Building Intersectoral Cooperative Organisations

at the National and European Level

The Czech Republic is one of the countries that have a well-functioning intersectoral cooperative organisation. We regard such a structure as very useful and, we believe, necessary.

The organisation that serves as the national intersectoral structure is the Cooperative Association of the Czech Republic (CACR). Its legal form is as an association of legal entities that represent the majority of cooperative sectors in existence at present – the housing, consumer, production and agricultural cooperative sectors. There is also the financial cooperative sector (cooperative savings associations), but that sector is not yet part of the Association.

The situation in the housing cooperative sector is somewhat more complicated, as during the process of privatising state-owned housing after 1989, a large number of small housing cooperatives and associations of apartment owners were founded, and those small housing cooperatives have their own association, which is not a member of the CACR.
The CACR’s members are the national sector organisations for cooperatives in the relevant sectors, covering the entire Czech Republic. Those sector organisations are the Union of Czech and Moravian Housing Cooperatives (UCMHC), the Union of Czech and Moravian Consumer Cooperatives (UCMCC), the Union of Czech and Moravian Production Cooperatives (UCMPC) and the Agricultural Association of the Czech Republic (AACR).
As was mentioned above, the Association of Small Housing Cooperatives and Owners’ Associations (ASHC) and the Association of Cooperative Savings Associations of the Czech Republic (ACSACR) are not part of the CACR.

For cooperatives, membership in the national sector organisations is voluntary, not compulsory, and those national sector organisations offer the member cooperatives a range of services, provide advice and consultancy, and represent the interests of the sector as a whole in relations with the public, and with the state and local administrations.
The key role of the CACR is to represent and promote the interests of the entire Czech cooperative sector in relations with the state administration, legislative bodies and politicians. Another role is to represent Czech cooperatives on the international stage, especially in relations with the ICA and international governmental organisations such as the ILO, the UN, etc.

Given the voluntary nature of membership of cooperatives and their national sector organisations, it has to be said that there are, in all sectors, some cooperatives that are not part of any cooperative structure. The reasons for that vary (for instance, some cooperatives have been barred from their associations for failure to comply with their duties as members), and the CACR does not have accurate data on the number of such cooperatives. However, only a small minority of the cooperatives in existence are not organised in any way. In promoting the interests of the cooperative sector, the CACR also speaks on behalf of that group of cooperatives, and if it manages to achieve significant results for cooperatives (for instance, in legislation), that also applies to cooperatives that are not organised.
The experience gained over the last few years has confirmed our conviction that the existence of a national intersectoral cooperative structure (as an umbrella organisation) is useful and beneficial. It is obvious that each cooperative sector has its specific features (which the national sector organisations fight and lobby for), yet all of the sectors share many common needs and features, which are promoted by the CACR.
It is of course better if a single partner, speaking on behalf of the sector as a whole, is active in relations with the state administration, national and local government bodies and politicians. Thanks to our united effort, the CACR has managed to become an official part of the legislative comment system, which means that all bills and draft decrees submitted to parliament are passed to the CACR as part of the comment process, when it can express its views. What is important it not just that we can comment on proposed legislation, but that the sponsor of a bill must take our comments into account, evaluate them, and then inform us of the results of that appraisal (that does not mean the sponsor has to accept our comments, but they do have to be taken into consideration, and cannot be ignored). The strength of the CACR is that it speaks with one voice for the entire cooperative sector – including cooperatives that are not organised – and its voice carries weight.
The existence of a national intersectoral cooperative organisation has also strengthened and simplified cooperation between the individual cooperative sectors, as well as the position of those sectors among other (non-cooperative) enterprises. The CACR is also a member of employers’ organisations, in which it represents and promotes the interests of cooperative employers, thereby contributing to the equal rights of cooperative enterprises on the market, and making them more competitive. In that direction, we work to ensure that cooperative enterprises are regarded as equal and valuable enterprises.

We believe that the CACR has made a significant contribution to the consolidation of the Czech cooperative sector, following a period at the beginning of the 1990s when there were attempts by politicians, and in society in general, to restrict cooperative enterprise and eliminate that way of doing business from the Czech market, and when the prevailing view was that cooperatives had outlived their purpose. At the time, that purely ideological view of cooperatives was also reflected in legislation, as for instance in Act No. 42/1992, which very greatly harmed the cooperative movement in the Czech Republic. It is one of the assets of the CACR and the individual sector cooperative associations that the view of cooperative enterprise is gradually changing, and the state administration and politicians have now accepted the position that rightfully belongs to cooperative enterprise in the structure of society. The results of the work of our cooperatives has demonstrated that they are an integral part of the national economy, and that their professed values have contributed to social reconciliation; in short, they have helped to achieve the objectives of the Lisbon Strategy, which the Czech Republic has adopted as part of the EU. Cooperatives working for the social and professional integration of disadvantaged groups of persons have played a special role here.
The gradual change in the way cooperatives and the work of the CACR are viewed has undoubtedly played a role in the Czech Government’s founding of the Government Council for Cooperatives at the end of May 2006, as a standing advisory body for issues concerning cooperatives. All the senior representatives of the CACR are members of the Council, and other representatives of the cooperative sector are involved in the individual committees of the Council. We believe that is a very significant shift in the way the Czech Government and politicians view cooperatives, and we anticipate that the Council will be one of the factors that will promote the further expansion of the cooperative movement in the Czech Republic.

The Cooperative Association of the Czech Republic, as the intersectoral umbrella organisation for the Czech cooperative movement, also plays an important role in disseminating the ideals of the cooperative movement among the younger generation. It is part of the CACR’s mission to educate the younger generation, through close collaboration with universities in various regions of the Czech Republic. One result of that work is that those academic institutions have included the issue of cooperatives in their curricula, and the CACR has assisted by providing those universities with up-to-date information on developments in the cooperative movement in the Czech Republic, Europe and the world as a whole, and in a number of cases the Association’s staff have contributed lectures to the teaching programme at those universities, or have been involved in the writing and production of study materials (textbooks) for those universities. As part of that work, each year the CACR holds a competition for the best work by a student (thesis, dissertation, assignment…) on the subject of cooperatives, and we provide motivation to competition winners in the form of a cash prize and, in some cases, the publication of their work on our website.

Naturally, the CACR takes an intersectoral approach to all of those education activities, so that students gain information on the Czech cooperative sector as a whole, including the international dimension and the sector’s involvement in the international cooperative movement.

For the future, the CACR aims to bring in cooperative groups that are currently not members of the Association, in order to extend the range of our operations, and to reinforce bonds across the entire cooperative sector.
We believe that the development of intersectoral cooperative organisations on the European level is a step in the right direction. We have therefore welcomed the process for the overall restructuring of the European cooperative sector, the outcome of which should be the founding of a united and powerful intersectoral cooperative organisation, and the elimination of a degree of duplication in work aimed at Community bodies, which in the past had two partners at the European level, ICA Europe and the CCACE. It is our view that if cooperative Europe is to address the bodies of the European Commission with a single and united voice, we will be better able to promote and lobby for the interests of the cooperative sector as a whole, and, by extension, of the social economy sector.
A side effect of the creation of a single organisation will be better and easier orientation in the European cooperative structure for those who are not part of the cooperative sector, who are less familiar with it but come into contact with it from time to time. A logical consequence should then be better conditions for greater cooperation between the individual sectors, especially in trade and manufacturing. The establishing of links in trade and manufacturing between individual cooperative sectors is one of the preconditions for strengthening the economic standing of the cooperative sector as a whole on the single European market, improving competitiveness and attaining a standing equal to that of other enterprises. The CACR and the management of the individual member associations are working to implement the sixth principle formulated by the ICA, concerning cooperation between cooperatives. In our daily policy, we work to establish trade and manufacturing ties between cooperatives in the individual sectors, and we encourage our members to focus on partners from other cooperative sectors when seeking business partners, and to try and satisfy their needs primarily from cooperative sources (given comparable terms). It is true that in that field there is considerable room to improve intersectoral cooperation among Czech cooperatives. Council Regulation 1435/2003 on a European Cooperative Society has given us a good instrument to establish direct cooperation in trade and manufacturing between individual cooperatives and groups of cooperatives, at a European level.
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