

•	The establishment of state-level “leagues” 

•	The formation and ongoing support of the Credit Union 
National Association

Both the decentralized model of credit unions in the U.S. and other 
parts of the world, and more centralized financial cooperative mod-
els in Europe and other countries, have proven to be successful.
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Chapter 4 

Trust-busting Farmers

Agricultural cooperatives provide a means for farmers to purchase 
inputs, receive services, and sell farm products through organi-
zations they own and democratically control. Farmer co-ops 
emerged in the second half of the 19th century in Europe and 
North America. In the past 70 years, they have also become an 
important means for improving agriculture and farmers’ incomes 
in developing countries, for example in India and Brazil.34

A strong impetus for the development of these co-ops was 
countering the control of agricultural markets by large corpora-
tions. Farmers often paid exorbitant prices for inputs (seeds, fer-
tilizers, farm implements, and other necessities of farming) and 
transportation; borrowed money at high interest rates; and lacked 
bargaining power in the sale of farm products such as grains and 
livestock. 

Farmer woes in the post-Civil War United States
As I wrote in The Cooperative Solution, published in 2012:

In the late 1800s and early 1900s, farmers and ranchers 
accounted for about 40% of the American workforce. 
They were dependent on a range of other businesses to 
supply them with agricultural inputs and to transport 
and purchase their crops and livestock. These agricul-
ture-related businesses had an unfair advantage over 
dispersed, small farmers in negotiating prices for these 
various services.35

Historian Joseph Knapp elaborated on this theme: 
[The farmer] blamed much of his plight on an unfair 
system of “interchange,” whereby he was forced to pay 
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excessive toll in marketing his products, and excessive 
prices for his purchased supplies; and he was vehement 
in his resentment of all “monopolists” and “middlemen.” 
As the farmer saw his condition, he was ‘fleeced both 
coming and going.’ Unable individually to protect himself 
against exploitation from industry which was rapidly 
becoming organized in corporations and combinations, 
the farmer turned for relief to economic cooperation as a 
counter method of organization....36 

Sunkist
For example, after the transcontinental railroad system was com-
pleted in 1869, California citrus growers struggled for more than 
three decades to gain control of the shipment of their fruit to eastern 
markets. These growers had to figure out a way to counter the power 
of middlemen and to organize growers.

The solution was through the formation of the California Fruit 
Growers Exchange, which developed a strong marketing strategy 
in 1903.37 This cooperative, now known as Sunkist, “is the oldest 
continually operating citrus cooperative in America and the largest 
marketing cooperative in the world’s fruit and vegetable industry.”38 

Establishing fairness
For decades, farmers struggled to form business organizations to 
level the playing field. By the 1920s, they had formed successful 
cooperatives in many states to provide these services for them-
selves or to negotiate with farm-related businesses for fairer prices 
and other concessions.39

About a third of all farm supplies and agricultural products in 
the U.S. are purchased and marketed through cooperatives.40 Even 
in areas where cooperatives account for a relatively small percent-
age of agricultural business activity, their presence in the market-
place makes a difference because competitors know that if they 
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charge too much for farm inputs or don’t pay enough to purchase 
farm products, there are co-ops that can step in and outcompete 
them. 41 42

The post-Civil War focus of most efforts at agricultural coopera-
tion was in the north and the west among small- and medium-size 
white farmers. For almost 50 years, most agricultural organizing 
efforts were failures. Farmers were not able to develop effective 
strategies to counter the economic power of the companies that 
controlled agricultural markets.43

I wrote in The Cooperation Solution:
In the development of U.S. agricultural cooperatives, it 
is important to note that their eventual success resulted 
both from broad-based action by farmers across the 
country and from federal legislation. In the late 19th and 
early 20th centuries, there were many agricultural coop-
erative failures. This difficult start-up period was due 
to a variety of factors, including the economic strength 
of the supply, transport, and marketing businesses the 
farm organizations were up against as well as ineffective 
business models and under-financing of many of these 
early co-ops.44

The 1920s began with a severe post-World War I agri-
cultural depression. Farm organizations, especially the 
American Farm Bureau Federation, the National Farmers 
Union, and the National Grange, were able to make their 
voices heard in Washington, D.C., on both sides of the 
political aisle because of their strong base of support 
within the agricultural community and because of the 
severity of the agricultural depression. 

In 1921, representatives of these farm organizations met 
in Washington to identify legislation that could address 
farm credit, transportation, legal, and other issues related 
to co-ops. Following this meeting, agricultural leaders … 
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assembled a number of Republican and Democratic 
senators from the farm states and got them to pledge 
themselves to support legislation necessary for the 
welfare of agriculture. This was the genesis of the “Farm 
Bloc” which was to exert great political power during the 
next few years.45 

Five federal laws were passed between 1914 and 1929 
that helped set the stage for a dramatic increase in the 
number and strength of farm co-ops during the next two 
decades: 

•	The Smith-Lever Act of 1914, which formalized the U.S. 
Department of Agriculture’s extension system, including 
training and development assistance for farmer co-ops46

•	The Federal Farm Loan Act of 1916, which provided badly 
needed credit to farmers and farm co-ops (and was the 
precursor to today’s farm credit cooperatives)47

•	The Capper-Volstead Act of 1922, which permitted agricul-
tural co-ops to coordinate the marketing of products without 
running afoul of anti-trust laws 

•	The Cooperative Marketing Act of 1926, which broadened 
the ability of agricultural co-ops to share information and 
marketing activities

•	The Agricultural Marketing Act of 1929, which established the 
Federal Farm Board and provided various means to strengthen 
and stabilize the prices of agricultural products48

The primary reason to list these federal programs here is to under-
score the combined role that farm organizations, working at the 
national level, and the federal government played in launching 
a strong agricultural cooperative movement in the United States 
that continues to this day. 49



Strengthening the Cooperative Community

22

Current status
In 2016, the U.S. Department of Agriculture estimated that there 
were about 1950 agricultural cooperatives in the United States 
with approximately 2 million members.50

A recent estimate for the number of agricultural co-ops on a 
world scale is about 1.2 million with a combined membership of 
122 million.51

Development lessons
Developing an effective strategy for taking on the concentrated eco-
nomic power of supply, marketing, and transportation businesses 
was a long and difficult battle, hindered by poorly organized co-ops 
and the strength of the opposition.

Anti-trust legislation and the establishment of cooperative develop-
ment assistance programs at the federal level played a key role in the 
eventual success of these co-ops.

Chapter 5

Filling the Rural Energy Vacuum in the 
United States

Both rural electric cooperatives and credit unions were launched 
and had major periods of expansion in the United States during 
the first half of the 20th century. A similarity in the development 
of the two co-op sectors is that for-profit banks showed little 
interest in addressing the financial needs of middle- and low-in-
come borrowers, and for-profit electric power utilities showed 
little interest in serving rural communities. 
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However, there was a major difference in the development strat-
egies of these two consumer co-op sectors. 

Credit unions grew rapidly after 1921 due to a combination 
of private philanthropy (notably by Edward Filene), a well-or-
chestrated national organizing campaign, and strong grassroots 
involvement. 

Rural electrics, on the other hand, had a more complicated 
start-up that involved decades of farm organizations lobbying 
for federal action, which resulted in the passage of the Rural 
Electrification Act (REA) in 1936.52 As with credit unions, the 
subsequent rapid growth of electric co-ops was due to grassroots 
support, which, among other activities, included door-to-door 
canvassing by volunteers to get the number of customers required 
to make local electrification feasible.

A key difference between the two cooperative sectors was that 
credit unions were inexpensive to start up. Rural electrics were far 
more capital- and labor-intensive because of the need to develop 
or access sources of electric power and transmit electricity over 
large, sparsely populated areas.

REA addressed the problem of capitalization by providing 
long-term, affordable loans to organizations that undertook rural 
electrification projects. The initial bias of Morris Cooke, the first 
REA administrator, was to have established power utilities take 
the lead in rural electrification. But, despite Cooke’s efforts, the 
private utilities shunned the program. In fact, they initiated a boy-
cott of REA in late 1935. 53

Despite this opposition, in the first five years of the program, 
from 1936 through 1940, there were over 1,300 borrowers of REA 
funds, 90% of which were cooperatives.54 These initial utilities 
funded by REA were serving almost 1 million customers by the 
end of 1940.
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In effect, private power utilities decided that it would not be 
profitable for them to serve rural America and ceded most of the 
field to rural electric cooperatives. 

Current status
In 2020, electric cooperatives in the United States provide energy 
services to 42 million people in 47 states.55

Internationally, there are electric cooperatives in dozens of 
countries. However, there is not a clear estimate of the total number 
of people and organizations who receive electricity through them.

Development lessons
Rural electric co-ops were successful in the United States for four 
main reasons: 

•	High demand for electricity by farmers and other rural 
residents 

•	Lobbying the federal government by farm and other rural 
organizations

•	The establishment of the Rural Electrification Administration, 
a federal program, that provided financial assistance to rural 
energy projects 

•	A lack of interest by established, urban-oriented private 
utilities
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Chapter 6 

Employees Running Their Own 
Businesses

Union Cab
In the late 1970s, there was a strike at one of Madison’s taxi com-
panies. Rather than settling the dispute, the owner sold his cabs to 
another company, leaving his employees high and dry. In response, 
some of the former employees developed a business plan for a new 
cab company which they would own as a worker co-op. The big stick-
ing point was sourcing start-up capital for this new venture.

Fortuitously, the city had just formed and provided financing for 
the Madison Development Corporation (MDC), an entity estab-
lished to assist a variety of economic projects with potential benefit 
to the community. I was one of the initial board members of MDC. 
We jumped at the chance to support this start-up by providing a sub-
ordinated loan that enabled the fledgling company to secure a much 
larger conventional loan from a local bank.

More than 40 years later, Union Cab is still thriving in Madison 
as the city’s largest taxi company. A recent report indicates that the 
co-op has about 250 members and more than 80 cabs, almost all of 
which are hybrid electric Priuses.56 

Mondragon
Mondragon is the most famous employee-owned cooperative federa-
tion in the world. In the 1950s, José María Arizmendiarrieta, a young 
Catholic priest who taught at the technical high school near the city 
of Mondragon in the Basque region of Spain, was the primary strat-
egist for, and organizer of, a manufacturing business owned by its 
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employees. Over the years, a network of additional businesses and 
related organizations was added to this worker co-op federation. 
According to Mondragon’s 2018 annual report, more than 80,000 
employees, almost 75% of whom were member-owners,57 worked for 
the affiliated 260 individual businesses in the co-op network.58

In the 1950s, Mondragon and the rest of the Basque region was in 
the midst of an economic depression brought about by the Spanish 
Civil War and the continued animosity of the Franco regime. What 
the co-op federation effectively did was to create an array of inter-re-
lated co-op businesses and service organizations that stimulated the 
local economy, launched successful affiliated businesses, and pro-
vided support services to local residents. 

For example, if a group wanted to form a new worker co-op, they 
developed a business plan with the technical support of Mondragon’s 
business consultants. If the plan appeared feasible, it could receive 
financing from the co-op network’s credit union. Then, the network 
would continue to provide technical assistance to the new worker 
co-op to increase the likelihood that it would be successful. Not only 
that, the co-op network has a technical school that provides well-
trained employees for its co-op member companies. If there are lay-
offs in one of the businesses, the network reassigns the unemployed 
workers to other businesses or to further training, followed by re-
employment in a network business.59This integrated support system 
has been somewhat weakened since Spain joined the European 
Union, largely because of limitations imposed by the European 
Bank.60 

Current status
Worker co-ops represent a very small portion of the U.S. economy. 
Community-wealth.org estimated that there were 394 worker 
co-ops in the United States in 2017 with about 6,700 employees.61

In contrast, a UN-sponsored study, published in 2014, con-
cluded that there were about 85,000 worker co-ops around the 

https://community-wealth.org
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world with well over 1 million employee-owners.62 Most of these 
co-ops are concentrated in European Union countries and South 
America.63 Compared to other types of co-ops, these are still rela-
tively small numbers.

Development lessons
Worker co-ops can save jobs in local communities by keeping busi-
nesses in operation that would otherwise close down or relocate.

Mondragon is a model, not only for organizing a federated group 
of worker co-ops, but also for providing an array of coordinated 
services to new and established worker co-ops.

Isolated, small workers co-ops like Union Cab can also succeed in the 
marketplace as long as they have good business plans and adequate 
financing.

Chapter 7 

Organizations That Meet Human Needs

“Social enterprises are organizations that address a basic unmet 
need or solve a social or environmental problem through a 
market-driven approach.”64 They can be organized as for-profits, 
nonprofits, or cooperatives. This type of organization has become 
far more numerous in the past three decades. This chapter focuses 
on social enterprises that are organized as cooperatives.

Italian social cooperatives
The earliest social co-ops in Italy were formed in the late 1970s. 
In 1991, the Italian government established an official status for 
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these cooperatives, divided into two main categories: “Co-ops 
that carry out activities in the area of health, social or educational 
services; and co-ops that act as agencies for integrating disadvan-
taged people in the labor market.”65 

The Italian law also stipulates membership rules regarding 
these co-ops. Some have workers as members, others have a mix 
of workers, consumers and/or trainees, and some have a mem-
bership category for investors. By 2017, there were about 16,000 
cooperatives registered under the 1991 law.66 In many communi-
ties, these co-ops have become an important part of the service 
network. For example, a recent study indicated that the city of 
Bologna contracts for about 85% of its social services through 
these co-ops, including childcare, eldercare, and a wide range of 
other services.67

Social enterprises in other countries
Since the official recognition of the Italian social cooperatives, 
many other European Union members – including Belgium, 
France, Ireland, Poland, Slovakia, and Spain – have established 
statutes for social enterprises. There are approximately 430,000 
social enterprises in the E.U., many of which are organized as 
co-ops.68 There are also well-established, social enterprise move-
ments in Japan and Canada.69 These social enterprises, including 
social co-ops, have greatly expanded a business model that puts 
social, community, and environmental services above profits.

Social co-ops in the US
Although there are many social enterprises in the United States, 
few are organized as social co-ops. The most prominent exam-
ples are housing cooperatives for the elderly – usually organized 
as consumer co-ops, and worker cooperatives that specialize in 
home-care services.



Organizations That Meet Human Needs

29

Growing pains
Despite the rapid growth of social enterprises in the past three 
decades, they are still at an early stage in the development of a 
consistent business model. Three of the most important steps in 
furthering this model will be to: have an agreed-upon definition of 
what is, and what is not, a social enterprise; establish clear, consis-
tent legislation for social enterprises, including social co-ops, in 
both developing and developed countries; and create transparent 
means to measure and report on their performance in achieving 
social, community, and environmental objectives.

Current status
As mentioned above, there are a relatively small number of social 
co-ops in the United States, but the possibilities for future growth 
are excellent.

The European Union has invested far more resources than 
the United States in analyzing and promoting social enterprises. 
According to a report published by the European Commission in 
January 2020, “There are 2.8 million social economy enterprises 
and organisations, ranging from SMEs (small- to mid-size en-
terprises) to large EU groups. Together, these enterprises employ 
13.6  million citizens and account for 8% of the Union’s GDP.” 
Although the report identifies different kinds of social enterprises, 
it does not provide a definitive number for social co-ops.70

According to the United Nations Secretary General Report on 
Cooperatives in Social Development (2017), the social economy 
contributes about 7% to the world’s gross domestic product (GDP) 
and to global employment.71 Again, however, the report does not 
provide a clear breakout of the number of social co-ops.
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Development lessons
The passage of a social co-op law in Italy was a critical factor in cre-
ating a rapid and consistent dissemination of this approach to social 
services.

Social co-ops and other social enterprises are filling a need that is 
not being met by government or traditional service businesses. As 
a result, the number of these co-ops in Italy and other countries 
appears to be growing exponentially.

Italian social co-ops include a variety of models of “multi-stakehold-
er” cooperatives that are owned by workers, consumers, and inves-
tors. These models provide valuable information for other co-op 
sectors in which multi-stakeholder options may be used. 

Chapter 8 

A Historical Look at How Cooperatives 
are Formed 

The seven previous chapters reviewed the historical origins and 
current status of a number of major cooperative sectors. As we saw, 
co-ops have had a long and diverse history, beginning with mutual 
insurance companies that formed in the late 1600s and 1700s, and 
continuing with a wide array of other sectors, including relative 
newcomers such as worker co-ops and social co-ops. 

This chapter describes the evolution of development assistance 
across cooperative sectors. That is, it focuses on the support system 
for co-ops and co-op formation, rather than the sector-by-sector 
growth of co-ops. 
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Co-op organizing efforts prior to 1895
Prior to the inauguration of the International Cooperative Alliance 
(ICA) in 1895, most attempts to form new co-ops occurred within 
co-op sectors, within individual countries, and/or originated from 
a variety of uncoordinated, sometimes poorly thought-out, busi-
ness strategies. Such independent, co-op-organizing efforts still 
occur, but most co-op initiatives involve some level of coordina-
tion with, or at least knowledge of, the broader co-op movement.

Some of the early co-op development attempts in Europe and 
the United States ended in failure – for example, hundreds of 
poorly conceived and operated agricultural co-ops during the 
latter half of the 19th century.72 But others were very successful, 
and set the stage for thousands of co-ops that are thriving today. 
Insurance mutuals, financial co-ops, and some consumer goods 
co-ops come readily to mind as examples of such long-term, suc-
cessful development efforts.

Cooperative development in the 20th century
The establishment of the International Cooperative Alliance in 
1895 marked a key turning point in the growth and integration of 
the cooperative community. As never before, cooperative leaders 
saw themselves as part of one large movement that represented 
a range of economic and social sectors. However, the establish-
ment of this single, worldwide apex organization did not translate 
immediately into more systematic approaches to cross-sectoral 
cooperative development. 

In the United States, the formation of the Cooperative Extension 
Service by the U.S. Department of Agriculture in 1914 had a big 
impact on the establishment of cooperatives, especially agricul-
tural supply and marketing co-ops. The active organizing role of 
co-op extension agents, jointly employed by the U.S. Department 
of Agriculture and Land Grant Colleges73 such as the University 
of Wisconsin-Madison, continued into the 1960s. This type of 
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assistance decreased after that, to a significant degree because 
large agricultural co-ops no longer needed it. Other co-op sec-
tors such as mutual insurance, credit unions, and rural electrics 
had matured and formed their own apex and support organiza-
tions. This left a vacuum in which those interested in forming new 
co-ops – in specialty farm products, healthcare, housing, grocery 
stores, taxi companies, childcare, and many other areas – had lim-
ited sources of assistance to turn to for help.

In Europe, the pattern of sector-specific, and country-specific, 
cooperative development continued to be the norm for most of 
the 20th century. It is important to note that Europe faced far more 
conflict during the century than did the United States, especially 
the two world wars and the divisive effects of the Cold War. The 
European Union was not formed until 1993.74 Co-op Europe, a 
regional entity of the International Cooperative Alliance, was not 
established until 2005.75 

In Japan, the consumer co-op movement began in the late 1800s, 
influenced by the early British co-ops. However, the Japanese 
Consumers Cooperative Union did not see rapid growth until 
the 1970s, well after the Second World War.76 The Japan Workers’ 
Cooperative Union was founded in 1979, consolidating efforts to 
form worker co-ops in the face of extremely high unemployment 
in the country.77

With a few exceptions, cooperatives grew relatively slowly in 
other parts of the world until after World War II. In addition to the 
establishment of Co-op Europe in 2005, the Asia-Pacific region of 
the International Cooperative Alliance was formally established 
in 1960,78 the Africa region in 1968,79 and the Americas region in 
1990.80

The growth of cooperative development organizations in 
the United States
As mentioned above, the U.S. Department of Agriculture began 
to provide domestic cooperative development assistance through 
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its Cooperative Extension Service in 1914. Within the coopera-
tive community itself, however, the first comprehensive, coop-
erative development assistance was targeted to other countries 
rather than to communities in the U.S. The National Cooperative 
Business Association, the apex organization of U.S. cooperatives, 
began providing such assistance in India in 1953.81 

The first domestically oriented cooperative development orga-
nization (CDO), the Federation of Southern Cooperatives, wasn’t 
formed until 1967 as part of the War on Poverty. The Federation is 
headquartered in Epes, Alabama, and serves nine Southern states. 
Its mission is to “collectively support and advocate for Black farm-
ers and rural communities across the South through economic de-
velopment, training, policy advocacy, and organizing.”82

The second domestically oriented CDO was formed in 
Wisconsin in 1985. Because I was closely involved with this or-
ganization for almost 30 years, and because it set the stage for a 
national network of CDOs, I provide a brief case study of its for-
mation and operation below.

Setting the stage for the formation of Cooperative 
Development Services
In the 1970s and early 1980s, the Wisconsin Federation of 
Cooperatives (WFC) provided organizing assistance to a variety of 
new co-ops, including Group Health Cooperative of South Central 
Wisconsin (now a nationally recognized health maintenance orga-
nization) and the Western Wisconsin Communications Cooperative 
(the first rural cable TV cooperative in the United States and a pi-
oneer in distance learning). This co-op merged with Tri-County 
Telephone Co-op in 2006 to become Tri-County Communications 
Cooperative.83

However, these co-op development activities were an awkward 
fit for this dues-based, cooperative trade association. It was hard 
to justify using members’ dues to assist start-up co-op projects that 
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were not in a position to support the Federation. On the other hand, 
the need for co-op development assistance was clearly present. A 
Cooperative Development Summit was convened in 1982 by the 
Federation, at which the idea for separate, self-supporting cooper-
ative-development organizations (CDOs) gained traction. Creating 
such an entity in Wisconsin would relieve the Federation of the cost 
and responsibility for providing cooperative-development assistance 
but, at the same time, co-op assistance needs would be met.

In January 1985, I was hired by Rod Nilsestuen,84 the Executive 
Director of the Wisconsin Federation of Cooperatives (WFC), to be 
the organizer of the Wisconsin Cooperative Development Council. 
Six months later we incorporated this new organization. By the end 
of the year, the Council had raised enough public and private seed 
funding to begin operation.

I served as the director for seven years until the Council merged 
with North Country Cooperative Development Services and was re-
named Cooperative Development Services, Inc., (CDS) with an ex-
panded mission to serve Minnesota and Iowa (and other states as 
opportunities arose) as well as Wisconsin. I worked at CDS as an 
employee and consultant until 2013.

Start-up and growth 
To keep things simple, I will refer to the Council/Cooperative 
Development Services as CDS. The first issue to address is: How 
did CDS get from the idea stage to a functioning organization?

The biggest factor in this transition was the sponsorship of CDS 
by the Wisconsin Federation of Cooperatives, especially the abil-
ity to benefit from Nilsestuen’s leadership within the cooperative 
community – both at the state and national levels – and his good 
relationship with both Republican and Democratic government 
officials.

A cooperative development organization such as CDS is unlikely 
to make big money on fee-for-service contracts with well-heeled 
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clients. Most of the new cooperatives that the organization helps 
to develop (or discourages from forming because they are unlikely 
to succeed as profitable businesses) are generally not in a position 
to pay for business planning, market studies, and other develop-
ment services. 

Established co-ops that seek out assistance from CDS are often 
looking for help because of financial difficulties and, thus, are 
also unlikely to be able to pay much for troubleshooting assis-
tance. Large co-ops, for example, in agriculture, energy, and credit 
unions, are unlikely to make use of the services of an organization 
such as CDS because they have their own sources of technical as-
sistance within their sectors.

The upshot of all of this is that for CDS to go into business, it 
needed to have significant financial support from public and/or 
private sources. We developed a two-pronged strategy in 1985 and 
early 1986 to capitalize the organization: paving the way for an 
appropriation from the State of Wisconsin, and organizing a fund-
raising campaign among major regional and national cooperative 
organizations.

To set the stage for these two campaigns, in the summer of 1985 
we incorporated the organization as a cooperative containing a 
charitable fund (which was eligible for tax-deductible contribu-
tions)85 with a board of directors representing a cross-section of 
state and national co-op-related organizations. 

We were lucky that the governor of Wisconsin called a special 
legislative session on economic development in the fall of 1985. 
With the lobbying leadership of WFC, we were able to have CDS 
included among a dozen or so economic-development initiatives 
considered at that session. The legislature voted overwhelmingly 
to provide $180,000 to CDS on the condition that we were able to 
raise an equal or greater amount of funds from non-governmental 
sources.
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This victory set the stage for the second prong of our funding 
strategy. We were then able to approach large organizations within 
the cooperative community with requests for funding that would 
double the impact of their donations. In large part because of 
Nilsestuen’s leadership, we raised well over $180,000 from large, 
co-op-related donors.86 Most of the donations were spread over a 
three-year period to make it easier on the funders.

CDS benefited from the fact that it was intended to fill a gap in 
co-op development assistance that had been left by the gradual 
withdrawal of extension services from this activity. It also took a 
burden off the shoulders of WFC. 

Development lessons
This is not a startup strategy that every cooperative development 
organization can use. However, there are elements of it that can be 
adapted by many of them: 

•	Seeking organizational, financial, and lobbying support from 
established cooperative organizations

•	Structuring themselves to be able to access tax-deductible 
donations and grants 

•	Basing their development strategy on a combination of 
public and private financial support, and fee-for-service 
payments from clients

The startup strategy worked. We began hiring professional staff 
and providing development services in early 1986. Between 1986 
and 2020, CDS has carried out hundreds of projects, and continues 
to do so. 
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At the outset, we weren’t sure what types of co-op projects 
we would be assisting. We knew that there was a lot of interest 
in start-up co-ops, but we didn’t know which ones we would be 
working with. In fact, our clients were and are very diverse – in-
cluding daycare centers, farmer groups, worker co-ops, credit 
unions, forestry initiatives, and many other entities. 

We ended up providing most of our development assistance to 
food-related projects, in particular specialty agricultural co-ops 
and natural foods co-ops. And, surprisingly to us, we ended up 
staffing and co-staffing two multi-state initiatives – one called 
the Midwest Organic Alliance and the other The Food Alliance. 
The former project coordinated farmers, processors, and grocery 
stores to certify and promote organic food products. The latter was 
also oriented toward healthy-foods certification and marketing 
with an emphasis on the reduced use of agricultural chemicals.

Our work with natural foods co-ops began in our first year of 
operation because of the leadership of Walden Swanson and Kate 
Sumberg, two of our lead co-op developers. This work acceler-
ated in 1992 when we merged with North Country Cooperative 
Development Services. As a result of the merger, Bill Gessner, an-
other prominent foods co-op developer, became a consultant to 
CDS. His contacts with a range of food co-op consultants led to 
the formation of a subgroup within CDS that specialized in food 
co-op consulting. This subgroup became the preeminent co-op 
consulting group in natural foods in the United States.

By mutual agreement, the natural foods consulting group split 
off from CDS in 2008 and created a separate service cooperative 
that is now called Columinate. The consulting co-op continues to 
thrive. As its website states:

With over 40 consultants, Columinate is a national 
consulting cooperative serving mission-driven organiza-
tions, including food co-ops, electric co-ops, healthcare 
organizations, credit unions, schools, and nonprofits.87
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Development lesson
Sometimes, the best way to increase the impact of CDOs on expand-
ing and improving the quality of co-op business services is to re-or-
ganize, in this case creating a second co-op service organization.

Cooperative development organizations successfully 
lobby for federal funding
As mentioned earlier in this chapter, cooperative development 
organizations (CDOs) generally need to be subsidized by public 
and/or private grants in order to be effective. After all, they are 
not looking for wealthy clients, but rather those who need finan-
cial assistance or low-cost technical assistance in order to launch, 
expand, or improve the performance of their co-ops.

Successful fundraising has been, and continues to be, a neces-
sary, ongoing activity to supplement the organization’s fee-for-ser-
vice income.

In the late 1980s, there were only a handful of CDOs in the 
country, all in search of more stable sources of funding. Working 
with the National Cooperative Business Association and the 
Cooperative Development Foundation, this group of CDOs and 
other cooperative organizations devised a strategy to secure on-
going financial support from the U.S. Department of Agriculture. 
The group formed a national task force, led by Nilsestuen, to lobby 
Congress for a minor change in language in an already existing 
provision of the Farm Bill. The proposed modification provided a 
category of funding for rural cooperative development. The lob-
bying effort was successful, and in 1990 the Rural Cooperative 
Development Grant Program was established.

As the USDA website states: 
The Rural Cooperative Development Grant Program 
improves the economic condition of rural areas by 
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helping individuals and businesses start, expand or 
improve rural cooperatives and other mutually-owned 
businesses through Cooperative Development Centers. 
Grants are awarded through a national competition.88 

This program has provided a few million dollars annually (the exact 
amount has varied from year to year) for which rural CDOs could 
apply for funding. Grants have generally been in the $150,000 to 
$300,000 range. Although by no means a guaranteed source of 
funds, the availability of these grants has provided some degree of 
stability for CDOs across the country. In essence, the existence of 
this program helped to transform a few scattered experiments in 
rural cooperative development into a national movement during 
the 1990s.

The formation of CooperationWorks!
The informal group of CDOs that began meeting in the late 1980s 
continued to meet and grow in number during the next two 
decades. In 1999, nine CDOs formed a nonprofit network with the 
name CooperationWorks!89 There are now about 35 such organi-
zations serving all 50 states. This is quite a change from when there 
were only two CDOs in the entire country in 1985.

To quote from the CooperationWorks! website: 
[We are] a national network made up of organizational 
and individual members working in cooperative devel-
opment. Our members provide everything from board 
trainings to business planning for new and growing 
co-ops.90

Concluding comments on the growth of cooperatives
The cooperative community has come a long way since the forma-
tion of a few fire insurance mutuals in the late 1600s and 1700s. 
This chapter has provided an historical perspective on how this 
growth has evolved over the past 300-plus years. Cooperative 
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development organizations were given special attention in the 
chapter as a relatively new approach to expanding and sustaining 
co-ops around the world.

Chapter 9 

Lessons from the Historical Review of 
Cooperatives

This section of the book has provided historical examples of the 
origins and growth of different cooperative sectors and of the 
evolution of the co-op development process itself.

This chapter identifies both some common themes and some 
different patterns of growth and failure across these examples. 
How do co-ops get started and proliferate? What lessons can we 
learn about how to develop and maintain successful co-ops in the 
future – and how to reduce co-op failures?

Reasons for success
The development of successful cooperatives has a number of 
common themes:

•	Adequate demand for a set of goods or services – often a demand 
that was ignored or downplayed by for-profit businesses

•	A clear set of principles – especially democratic control by 
members and allocation of surplusses to members based on 
patronage of the co-op rather than shares of ownership

•	Champions who fervently believe in the potential of a co-op 
idea and effectively acted on their beliefs
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•	The feasibility of the co-op as a business – that is, in the realistic 
potential of it to provide a set of goods or services at a profit

•	Adequate capitalization – sources of equity and debt capital to 
launch and maintain the co-op until it can turn a profit

•	Competent managers and directors who both understand how 
to run a business and are committed to the co-op principles

•	Members who are committed to buying from, selling to, and/
or working within the cooperative, not merely for their own 
short-term benefits, but for the long-term good of the co-op

Different paths to successful development
These themes can be seen as a common foundation for most 
successful cooperatives. However, there are significant variations, 
in particular, as they relate to co-op development in different 
sectors. Some co-ops started up and grew rapidly at a national 
or international level because of strong, widespread demand for 
previously unmet needs. 

Other co-ops faced greater impediments to formation and 
growth such as high capitalization costs or a market dominated by 
large competitors. They needed government regulatory or finan-
cial support to gain traction. 

There are co-op sectors that serve relatively small numbers of 
members but have had a disproportionately large impact on the 
economic sectors in which they operate.

Mutual insurance companies and credit unions are two classic 
examples of cooperatives that thrived based on visionary leader-
ship, strong demand by consumers, low capitalization costs, sup-
portive legislation, and a model for development that was easily 
transferable from one community to another. 

In the United States, agricultural and rural electric coopera-
tives were formed based on a different development model. They 
resulted from partnerships between advocacy organizations, 
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consumers or producers, and the federal government, which pro-
vided legislative and financial support. In the case of farm co-ops, 
both antitrust protection and access to affordable capital were pre-
requisites to long-term success. In the case of rural electric co-
operatives, the Rural Electrification Act was critical to providing 
affordable financing for a capital-intensive industry.

The “new wave” food co-op movement that began in the late 
1960s in the United States provides an unusual example of a grass-
roots development approach that has had very little government 
support. At the same time, however, these co-ops and their mem-
bers played a strong leadership role in the passage of the Organic 
Food Production Act of 1990. This act created certification stan-
dards for organic foods that affected the entire food industry.91 

Worker co-ops are an example of a kind of cooperative that has 
often developed with little or no governmental assistance. In fact, 
the premier federation of worker co-ops in the world – Mondragon 
in the Basque country of Spain – emerged and thrived beginning 
in the 1950s, in part as a reaction to the Franco regime. Thus far, 
worker co-ops have had virtually no federal support and only a 
minor presence in the United States. 

Also in the United States, social co-ops have generally operated 
with little governmental support. In contrast to the U.S., Italy has 
a national law legitimating a role for social cooperatives. Many 
local units of government contract with these cooperatives for 
services.92 

Development lessons
Historically, cooperatives have been established in a variety of ways, 
including freestanding initiatives by small groups, mutual support 
and learning by example, coordinated development within coop-
erative sectors, government assistance, and technical and financial 
support from cooperative development organizations.
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At the same time, cooperatives share many similar attributes, as 
listed near the beginning of the chapter.

The primary lesson from this comparison of approaches to coopera-
tive development across sectors is that there is no single pattern that 
characterizes their successful development.

As Chapter 34 elaborates, both domestic and international coop-
erative-development organizations appear to be an increasingly 
promising means for growing and strengthening the cooperative 
community in the 21stcentury.
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Examples of International 
Cooperative Development 

After receiving my Ph.D. in sociology at the end of 1977, my career 
was focused primarily on cooperative development in the United 
States for almost the next quarter-century. However, my interest 
in co-ops began in Africa, and I had always hoped to get back into 
cooperative development and research on that continent.

In 2000, I was invited by Jim Alrutz, Africa Director for the 
National Cooperative Business Association’s CLUSA program,93 
to do a consultation in Zambia and make some recommendations 
about the agricultural co-ops being formed there by CLUSA. This 
was 27 years after my dissertation research on farmer co-ops in the 
same country. The assignment in Zambia was one of about 25 in-
ternational co-op research and development projects that I carried 
out over the past 20 years.

This section contains 18 stories, all but one of which are about 
my cooperative adventures in Eastern Europe, Africa, Asia, and 
the Caribbean, and some of the major lessons I learned from them. 
The stories are mostly in chronological order, beginning with a 
project in Poland in 1991. I deviate from a strictly chronological 
approach because I worked in some countries – including Ghana, 
Kenya, Sri Lanka, and South Africa – several times, and wanted to 
group projects that were interlinked. 

The one project recounted in this section that I didn’t visit is 
a long-term cooperative initiative in Indonesia and East Timor. 
I included it because of the unique, successful development model 
it represents. 
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Chapter 10 

Cooperative Evaluation Project in 
Poland – 1991

With the break-up of the Soviet Union in the late 1980s and early 
1990s, former Soviet Bloc countries were exploring what to do 
with the economic disarray they faced domestically and their 
changing roles in the international arena.

One of these countries was Poland. The U.S. Agency for 
International Development (USAID) provided funding in 1991 
to Volunteers for Overseas Cooperative Assistance (VOCA)94 
and other organizations to help the fledgling Polish government 
review its economic options.

I was hired as a volunteer to spend a month in the Radomsko 
area of central Poland to visit agricultural, worker, consumer, 
and multi-stakeholder cooperatives, and prepare a report on how 
these co-ops might fit into post-Soviet Poland. Altogether, I visited 
about 25 co-ops. My conclusion was that some of them – in partic-
ular, some worker, consumer, and multi-stakeholder co-ops in the 
retail goods sector, and some agricultural supply and marketing 
co-ops – had very good potential to adapt to the new economy. 
I recommended that others, such as some agricultural equipment 
and services co-ops, should probably be closed down.

I remember attending a conference at the end of my stay, in 
which a law professor from the United States essentially wrote 
off all the co-ops in the country, and proposed a new co-op law, 
modeled after co-op laws in the United States. I thought how tre-
mendously narrow-minded and shortsighted his perspective was. 
But, this kind of biased and half-baked analysis won the day, be-
cause, like many new regimes, the Polish government was very 
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willing to throw the baby out with the bathwater, even if it meant 
significantly slowing down the economic rebirth of the country. 
Thus, my careful case-study research and conclusions were for 
naught. The co-ops I thought worth saving were thrown out with 
the bathwater.

Development lessons
Beware of experts who blindly apply development prescriptions that 
are out of context.

Beware of political leaders who are more interested in change for 
change’s sake than in careful, strategically-based development. 

Chapter 11 

Developing an Agricultural Marketing 
Strategy in Zambia – 2000

My three-week assignment in Zambia was to provide advice on 
two agricultural co-op projects – one in central Zambia near the 
capital, Lusaka, and the other near Chipata in Eastern Province. 
Both of these projects worked with small farmers, organizing them 
into primary and secondary co-ops. Primary co-ops were usually 
at the village level, and secondary co-ops at the multi-village level. 

CLUSA wanted to organize a third-level co-op in the Chipata 
area that was intended to help the farmers’ groups become more 
effective at marketing their groundnuts and other cash crops. This 
third-tier entity was referred to as a producer-owned trading com-
pany (POTC). It was my job to make suggestions on how this new 
organization should be structured.
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There were several problems in attempting to organize a trading 
company in the Chipata area. These included the lack of a strong 
commitment to the primary and secondary co-ops by local farm-
ers; difficulty in attracting a talented manager to Chipata; and 
inadequate capital by the POTC to purchase products from the 
farmers and market them effectively.

In addition, several private trading companies were buying 
products directly from farmers,95 thus undercutting the role of the 
primary and secondary co-ops in generating higher revenue for 
farmers and operating revenue for the co-ops. 

I was to learn over the years that this problem of “side selling” 
is a common one for farmers and co-ops in many developing 
countries. Private buyers often paid less than the co-ops, but they 
tended to pay in cash or barter at the time of purchase. They also 
had a pattern of buying when farmers were most economically 
vulnerable, that is when their reserves of food and money were 
low – around the beginning of the planting season. Another tactic 
was to loan money or sell inputs, often at exorbitant rates, if the 
farmers promised to sell their products to them during the harvest 
season.

CLUSA staff worked with the POTC board of directors to help 
counter these problems, but the deck was stacked against them. 
Despite the difficulties with the trading company, it is important 
to note that this project and the one in the Lusaka area did make 
an important difference for local farmers by helping them to get 
involved in cash crops and thereby improve their incomes.

To conclude this chapter, not much changed in agricultural 
practices by small farmers between my 1973 research in Zambia 
and my 2000 visit. The vast majority of Zambians were still farming 
at a subsistence or a “subsistence-plus” level. Many of the farmer 
groups I saw in 2000 were facing similar problems to the poorly 
functioning agricultural co-op I studied in 1973: insufficient 
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resources, and difficulties in effectively using the power of cooper-
atives to purchase inputs and sell agricultural products.

One thing that was just beginning to change in 2000, with the 
help of CLUSA, was the adoption of “conservation farming.” This 
is a set of agricultural practices designed to maximize production 
on both small and large farms by preparing the soil and applying 
mulch and fertilizer near the end of the dry season, and by plant-
ing properly spaced seeds in time to catch the first rains of the 
rainy season. These practices often result in doubling production 
compared to traditional farming methods.96

Development lessons
In order to be successful, third-level co-ops require primary and sec-
ondary co-ops that are well-managed and have loyal members who 
buy from, and sell to, their co-ops.

Private traders used a variety of tactics to outcompete the POTC at 
buying cash crops from farmers. One way to increase the effective-
ness of third-level co-ops is for the co-op development organization 
to provide long-term technical and financial support. See Chapter 27 
for CLUSA’s approach to doing this in Indonesia and East Timor.

Chapter 12 

An Effort to Rebuild Ghana’s 
Cooperative Movement – 2002-2004 

Ghana had a detailed cooperative law and a thriving, albeit British-
dominated, cooperative movement during its colonial incarnation 
as the Gold Coast. The core of that co-op movement was cocoa 
marketing – still Ghana’s largest export.
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Kwame Nkrumah, the first president of Ghana, was an im-
portant leader in the African liberation movement of the 1950s 
and ’60s. Like many of his peers, one of his primary goals was to 
consolidate and retain power in his own country. Unfortunately, 
much of the cooperative infrastructure was a casualty of domestic 
political infighting in the early years after independence. In partic-
ular, Nkrumah consolidated government control over cocoa mar-
keting and displaced the cocoa cooperatives, the backbone of the 
country’s co-ops.97 

Thus, the context for my consulting work in Ghana was the 
legacy of a broken co-op movement. Part of this legacy was that 
there continued to be a national council of co-ops with a largely 
geriatric group of board members who presided over a movement 
that was a shell of its former self. There were a couple of sectors – 
especially credit unions and alcohol production co-ops – that were 
active and thriving. For the most part, however, including in agri-
culture, there was little co-op activity. 

An exception to the lack of successful cooperatives in agricul-
ture was Kuapa Kokoo, a large co-op that specializes in certified 
fair trade cocoa. It was formed in 1993 and claims about 100,000 
members.98 It is also a part owner of Divine Chocolate, that mar-
kets chocolate bars in Europe and North America.99

My first assignment in Ghana in 2002, coordinated by Papa 
Sene, the regional coordinator for CLUSA in West Africa, was to 
conduct a training program for about 100 government-employed, 
co-op extension staff from around the country. I got the impres-
sion that the trainees were not well-versed in the co-op develop-
ment opportunities in their areas of the country, and had limited 
support in their work from the Department of Cooperatives. This 
impression was supported when I was on a consulting assignment 
in the field a couple of years later. A government-employed co-op 
resource person had no interest in assisting me to identify agri-
cultural co-ops in his service area unless I paid him – under the 
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table – for doing so. Fortunately, I found a committed, honest ex-
tension agent to work with.

A second activity was to advise the council staff and board on a 
strategy for revitalizing co-ops in the country. A major part of that 
strategy was to seek out funding from USAID, the World Bank, 
and other donors to carry out one or more agricultural co-op de-
velopment projects. These efforts proved fruitless, despite the ex-
cellent potential for producer co-ops in Ghana.

A third activity in which Papa Sene and I collaborated was 
to work with Ghanaian co-op members on developing a revised 
co-op law for the country. I will discuss this legal reform project in 
Chapter 32. But to give a brief preview, the process of developing 
a new draft co-op law went very well, but lobbying the Ghanaian 
government to adopt it did not. Ghana continues to rely on a pa-
ternalistic, colonially drafted co-op law, the most recent version of 
which dates back to 1965.100

Development lessons
It’s very difficult to resurrect a co-op movement from the top down. 
Without a strong base of support, co-op leaders are negotiating 
with government agencies and potential donors from a position of 
weakness.

In some cases, government-employed co-op development agents  
can lose sight of their missions, and, without being held account-
able, are not a force for positive co-op change. 

The lack of support for cooperatives by Ghanaian political leaders 
was illustrated by the fact that they showed no interest in reforming 
the paternalistic co-op law of the country.
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Chapter 13 

Evaluation of an Agricultural Co-op 
Project in Mozambique – 2004  

In 1975, after a protracted 10-year war of liberation, Mozambique 
gained independence from Portugal, which, as a colonial ruler, 
had been far more interested in extracting agricultural and other 
wealth than in educating Mozambicans and assisting in economic 
development. From 1977 to 1992, this fledgling country also had 
to deal with a quasi-civil war which in many ways was part of a 
proxy war between white-ruled Rhodesia and apartheid South 
Africa on one side, and the newly minted self-ruled countries in 
southern Africa on the other. The civil war took a huge social and 
economic toll on Mozambique. 

CLUSA’s co-op development assistance in Northern Mozambique 
began in 1995, when the country was just beginning to emerge from 
civil war. The focus of its work was to develop agricultural coopera-
tives in order to get the country on the road to food self-sufficiency. 

My job was to do an evaluation of the project to see how well 
CLUSA was carrying out this mission in 2004, and whether or not 
it made sense to provide the project with another round of USAID 
funding. My overall assessment was a positive one. Something 
like 25,000 farmers were involved in the network of pre-cooper-
atives that CLUSA had helped to launch – pre-co-ops, because 
Mozambique did not have a workable co-op law. As is often the 
case with agricultural organizations in developing countries, the 
farmers proved much more adept at growing crops and raising 
livestock than they were at marketing them. But things were 
improving. 



Strengthening the Cooperative Community

52

CLUSA was attempting to establish a third-tier entity in 
Mozambique to help address this marketing problem. As in 
Zambia, they called the third-level organization a producer-owned 
trading company. In Mozambique, the trading company was le-
gally structured as a limited liability company primarily owned by 
GAPI (a government-owned financial company) and OXFAM (an 
international nonprofit organization). The POTC in Mozambique 
faced many of the same problems as its counterpart in Zambia, 
especially side selling to private buyers and weak management.

After conducting some field research, which showed that sev-
eral crops were going to fall short of their targeted production 
levels, I met with the manager of the trading company who pro-
vided me with a marketing plan for the year. This plan showed 
that the crops that were underperforming were still listed as major 
export items for the year by the trading company. It turned out 
that the marketing plan had not been updated from the beginning 
of the year, and therefore did not reflect the current reality regard-
ing the level of performance of different crops. Thus, it was useless 
as a market-planning tool.

Other nonprofits undercutting CLUSA’s agricultural devel-
opment efforts
An ironic problem that I encountered while doing my research 
was that some international nonprofits were undercutting the 
development work of other nonprofits. For example, CARE, a 
nonprofit that was formed with the assistance of the cooperative 
movement in the United States shortly after World War II, was 
still in a “feed the people” mode of operation rather than a “help 
the people feed themselves” mode. The result of these conflicting 
approaches to assistance was the creation of a mentality among 
some Mozambican farmers that they should continue to rely on 
handouts rather than using outside assistance to develop their 
own agricultural production. 
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One consequence of this dependency pattern was that some 
farmers treated CLUSA’s agricultural loans as gifts. This “handout” 
mentality resulted in a low loan repayment rate. Thus, the donor 
nonprofits created a culture of dependency that was difficult for 
the development-oriented nonprofits to overcome. What’s worse 
was that some non-profits were still fostering this mentality at the 
same time that the CLUSA project was in the process of building 
self-sufficiency.

Another big problem was the difficulty of organizing co-ops in 
a young country that did not have a good cooperative law. The 
project could still organize “cooperative-like organizations,” but it 
couldn’t register them with the government as co-ops. So, CLUSA 
had to wage a lobbying effort with the Mozambican government 
at the same time that it was playing an agricultural cooperative 
development role.

Development lessons
CLUSA showed that it was possible to do large-scale organizing of 
farming cooperatives in a country that had just been ravaged by  
civil war.

Nonprofit organizations can sometimes be an impediment to coop-
erative development by creating a handout-based mentality among 
farmers and undercutting economic development. The CLUSA proj-
ect was able to thrive despite this problem.

Mozambique’s lack of a good cooperative law made it more diffi-
cult to organize clear, rules-based co-ops. Again, CLUSA was able 
to develop co-ops in this environment and even contribute to the 
improvement of the cooperative law of the country.
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Chapter 14 

Historical Review of a Health Initiative 
in Burkina Faso – 2006 

In the early 1990s, CLUSA carried out a health project that 
was intended to establish village-level health committees and 
secondary clusters of these committees organized around govern-
ment health clinics to provide coordination and communica-
tion across villages. The project was funded for only three years, 
and then was supposed to be turned over to the Burkina Health 
Ministry to continue as part of its outreach program.

CLUSA’s Africa staff in Washington, D.C., were very interested 
in seeing how this program was faring 10+ years after they had 
handed the ball off to the Burkina Health Ministry. I was hired 
to review the current situation by overseeing a survey of about 
60 regional health centers, and conducting face-to-face interviews 
in 16  of them. Papa Sene, the West Africa regional director for 
CLUSA, worked with me on carrying out the research and writing 
up the report.

The results of that research can be summarized quickly. 
Virtually nothing remained at the primary village level from the 
project CLUSA left behind in 1994. However, many of the second-
ary health committees continued to function effectively, especially 
in the oversight of their clinic-level pharmacies. 

The main reason for the demise of the primary health commit-
tees was that the Health Ministry effectively dismantled the pro-
gram in 1995. CLUSA had trained seven employees of the Ministry 
as community facilitators to work with village groups in develop-
ing, implementing, and revising health plans. Within a year after 
CLUSA’s departure, all seven facilitators had been reassigned to 
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other jobs. In all the villages we visited, only two had active pri-
mary health committees. Interestingly, neither of these commit-
tees were part of the original program from the early 1990s. 

After CLUSA’s departure and the reassignment of the commu-
nity health facilitators, the standard procedure was for Health 
Ministry staff to hold a meeting once a year in each village and es-
sentially tell the residents what their local health priorities would 
be in the coming year, rather than asking them for input on local 
health concerns. In fact, there was a standardized “village health 
plan” that was signed off on by the leadership in each village. This 
was basically a rubberstamp process rather than genuine input.

For example, in Burkina Faso, malaria is a big problem in some 
villages and not a problem at all in others, depending on the local 
habitat for mosquitoes, especially the amount of standing water. 
But in the “rubberstamp” approach to measuring village health, 
all the villages had malaria listed as a priority problem. Thus, for 
example, villages that were located far away from health clinics 
would not have the opportunity to list access to a clinic as a major 
issue.

At the secondary level, where the clinics were located, the sit-
uation was better. The multi-village health committees played 
an important role in overseeing the operation of the community 
pharmacies.

UNICEF had provided a basic stock of medicines and other 
health-related items to these pharmacies in the early ’90s. The 
program was designed to be self-sustaining. That is, the pharma-
cies charged a small amount for drugs and other items purchased 
from them. These funds were reinvested in more health-related 
products. This cycle was intended to be continued on an ongo-
ing basis. Amazingly, 14 of the 16 community pharmacies were 
still in operation when we visited them in 2006. What appeared to 
make the pharmacy program successful was that the multi-village 
health committees took their oversight role seriously, and stayed 
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committed to the self-financing of the pharmacies. I should also 
add that the staff of the local health clinics also benefited from the 
continued operation of these pharmacies because their patients 
had ready access to prescriptions and other health purchases. 
(It’s also worth noting that the temptation to “raid” the tills of 
these pharmacies was minimized because of health committee 
oversight.)

Development lessons
Three years is a very short time period in which to organize a large-
scale, community health program that is intended to be long-term 
and self-sufficient. A strong case can be made for not only having 
longer development periods for projects like this, for example five 
years or more, but also for continued monitoring and incentives after 
the main development and implementation part of the project has 
been completed.

Burkina Faso’s Health Ministry does not appear to have had a 
commitment to continue the program after CLUSA left. In fact, the 
reverse may be true. Village health committees may have been seen 
as an added burden and, perhaps, a complicating factor in determin-
ing local health priorities. This could explain the Ministry’s effective 
termination of the village-level program within a year after CLUSA’s 
departure. If there had been some type of ongoing incentive to 
reward regional clinics for supporting village committees, the out-
come might have been very different.

The continued operation of most of the community pharmacies that 
we visited more than 10 years after the completion of the CLUSA 
program constitutes a huge success. It appears to reflect the value of 
a self-financing model with community oversight.

Although the village health committee model did not work out well 
in Burkina Faso, primarily because of the short duration of the CLUSA 
project and the lack of commitment from the Ministry of Health, 
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the basic strategy of primary village health committees linked to 
secondary committees appears to be a good way to get villagers 
involved in their own health planning and care. As we shall see in 
Chapter 16, CLUSA’s community-based healthcare project in Kenya, 
that lasted over a decade in the early 2000s, exemplifies a successful 
long-term project.

Chapter 15 

An Evaluation of Mutual Health 
Insurance in West Africa – 2007-2008  

This project was categorically different from any of the other 
international consultancies that I participated in during the past 
20 years. Some of the key differences:

•	 It was a comparative analysis of community health insurance 
programs across three neighboring countries – Mali, Burkina 
Faso, and Benin.

•	 The primary research methodology was to conduct site visits 
and interviews in 30 different communities – 10 in each country.

•	The goals of the project were to evaluate community health 
mutual insurance programs, to learn from their successes and 
failures, and to develop new approaches to community health-
care based on research results.

The project was also the most intense and exhausting research project 
I participated in as an international consultant. My colleagues and 
I drove over 6,000 miles, often on potholed, gravel roads during a 
six-week time period as we traveled from interview site to site.



Strengthening the Cooperative Community

58

What we discovered in this odyssey was mostly disappointing. 
In general, these “community health mutuals” were not communi-
ty-based, did not provide health services to very many people, and 
were not “mutually” or democratically run. 

As the Guide to Cooperative Approaches to Community Health, 
prepared by the CLUSA team after the field research, concluded:

•	Minimal community participation took place during the ini-
tial design and establishment of the mutuals. Indeed, in all but 
three of the communities visited, the goal of forming a mutual 
came from outside the community, and in almost all cases, 
recommendations in the outsiders’ feasibility studies were ad-
opted without changes.

•	None of the communities carried out research prior to estab-
lishing the mutual to determine the health needs and priorities 
deemed most important by community residents nor whether 
a mutual would meet those needs.

•	Few mutuals had undertaken long-term strategic and financial 
planning.

•	A majority of the mutuals provided insurance services to less 
than 5% of their communities.

•	 In more than half of the mutuals, 50% or more of beneficiaries 
were not current in their payments.

•	 In 25 of the 30 mutuals, the role of paid staff was filled by often 
temporary and less-trained volunteers.101

Development lessons
There was a fundamental flaw in the design of most of these health 
mutuals. Simply put, they were financially unsustainable, because 
local residents were unable or unwilling to pay the monthly dues 
required for services. Fairly basic community surveys and business 
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plans would have concluded that most of these mutuals would be 
infeasible, and that the organizers should not have proceeded with 
their development.

So, why didn’t these upfront feasibility analyses take place? Starkly 
put, it was not in the interests of the mutual organizers to conduct 
them. Their primary goal was to establish an agreed-upon number 
of community health mutuals, come hell or high water. Proceeding 
on the basis of careful feasibility analyses would have interfered with 
this goal because fewer mutuals would have been established.

This same type of disconnect between organizer goals and sustain-
ability also affected the low level of community involvement in most 
of these mutuals. Grassroots organizing takes time and effort, and 
also requires a level of responsiveness by the organizers to com-
munity residents. This type of time-consuming, careful community 
involvement was not in the interest of the organizers, and, thus, did 
not occur in most instances.

A more fundamental issue here is the questionable vetting and mon-
itoring process of project developers by funders. For example, USAID 
put a lot of money into a U.S.-based, for-profit corporation, for the 
development of community health mutuals in Africa.102 

During the course of my international development work, I occa-
sionally encountered approaches to development, including “coop-
erative” development, that were ill-conceived and not in the best 
interests of the recipients of the assistance. Most of the mutuals in 
this study fall into this category.

Despite the problems mentioned above, CLUSA was able to pro-
duce a guide to the formation of cooperatively-oriented community 
health organizations that showed how to avoid many of the short-
comings identified in the study. 
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Chapter 16 

Chronicling a Community Health Model 
in Kenya – 2009-2011

I had the opportunity to evaluate a successful, community-based 
healthcare program in Kenya during several trips there between 
2009 and 2011. This was a refreshing change-of-pace after research 
on the two mostly unsuccessful healthcare initiatives reviewed 
above, one in Burkina Faso in which the Ministry of Health 
effectively terminated a promising village-level model started 
by CLUSA; and the other, a three-country review of healthcare 
mutuals in Mali, Burkina Faso, and Benin, in which outside orga-
nizations pushed unsustainable local health insurance mutuals 
that failed to address the health issues of most local residents. 

The Kenyan model was very different from these other two. 
The key was genuine community involvement in identifying local 
healthcare priorities and implementing actions that addressed 
them. A series of projects were initiated by CLUSA over more than 
a decade beginning in 2001. Toward the end of the project, more 
than 2,000 villages with a total estimated population of about 1 mil-
lion had formed village and multi-village health committees.103

Altogether, I visited about 20 villages in different parts of the 
country, and conducted interviews and focus groups with well 
over 100 project staff, volunteer community health workers, and 
villagers.

Although villages participating in the CLUSA projects pro-
duced a wide variety of health and sanitation improvements at a 
very low cost per village, the program did not continue after 2012 
because it didn’t receive additional funding from USAID or finan-
cial support from the Kenyan government. Two key reasons for 
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this were a major reduction of health funding in Kenya by USAID, 
and the fact that CLUSA was not eligible for direct health-related 
funding from USAID because it didn’t meet the criterion of being 
a “Health NGO.” It got its financial support by being a subcontrac-
tor to qualifying health NGOs, and thus was at the mercy of these 
NGOs for continued operation of its village health organizing.

Development lessons
A healthcare organizing approach that genuinely involves the active 
participation of community residents in identifying and solving their 
own health care problems works!

At relatively low cost, thousands of villages can be mobilized and 
establish ongoing community health initiatives that address a wide 
range of health-related issues.

This type of approach could be adapted to rural and urban commu-
nities in developing countries around the world and have a huge 
impact on the health and empowerment of local residents.

However, for village health initiatives to be successful in the long 
run, they need to be incorporated into a country’s formal health 
delivery structure and receive ongoing financial support. 

Because CLUSA was not defined as a health NGO, USAID did not al-
locate funds directly to the organization, but rather through primary 
contractors. This limited CLUSA’s ability to make decisions about its 
own development strategy and weakened its control over its current 
and future funding.

Despite this constraint, CLUSA was able to provide an excellent or-
ganizing structure for village and multi-village health activities. But, 
as an NGO, it was not in a position to be able to provide continuing 
support after its funding ended.
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Chapter 17 

Reviewing a National Dairy Co-op 
System in Uganda – 2006 

My assignment in Uganda was more of a case study than an 
evaluation. My job was to present the history of a dairy project 
carried out by Land O’Lakes104 rather than to assess it and make 
recommendations. 

What I discovered was a very impressive, integrated approach 
to dairy co-op development and marketing carried out over ap-
proximately a 10-year period. This was my first of several as-
signments consulting on Land O’Lakes’ approach to dairy co-op 
development. 

The basic approach goes something like this. Identify a group 
of rural communities in which there are a number of smallholder 
farmers who raise cattle. Organize village or other small group-
based clusters of these farmers into primary co-ops. Work with the 
farmers to augment their animal husbandry skills and the quality 
and volume of the milk their cows produce. Establish a collection 
point for milk at the village or small group level that includes basic 
testing and recording of how much milk each farmer brings to the 
collection point. Aggregate the milk from each of the collection 
points at a secondary co-op where it is kept in a cooler until it is 
brought to a dairy processing facility. 

In the case of Uganda, the project went well beyond this basic 
approach. Land O’Lakes developed a number of secondary co-ops 
serving groups of farmers in different parts of the country. These 
were connected at a tertiary level to further strengthen dairy pro-
duction and marketing. Land O’Lakes worked with the co-ops 
on promoting the consumption of dairy products at the national 
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level through advertising, event sponsorship, and other means. In 
many ways, this expanded approach approximates the kind of so-
phisticated dairy promotion that Land O’Lakes uses back in the 
United States. What’s more, it worked!

As my report showed, Land O’Lakes gradually built up this bot-
tom-to-top strategy during its decade-long development work in 
Uganda. But, it wasn’t easy. One major obstacle was the short-term 
nature of much of its project funding from USAID. The developer 
had to negotiate more than five contract renewals with USAID over 
that ten-year period, several of which were not approved until the 
last minute. This meant that on a number of occasions, staff had to 
be prepared to close down the project on short notice. It is hard to 
do long-term planning in this kind of funding environment. 

The second problem was that in the early years of the project, 
the largest dairy processing company in the country was govern-
ment-owned, and not very responsive to the needs of small-scale 
dairy producers. Then things got worse. The state-owned dairy fa-
cility was sold to a private company that was even less responsive 
to dairy farmers.

Despite these major obstacles, the dairy co-ops were able to in-
crease their market share in the country. After my brief sojourn 
in Uganda, the co-ops initiated an effort to establish a dairy co-
op-owned processing facility to reduce their dependency on the 
large private company and a number of smaller processors in the 
country. My understanding is that this co-op-owned processing 
facility has not gotten off the ground.105

Development lessons
The Land O’Lakes project in Uganda provides a valuable case study 
in how to develop co-ops, beginning at the grassroots level and 
extending all the way to a national program.
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A key component for such a project is long-term funding.

The project also encountered obstacles that interfered with its suc-
cess, including: 

•	The difficulty of carrying out a long-term project with a series 
of short-term contracts.

•	Problems of unfair marketing relationships both with state-
owned and privately-owned buyers. 

Chapter 18 

An Attempt to Develop a Livestock 
Cooperative in South Sudan – 2008

My primary assignment in South Sudan was to provide advice and 
assistance to the formation of a cooperative of semi-nomadic cattle 
and sheep herders. This was the most unusual of all my interna-
tional consulting projects because the herders and their families 
were, for the most part, isolated from modern society, and were 
practicing a way of life that they had been for hundreds of years. 
For example, many of the villagers still wore animal skin clothing.

One new acquisition was AK-47s. A generations-old tradition 
of the young men was to carry out cattle raids on other groups 
of herders. This was a coming-of-age ritual in several ways: the 
raids were proof of bravery and manhood, and, if successful, pro-
vided the raiders with cattle that could be used to pay bride prices. 
Unfortunately, over the past several decades, machine guns had 
replaced spears as the weapons of choice, making these incursions 
far more deadly than they used to be.
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Pre-teen boys, who predominated as herders around the village, 
sometimes sported these guns as a defense against raiders from 
other villages and tribes.

Despite the limited involvement of the herders in the broader 
society and economy, they saw the value in cooperatively market-
ing some of their cattle and sheep to the outside world in order to 
be able to purchase household goods, food, transistor radios, cell 
phones, and other items.

Even though a cooperative had not yet been formally organized 
when I arrived in the village, the Land O’Lakes staff had already 
set the stage for its formation. They had held several preparatory 
meetings with village leaders and villagers, and had constructed 
a large holding pen where cattle could be aggregated before they 
were shipped out and sold. The pen even included a solar-powered 
pump that provided water for the animals.

I attended a village-wide meeting where the next steps in form-
ing the cooperative were discussed. The atmosphere was very pos-
itive and enthusiastic. I also met with staff members to strategize 
the final steps in forming the co-op. Everyone seemed excited 
about the prospect. There had not been a co-op incorporated in 
southern Sudan in more than 25 years. In large part this was be-
cause of an ongoing civil war between the south Sudanese and the 
government of Sudan.

But when I was there in 2008, a truce was in effect and the res-
idents of South Sudan were scheduled to have a vote on indepen-
dence in 2011. (South Sudan did become independent in 2011.) 
Thus, the timing was right to initiate economic development proj-
ects, including the start-up and reinvigoration of co-ops.

Shortly after I left South Sudan, I wrote out a detailed strate-
gic paper for Land O’Lakes staff, recommending a step-by-step 
approach to formalizing the co-op. But, those steps were never 
taken, because USAID staff in Sudan abruptly terminated the proj-
ect. This occurred, not because of any problems that the project 
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was experiencing, but because of the arbitrary decision of USAID 
staff to locate a development project closer to the future border 
between Sudan and South Sudan.

So, Land O’Lakes staff had to shut down the project and leave 
the country with their work unfinished, and the intended mem-
bers of the nascent co-op were left hanging. Since then, to my 
knowledge, the co-op never went into operation.

Development lessons
The co-op business model can be applied in a wide variety of set-
tings, even among people who are mostly isolated from the larger 
society and market economy.

In some cases, there are serious social, cultural, and even military 
issues that have to be addressed in order to create a compatible 
environment for co-op formation and other types of economic 
development.

Sometimes, funders play the perverse role of undercutting the very 
development projects they fund.

Chapter 19 

Strategic Planning for a Cocoa Co-op in 
Madagascar – 2008

There were two big problems with my consulting assignment in 
Madagascar: the indifference of Chemonics, a large international 
development firm, which was the prime contractor for a major 
agricultural project in the country, of which my assignment was a 
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small part; and my limited French-speaking skills.
As we saw in the case of the village health initiative in Kenya, 

the relationship between prime contractors and subcontractors 
can be problematic. In Madagascar, Land O’Lakes was a subcon-
tractor to Chemonics, with the role of organizing co-ops as part 
of the larger agricultural project. So, my consulting contract was 
with Land O’Lakes, but ultimately, I was accountable to the head 
of the Chemonics project in Madagascar, who did not appear to 
have any interest in the cocoa farming co-op that I was there to 
work on.

If the marathon health mutual evaluation in Mali, Burkina Faso, 
and Benin was the most arduous international consulting proj-
ect I’ve ever done, the cocoa project in Madagascar was the most 
stressful. The reason for the stress was that I had to communicate 
in French almost the entire time I was in the country. 

When I had contracted with Land O’Lakes to do the project, 
part of the agreement was that I would have a translator work-
ing alongside me. It turned out that my “translator” spoke almost 
no English, and, as a result, I was forced to rely on my limited 
conversational French when I was in the field with my Malagasy 
colleagues, interviewing cocoa farmers, participating in meetings, 
and making presentations about strategies for organizing cocoa 
farmers into co-ops.

Despite the serious communication problems, I was able to pre-
pare a co-op development strategy report (in English) that pre-
sented a very promising way for Malagasy cocoa farmers to form 
co-ops as part of an export marketing strategy. However, to my 
knowledge, Chemonics never implemented my proposed co-op 
development and marketing strategy.
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Development lessons
Beware of development organizations that go through the motions, 
but are not committed to following through on a co-op project.

Make sure that one’s (or one’s translator’s) language skills fit the 
context of a project.

Chapter 20 

Small-scale Commercial Farming in 
South Africa – 2008-2017 

I made several visits to South Africa between 2008 and 2017, 
carrying out a variety of different tasks: conducting training 
sessions on cooperative development; doing case-study research 
on co-ops and potential co-ops in the country; identifying poten-
tial sources of funding for agricultural co-op development; and 
presenting a paper on co-op to co-op trade at an international 
cooperative gathering in Cape Town.

I enjoyed traveling around South Africa and getting a sense of 
the country, but, in terms of my co-op development efforts, I came 
away deeply frustrated, for a variety of reasons. For starters, South 
Africa has the highest level of income inequality of any country 
in the world. Most of the people suffering the brunt of this in-
equality are rural, Black subsistence or subsistence-plus farmers, 
under- and unemployed Blacks, and their families. Many of the 
smallholder farmers have the potential to become small-scale 
commercial farmers, but receive very little development assis-
tance to help make the transition. Instead, in a continuation of 
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the practices of apartheid, commercial agriculture is dominated 
by large-scale white farmers. 

It is worth noting that most of the commercial agriculture in 
sub-Saharan Africa is by smallholder farmers. For example, Kenya 
has built a strong agricultural economy mostly based on small-
farm production. An additional effect of a smallholder agricul-
tural system is to slow the migration of rural residents to urban 
areas, thus reducing overcrowding and poor living conditions in 
the cities.

Ever since the end of apartheid and the beginning of demo-
cratic elections in 1994, the national government, dominated by 
the African National Congress, has promised to redistribute farm-
land in order to increase Black ownership. These redistribution 
efforts have had very limited success.106

Research project on smallholder farming in South Africa 
My last foray into this apartheid-like agricultural economy was in 
2017 when Mpumelelo Ncwadi, a South African colleague, and 
I visited about 20 farms and co-ops and conducted interviews 
to determine possible ways in which smallholder Black farmers 
could become more involved in commercial agriculture.

We were affiliated with the University of Wisconsin’s Center for 
Integrated Agricultural Systems, and the University of Fort Hare, 
Eastern Cape, South Africa, when we carried out this research.

We identified three promising approaches to increase commer-
cial Black farming:

•	Medium- and large-scale Black family farms had had lim-
ited commercial success to date, but showed promise for the 
future, especially if the farmers were members of multipurpose 
cooperatives.
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•	Smallholder Black commercial farms had very good poten-
tial, if they received coordinated assistance through co-ops or 
similar programs.

•	Small-scale livestock owners also showed high potential for 
commercial success if they participated in co-ops or other 
coordinated programs involving rotational grazing, access to 
credit, breeding support, and marketing assistance.107

We shared our paper with a number of agricultural organiza-
tions, government agencies, and others, but have not yet seen any 
improvements in this terribly unjust situation.

Development lessons
There is a litany of changes that need to be made in order to bring 
about significant involvement of smallholder farmers in South Afri-
can commercial agriculture:

•	Reduce the near-monopoly of large white farmers in 
commercial agriculture.

•	Launch effective initiatives by the national and provincial 
governments to increase the number of Black, smallholder 
commercial farms

•	Provide domestic and/or international funding and technical 
assistance for innovative approaches to address the current 
inequitable situation.

•	Secure commitments by wholesale and retail buyers to enter 
into purchasing contracts with smallholder groups. 
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Chapter 21 

Analysis of a Village Development 
Program in Kenya – 2008

This was an unusual international assignment for me because it 
involved community development rather than co-op development.

The Aga Khan Foundation is a well-respected charitable and 
development organization based in Switzerland.108 Most of its as-
sistance is targeted to Muslim communities around the world. The 
foundation had been carrying out a long-term project in a number 
of villages on the eastern side of Kenya in the Mombasa area. 

My job was to evaluate the village-level activities of the foun-
dation. There was another, somewhat hidden, agenda as well. The 
foundation wanted to move away from this village development 
model, and was looking for evidence that the current approach 
wasn’t working very well.

That second agenda item created a problem because my site 
visits and interviews indicated that the foundation’s village devel-
opment approach was generally successful. That’s what I wrote in 
my report, but that’s not what the staff wanted to hear. The review 
process for my report was truly mind-boggling. I received a set of 
edits and comments from five or more staff members that were 
almost as long as the report itself. That’s a bit of an exaggera-
tion, but I’ve never before or since been hammered with such a 
lengthy critique of a project report. Because staff had a precon-
ceived expectation of receiving a negative report, they reacted by 
micro-questioning my mostly positive evaluation.

I reacted by figuratively throwing my hands up in the air and 
saying “I give up.” When I did that, they backed off on asking me 
to respond to their highly detailed comments and questions, and 
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requested a less daunting revision of the report, which I provided 
and they accepted.

Development lessons
Completing this assignment for the Aga Khan Foundation was an 
unpleasant experience. The research itself was interesting and edu-
cational, and exposed me to an effective community development 
model.

The problem was that the foundation staff didn’t want a positive 
evaluation of the program, and they took it out on the messenger – 
me -- when they didn’t hear what they wanted to hear.

This project touches on a number of issues: 

•	Problems resulting when organizational representatives 
have preconceived expectations about a project’s perfor-
mance and are not open to hearing something different.

•	 Internal review processes characterized by micro-manage-
ment and bias.

•	Too many cooks in the kitchen. 

Chapter 22 

Developing and Monitoring Dairy  
Co-ops in Sri Lanka – 2009-2011

As in South Sudan, I worked in Sri Lanka shortly after a civil war. 
In the Sri Lankan case, the war was between the government and a 
Tamil rebel organization. The war lasted from 1983 to 2009. 
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I worked on contract with Land O’Lakes, primarily in Batticaloa, 
a Tamil village on the eastern coast of the country, in 2009 and 
2011. My job was to help develop and monitor progress on the 
formation of a multi-tiered dairy cooperative. 

Many of the villagers around Batticaloa raised cattle for milk and 
meat, but were mostly not focused on getting products to market. 
Land O’Lakes was implementing a dairy co-op project intended 
to generate revenue for these small-scale farmers by aggregating 
milk from clusters of farmers, and shipping it on to a commercial 
dairy for processing and marketing. The model was similar to the 
one that Land O’Lakes used in Uganda. Primary co-ops were or-
ganized among neighboring farmers, who brought their milk to 
nearby collection points for weighing and testing. The milk from 
these collection points was then brought to a secondary co-op lo-
cation where it was kept in coolers and then delivered to the dairy 
processing plant.

This was a cost-effective way to get small farmers into the 
market economy, and for them to get a decent return on the milk 
produced by their cows.

When I returned for my second visit in 2011, most of the co-ops 
were up and running and doing well. But there was one issue in 
particular that presaged future problems. The privately-owned 
dairy company that collected and processed the milk didn’t appear 
to like the fact that it was purchasing milk through a group of co-
operatives rather than directly from the dairy farmers. In one in-
terview I had with a company executive, he basically stated that 
he’d rather have the company deal directly with individual farmers 
to avoid having to negotiate with the co-ops. This attitude did not 
bode well for the future relationship between the company and the 
network of co-ops. 
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Development lessons
The Batticaloa project is another example of the effectiveness of the 
Land O’Lakes dairy co-op development model based on milk collec-
tion at local primary co-ops, aggregation at the secondary co-op lev-
el, and delivery to, and processing by, one or more dairy processors.

As in Uganda, relying on a state or private dairy processor can create 
tension between farmers and processors, because the latter has a 
tendency to want to drive down prices they pay for milk. But, since 
the farmers are organized in co-ops, the processors are not easily 
able to do so.

The fact that the farmers of Batticaloa were primarily members of 
the Tamil minority ethnic group, and the owners of the dairy compa-
ny were Sinhalese – the majority ethnic group in the country – prob-
ably added to this tension.

Chapter 23 

Launching a Co-op Development 
Campaign in Bhutan – 2010

Doing a three-week consulting assignment in Bhutan was an 
unusual, exotic, and frustrating experience. The country of less than 
1 million inhabitants is situated on the border between China and 
India, with Himalayan mountain peaks ranging up to 23,000  feet 
(7,000 m) on the Chinese side and subtropical lowlands on the 
Indian side. It is very probably the “steepest” country in the world. 
Its mountainous topography and plethora of beautiful Buddhist 
monasteries and shrines make it a very popular attraction for 
tourists, even though the government limits access by requiring 
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them to spend a hefty amount of money per day while they are in 
the country. 

As a consultant to the government, I got to enjoy Bhutan’s beauty 
without having to pay this cost. I spent most of my time in the cap-
ital, Thimphu, which is about a mile and a half (2,300 m) above 
sea level. My job was to advise the Department of Cooperatives 
on how to implement the country’s relatively new cooperative law.

Another fascinating thing about Bhutan was that it was under-
going a transition from an autocratic kingdom to a democratic 
constitutional monarchy. The kingdom of Bhutan began in the 
early 1600s. In 1999, the king decreed that the country would 
become a parliamentary democracy with a titular royal family (a 
model similar to the United Kingdom) beginning with the ascen-
sion of his son to the throne. The constitution was enacted in 2008. 
So, my assignment was in the youngest democracy in the world.

The frustrating part of my job was providing advice on coop-
erative development to an audience that wanted to move at a gla-
cially slow pace, despite the opportunities for rapid co-op growth. 
Surprisingly to me, the go-slow advocates were primarily com-
posed of expatriate advisers to the co-op department. The head of 
the department was far more sympathetic to a more assertive ap-
proach. Since I was a short-term consultant and my cautious op-
ponents were long-term advisors, I was destined to lose the battle.

To provide a sense of the slow-motion bureaucracy in the 
Bhutanese government, the co-op law that was about to be imple-
mented had been passed in 2000, but did not have accompanying 
regulations developed until 2010 – a ten-year lag between enact-
ment and rules for implementation.

The main reason that I saw an opportunity to get a fast start on 
co-op development, now that the long-delayed regulations were in 
place, was because Bhutan had organized several hundred well-es-
tablished forestry and farm associations, many of which were ripe 
to switch to cooperative businesses. In fact, I spent part of my time 
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in the country doing site visits to these farm and forestry organi-
zations to validate their readiness to become co-ops. I wasn’t alone 
in my belief about co-op conversion. Many of the Bhutanese gov-
ernment advisers to these organizations agreed. I calculated that 
50 to 100 of them could become co-ops during an initial two-year 
period.

In my final report, I laid out a step-by-step approach to convert-
ing these entities into co-ops, including draft forms that could be 
filled out to help facilitate the transition. This was all to no avail, 
because the go-slow bureaucrats were adamant in their prefer-
ences for establishing a handful of co-ops in the first couple of 
years rather than having a more assertive co-op development cam-
paign. The final score: Bureaucrats: 1, EG: 0.

So, the best part of my trip to Bhutan was spent visiting Buddhist 
monasteries, hiking, and enjoying the breathtaking scenery. My 
co-op development assignment was a bust, at least in the short-
term. Otherwise, I had a wonderful trip.

Development lessons
The big lesson here is that bureaucratic inertia can be a huge imped-
iment to cooperative development. (That was also the case in Ghana, 
where an attempt by the CLUSA co-op team and a host of Ghanaian 
cooperators was not able to convince the government to replace an 
outdated, colonially based, co-op law. This case study is presented in 
Chapter 32.)

A difference between the two examples, however, is the role in 
Bhutan played by expatriate advisers in holding back co-op develop-
ment.
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Chapter 24 

Case Study of an Agroforestry Project in 
Niger – 2011

My evaluation of the Moringa project in Niger as a CLUSA consul-
tant was probably the most educationally rewarding and hopeful 
of my international consulting assignments. 

Niger is one of the poorest countries in the world as measured 
by GDP per person. Most of the country is occupied by the Sahara 
Desert, and most of the rest is in the Sahel region of northern 
Africa characterized by low rainfall and low-productivity soils. 

Around the time I was there, Boko Haram extremists based 
in northern Nigeria occasionally raided Niger from the south, 
and ISIS and other terrorist groups dropped down from the 
desert from time to time to cause trouble, including kidnapping 
Westerners. So, I was almost always accompanied by one or more 
colleagues from Niger. When I was alone, I was cautioned to stay 
within a prescribed area near my hotel.

Given these negative factors, why was my trip to Niger such a 
positive experience? One important reason was that the project 
director, Zakaria Mamoudou, and I got along very well. He was 
my guide and interpreter during most of my stay in the country. 
The second key reason was the success of the Moringa project, and 
the positive effects that it was having on the people whom I met, 
and more broadly on the health, nutrition, and economy of Niger.

So, what is Moringa and why was its proliferation a big deal? 
Moringa is classified as a kind of tree. But, it’s a very special tree. 
Among other attributes, it tolerates semi-arid climate conditions, 
grows quickly when watered regularly, produces highly nutritious 
leaves that can be harvested monthly throughout the year, and is a 
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popular ingredient in local dishes. The leaves can also be pulver-
ized into a powder and mixed with milk and other foods, espe-
cially as a nutritional supplement for kids. Because many Nigerois 
suffer from periodic undernutrition, Moringa is an excellent addi-
tion to the food supply.

The purpose of the project was to distribute newly developed 
Moringa hybrid seeds throughout the country, assist farmers to 
cultivate the resulting trees properly, and produce enough leaves, 
not only for family and local consumption, but for marketing into 
the urban areas of the country. As production increased, co-ops 
were seen as a key means to aggregate, dry, and sell the leaves on 
behalf of member farmers.

Based on my visits to a couple of dozen rural and urban sites 
around Niger, the project was going gangbusters. Thousands of 
farmers and gardeners were growing the trees successfully, and 
consuming and marketing dried leaves and powder. They were 
being sold by market women in cities and large villages in many 
locations throughout the country. And this had all been accom-
plished in about three years.

The missing piece was cooperative marketing. Because pro-
duction was still ramping up, I was told by project team members 
and farmers that additional volume was required before co-ops 
needed to come into play in order to formalize and expand the 
marketing initiative.

Even with the nascent co-op component, I was impressed by 
the other aspects of the project, and presented a very positive 
evaluation in my final report. I recently received an email from 
Mamoudou, confirming that the distribution of Moringa leaves 
across the country continued to go well, although there didn’t 
appear to be much co-op marketing of this product.
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Development lessons
The project was an example of a successful initiative to improve nu-
trition and generate economic benefits rapidly and on a fairly large 
scale. Several things created this success: a new Moringa hybrid with 
several desirable attributes – faster-growing trees and larger leaves; 
good taste and high nutritional value; a well-organized CLUSA 
project team with an effective dissemination plan; and funding from 
USAID.

When I left Niger, it was too early to tell if the co-op component 
would take shape as planned. In fact, there is reason to doubt that it 
would because of the imminent completion of the project. But even 
without the formation of marketing co-ops, I consider the project 
a success because Moringa was being produced and marketed 
effectively by individual farmers and informal groups of farmers, by 
middlemen and women, and by urban and village market women. 
I would have preferred the involvement of co-ops in order to provide 
a larger share of the retail sales price back to the farmers, but there 
were plenty of benefits even without the higher return.

Chapter 25 

Evaluation of a Soybean Project in 
Mozambique – 2012 

In 2012, the year following my assignment in Niger, I conducted 
a somewhat similar evaluation for CLUSA in Mozambique, a 
final review of a five-year project in which about 5,000 small-
holder farmers were introduced to the cultivation and marketing 
of non-GMO soybeans. “Non-GMO” means that these beans 
were not genetically modified. Many countries, in Europe and 
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elsewhere, don’t allow the importation of feed or food containing 
GMOs.

There is an interesting backstory to this project. Felleskjøpet, a 
large Norwegian agricultural cooperative, had been looking for a 
way to import non-GMO soybeans because the climate of Norway 
is not conducive to soybean production. The co-op identified the 
area around Gurue in north central Mozambique as well-suited 
for this production. The co-op and the Norwegian Agency for 
Development Cooperation contracted with CLUSA to run the 
project because of its long history of providing co-op development 
assistance in Mozambique. These are the origins of the project 
I was hired to evaluate. 

I took a five-hour trip by Land Rover from Nampula, a large 
city in northern Mozambique, to Gurue. Since there was not much 
tourism in this area, lodging for travelers was scarce. I stayed in a 
room in the rectory of a local Catholic church, and had most of my 
meals with the priests and brothers there.

My work consisted of visiting farms that were part of the proj-
ect, interviewing farmers and project staff, combing through five 
years of project reports and other data, and preparing an evalua-
tion of my findings. What I found was a multi-part story:

1. 	 The project had done an excellent job of training and distrib-
uting inputs to more than 5,000 smallholder farmers, pro-
viding technical assistance as they grew their soy crops, and 
helping to find market outlets for the soybeans produced.  
The project also had a major literacy component and an em-
phasis on training women farmers. Both of these aspects of the 
project also went very well.

2. 	 In terms of co-op development, however, there wasn’t much 
going on. Due, in part, to a lack of emphasis by project staff, 
farmers were not ready to effectively operate primary co-ops, 
where seeds and other inputs could be distributed, and where 
harvested soybeans could be aggregated and stored. Secondary 
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co-ops, responsible for the delivery of inputs to, and the 
marketing of beans from the primary co-ops, were even less 
developed.

So, I gave strong positive grades to the agriculture, literacy, and 
gender components of the project, and a low grade to the cooper-
ative development part. 

I concluded that, in general, project staff did not prioritize co-op 
development. Why not – especially since CLUSA specializes in 
co-op development, and one of the main funders for the project 
was a co-op? Although I didn’t put this explicitly in the report, 
I attributed the lack of emphasis on co-ops to the biases of the 
in-country project leadership (the country director in Nampula, 
and the succession of on-site project directors in Gurue). Co-op 
development did not appear to be a priority to them. As one proj-
ect director said to me, “You can’t organize Mozambican farmers 
into co-ops.” This sounded like a stereotype and a self-fulfilling 
prophecy. Several Mozambican project staff members concurred 
with me in this assessment.

Despite these problems on the co-op side, I considered the 
GMO soybean project a success. A large number of subsistence 
and subsistence-plus farmers had become profitable, small-scale 
commercial farmers. Even without the supportive role that co-ops 
would have played, the farmers were able to get inputs and find 
markets anyway, although probably not as economically as they 
would have been able to through well-organized co-ops.

A major irony of this project was that the Norwegian co-op, 
that had played key roles in initiating and funding the project, did 
not receive any of the soybeans produced by it. The reason for this 
was that the poultry industry in Mozambique was growing rapidly 
at the same time as the farmers in the project were increasing their 
production of soybeans. Since soy is an excellent source of pro-
tein for poultry, almost all of the soy production from the project 
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went to the Mozambican poultry industry, leaving the Norwegian 
co-op high and dry.

The Norwegians were delighted with the success of the proj-
ect anyway, so delighted that they and the Norwegian government 
funded two additional five-year phases of the project that were 
much larger than the original phase. About 30,000 farmers were 
trained in the second phase, and about the same number of farm-
ers are included in the third phase which ends in 2022. 

In addition to all of the components of the first phase, the ad-
ditional phases emphasize rotational farming and conservation 
agriculture, which “increases productivity (40-60%), decreases 
agricultural losses, and mitigates the negative impact of climate 
change by developing the economic and environmental resilience 
of farmers.109 

By the way, the Norwegian co-op ended up securing most of its 
non-GMO soybeans from Brazil instead of Mozambique.

Development lessons
Some of the lessons from this project are similar to those from the 
Moringa project in Niger. 

•	The projects were very successful in ramping up agricultural 
production among male and female smallholder farmers. 

•	Both had strong domestic markets for their products. 

•	The level of success of both projects generated follow-up 
projects.

•	Neither accomplished much in the way of cooperative 
development. 

•	A major difference was that there appeared to be neglect 
of co-ops in Mozambique, and more of a timing problem 
in Niger. That is, the growth of Moringa leaf marketing had 
not yet reached the point of benefiting strongly from co-op 
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purchasing and marketing by the time the project was 
ending.

•	Another difference was the role of literacy training in the 
Mozambican project.

•	A final difference was the emphasis on conservation agricul-
ture in Mozambique.

Chapter 26 

Designing an Integrated Cooperative 
Project in Haiti – 2013 

Working with staff from the World Council of Credit Unions 
(WOCCU), HealthPartners, and CLUSA, I participated in exploring 
the development of an integrated agricultural, credit union, and 
health project in Haiti.

The idea behind the exploratory phase was to design a co-op 
development project or set of projects in Haiti in which three US 
NGOs – CLUSA, WOCCU, and Health Partners – would coordi-
nate their work with development organizations in Haiti. All three 
organizations had very good track records in co-op development. 
CLUSA had almost 70 years of experience in developing agri-
culture-related co-ops, healthcare projects, and other initiatives. 
WOCCU had developed and assisted financial co-ops in dozens of 
countries around the world. HealthPartners was a very successful 
health cooperative in Minnesota, and had done pioneering health-
care work in Uganda. CLUSA and WOCCU were already engaged 
in projects in Haiti.
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My participation in the project consisted primarily of being the 
surrogate representative from CLUSA at two meetings in Haiti 
with representatives from the other two U.S. organizations and 
10 or so Haitian NGOs and international organizations working 
in Haiti.

Several things bothered me from the beginning. There was no 
clear idea among the three U.S. NGOs of what a joint project might 
look like. The trips to Haiti had more the feel of fishing expeditions 
than project-development meetings. I felt particularly uncomfort-
able about taking up the time of, and creating expectations among, 
the Haiti-based people at the table. A number of very good ideas 
were presented, but the U.S. folks didn’t yet have the funds to 
follow up on them. They were betting on the “come” – that is, that 
they would be able to get follow-up money from USAID to carry 
out the joint projects discussed. To my knowledge, no such funds 
ever materialized. As a result, the main effects of the project were 
to create false expectations among the participating organizations 
and, possibly, to poison the well for future collaboration and trust.

Development lessons
The primary lesson that I derived from this exploratory project was 
the importance of having a clear plan of action and some funding 
to back it up before engaging with potential partners. If the meet-
ings in Haiti had been billed as part of a research project to identify 
potential co-op-related initiatives, that would have been a more 
legitimate approach. But that wasn’t what was done. The impression 
given was that the meetings were a prelude to one or more joint de-
velopment projects, even though the money had not been secured 
(or even tentatively promised) to fund such projects.
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Chapter 27 

The Development of Producer Co-ops in 
Indonesia and East Timor

The longest-lasting international cooperative development initia-
tive in the world is taking place in Indonesia and East Timor. 
CLUSA began working in Indonesia in 1977. Forty-three years 
later, it’s still there – and in East Timor, which became independent 
from Indonesia in 2002. CLUSA continues to carry out a range of 
co-op development and support projects involving shrimp, fish, 
vanilla beans, furniture, mushrooms, cocoa, organic and specialty 
coffee, cinnamon and other spices, baby corn and other items.110 

I interviewed several people knowledgeable about CLUSA’s 
long-term work in Indonesia and East Timor as part of a report 
on co-op to co-op trade that I prepared for the U.S. Overseas 
Cooperative Development Council in 2013, and followed up with 
further research in 2020. I would love to visit this project, but have 
not had the opportunity to date.

In East Timor, CLUSA played a major role in organizing, and 
continues to provide support services to Cooperativa Café Timor. 
This is the country’s largest farmer cooperative – with about 30,000 
members – and one of the largest single-source suppliers of certi-
fied organic coffee in the world.111

A demand-driven strategy is a key aspect of CLUSA’s success 
in developing export-oriented cooperatives in these countries. It 
doesn’t just assist co-ops to produce products, it targets products 
to already-identified markets. In addition, the project has empha-
sized adding value to commodity products, primarily via joint 
ventures, in which co-ops partner with other businesses to secure 
capital, expertise, and international trade connections. These 
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business partners include Cooperative Business International 
(CBI), which originally was organized by NCBA in 1994 and then 
reorganized as a privately-owned company in the late 1990s, with 
NCBA as a minority owner. 

Development lessons
This example illustrates that the three- to five-year duration of many 
cooperative development projects often grossly underestimates 
the time required to launch a successful cooperative project, and 
to meet the long-term assistance needs of co-ops in developing 
countries. 

The example also emphasizes the importance of market-driven 
cooperative development and the successful use of joint ventures to 
add value to products.

Chapter 28 

Key Lessons from These International 
Projects

Why are international cooperative development projects successful, 
partially successful, or failures? This chapter provides a compar-
ative analysis of key reasons for success and failure, and makes 
suggestions for improving development projects in the future.

The international cooperative development projects reviewed 
above have produced mixed results. My favorites are the commu-
nity health initiative in Kenya, the comprehensive dairy project 
in Uganda, the Moringa project in Niger, the soybean project in 
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Mozambique, and the long-term CLUSA project in Indonesia and 
East Timor.

Sometimes development organizations are primarily respon-
sible for a project’s success or failure. In other cases, the funder 
deserves most of the credit or blame. There are also cases in which 
the government of the host country or local leaders make or break 
a project. And then there are projects that succeed or fail for mul-
tiple reasons.

Development organizations
Overall, I was impressed with the dedication and quality of work 
by the staff members of co-op development organizations that 
I encountered during the past 20 years. One criticism that I have is 
that in some cases, there was not enough emphasis on the “co-op” 
part of development. This was partly a function of the short time-
frame in which many of the projects had to operate. For example, 
it was easier to accomplish the delivery of agricultural and health 
assistance than it was to help local residents create well-func-
tioning co-ops.

During the course of my international development work, I oc-
casionally encountered approaches to development, including 
“cooperative” development, that were ill-conceived and not in the 
best interests of the recipients of the assistance. One example is a 
“flavor of the day” approach to development, often resulting from 
a for-profit developer convincing a funder, e.g. USAID, that it had 
a unique approach to community health care, small business de-
velopment, or some other development niche, that would work 
wonders for solving local problems. Developers who play this 
game well push several flavors at the same time, and then move 
on to new flavors when the old ones don’t pan out as promised. 
Some funders don’t catch on to this scheme, or choose not to pe-
nalize developers for the many flavors that fail and are jettisoned 
along the way. I would put some of the health mutual projects in 
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West Africa and Chemonics’ cocoa project in Madagascar in this 
category.

Development funders
USAID and other development-related organizations often set 
different project priorities for different countries without clear 
rationales. For example, during at least the past decade, the USAID 
office in South Africa has given a low priority to assisting small-
holder Black farmers to increase their involvement in commer-
cial agriculture. This decision has been despite the fact that South 
Africa has the most unequal distribution of income of any country 
in the world, and rural Black South Africans are the poorest resi-
dents of the country. For some reason, perhaps because South 
Africa has a relatively large gross domestic product (which is 
really no reason at all), USAID has shown no interest in assisting 
the country’s poor Black rural residents.

Sometimes, development decisions are made at the whim of the 
local USAID office or other development organization staff. For 
example, in the South Sudan co-op development project I assisted, 
the USAID country director arbitrarily closed down the proj-
ect despite the fact that it was progressing well, and transferred 
the funds to a project in another part of the country, leaving the 
previous project without any assistance at a critical point in its 
development.

Host countries
There are two examples in particular among the 25 or so projects 
in which I participated that the host country was a key player in 
making the project less successful than it could have been. One 
was Ghana, in which the national government resisted, rather 
than supported, a reform of the national cooperative law that 
would have created a genuinely democratic context for cooper-
atives in the country. The other was Bhutan, where the national 
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department of cooperatives took an overly cautious approach to 
implementing its cooperative law. This resulted in a much-more 
timid introduction of co-ops to the country than was necessary.

Development lessons
In comparing the international co-op case studies presented above, 
there are a wide variety of reasons for the degree of success or 
failure of the projects reviewed. In a few cases, the funder or the host 
country played a decisive role in undercutting the projects. For the 
most part, however, the co-op development organization itself was 
primarily responsible for the project’s outcome. Most of those out-
comes were good, although ironically, the co-op part of the develop-
ment process was sometimes the weakest link. The short duration of 
many of the projects was a key factor responsible for inadequately 
developed co-ops. 

CLUSA’s long-term, multi-faceted project in Indonesia and East 
Timor, and the decade-long dairy project of Land O’Lakes in Uganda, 
are examples of successful co-op development, in large part because 
the organizations had both the expertise and the time to assist in 
the building of these co-ops.
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Strengthening the Building 
Blocks of the Cooperative 

Community

The previous two sections of the book have focused on the histor-
ical development of seven cooperative sectors and on the history 
of cooperative development itself, and also on 18 recent examples 
of international cooperative development projects. I have drawn 
lessons and provided comparative analyses to better understand 
the cases presented, and to contribute to improving cooperative 
development efforts in the future.

This section looks at seven cooperative “building blocks” – key 
factors that influence the success or failure of co-op develop-
ment projects. This section also makes a set of recommendations 
for strengthening and better coordinating these building blocks 
during the next decade – and for the remainder of the 21st-century.

What are these building blocks? The seven factors that I write 
about below are: cooperative entrepreneurship, research, educa-
tion, technical and organizational support, laws and regulations, 
finance, and cooperation among cooperatives, plus the integration 
of these building blocks.

Following are two brief examples of the use of these building 
blocks in different cooperative sectors.

•	As described in Chapter 1, mutual insurance companies were 
initially formed by local groups of business owners and other 
citizens who developed ways to mobilize community members 
to fight fires quickly and to pool funds in order to rebuild after 
fires. When new mutuals formed, they followed these early 
models, supplemented with advice from established mutuals. 
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Interestingly, in the United States, laws and regulations related 
to these mutuals were not developed until several decades after 
this co-op sector came into being.

•	Electric co-ops in the United States were formed in rural com-
munities to fill gaps left by for-profit utilities. Initially, these 
co-ops were slow to develop because of the high cost of gen-
erating electricity and transmitting it over long distances. A 
key factor that accelerated their development was the passage 
of the Rural Electrification Act in 1936, which provided low-
cost loans to electric utilities in rural areas. Once this missing 
financial piece had been filled, there was rapid growth of rural 
electric co-ops across the United States.

Both of these examples illustrate the use of cooperative building 
blocks in launching and expanding new cooperative sectors. It 
is important to recognize that in different sectors, the impor-
tance of each of the building blocks may vary substantially. For 
example, mutual insurance was financed by pooling funds of 
mutual members. In the case of rural electric co-ops, covering the 
high start-up costs was made possible by a federal loan program. 
These two co-op sectors also differ substantially in the way they 
were replicated and adapted. In the early years of mutuals, neigh-
borhoods and communities learned from the examples of other 
mutuals as guides to their formation. Rural electrics also bene-
fited from lessons learned from other co-ops, but were also very 
strongly affected by the need to conform to the requirements for 
receiving federal approval for their loan financing. 

The following chapters provide information on each of the 
building blocks and make recommendations for using them more 
effectively to strengthen the cooperative community between 
2021 and 2030.
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Chapter 29 

Cooperative Entrepreneurship

The online Business Dictionary defines entrepreneurship as, “The 
capacity and willingness to develop, organize and manage a busi-
ness venture along with any of its risks in order to make a profit.”112 

Cooperative entrepreneurship differs in one important way 
from this definition in that the priority goal is to provide a ser-
vice rather than to make a profit. That isn’t to say that profits are 
not important, but rather that they are secondary to the service 
mission of the organization. So, in the example of the rural elec-
tric co-ops mentioned above, the primary purpose is to provide 
reliable and affordable electricity to the member-owners of the co-
ops. To do this, each co-op must generate a surplus in order to stay 
in business and continue to carry out its mission.

Cooperative entrepreneurs mentioned in the historical section 
of the book include Benjamin Franklin, the Rochdale Pioneers, 
Edward Filene, José María Arizmendiarrieta, and Rod Nilsestuen. 

In international development, many of the cooperative entre-
preneurs are organizations rather than individuals. For example, 
CLUSA, Land O’Lakes, the 10 organizational members of the 
Cooperatives Europe Development Platform,113 and other inter-
national development organizations.

In addition to these co-op entrepreneurs, there are hundreds of 
thousands of individuals and small organizing groups who play 
lead roles in starting co-ops and in infusing new energy and direc-
tion into established co-ops.

The Mondragon Federation, discussed in Chapter 6, provides 
a unique example of cooperative entrepreneurship. Starting with 
one worker-owned business in the 1950s, this co-op federation 
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expanded to include well over 200 businesses and other organiza-
tions. A key catalyst for this growth and diversification has been 
the research, development, and financing arms of the federation 
that prepare, oversee, and provide funding for the implementation 
of business plans. These R&D components also review business 
plans of Mondragon network members, and mentor new busi-
nesses to increase the likelihood of their success.

This co-op development approach at Mondragon is the inspira-
tion for the first “building block” recommendation.

Coordinated support for cooperative entrepreneurship

RECOMMENDATION 1 
Build on the work of the International Cooperative Entrepreneurship 
Think Tank (ICETT) to create a “hands-on” network of cooperative busi-
ness planning centers.

These centers would help new and established co-ops and multi-co-op ini-
tiatives to develop and sustain innovative co-op businesses.

ICETT was established by the International Cooperative Alliance 
in 2018 “to serve as a strategic hub at the service of the coopera-
tive movement to strengthen the entrepreneurial performance of 
cooperatives.”114 . 

Recommendation one is strongly supportive of ICETT, and en-
courages this new entity to coordinate direct entrepreneurial as-
sistance to co-ops and groups of co-ops in addition to its think 
tank functions. 

For example, the 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) 
established by the United Nations in 2015 include a rich array of 
cooperative entrepreneurial opportunities.115 Co-ops are already 
carrying out some of these goals in renewable energy, community 
health, housing, and other areas. But some of these initiatives face 
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problems of scale, efficiency, and coordination, and could greatly 
benefit from assistance provided by ICETT and other co-op entre-
preneurial support organizations. 

Regarding SDG 7 “providing energy for all,” the co-op commu-
nity has thus far been helping to create and expand energy co-ops 
for a small percentage of the almost 1 billion people without 
electricity.116

With the help of ICETT and similar initiatives, the co-op com-
munity could approach the UN energy goal in a much more com-
prehensive and efficient manner than it has thus far. A key element 
in a more ambitious approach would be the involvement of one or 
more cooperative business planning centers to research, design, 
and assist in the implementation of renewable energy cooperatives 
that would reach many millions of new energy co-op members in 
developing countries.

Similar potential applies to co-op involvement in other SDG 
goals. Cooperative entrepreneurship centers could plan and coor-
dinate much more ambitious co-op development projects in order 
to contribute to the achievement of a number of SDGs. Some of 
these potential enterprises are presented in the cooperative oppor-
tunities section of the book presented below. 

Cooperative entrepreneurship centers have a broad range of 
other applications as well. Just as Mondragon identifies cooper-
ative business opportunities that create stable, well-paying jobs 
in the Basque region of Spain and in other domestic and inter-
national locations, these centers could also be used to identify 
job-creating co-ops in communities and regions with high unem-
ployment rates, and to revitalize and restructure co-ops that have 
fallen on hard times.

The key point to emphasize about co-op entrepreneurship is 
that what is now a set of generally small-scale, disjointed efforts 
to expand co-op businesses and sectors could become much more 
coordinated and strategic initiatives.
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Chapter 30 

Cooperative Research

There are many ways that research strengthens the co-op commu-
nity. A few examples are presented in this chapter.

Research as part of business planning
Cooperative entrepreneurship, discussed in Chapter 29, includes 
a number of research elements. A big part of putting together and 
implementing a successful business plan involves research – on 
technology, markets, financial viability, and other areas.

Historical research
One of my favorite examples of cooperative research is the 
two-volume history of cooperatives in the United States written by 
Joseph Knapp, and published in 1969 and 1973.117 I relied heavily 
on Knapp’s work in the historical section of this book. Within 
these two volumes, I was particularly impressed by his recounting 
of the rise of U.S. credit unions and the lessons from the orga-
nizing strategy that led to the creation of thousands of credit 
unions across the United States from the 1920s through the 1940s. 

Knapp’s work is an example of well-documented, historical 
research. This is just one of a range of research approaches that 
inform our understanding of the origins, growth strategies, and 
future potential of the cooperative community.

Data analysis 
Each year since 2005, the International Cooperative Alliance 
(ICA) has been publishing data on the 300 largest cooperatives 
in the world. In 2012, ICA joined forces with Euricse (European 
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Research Institute on Cooperative and Social Enterprises) to 
provide expanded analyses on these co-ops in annual reports of 
the World Cooperative Monitor.118 For those of us who are inter-
ested in contemporary trends in key international cooperative 
businesses and sectors, this is an invaluable resource. 

This periodic, primarily quantitative report is quite different 
from Knapp’s mostly qualitative, historical analysis of the coop-
erative community. They both provide a wealth of information 
useful to understanding the state of cooperatives in the world and 
guidance on recent and future trends.

A census of co-ops
As many of us in the cooperative community know, 2012 was the 
UN-designated International Year of Cooperatives. One side note 
to that very successful celebratory and educational year was some 
unspent funds donated by Rabobank, one of the largest coopera-
tive banks in the world, to the UN Department of Economic and 
Social Affairs. The Department decided to allocate some of these 
funds to the preparation of an unprecedented worldwide census 
of cooperatives.119 

Dave Grace and Associates was the research and consult-
ing group selected to gather and present a report on the data. 
“Measuring the Size and Scope of the Cooperative Economy: 
Results of the 2014 Global Census on Co-operatives” was pub-
lished in April 2014. It provided information on cooperatives, 
members, assets, annual gross revenue, and other co-op data for 
145 countries, representing the large majority of co-ops in the 
world.120 This 2014 report remains the only systematic effort to 
quantify information on cooperatives from all over the world.

Interactive data analysis
CoMetrics provides an excellent example of an interactive 
research tool for cooperatives. The technique was first developed 
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for retail co-op members of National Co+op Grocers (NCG) in 
the United States. In this interactive approach, retail food co-ops 
report their financial data each quarter – and other related data 
on a less frequent basis. CoMetrics aggregates the information, 
conducts comparative analyses of the data from the participating 
co-ops, and sends these analyses back to all of the co-ops and to 
NCG, where the information is used to improve performance. 
This research application began in the 1990s as a pilot project with 
a small number of grocery co-ops. Now, all of NCG’s member 
co-ops participate in this data-sharing program.121

In recent years, the CoMetrics methodology has been applied 
to additional co-op sectors and to groups of nonprofit organiza-
tions, and has excellent potential for expanded use.122

Problem-solving research
A sixth research example is a recent evaluation of a co-op devel-
opment project being carried out by Self Help Africa in Ethiopia. 
The evaluation, coordinated by the U.S. Overseas Cooperative 
Development Council, had two very specific purposes: to deter-
mine why farmers were selling a large percentage of their malt 
barley to outside buyers rather than to their cooperatives; and 
to identify ways to increase malt barley sales to the co-ops. The 
researchers were able to identify a number of reasons for the “side-
selling,” and recommended new buying practices for the co-ops to 
reduce these sales.123

The malt barley research project is a very good example of ap-
plying qualitative and quantitative research skills to understand a 
specific problem faced by a co-op or group of co-ops, and to use 
that understanding to solve or ameliorate the problem.

Opportunities for improving cooperative research
Despite the diverse examples of international cooperative research 
presented above, there remain significant gaps in these types of 
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research. The following recommendations are intended to fill 
some of these gaps.

Cooperative census
There is no periodic, comprehensive analysis of international data 
on cooperatives. The World Co-operative Monitor presents annual 
data on the 300 largest co-ops in the world and self-reported data 
from other co-ops. But the 2014 co-op census by Dave Grace and 
Associates is the only comprehensive data collection project on 
the international cooperative community. To my knowledge, there 
are no plans to follow up on this project.

RECOMMENDATION 2 
Carry out a periodic international cooperative census.

The Committee for the Promotion and Advancement of Cooperatives 
(COPAC),124 the UN Department of Economic and Social Affairs,125 or a 
similar international cooperative entity, should coordinate a periodic (e.g., 
every-five-year) worldwide census of cooperatives that collects information 
on a small number of major variables such as those in the World Coopera-
tive Monitor and the 2014 Global Census of Cooperatives. 

Coopedia
Up until Coopedia was inaugurated in 2020, there had been no 
well-organized, comprehensive, frequently updated, virtual library 
of books, periodicals, and research papers on cooperatives.

RECOMMENDATION 3
Build on the work begun by Coopedia by broadening the information it 
contains and making it more accessible to users.

The Coopedia Knowledge Base is “a collaborative search engine listing re-
sources (guides, articles, videos, books, and more) on cooperative entrepre-
neurship.”126 It is a joint project of the International Cooperative Alliance 
(ICA) and the European Union. 
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Coopedia is an excellent new resource for the co-op community, 
and for those interested in learning about co-ops and how to form 
them. One thing I noticed in reviewing the Coopedia site is that it 
could be designed in a more user-friendly manner. For example, 
unlike Wikipedia, one has to sign in to the site in order to use 
it and to specify the resource or topic that one wishes to search. 
These are intended as minor criticisms. My overall reaction is 
delight that the new resource is available.

Applied cooperative research
Although there is some strategic analysis related to the role of 
co-ops in addressing problems around the world, there is not 
enough specific research undertaken to address these prob-
lems. For example, the Alliance states that the UN’s Strategic 
Development Goal Program and the implementation of measures 
to address climate change are priorities for the international co-op 
community, but it has not yet taken the lead in coordinating 
research and development in carrying out such cooperative initia-
tives. Recommendation 1 – Creating an international network of 
cooperative entrepreneurship centers – would go a long way to 
filling this gap.

There is also not nearly enough evaluative research done on 
co-ops and co-op development projects that provides guidance 
and lessons learned for the broader co-op community. 

RECOMMENDATION 4
Form a consortium on applied cooperative research.

The purpose of the consortium would be to create an interactive relation-
ship between applied researchers and cooperative development projects in 
which researchers would apply their skills to evaluate cooperative perfor-
mance and to help solve specific co-op development problems. 
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The ICA already has a Committee on Cooperative Research 
(CCR), the primary activities of which are to organize coopera-
tive research events and to publish papers from these events. One 
possibility would be to organize the consortium as a specific sub-
part of CCR, and to coordinate the consortium’s research with the 
members of #co-ops4dev,127 the Overseas Cooperative Develop-
ment Council, and other co-op development organizations.

Chapter 31 

Cooperative Education

Personal experience
As a student, I had no access to courses on co-ops in secondary 
school nor as an undergraduate, and was only able to find one 
course on co-ops during my graduate studies. I had to make my 
own “major” in co-ops by piecing together somewhat-related 
courses, independent studies, and research for my dissertation on 
farming co-ops in Zambia. 

As a teacher, I wove some information on co-ops into my so-
ciology courses; was a trainer in several co-op development work-
shops; taught a co-op innovations course in a co-op master’s 
program at Saint Mary’s University in Halifax, Nova Scotia; and 
was part of a team that put together an international cooperative 
development manual for Land O’Lakes.128 
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The Inadequacy of cooperative education at almost all 
levels
Co-op education is a broad topic, encompassing what we learn 
about co-ops in primary and secondary schools, at the undergrad-
uate and graduate school levels, and in other venues such as coop-
erative development training programs, conferences, in-person 
and on-line seminars, other online information sources, and in 
on-the-job training.

For example, in the United States there are more than 300 mil-
lion cooperative and mutual memberships, and yet there is almost 
nothing taught about cooperatives at the secondary, college, and 
graduate school levels in social science, business, accounting, and 
law programs. 

This problem exists in other countries as well, although not to 
the extreme extent as in the United States. But the basic point ap-
plies: far greater attention needs to be paid to teaching about dem-
ocratic business forms in academic institutions and in cooperative 
development programs throughout the world. 

There is a wide variation among countries and languages in 
terms of access to these different types of cooperative learning ex-
periences. To my knowledge, there is no periodic, international 
evaluation of country-by-country access to co-op education. 

RECOMMENDATION 5
Periodically conduct an international review of cooperative education, 
and develop strategies for greatly expanding access to it.

ICA or another apex co-op organization should coordinate a periodic re-
view (for example, every five years) that would cover all the different types 
of cooperative education mentioned above. It would conclude by identify-
ing particularly effective educational approaches, and presenting strategies 
and timetables for improving cooperative education around the world.
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Chapter 32 

Cooperative Laws and Regulations

This chapter presents two examples of not-very-successful coop-
erative law reform and implementation projects. It also describes 
two programs within the cooperative community that have good 
potential to carry out effective co-op legal and regulatory reform.

Cooperative law reform in Ghana
Papa Sene, CLUSA’s West African Director, and I coordinated the 
Ghana Co-operative Law Reform Project in 2004. The project 
included four regional workshops and a national workshop to 
develop recommendations for changes in Ghana’s co-op law, 
which dates back to the pre-independence days of British colo-
nial rule before the late 1950s. We worked closely with the Ghana 
Co-operatives Council to work on the implementation of the 
proposed reforms. I prepared a case study report on the project so 
that the participatory approach used in Ghana could be adapted 
in other countries. 

Altogether, well over 100 cooperators participated in the re-
gional workshops and came up with dozens of proposed changes 
to Ghana’s co-op law. The biggest complaints were how long it 
took to get a new co-op approved – often two years or more – and 
the arbitrary power of the registrar of cooperatives to interfere in 
the operations of a co-op. What was particularly validating about 
this process was that the results and recommendations were very 
similar across the four meetings.

We then collated the regional meeting results into a composite 
set of recommendations that was used to facilitate a meeting of 
the national co-op council. Again, the process went very well, with 
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the national representatives being largely in agreement with the 
recommendations from the regional meetings. We then developed 
a proposed, revised national co-op law for consideration as a re-
placement to the old law. 

Unfortunately, all of this hard work and consensus deci-
sion-making hit a major roadblock in Ghana’s attorney general’s 
office. For whatever reason, the proposed legislation was shelved 
there despite the lobbying efforts of Co-op Council members. 
Based on a recent review of the website of Ghana’s Department 
of Cooperatives, the proposed co-op law is still gathering dust 
15 years later, or even worse, may have ended up in the attorney 
general’s waste basket.

Implementing a new set of co-op regulations in Bhutan
I presented a case study on Bhutan in Chapter 23. The punchline of 
the story was that bureaucratic inertia can be a huge impediment to 
cooperative development. When I was there in 2010, Bhutan was 
well-situated to launch an effective campaign to establish dozens 
of new forestry and farming co-ops under a newly adopted set of 
regulations. The Department of Cooperatives, however, chose to 
take an extremely go-slow approach to co-op development, largely 
based on the advice of overly cautious, expatriate advisors.

CLARITY
To quote from OCDC’s website:

The Cooperative Law and Regulation Initiative, 
CLARITY, was created in 2005 by the members of 
the U.S. Overseas Cooperative Development Council 
[OCDC], with support from the U.S. Agency for 
International Development. CLARITY grew from the 
shared experiences and convictions of OCDC’s members 
that outmoded legal systems were barriers to coopera-
tive development in many parts of the world. The goal of 
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CLARITY is to support cooperative movements as they 
analyze and change legal and regulatory environments. 
The result? To create an environment that enables coop-
erative businesses to flourish.

OCDC published four very useful reports between 2006 and 2013 
as guides to carry out the law reform goals of CLARITY:

•	Enabling Cooperative Development: Principles for Legal 
Reform129

•	Creating CLARITY: Assessment, Analysis and Outreach for 
Cooperative Legal Reform130

•	Applying the CLARITY Principles to the Nicaraguan 
Cooperative Law: Workshop Report131

•	Cooperative Advocacy: A Practical Guide to Cooperative Legal 
and Regulatory Reform132

At the present time, OCDC does not appear to be actively imple-
menting CLARITY. However, the guides that it developed continue 
to be a valuable set of tools for cooperative law reform.

ICA Cooperative Law Committee
Among a number of other issues related to cooperative law, the 
committee: 

•	 “Assesses, advises on, proposes and monitors changes in co-
operative policy at national, regional, international and global 
levels as they affect cooperative law.

•	 “Participate[s] in the establishment of implementation mech-
anisms, such as cooperative registration, monitoring and 
auditing.”133

Hagen Henrÿ, the current chair of the committee, has written 
three editions of Guidelines for Cooperative Legislation, the most 
recent in 2012.134 The book provides an excellent overview of the 
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history of cooperative laws, and a step-by-step guide to forming 
country-level cooperative laws that conform to the ICA principles.

RECOMMENDATION 6
Conduct a comprehensive international review of cooperative laws and 
regulations, and develop a strategy and implementation timetable for 
country-level reform where needed.

This review should be overseen by the Cooperative Law Committee or a 
similar entity. It should be conducted by Euricse and/or other research 
bodies knowledgeable about the international cooperative community. The 
research tools and scoring system developed by OCDC’s CLARITY project 
could play an important role in designing and implementing the research 
and reform project.

Note that this recommendation is consistent with several of the 
law-related actions proposed in ICA’s Blueprint for a Cooperative 
Decade.135

Chapter 33 

Cooperative Finance 

Finance is a necessary ingredient for turning cooperative ideas 
into reality. In a nutshell, there are three kinds of finance: grants 
and donations, equity, and debt. This chapter does not go into 
detail on these different forms of finance, but rather makes some 
basic observations and recommendations about how the cooper-
ative community can take steps to make better use of them, espe-
cially in developing countries. 
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Grants and donations
When the steering committee that formed Cooperative 
Development Services (CDS) in 1985 mapped out its strategy for 
making the organization operational, the members quickly real-
ized that grants and donations would be needed to launch and 
sustain CDS. As described in Chapter 8, CDS was incorporated as 
a cooperative, but also has a tax-exempt division that allows it to 
receive tax-deductible grants and donations. 

The fledgling organization was able to secure economic devel-
opment grant funds from the State of Wisconsin and hired a pro-
fessional fundraising firm to assist it in receiving donations from 
several large organizations in the U.S. cooperative community. 

At first glance, one may not think that the start-up of a CDO 
in Wisconsin has any relevance to strengthening the international 
cooperative community. But I would argue that it definitely does. 
The scale is different, but the process of accessing grants and do-
nations is very similar.

RECOMMENDATION 7
Establish an international cooperative education, research, and develop-
ment foundation.

The International Cooperative Alliance should take the lead in forming the 
foundation. Three critical steps in launching such a foundation would be: 
the selection of a fundraising committee comprised of representatives from 
a diverse array of co-op sectors and countries; developing an appropriate 
legal structure for the foundation; and hiring a professional fundraising 
firm to conduct a survey of the CEOs of major co-ops, foundations, and 
other potential givers, and soliciting donations from them. 

Survey responses would reveal the CEOs’ priority goals for the 
foundation, and the amount of money they believe could be real-
istically raised for it. Three successful approaches that are well 
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established in fundraising circles: use professional fundraisers to 
solicit donations; ask the leaders of the most prosperous orga-
nizations for generous contributions; and use the commitments 
of these leaders as peer pressure to secure other gifts. It is also 
important to structure the foundation sustainably, resulting in a 
pipeline of new financial support coming in on an ongoing basis.

Equity and debt
There have been a number of initiatives during the past decade 
to research the state of international financing for cooperatives, 
and to establish new international cooperative financial partner-
ships and instruments. However, a review of cooperative websites 
does not give a positive picture of the current state of these various 
initiatives.

The Global Cooperative Development Fund was established 
in 2012 (the UN’s Year of the Cooperative). To quote one source 
from 2011:

During the recent launch of the United Nations 
International Year of Co-operatives 2012 (IYC 2012), 
the worldwide co-operative movement also launched 
a new development fund – the Global Development 
Co-operative Fund (GDC) – to help provide much-
needed finance to cooperatives in developing 
countries.136

However, it is not clear whether this fund ever became opera-
tional. In 2015, the Fund appears to have morphed into the Global 
Cooperative Impact (GCI) Fund and taken on an African cooper-
ative development focus. According to ICA:

The starting point for the strategy for a global co-oper-
ative future is the powerful claim which co-operatives 
make to the outside world: that they have a way of doing 
business which is both better, and brings a more effec-
tive balance to the global economy. The GCI Fund is 
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positioning itself as a lead institution to provide long 
term financing to co-operatives in developing coun-
tries so that they may be established, grow and flourish. 
Granting reliable and dedicated funding to co-operative 
models we build the cooperative identity and strongly 
encourage participation within membership and bring 
governance to a new level of consideration.137 

Since this announcement in 2015, there have been very few refer-
ences to this new fund on the web. One wonders whether it, too, 
has become defunct or, at best, dormant.

On the positive side, CoopMed is a financial initiative begun 
in 2016 that could serve as a model for other co-op development 
funds. Credit Cooperatif is its primary shareholder. According to 
CoopMed’s website:

Social and economic innovation is key to reduce poverty, 
unemployment and inequalities that are eroding the 
social cohesion in the countries on the southern and 
eastern shores of the Mediterranean. Through its activi-
ties CoopMed aims to:

	◆ Foster job creation and economic opportunities through 
the support of local financial actors

	◆ Support initiatives for economic development promoted 
by the local civil society

	◆ Fight climate change by promoting green and innovative 
initiatives

	◆ Promote all forms of social economy initiatives: coopera-
tives, social, green and micro entrepreneurship138

RECOMMENDATION 8 
Commission the development of a strategic plan for creating a network of 
cooperative financial institutions and other sources to finance cooperative 
business development in developing countries, and implement the plan.
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ICA and other internationally oriented cooperative organizations have 
expressed interest in providing financial services to co-ops in developing 
countries during the past decade. However, with the exception of CoopMed, 
they have had limited success in doing so. Initiating a formal process for 
planning and implementing a set of financial services targeted to devel-
oping countries has potential to turn this goal into a successful initiative.

In developing such a co-op financing project, international co-
operative leaders should also consider the potential for a finan-
cial initiative similar to GoFundMe 139 in which co-ops and co-op 
members around the world would become active in donating to, 
and investing in, co-op projects in developing countries.

Chapter 34 

Cooperative Development 
Organizations

In Chapter 9, I presented a brief history of the ways in which coop-
eratives have been developed. Since the mid-1980s, an increasingly 
strong role has been played by domestic and international cooper-
ative development organizations or CDOs, including Cooperative 
Development Services, with which I was involved for almost 
30 years. 

In the first two decades of the 21st century, I was a consultant to 
several international CDOs, primarily in Africa and Asia. 

My experience with two African projects was as a colleague with 
staff members from four domestic cooperative development orga-
nizations that had been formed in Mali, Burkina Faso, and Benin 
with the assistance of CLUSA, and were operating independently 
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as community-oriented research and development organizations. 
One project was an historical review of a community health ini-
tiative in Burkina Faso (discussed in Chapter 14). The other was 
an evaluation of mutual health organizations in Mali, Burkina 
Faso, and Benin (summarized in Chapter 15). Working with staff 
members of these organizations was invaluable, not only because 
of the translation skills that they brought to the projects, but also 
because of their knowledge of the local communities we visited.

In 2013, the Overseas Cooperative Development Council hired 
me to organize an international research division. OCDC is com-
prised of 10 member organizations all of which provide cooper-
ative development assistance in developing countries. While at 
OCDC, I became familiar with Cooperatives in Development,140 
a European consortium of 10 internationally-oriented CDOs, and 
with four Canadian organizations providing international co-op 
assistance.141

Thus, I have had the opportunity to work with a variety of do-
mestic and international cooperative development organizations. 
My overriding conclusion based on these various involvements 
with CDOs is that we need many more of them – in both develop-
ing and developed countries. These organizations are a key means 
to expanding the number of co-ops around the world, and to in-
creasing the likelihood that these co-ops will be sustainable and a 
good fit with the local and national contexts in which they operate. 

RECOMMENDATION 9
Form a network of international and domestic cooperative development 
organizations to prepare and implement a strategy to establish additional 
CDOs in countries throughout the world. 

This network should be coordinated by the International Cooperative Al-
liance, Cooperatives in Development, the Overseas Cooperative Develop-
ment Council, CooperationWorks!, the Canadian cooperative development 
community, CDOs based in developing countries and other organizations. 
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Chapter 35 

Cooperation Among Cooperatives

As many of us are aware, “cooperation among cooperatives” is 
the sixth principal agreed upon by members of the International 
Cooperative Alliance in 1995. It states that:

Co-operatives serve their members most effectively 
and strengthen the co-operative movement by working 
together through local, national, regional, and interna-
tional structures.142

My favorite story about cooperation among cooperatives is 
mentioned in Chapter 25. As a reminder, the Norwegian coop-
erative, Felleskjøpet, provided financial support for a project 
in Mozambique that trained and assisted over 5,000 farmers to 
form co-ops and grow non-GMO soybeans. The project was a big 
success. The farmers proved to be very good soybean growers and 
were able to market all that they produced. However, their best 
market turned out be chicken farmers in Mozambique, and not 
the Norwegian co-op that had financed a big part of their success. 

The reaction of the Norwegian co-op? Very positive. In fact, 
the co-op provided additional funding for soybean cultivation 
in Mozambique after the completion of the first project. In other 
words, the Norwegian co-op put the success of the Mozambican 
project above its own quest for soybeans. (Felleskjøpet ended up 
contracting with growers in Brazil to meet its soybean import 
needs.) 

I wrote a report in 2013 entitled Co-op to Co-op Trade: Linking 
Producer Cooperatives in Developing Countries with Consumer 
Cooperatives in Developed Countries, and presented it at an ICA 
conference in South Africa. It reviewed the then-current state of 
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this type of trade, particularly as it related to food products pur-
chased from cooperatives of small-scale producers; drew lessons 
from the situation at the time; and made recommendations for 
increasing this type of trade in the future.

Slightly revised versions of these recommendations are pre-
sented below:

RECOMMENDATION 10
Launch a campaign to significantly increase the value of products sold by 
consumer co-ops in developed countries that are sourced from smallhold-
er producer co-ops in developing countries. 

The International Cooperative Alliance and cooperative development orga-
nizations should coordinate this campaign.

RECOMMENDATION 11 
Establish a Cooperative Development Clearinghouse to coordinate and 
increase the availability of technical and financial assistance for the for-
mation and ongoing support of smallholder agricultural co-ops in devel-
oping countries.

ICA, the Overseas Cooperative Development Council, Cooperatives in 
Development,143 and other organizations involved in international coop-
erative development should play lead roles in coordinating and increasing 
assistance to smallholder farmers. 

RECOMMENDATION 12 
Develop strategies and measurable objectives to implement a wide range 
of co-op to co-op trade and other coordinated activities among coopera-
tives.144

ICA and other organizations involved in international cooperative devel-
opment should plan and carry out this recommendation. 
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It is important to note that improving domestic and international 
trade by co-ops in general, and not just among co-ops, is a key part 
of strengthening the international cooperative community. For 
example, the long-term co-op development project in Indonesia 
and East Timor described in Chapter 27 provides an excellent 
example of international trade between co-ops and non-co-ops 
facilitated by CLUSA.

Chapter 36 

Integrating the Cooperative Building 
Blocks 

I referred to the components of this section of the book as “coop-
erative building blocks” for a reason. They are not standalone 
elements of any given cooperative or the cooperative movement 
more broadly. They need to stand together to make the co-op 
community strong. 

Following are several examples illustrating the importance 
of combining these building blocks to create more effective ap-
proaches to cooperative development.

The Mondragon federation of cooperatives provides an excel-
lent example of co-op entrepreneurship. It distinguishes itself by 
its integrated structure, combining financing through its own bank 
(a cooperative, member-owned financial institution), developing 
future co-op leaders through Mondragon University, and develop-
ing an entire infrastructure to support the cooperative community 
in the Mondragon area.
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Self Help Africa, with the assistance of the Overseas Cooperative 
Development Council, carried out an applied research project to 
determine why malt barley co-op members in Ethiopia were sell-
ing some of their barley to outside buyers rather than to their co-
ops. They used the information gathered in the research to reduce 
this “side selling.” But that isn’t the only distinguishing feature of 
Self Help Africa. This nonprofit has developed a strong fundrais-
ing capability in Europe and the United States to support its work 
in Africa, and has established an effective network of cooperative 
and community developers in a number of African countries.

Social co-ops began to make a significant impact in Italy in the 
1970s, but it wasn’t until 1991 and in subsequent years that the 
number of these co-ops proliferated as a result of a new Italian 
law defining them and giving them preferred status for providing 
social services. However, it is one thing to become legally recog-
nized, and another to earn the trust and respect of the municipal-
ities and clients with which these co-ops work. Their rapid growth 
in Italy and their spread to other European countries attest to their 
success in doing so.

The rise of credit unions and energy co-ops in the United States 
illustrate two very different ways in which co-op finance caused a 
co-op sector to take off. In the case of credit unions, this start-up 
movement was given a big sendoff by the donation of $1 million 
from Edward Filene in 1920. But it wasn’t just this donation that 
caused credit unions to grow rapidly during the next 30 years 
and beyond. The leaders of the Credit Union National Extension 
Bureau used these funds to support the passage of state-level credit 
union laws, and to organize thousands of credit unions across the 
country.

As mentioned at the beginning of this section, the big finan-
cial impediment to getting electricity to rural areas in the United 
States was the cost of transmitting it over long, sparsely popu-
lated distances. That problem was solved by a low-interest lending 
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program created by the Rural Electrification Act in 1936. However, 
the availability of this loan program was only part of the picture. 
Hundreds of rural communities needed to mobilize themselves to 
create co-ops and sign up members. 

The building blocks identified in this chapter are essential to 
forming and maintaining successful cooperatives. And yet, be-
cause co-ops are run by and for their members, and face differ-
ent obstacles to success, each co-op and each co-op sector have 
unique characteristics and paths to sustainability that place very 
different emphases on the application of the building blocks. 
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International Cooperative 
Growth Opportunities, 

2021-2030 

The current decade, 2021-2030, provides numerous opportunities 
to apply the building blocks discussed in the previous section and 
to grow the cooperative movement in ways that benefit people 
around the world. This section of the book focuses on how the 
number of co-ops and co-op memberships can increase exponen-
tially in this decade and beyond. An estimated 1 billion people are 
already members of co-ops. With effective leadership and commit-
ment of resources by the international cooperative community, 
that number could double by 2030.

Chapter 37 emphasizes the role that strategic planning can 
play in expanding the number of co-ops and co-op memberships. 
Chapter 38 identifies several opportunities for co-op growth in 
combating climate change. Chapter 39 describes co-op growth op-
portunities in community health. Chapter 40 provides a synopsis 
of this section of the book. 

Many of the opportunities identified address the UN Sustainable 
Development Goals (mentioned in Chapter 29) intended to be ac-
complished between 2016 and 2030.145 
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Chapter 37 

Realizing Co-op Opportunities Through 
Strategic Analysis and Coordinated 

Development

As I have stressed throughout the book, co-ops don’t just happen. 
People need to organize and participate in them. A common 
pattern in the history of the cooperative movement has been that 
co-ops are formed when for-profit businesses and/or the public 
sector have failed to address important human needs.

In the future, those of us in the co-op community should be 
more proactive in the way that we approach the development of 
new cooperatives. It is good to fill gaps left by for-profits and gov-
ernment agencies, but it is also important to plan ahead and ad-
dress human needs proactively. 

This chapter lays out an approach to co-op development based 
on proactive, strategic planning. If we in the co-op community 
increase this type of cooperative entrepreneurial development, we 
can augment the number of co-op memberships by the hundreds 
of millions in the next decade and more effectively address prob-
lems of economic and social justice. 

1. 	 Develop targeted strategies for co-op sectors, countries, and 
job-creation opportunities. Rapidly expanding the number of 
co-op memberships by 2030 can happen only if factors such 
as better measurement; improved legal environments; commu-
nity, governmental, foundation, and international support; and 
cooperative development assistance all increase dramatically.  
 
In addition, we need to think strategically about where to 
focus development resources. For example, insurance co-ops 
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and mutuals, and financial cooperatives are using system-
atic development strategies that result in significant growth. 
Similar approaches should be applied in other co-op sectors.  
 
The rapid expansion of cooperative businesses has to be 
planned, funded, implemented, evaluated, and periodically 
revised. For this to happen, the International Co-operative 
Alliance and others in the co-op community will need to play 
lead development roles. 

2. 	 What is the potential for co-op growth in different coun-
tries? The 2014 global co-op census estimates that India has 
about 265 million co-op memberships, equivalent to ap-
proximately 20 percent of its population. There are 136 mil-
lion co-op memberships in China, equivalent to about 
10  percent of its population. The same data set shows only 
about 2 million co-op memberships in Indonesia, equiv-
alent to between 1 and 2%  percent of its population.146 

 

What explains these differences? Are there co-op sectors 
in China and Indonesia (e.g., finance, insurance, farming, 
and/or others) that are ripe for rapid expansion? If so, how 
best can these opportunities be realized? China is the larg-
est country in the world and has one of the fastest-grow-
ing economies. Indonesia is the fourth-largest country and 
its economy also is growing at a fairly rapid pace. Significant 
growth of the cooperative movement in these two countries 
would translate into hundreds of millions of new co-op mem-
berships. Systematic analysis of the potential for cooperative 
growth should be done for other countries and regions of 
the world as well, not just those with the largest populations. 
 
As mentioned above, it appears that both financial co-ops 
and insurance co-ops and mutuals have been growing rapidly 
and have good potential to continue to do so, especially as the 
number of people living in extreme poverty diminishes. 
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3. 	 What is the potential for new and expanded agricultural 
co-ops in developing countries? I recommended in Chapter 35 
on co-op to co-op trade that a priority goal in the next decade 
should be to assist subsistence and subsistence-plus farmers 
to convert to small-scale commercial agriculture. Almost 90 
percent of the world’s 570 million farms are located in low-and 
middle-income countries. Agricultural supply, marketing, and 
service co-ops have a long history of success in developed coun-
tries and in some developing countries, such as India and Kenya.  
 
Many examples, including several described in this book, have 
shown the ability of co-ops to help poor farmers transition to 
small-scale commercial farming. Tens of millions of farmers 
could become new members of co-ops in the next 10 years. 

4. 	 How can the roles of employee-owned cooperatives, social 
co-ops, and multi-stakeholder co-ops (owned by multiple 
categories of members) expand during the next decade? In 
a few countries, such as Spain, Italy, and France, these types of 
cooperatives are a significant part of the co-op economy, but on 
a world scale, they account for a very small percentage of co-ops 
and co-op memberships. Mondragon in Spain has shown the 
way to success by creating an integrated support system for 
its member co-ops and other organizations. Such a support 
system does not have to be limited to an internally coordinated 
set of building blocks as with Mondragon. A combination of 
external and internal incentives and sources of technical and fi-
nancial assistance have propelled the rapid expansion of social 
enterprises in the European Union. Where there is a joint com-
mitment by the cooperative community and the public sector, 
as in addressing sustainable development goals, there are op-
portunities for coordinated strategies for rapid growth.
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RECOMMENDATION 13
Conduct and implement comprehensive strategies to realize cooperative 
growth opportunities around the world.

Strategic analyses should be conducted on an ongoing basis under the aus-
pices of ICA, ICETT, the cooperative section of the International Labour 
Organization,147 and/or other international cooperative organizations. 
They should be accompanied by plans of action and measurable five- and 
10-year objectives.

Chapter 38 

Co-ops and Climate Change

Co-ops and climate change
The United States and many other countries have been slow to 
develop effective policies to take action against what is potentially 
the greatest environmental disaster that the world has faced since 
humans emerged as a species. Scientists are almost unanimous in 
concluding that greenhouse gas emissions are reaching a tipping 
point that is already causing increasing world temperatures and 
deadly weather-related events, including droughts, desertification, 
floods, rising sea levels, tornadoes, forest and grass fires, and other 
effects.148 

Because of their unique values, principles, and organizational 
structure, cooperatives can play a lead role in mitigating the 
harmful impacts of global warming in the United States and in 
other countries. In theory, if not always in practice, cooperatives 
are service organizations, committed to sustainable development, 
and have the ability to mobilize large numbers of people to act on 
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their own behalf and that of their neighbors. The rapid growth 
of the mutual insurance industry, credit unions, and agricultural 
and rural electric cooperatives illustrates the power and speed of 
cooperation as an organizing activity. 

This mobilizing ability can be applied to reducing the harmful 
effects of global warming. Two examples of applying the power 
of cooperation to problems related to climate change are pre-
sented in this chapter: community solar cooperatives and forestry 
cooperatives. 

Community solar cooperatives
I presented a paper in the spring of 2019 at the Association of 
Cooperative Educators Institute entitled “Community Solar 
Cooperatives in Developing Countries.”149 Following are some 
excerpts and findings from the paper.

The purpose of the paper was to contribute to the goal of 
achieving worldwide electrification by 2030 by increasing the de-
velopment of community solar cooperatives that provide electric-
ity through mini-grids and solar installations on individual homes 
and other buildings.

There are almost a billion people who have no access to elec-
tricity, living primarily in Africa, Asia, and Latin America. That’s 
one-seventh of the world’s population. There are hundreds of 
millions more whose energy is unreliable, dirty, unhealthy, inad-
equate, unsustainable, and/or expensive – for example, kerosene, 
diesel, wood, and candles.150

Almost every country in the world has made a commitment 
through the United Nations Paris Agreement to significantly cut 
back by 2030 on their use of energy sources that emit carbon diox-
ide into the atmosphere. 

These same countries have made commitments through the 
UN’s Sustainable Development Goals program to dramatically 
improve the quality of life around the world by 2030, in part by 
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ensuring “access to affordable, reliable, sustainable, and modern 
energy for all.”151

There are many ways in which universal access to electricity will 
improve the quality of people’s lives – for example, creating job 
opportunities, reducing the workload of women by saving, on av-
erage, an hour a day that is currently spent searching for firewood, 
and preventing almost 2 million premature deaths per year from 
household air pollution. There would also be a net reduction in 
greenhouse gas emissions because of lower use of biomass fuel for 
cooking, and the virtual elimination of kerosene and other dirty 
fuels as sources of heat and light.152

How can the ambitious goal of “electricity for all” be realized?
The broad answer is to dramatically increase the use of de-

centralized, renewable energy to meet the world’s unmet and 
under-met needs for electricity. Since most people without elec-
tricity do not have access to transmission lines, the most feasible 
approach to providing them with electricity is through commu-
nity solar mini-grids153 and single-building installations, many of 
which could be organized as cooperatives.

Many of the close-to-a-billion people who don’t have access to 
electricity live in fairly remote areas that are not easily connected 
to major power grids. As a result, large-scale renewable options 
don’t apply to them and are not likely to in the near future because 
of the high cost of transmission lines.

In these off-the-grid locations, households and businesses, and 
clusters of energy consumers at the village level, can be most eco-
nomically and efficiently served by electricity generated locally. 
Following are two examples of decentralized approaches.

The Totota Co-op in rural Liberia began operating a solar mini-
grid in 2018. With a contract from the U.S. Agency for International 
Development, the National Rural Electric Cooperative Association 
(NRECA) and Bandera Electric Co-op (one of NRECA’s member 
cooperatives) assisted the Liberian village with organizing the 



Co-ops and Climate Change

123

co-op and installing solar panels, a battery-storage unit, and other 
equipment. NRECA is also working with 12 Liberian coastal vil-
lages to expand the community solar model to them.154

Kenya has a much higher distribution of electricity than most 
Sub-Saharan African countries. Approximately 75% of Kenyans 
have access to electricity from grid and off-grid sources, accord-
ing to the World Bank. The Kenyan government wants to increase 
that to 100% by 2022. The Kenya National Electrification Strategy 
(KNES) references mini-grids, independent solar power plants, 
and off-grid technology as options to utilize. About 49 million 
people live in Kenya, and most of them are in rural areas.155

One of the options being pursued in Kenya is a private-sec-
tor partnership between Azuri, Unilever, and local community 
residents. In this program, households and businesses purchase 
solar kits via a rent-to-buy system. Purchasers make monthly pay-
ments for 18 months, and then they own the kits outright. The kits 
come in various sizes, from a single light set-up to one that can 
power multiple lights and other appliances, including a television. 
Another feature of the distribution system is that local community 
residents are trained to sell, install, and maintain the kits. Thus, 
there is a direct, local employment impact as well as the indirect 
economic, social, health, and educational benefits resulting from 
increased access to energy.156 This Azuri/Unilever model has ex-
cellent potential to be adapted for use by community solar co-ops 
in other developing countries. 

The paper draws two key conclusions: 
1. 	 Community solar cooperatives are already in place in some de-

veloping countries and could be expanded rapidly to provide 
electricity in many more. 

2. 	 Unless the expansion of these co-ops becomes a much higher 
priority of the international cooperative community and of in-
ternational development organizations, the huge potential for 
these local, democratically run, renewable energy providers 
will not be realized.
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RECOMMENDATION 14 
Rapidly expand the development of solar cooperatives in the rural com-
munities of developing countries. 

This should take place under the auspices of the International Coopera-
tive Alliance with the National Rural Electric Cooperative Association and 
other international and domestic cooperative development organizations 
taking lead roles in designing and implementing the initiative.

Community forestry co-ops
A May 2019 article in UN News stated that: 

[P]rotection and enhancing the world’s forests is one of 
the most cost-effective forms of climate action: forests 
act as carbon sinks, absorbing roughly 2 billion metric 
tonnes [2.2 billion U.S. tons] of carbon dioxide each year. 
Sustainable forest management can build resilience and 
help mitigate and adapt to climate change.157

In 2011 (revised in 2016), my son Luc Nadeau and I prepared a paper 
entitled, “The role of forestry cooperatives in climate change miti-
gation” for presentation at an International Cooperative Alliance-
sponsored conference in Finland. The purpose of the paper was to 
analyze how forestry cooperatives can play an important role in 
reducing the emission of carbon dioxide into the atmosphere in 
both developing and developed countries. The paper made the case 
that by 2030:

Forestry cooperatives could become the primary means 
by which the world’s carbon emissions from deforesta-
tion are reduced and the storage of carbon in forests is 
increased. The underlying contention of the paper is that 
forestry co-ops have a unique ability to efficiently aggre-
gate and mobilize large numbers of people and resources 
at the community level in order to increase net forest 
carbon sequestration. 158 



Co-ops and Climate Change

125

Following are several bullet points that summarize key contents 
of the paper: 

•	Forests constitute more than 4 billion hectares, or about 31% 
of the earth’s total land area,159 and store about two-thirds of 
terrestrial carbon. About 3 billion hectares have been lost to 
deforestation and degradation.160

•	A United Nations program asserts that stabilizing global tem-
peratures “will be practically impossible to achieve without re-
ducing emissions from the forest sector, in addition to other 
mitigation actions.”161 Deforestation and forest-degradation 
release are responsible for about 12% of total anthropogenic 
carbon dioxide emissions.162

•	There is broad agreement among scientists and political lead-
ers that, if effective international policies and incentives are put 
in place [by 2030], the world’s forests could become a major 
source of increased carbon storage and one of the most cost-ef-
fective ways to slow the amount of carbon dioxide going into 
the atmosphere.163

•	A key concept that is often discussed in relation to forest carbon 
sequestration is “payment for ecosystem services” or PES. PES 
programs provide a “source of income for land management, 
restoration, conservation, and sustainable use activities.”164 
Similar to other goods and services, storage of carbon in forests 
is a product that can be bought and sold. Landowners and land 
managers can be paid to maintain or increase the amount of 
carbon stored in forestland. On a worldwide scale, these pay-
ments can be the cornerstone of an international initiative to 
sequester billions of additional tons of carbon in forests.

•	Two types of community forestry co-ops have the potential to 
provide the ecosystem services described above:

	◆ Forest-owner cooperatives are owned and democratically 
controlled by individuals, families, and organizations 
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that own forestland. They provide a variety of services 
to their landowner-members, especially forest manage-
ment services and timber marketing services. They have 
a long history in Western Europe and can also be found 
in Canada, the United States, Japan, and other developed 
countries.165 Some agricultural cooperatives also provide 
forestry services to their members.166

	◆ Forest-user cooperatives, also referred to as community 
forest management groups, are comprised of local resi-
dents who make use of state-owned or communal forests 
for firewood, charcoal, timber, non-timber forest prod-
ucts, hunting, eco-tourism, and other activities. For the 
most part, these groups are committed to sustainable 
forest management. They are most likely to be found in 
Central and South America, Africa, and Asia.167 It is im-
portant to note that most of these groups are not regis-
tered as cooperatives, although they generally meet the 
basic cooperative criterion of being democratically con-
trolled by their members. 

•	The paper presents examples from the United States, the 
European Union, Mexico, Senegal, and the Himalayan coun-
tries of Nepal and Bhutan that illustrate how carbon sequestra-
tion projects could be carried out by forestry cooperatives and 
similar organizations in very different ecological, economic, 
political, and land-tenure contexts. 

RECOMMENDATION 15
Greatly expand the role of community forestry cooperatives in carry-
ing out carbon sequestration projects in both developing and developed 
countries. 

The ICA, the United Nations Programme on Reducing Emissions from 
Deforestation and Forest Degradation,168 and international and domestic 
cooperative development organizations should oversee the expanded envi-
ronmental role of these co-ops, especially the design and implementation 
of systems for payment of ecosystem services resulting in increased carbon 
sequestration. 
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Chapter 39 

Community Health Cooperatives

I referred to my paper, “The First Mile: The Potential for Community-
Based Health Cooperatives in Sub-Saharan Africa”169 in Chapter 16. 
Following are some excerpts and findings from the paper, empha-
sizing the important benefits of these co-ops and their potential for 
rapid expansion in the current decade.

The paper presents a model for community-based 
health cooperatives that is based to a large extent on a 
successful community health mobilization program in 
Kenya.170 The paper briefly reviews the persistence of 
serious health problems on the subcontinent and then 
presents the cooperative model as an effective means to 
address health and health-delivery issues in the region. 
The paper concludes by calling for broader application of 
the cooperative health model and for rigorous research 
to document changes in health and mortality indicators 
in communities served by these cooperatives. The paper 
also includes two appendices that contain focus group 
and case study results on the community health-mobi-
lization program carried out in the western and coast 
provinces of Kenya. 

By mobilizing community residents to take the lead 
role in their own health planning and service provision, 
community-based health cooperatives in Sub-Saharan 
Africa have the potential to play a critical role in 
improving health conditions on the subcontinent. 

Among international donors and health providers, a 
widely acknowledged frustration is the difficulty of 
getting assistance to rural communities that are often 
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the most in need of health services.171 This gap is some-
times referred to as the “last mile” problem. From the 
village perspective, this same mile is the “first mile” 
toward accessing health services. This paper proposes 
that community health cooperatives provide a means 
for villagers themselves to define their priority health 
needs and to play the lead role in addressing them. These 
co-ops have the potential to bridge the “last mile” gap 
by creating a “first mile” capability at the village level to 
take care of basic health problems and to reach out to the 
health delivery system when greater assistance is needed. 

The community-based health cooperative model 
How can health services be delivered to villagers 
dispersed across the countryside?172 This is where the 
community health cooperative model comes into play. 
The model takes a comprehensive, village-by-village 
approach to health problems and solutions. It focuses 
on the portion of the population that the current system 
is least equipped to serve. And it mobilizes community 
residents to take the lead role in their own health plan-
ning and service provision. 

The model does not assume that village organizations can 
solve all of their health problems by themselves. Village 
health co-ops would need to work with public and 
private health providers. They would need health educa-
tion, services, and pharmaceutical supplies from outside 
the local community. However, the biggest gap in current 
health delivery systems – between health providers and 
residents of rural communities – would be bridged by 
villagers meeting their own basic health education and 
service needs and, when appropriate, by seeking health 
services from outside the community in an organized 
manner, instead of relying on an understaffed and 
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underfunded health system to reach out to them.

The CLUSA example in Kenya 
In 2001, CLUSA, the international program of the 
National Cooperative Business Association, began 
providing community health mobilization services in 
rural Kenya. Since its first project began in western 
Kenya, CLUSA has assisted more than 2,000 communi-
ties to form village, multi-village, women’s, and youth-
based health associations and to develop and implement 
community health plans. CLUSA has also trained more 
than 4,000 village-based, community health workers. 
Altogether, more than 1 million community residents in 
Kenya have benefited from this program.173

This paper [makes] a case for the application of 
a community-based health cooperative model in 
Sub-Saharan Africa. Key potential benefits of the broad 
application of such a model on the subcontinent are:

	◆ Addressing the “last mile” problem – the persistent inabil-
ity of current healthcare delivery systems to effectively 
reach village residents 

	◆ The potential of village-based cooperatives to be first re-
sponders to, and “first mile” providers of, health educa-
tion and healthcare 

	◆ The experience of CLUSA’s community health programs 
in Kenya from 2001 through 2012 

	◆ The ability to modify the CLUSA approach into the de-
velopment of community-based healthcare cooperatives 

	◆ The low cost and the potential for rapid expansion and 
sustainability of the model 
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Tens of millions of lives are at stake in rapidly identi-
fying and implementing effective ways to improve health 
conditions in rural communities of the region. Village-
based co-ops have the potential to be a key part of a 
health-delivery strategy that could be put in place quickly 
and on a broad scale. 

It is interesting to note that the results of focus groups I conducted 
indicated a broad definition of “health” by many of the partici-
pants. For example, a number of them listed sanitation, “dirty 
water,” bad roads, and poverty as health issues. One takeaway from 
these responses is that community-development cooperatives as 
well as community health co-ops may be desirable in some of the 
villages in order to address these broader needs.

RECOMMENDATION 16 
Develop an initiative to establish community health cooperatives in ru-
ral areas of Africa, Latin America, and Asia that currently lack adequate 
healthcare services.

This initiative should be coordinated through the International Cooper-
ative Alliance, the United Nations Department of Economic and Social 
Affairs, CLUSA, the Gates Foundation,174 and organizations involved in 
promoting healthcare in developing countries.
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Chapter 40 

Review of Cooperative Growth 
Opportunities

This section of the book has identified several examples of coop-
erative initiatives that should be launched between 2021 and 2030. 
The list of initiatives is not intended to be comprehensive, but 
rather to represent important co-op opportunities that have large 
growth potential in the current decade.

Some examples represent proactive approaches by the broader 
cooperative community to address strategically identified growth 
opportunities in well-established cooperative sectors such as insur-
ance, finance, agriculture, employee ownership, and social services.

The examples also include co-ops providing services that re-
quire greatly expanded attention, such as community solar co-ops, 
forestry co-ops focused on carbon sequestration, and community 
health co-ops. All of these latter opportunities are intended to be 
part of the implementation of the UN Sustainable Development 
Goal Program.

Taken together, these two types of initiatives could benefit well 
over a billion people around the world, potentially more than dou-
bling the current number of cooperative memberships. 
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Conclusion: Strengthening 
the International Cooperative 
Community in the 21st Century

This book is a combination of lessons learned from my personal 
experiences in the world of co-ops during the past 50 years; histor-
ical and contemporary observations of the broader co-op commu-
nity; and recommendations derived from these experiences and 
observations.

The book begins with a recounting of my introduction to co-ops 
in 1970. This personal story is followed by several historical re-
views of development in different cooperative sectors and changes 
in the process of cooperative development over time. Then I pres-
ent a set of brief case studies of international co-op development 
projects, all but one of which I participated in directly. The next 
section discusses the building blocks of cooperative development. 
The book’s final section presents examples of cooperative oppor-
tunities that could be realized between 2021 and 2030, potentially 
doubling co-op memberships around the world to 2 billion. These 
last two sections also contain 16 recommendations for action by 
the international cooperative community and other organizations 
during the current decade.

Concluding thoughts 
One could argue that the primary historical role of cooperatives 
has been to fill the gaps left unfilled by for-profit enterprises and 
neglectful governments. There is nothing wrong with this role. 
After all, people need protection from fires, safe places to save and 
borrow money, fair prices for their agricultural inputs and outputs, 
sustainable jobs, and access to affordable goods and services.
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However, this fill-the-gap approach is just one of the functions 
of cooperatives. In fact, I would argue that in the 21st century, 
co-ops should shift from primarily playing a gap-filler role to in-
stead becoming innovative, proactive leaders in building a more 
equitable and just world economy and society. 

For example, climate change currently threatens the well-being 
of every person in the world, and the environmental sustainability 
of the planet itself. The cooperative community acknowledges the 
importance of this crisis, but, realistically, what has it done about 
it? I would argue: not much.

Similarly, International co-op leaders voice support for the 
United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (which include 
“Climate Action”). But, what have they done to address them? 
Again, I would argue: not much.

Three big limitations hindering the co-op community from 
playing a stronger role in the world economy are that:

•	Co-op leaders have tended to see cooperative develop-
ment as primarily filling gaps rather than as cooperative 
entrepreneurship. 

•	There are no entities within the co-op world designed to take 
the lead in carrying out broad new entrepreneurial initiatives. 
(The International Cooperative Entrepreneurship Think Tank 
[ICETT] may be a significant step in correcting this. However, 
I hope it evolves into a “do tank” as well as a “think tank.”)

•	There are no strong cross-cooperative mechanisms to bring to-
gether finances, technology, and other co-op building blocks to 
implement such initiatives.

As history has shown, some of the best co-op initiatives have 
involved a number of diverse components: clear demand by 
consumers, producers, and jobseekers or employees; system-
atic organizing strategies; solid research; effective legislation and 
regulation; educational campaigns; and structures for sustaining 
co-ops once created.
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Two major challenges face the international cooperative com-
munity: to increase its proactive, development skills, and to re-
shape the cooperative movement to meet the needs of the 21st 
century. This restructured movement would successfully chal-
lenge the profit-dominated world economy and demonstrate the 
power of businesses that put service ahead of greed.

The numerous development lessons and 16 recommendations 
for strengthening the cooperative community, located throughout 
the book, are intended to identify practical steps that we can carry 
out in the current decade – and beyond. 

Select the ones that are of most interest to you, and let’s get 
going on implementing them.

Appendix A 

Cooperative Identity, Values & 
Principles

This appendix provides an excerpt from the website of the 
International Cooperative Alliance that defines what a coopera-
tive is, lists cooperative values, and defines the seven cooperative 
principles.175

Definition of a Cooperative 
A cooperative is an autonomous association of persons united 
voluntarily to meet their common economic, social, and cultural 
needs and aspirations through a jointly-owned and democratical-
ly-controlled enterprise.
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Cooperative values
Cooperatives are based on the values of self-help, self-responsi-
bility, democracy, equality, equity, and solidarity. In the tradition 
of their founders, cooperative members believe in the ethical 
values of honesty, openness, social responsibility and caring for 
others. 

Cooperative Principles
The cooperative principles are guidelines by which cooperatives 
put their values into practice.

1. Voluntary and open membership
Cooperatives are voluntary organisations, open to all persons able 
to use their services and willing to accept the responsibilities of 
membership, without gender, social, racial, political or religious 
discrimination.

2. Democratic member control
Cooperatives are democratic organisations controlled by their 
members, who actively participate in setting their policies and 
making decisions. Men and women serving as elected represen-
tatives are accountable to the membership. In primary coopera-
tives members have equal voting rights (one member, one vote) 
and cooperatives at other levels are also organised in a democratic 
manner.

3. Member economic participation
Members contribute equitably to, and democratically control, the 
capital of their cooperative. At least part of that capital is usually 
the common property of the cooperative. Members usually receive 
limited compensation, if any, on capital subscribed as a condition 
of membership. Members allocate surpluses for any or all of the 
following purposes: developing their cooperative, possibly by 
setting up reserves, part of which at least would be indivisible; 



Strengthening the Cooperative Community

136

benefiting members in proportion to their transactions with the 
cooperative; and supporting other activities approved by the 
membership.

4. Autonomy and Independence
Cooperatives are autonomous, self-help organisations controlled 
by their members. If they enter into agreements with other organ-
isations, including governments, or raise capital from external 
sources, they do so on terms that ensure democratic control by 
their members and maintain their cooperative autonomy.

5. Education, training, and Information
Cooperatives provide education and training for their members, 
elected representatives, managers, and employees so they can 
contribute effectively to the development of their co-operatives. 
They inform the general public – particularly young people and 
opinion leaders – about the nature and benefits of co-operation.

6. Cooperation among cooperatives
Cooperatives serve their members most effectively and strengthen 
the cooperative movement by working together through local, 
national, regional and international structures.

7. Concern for community
Cooperatives work for the sustainable development of their 
communities through policies approved by their members.
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Appendix B 

Types of Cooperatives

Co-ops come in a wide range of sizes and serve diverse memberships. 
Consumer cooperatives are the most common type of co-op in 

the world. Credit unions and mutual insurance companies are de-
fined as consumer co-ops in this book because of their democratic 
ownership and voting structures. Members of consumer co-ops 
purchase goods and services from them, for example financial ser-
vices through credit unions, insurance through mutual insurance 
companies, groceries through food co-ops, and so on. 

Many of us have heard of co-ops owned by farmers. These 
producer cooperatives exist in almost every country in the world. 
Farmers purchase agricultural supplies from their co-ops, and sell 
grain, livestock, and produce through them. People who own for-
ested land sometimes form co-ops in order to buy seedlings and 
other inputs, receive management assistance, and market forest 
products. Artists and craftspeople also own producer co-ops 
to purchase supplies and facilitate the sale of their art and craft 
products.

Co-ops owned by their employees, also called worker co-ops, 
represent another ownership model. The most famous example 
is the Mondragon Cooperative Corporation headquartered in the 
Basque region of Spain. This co-op federation is comprised of well 
over 200 co-ops and other businesses. Altogether these compa-
nies employ more than 80,000 people, most of whom are co-op 
owners. The primary service that a worker cooperative provides to 
its members is employment, which includes a democratic voice in 
the decision-making of the company.
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Small businesses and other organizations also form cooperatives 
in order to purchase supplies and services that meet the members’ 
specifications and can sometimes be bought at discounted prices. 
Businesses can also sell products or services through co-ops or 
engage in joint advertising in order to get higher returns or to 
reach markets that the individual businesses would not be able to 
access. For example, some hotels, restaurants, and hardware stores 
join together through co-ops or quasi-co-ops.

There is a fifth type of cooperative, sometimes called a hybrid 
co-op or a multi-stakeholder co-op. In these organizations, mem-
bers come from a variety of categories – consumers, producers, 
workers, and/or small businesses. For example, there are a large 
number of social co-ops in Italy in which both employees and 
consumers are members. 176

Appendix C

An Overview of my Career in Co-ops

In the Introduction, you read about my first experience with coop-
eratives as a Peace Corps volunteer in Senegal. After returning 
from the Peace Corps, I started graduate school in sociology at 
the University of Wisconsin in 1972. I “majored” in cooperatives 
in a program that did not have one course on co-ops. I did this 
by taking courses in other departments, especially agricultural 
economics, by convincing faculty members to let me do “indepen-
dent study” courses on cooperatives, and by doing my dissertation 
on farming cooperatives in Zambia. 
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Getting a co-op job I didn’t apply for
I spent a few years after receiving my Ph.D. in 1977 teaching 
sociology courses and working on a variety of projects and short-
term jobs involving cooperatives, community development, and 
job creation. Then I had a major breakthrough at the end of 1984. 

I was invited to interview for a job I wasn’t aware existed and for 
which I hadn’t applied. 

Rod Nilsestuen, then the Executive Director of the Wisconsin 
Federation of Cooperatives, had seen the resume I had submitted 
for another job. He noticed my co-op background and thought 
I might be a good fit for a position he was creating at the Federation.

The job? Coordinating the formation of a cooperative devel-
opment organization in Wisconsin. Nilsestuen interviewed me in 
December 1984. I became the Federation’s director of cooperative 
development in January 1985. Six months later we incorporated 
the Wisconsin Cooperative Development Council. By the end of 
the year, the Council had raised enough public and private seed 
funding to begin operation – with me as its first executive director. 

I served as the executive director for six years until the Council 
merged with North Country Cooperative Development Services 
and was renamed Cooperative Development Services, Inc. (CDS) 
with an expanded mission to serve Minnesota and Iowa (and 
other states as opportunities arose) as well as Wisconsin. I con-
tinued as the director of research, planning, and development for 
CDS until 2000. 

Along the way, I co-authored a book with David J. Thompson 
entitled Cooperation Works! in 1997.177

In 2000, I changed my role with CDS from employee to consul-
tant, a relationship that continued through 2013.

Back to Africa after a 27-year gap
Aside from a year in France on a Fulbright scholarship in the 
mid-1980s, a co-op evaluation project in Poland in 1991, and a 
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whirlwind, four-country research project on sustainable food 
marketing in Europe in 1998, I had not been involved in the inter-
national cooperative development world since the 1970s. This 
changed dramatically in 2000 when I was hired as a consultant 
to provide organizational development assistance to two groups 
of agricultural co-ops in Zambia. This was the first of more than  
25 international co-op consulting projects, primarily in Africa and 
Asia, during the next 18 years. 

Other cooperative work since 2000
My work with co-ops has continued during the past 20 years as a 
teacher, researcher, writer, and developer. Some of these activities 
show up in the case studies and recommendations that I make in 
the book.

Following are a few highlights:
•	 Publication in 2012 of The Cooperative Solution: How the United 

States can tame recessions, reduce inequality, and protect the 
environment

•	Director of research for the Overseas Cooperative Development 
Council in 2014 and 2015

•	Formation of The Cooperative Society Project178 in 2015.  
This is an ongoing, non-profit initiative with two goals:

	◆ To analyze the hypothesis that humans may be on the 
threshold of a new historical stage – one characterized by 
cooperation, democracy, the equitable distribution of re-
sources, and a sustainable relationship with nature

	◆ To make recommendations for how we can increase the 
likelihood of moving toward a more cooperative society 
during the next several decades
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•	The primary activities of The Cooperative Society Project 
have been the publication in 2016 of The Cooperative Society: 
The Next Stage of Human History, and of its second edition 
in 2018, both co-authored with Luc Nadeau, along with a bi-
monthly eNewsletter. You are invited to visit our website at:  
thecooperativesociety.org 

E.G. Nadeau, Ph.D.

thecooperativesociety.org
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