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THE COOPERATIVE ENTERPRISE – AN OPPORTUNITY FOR EUROPE

(By Giuliano Poletti, Legacoop President)

In the world today there is the need for a more united and open Europe, democratic and fully aware of its role as a global and reliable partner in creating a future based on peace and multi-lateral governing of the economy and social conflicts.

Cooperatives have historically contributed to pursuing the aims of peace, development and social cohesion in their respective communities.

In the European Union, this role has been confirmed by the presence of approximately 300,000 cooperative enterprises, employing 4.8 million workers and exercising an influence in every member state over the daily life of more than 140 million people associated with them.

Legacoop, an important part of the European and international cooperative movement, represents more than 6 million members – citizens, workers, businesspeople and consumers. It effectively works towards increasing an awareness of Europe as a great opportunity among its members and society, where they can be European citizens involved in building a common future in a free, safe and fair environment without internal barriers and with a single market where competition is open and balanced.

1.What Europe?
The process and the path to building a United Europe has recently shown a serious and dangerous arrest.

Moreover, there has grown among member states the tendency to come to a halt and in some cases,   the intention to even turn the  

  clock back.

Some European citizens have expressed – some with a clear vote, others through opinion polls – their opposition to the 

  Constitutional Treaty.

As well, it appears to be quite obvious that this reaction is part of a more general and deeper  evaluation regarding a lack of clarity 

on the part of the European Institutions and the widening gap between the European Union and the peoples of Europe.

 Therefore, together, we must recognize and accept a great responsibility.

In our world we need more of Europe and not less of it.

A more united and open Europe, democratic and fully aware of its role, is a global and reliable partner, which the world today needs in order to develop a future based on peace and multi-lateral governing of the economy and social conflicts.

Legacoop feels that only a constitutional framework will be able to encourage both an identification with a balanced and transparent Union and also a more effective decision-making process in order to govern its many different regions and its global economy.

Indeed, the single currency remains an important conquest, but it alone cannot sustain the necessary path leading to creating a whole.

It is the Constitution which can be the goal and the necessary consolidation of the path towards a United Europe.

At the same time, it is also a turning point and a leap in quality, both in achieving social, economic and internal regional cohesion, and as an aware political and institutional project, that is rooted in shared values and rights.

Legacoop considers it indispensable that the entire cooperative movement in the European Union raises its voice, now, loudly and clearly, on the future of this European Union, turning to its 140,000 members and, at the same time, and on their behalf, to the uneasiness and hopes of the European people.

The next General Assembly of European Cooperation would risk finishing completely out of context, if it remained silent on this fundamental issue.

In fact, there can be no representativity without now sharing the uncertainties and expectations, the doubts and hopes of millions of workers, consumers, businesspeople and cooperators.

2.What type of cooperation for Europe?
The cooperatives and their members consider the right to form companies as one of the rights to being a European citizen and believe that the growth of cooperation that sees the social responsibility of a company as binding and an opportunity, representing a basic element in the European model of civilization that brings together economic development, social cohesion and political democracy.

Cooperatives provide an important contribution to the growth of the GNP and employment in Europe (in the EU and the continent) and have shown they are able to furnish effective responses to the new needs in society. Their contribution could be much broader if a more favourable environment were guaranteed for their development.

It is the EU Commission itself that recommends in its Communication: “Promotion of the cooperative society in Europe”.
“Cooperatives shall be considered as a type of enterprise with special features requiring them to be identified and recognized in the policies and practices of entrepreneurial development”.

They contribute to local development not being subject to possible relocation due to their actual nature of being rooted in the territory. They strengthen the social cohesion in merit of their principles of solidarity and mutuality.

The EU Commission paper goes on to state: “Cooperatives also, however, face the particular challenges governed by their special nature of voluntary and open organizations, democratically controlled and with equal economic participation by members. To be successful cooperatives must be competitive, but maintain their specific nature of a society owned by members that benefit from its services. For cooperatives, success is not intended to be only in achieving a high economic return but also in improving the well-being, financially and other, of their members and their local community”.

This approach of responsibility is not at all at odds with competitivity, where, every day, for all types of companies, competition becomes evident both on a strictly economic level and also for “who achieves more citizenship”, that is, which enterprises create more opportunities for their local territory.

3.The European Cooperative Society                                                                                                           

Legacoop believes that if Europe wishes to improve its growth performance it must improve the quality and integration of its enterprise organization.

From this point of view, Legacoop and its associate cooperatives consider cooperation as an important opportunity for Europe.
In fact, cooperation is a model of enterprise networking.

Modern competition cannot win by itself.

Single enterprises can also try to adapt individually to the daily market upheavals, but in the long term, competition imposes that the different players in economic development come together to work out the increasingly complex problems of the changing market.

Cooperation among European cooperatives is the most convincing and current response to meet the new needs of Europe.

Therefore, the adoption of the European Cooperative Society statutes represents, for Legacoop, an important opportunity and a significant tool so that the model and the system of cooperative enterprises can give their special contribution to the new phase in building a reunified and enlarged Europe.

We have always considered the approval of the Regulations as an important event.

Firstly, because the EU recognizes and promotes the cooperative model as a company type requiring an autonomous and different legislation compared to that of the capital companies.

A recognition based on the centrality of the values of mutuality and its peculiar features regarding the organizational model of the cooperatives.

This aspect should not be underestimated, especially if we consider two important phenomena, which have developed in Europe from the beginning of the ‘90s. The first is characterized by the idea that European cooperation was destined to undergo an inevitable process of de-mutualization, seen as a progressive acceptance of cooperative enterprises as ordinary companies. The second, seen in the public opinion of Eastern European countries, characteristic of a deep mistrust in the cooperative model, conceived and practised in the previous decades as a tool under the direct contol of the state.

Among the reasons we have noted there is also the fact that the Regulations can be an important legislative reference point for member states to create and update their cooperative legislation. The same Italian legislator has been inspired by the ECS Regulations, being defined in the recent reform of company law concerning cooperatives.

In Legacoop’s associate procedures, all member cooperatives, regarding the basis and strategies to continue, consider its organizational platform for the consolidation and development of cooperation to be based on:

· the Declaration of the ICA Cooperative Identity

· the UN Resolution 56/114

· the ILO Recommendation 193/2002

· the “Commission Communication to the Board , the European Parliament, the European Economic and Social Committee and to the Regional Committee on the promotion of cooperative societies in Europe”.

· The European Regulations on the European Cooperative Society,  that has, among others, the important role to provide European citizens and enterprises with a legislative tool able to facilitate transborder and trans-national business.
Thus, I would like to underline that only by a widespread request for an ECS by companies and citizens, will we be able to confirm the validity of the choice of the European legislator in having placed their trust in the cooperative model.

It is, therefore, important to spread the knowledge of this tool, understanding its features and opportunites, to be also aware of the limitations of the existing laws. For this purpose, of great importance will be the actions of the representatives of the European cooperatives – in the EU and the European continent – that will officially be set up in Manchester and that Legacoop has desired and contributed to in bringing about. We are speaking of Cooperatives Europe.

It will not be an easy task, because of its legislative complexity and also for the vast array of potentially interested subjects.

Regarding the latter, we should remember the possible actors of an ECS.

It can be set up ex novo by physical persons or by a society (or juridical entity of public or private rights), obviously belonging to at least two different member states. Of course, also considering the variety of tasks (economic and/or social) to be undertaken by the ECS, any subject or entity can participate in its setting up.

An ECS can also be set up through the merger of  more than two cooperatives, if at least two of them belong to different member states, or through transforming a cooperative if the same has, for at least two years, had a plant or a branch in a member state different to that of the registered central office.

Therefore, the ECS can be a group of physical persons, a group of legal entities or it can be a partner of other cooperatives. It can conduct its activity through a subsidiary company and be a holding.

It’s easy to imagine that ECSs will be more prolific in countries where legislation is more favourable, but this could also encourage other member states to standardize or make their legislation more enticing. It should determine in the long term more national legislative standardization regarding cooperatives.

On the other hand, it is actually in company law that we can find the proof that the inter-dependence of legislation creates drivers of change. The receiver of the precept chooses the regulations that it considers more advantageous  and, then, the manifestation of this preference is reflected in the decisions of the national legislator which modifies their own juridical system.

Thus, we are speaking about an important gamble that will involve the whole European cooperative movement, which needs to grow, not only using as a lever a favourable legislative environment, but also making a heritage of values and entrepreneurial skills compatible.
4.Worker participation in the European Cooperative Society
As well, the Europen Union has shown its intent to also supporting worker participation in the decision-making processes in an enterprise through the following means:

· information to the worker representative body on issues that involve all the society and any of its branches or subsidiaries.

· consultation by the relevant company body and the worker representatives allowing the latter to express their opinions freely on initiatives that the company plans to undertake.
· participation in the decision-making process by worker representatives.
Also this second important issue in the Directive could be an opportunity to strengthen and develop the cooperative enterprise model in Europe.

In Italy, the relations between companies and unions in the cooperative movement have always been characterized by a broad sharing of values based on a common background. Cooperatives have usually been in line with union thinking and the unions have often contributed in creating and promoting the growth of many cooperatives.

Both sides have  been in agreement, because of their respective “maturities”, that on this premise they would, however, maintain their separate roles. Different collective labour contracts have been defined based on this, also carrying out a role as a reference for the economic treatment of the same member workers in the cooperatives.

The need for worker participation has been for some time among the issues we have been closely studying in Italy in relations between cooperatives and unions. This was the case in 1990 when the Protocollo di relazioni industriali (still in force and presently being updated) was signed by Legacoop, Confcooperative, AGCI (the main cooperative groups) and CGIL, CISL and UIL (the main union confederations). It is the case every time a collective work contract is renewed or introduced.

Up to now the agreements have resulted in worthwhile office systems and information and consultation procedures, as well as, the increase in tools for active decision-making on many aspects in the productive processes.

Legacoop hopes that in applying the Directive on worker participation the role of cooperatives as a tool for social and economic development can be appreciated and used, being able to compete and, at the same time, attentive to the work environment, promoting opportunities and freedom for workers, as well as a player active in labour market regulation.

Also here, in my opinion, the actions of Cooperatives Europe are important in interacting in the processes of application in the main European countries. Regarding this it would be opportune to develop the already embarked on actions for the coordination of the different European cooperative associations, in order to bring about a standardization among their respective solutions and to contribute in updating the relations among the Cooperative Movement and the Union Organizations orienting them towards more advanced forms of partnership, for the quality of work and the company, in successful cooperatives.
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