There is inequality throughout the world: in the way we live, in society, in politics, in general culture, in cultural orientation, in consumption, in the way of doing business and in behaviour. It is inequality that is drastically reducing the well-being and survival of the world. Such problems are linked to the different ways of development, to the relationships between peoples and populations and to their differing behaviours.

There are wars around the world, which may be moral, religious, or even business related. These wars are slowly and ruthlessly destroying every single illusion about human qualities, creating space for the start of a real anthropological degradation. 

We are faced with armed conflict and with contrapositions of values on religious, moral and psychological subjects where economic questions apparently lie in the background but are predominantly the root of the problem. 

As the Brazilians are cutting down their forests in answer to their need for development and China is starting up a traditional Western style industrialisation, other populations are complaining about the quality of oxygen and environmental disasters happening in places far from them.

We are faced with an increasing level of ambiguity where overpopulation in one place coincides with that of falling birth rates in another, and a lack of resources to overproduction, in an extreme liberalist approach forced antithetical upon the co-operative approach.

We are faced with complete confusion about the causes and effects of socio-economic and political phenomena due to an unfair redistribution of wealth and consequent unequal globalisation. These continuous contrapositions create great disorientation in the vast and varied universe of public opinion. A reorganisation of ideas therefore proves very difficult for all.

It is the ordinary people who pay the highest price in this scenario.

Those who play a very important role of reconciliation in this scenario are the voluntary organisations and NGO’s who are an important part of public life. The cooperative movement also has a heavy responsibility with an important role, although this can seem a foregone conclusion in such a difficult and complex setting alongside the work of the voluntary organisations. 

We all know what co-operators do and can do, in theory and in practise, but in our opinion the question we should be asking is: what are we not doing as co-operators and what could we do to build a sustainable future by way of our day to day cooperative actions?

We must allow ourselves to use our imaginations as tool to aid creativity in the knowledge that it must actually come true in order to not just remain in our thoughts: we must not only exhort, but we must turn our thoughts into action.

We believe that it is necessary to concentrate our thoughts and actions upon some specific points to highlight both their cultural value and their practical sustainability:

The first point concerns a re-launch and stress upon the topical question of the founding cooperative principles in order to firmly decide our role in the world for creating a civilised structure in contributing to the well-being of populations, whereby the concept of well-being comes from a strong territorial equalization of material and intangible goods and sentiments. This is in the attempt to construct a new cooperative enterprise as an alternative model, not necessarily conflicting with that of the post-industrial society.

The second point is to introduce centres for ethical and professional training as a way of understanding the phenomena, and so where members can learn and rediscover their commitment towards their own globalised community. It is imperative to reduce the confusion and uncertainty surrounding references and values that inhibit the co-operative passion as much as that of the individual as part of society. This would also mean holding high the co-operative identity. We have the duty to provide continuing professional training for senior management and to carry out constant research for an equilibrium between members and management. It is especially necessary to intervene straight away in those areas in which vertical governance exists. New forms of democracy and participation should also be studied (such as the "Deliberative Democracy" of James Fishkin, Centre for Deliberative Pollings, University of Texas). Our oxygen and competitive advantage come from the involvement and unity of the members.

The third point seeks to reduce the distance that separates the many dimensions of activities carried out by women from the strategic management of our enterprises: we would like such valuable experience to be appreciated and used in the management of the cooperative enterprises.

These are all questions attributable to the social responsibility of the enterprise: such responsibility is fundamental to our approach to life and the economy, and such characteristic is required throughout the business world, but is inescapable condition expected from ourselves as co-operators. The cooperative world is looked upon with a careful eye, being asked to carry out an important economic role but whilst at the same time having to behave as a socially responsible organisation. If we did not make these two requirements compatible, i.e. the economic role and the social role, our organisation would certainly fare worse and we would also be very poor co-operators. We instead want to work on bringing these two dimensions closer together, to have the same perspective, which could rightly be from within the social enterprise. The cooperative system is permeated with reality, has been built by thousands of men and women, and so is present in the hearts and minds of all people and of society. We are obviously asked to be especially attentive of the community, as being a social enterprise means holding a united relationship with the territory in order to enhance the local specificity and to add value to the products and to the quality of relations with and between those who produce, and with the environment and enterprise to which they belong. All of these elements are part of the social account rendering that we would like to become a regular orientation for our cooperatives within their geographical and social areas. There is also a quality that is not limited only to the products but goes back to how they were produced, i.e. reflecting a respect both for the environment and the workers. Such is the quality that is carried forward in the way things are done.

One of the essential themes concerning the social responsibility of the enterprise is definitely that of the increasing lack of job security. We are not so well acquainted with the situation in other European countries, but in Italy we are facing a labour market that is extremely precarious in many ways. This prevents young people from constructing any kind of life project, keeping them from creating their own families, hindering them in their dreams of getting a house of their own and thus obliging them into an eternally temporary condition of living with their parents and so remaining children forever. We have many norms and circulars in our country that support such a situation, for example a step has recently been taken to revise a law passed by our previous parliament for cooperative member workers making it legally possible for a cooperative member to earn less and be contractually worse off than his non-member peers. We believe that the cooperative system should oppose such unfair treatment, and that working for a co-operative should actually be better than working in a non-cooperative context. The cooperative system should in fact take on the responsibility of facing these problems by going against the general tide, resisting labour market forces and creating an example within the labour market especially in the infinite field of social services. The cooperative enterprise must return to being an instrument of social commitment for people’s working rights. However, beyond the issue of workers’ rights, job insecurity also generates a very distinctive and extremely negative phenomena, which not only implies the loss of the right to work, but also leads to a deterioration of the value attributed to one’s own work. A worker in this precarious position can end up hating their work, seeing it as a means to an end, as a disaster from which to free oneself as soon as possible, and certainly not as a way of expressing one’s identity, flair, dreams and passions. This all leads to a regression in the concept of responsibility, without which it is impossible to develop a free and equal society. The cooperative system has in fact appreciated from its very beginnings that individual responsibility is fundamental for freedom and fairness and that it is not inconsistent with common beliefs, social, political and philosophical movements, but goes alongside them and together as necessary co-presence. Without responsibilities there are no rights and without rights no responsibility. As a consequence, the cooperative movement is faced with a particularly complex task, which is to affirm the right to work, but also to fight for people, and especially for the young, for their right to fulfil their duty i.e. the duty of being responsible. The battle for work should not be seen only as the right to have a secure and fairly paid job, but also as a possibility to achieve individual social responsibility. We continue to believe that work is an ethical dimension of life and one of the fundamental pillars upon which life is based. If we allow both the right and duty to work to be destroyed we would further weaken future generations making them even more fragile. This is important ground for cultural campaign for the cooperative movement to work on, carrying out real youth policies in projects, events and research, but especially to adopt in the everyday life of the cooperatives.

We would also like to briefly mention another issue which we have at heart, and that is a unification of the cooperative movement. Here, memory serves as a good starting point to expand upon this concept as we need to cultivate our memories as instrument for growth and development and not just as a trophy to show off on official occasions. We are currently in one of those phases in history when there is a natural need to reflect and a desire to return to traditional values. The feeling is that something very important is missing. This act of retrieving our past and our memory can also be explained by the fact that today we can look at our situation much more freely and we can see the overlapping of different times in history in a much more objective way. This so-called overlapping refers to those periods in history where, despite the face value of contradictory ideals and beliefs, the underlying thinking was similar and there were many shared areas of interest and understanding. If we were to analyse these overlapping moments we could find useful direction and form a stronger identity able to help draw a more solid future for cooperation. It is therefore useful to work on the memory of our pasts, especially around those areas of the memory where there have been common views and shared values. Such areas are within each one of us. 

Cooperative thought and practise have always, and will always, refer to: solidarity and mutuality, responsibility, autonomy, awareness of being a cooperative member, rights and sense of duty, democracy. Such principles and values are shared, transversal and universal. 

While vertical conflict has disappeared, of people fighting each other moved by the same desire but for different things, there has been no horizontal conflict to follow with no reciprocal recognition of those who act in the name of love for people, peace and fair development. Such would have let us relive the essence of the profound motivation that moved the founding fathers of the Cooperative Movement around Europe, in which the questions and the answers were the same. We need to retrieve those common elements of our respective memories and cultures just as we need oxygen to live. These observations about memory and culture are also useful to underline the problem of unity we believe to be fundamental for the future of Cooperation. In fact, here in the region of Trentino (in North Italy, bordering Austria), the Confcooperative and Lega Nazionale delle Cooperative have been represented by the Federazione Trentina della Cooperazione since the year 2000. 

The questions we face here in Italy are the same as those faced by Europe. If any one person should listen in on a discussion within a cooperative enterprise, it would be difficult to understand the specific background and experience of the cooperative members. Working together means improvement and offers new ground to work on and makes us stronger. It is clear that fusions between the large cooperative organizations, which are rich in history, traditions and experiences of thousands and thousands of individuals, need authentic comparison with reciprocal contamination of other cultures. But we can no longer allow ourselves to proceed in a random way as times have changed and call upon co-operators for more adequate answers. 

The profound crisis of the manufacturing industry, the intense development of the tertiary sector, and the uncontrolled importance of money within the economy are all now more than just symptoms, but have taken on a more structural character and we run the risk that they may become carriers of decline or factors of serious crises, especially in some countries of the European Union. We must therefore react, as the cooperative system can and must take a stand and show Europe that it is an inevitable instrument for social development, for economic growth, for job creation and for unity. We must join together in one single organisation both within the individual countries and within Europe itself. This means much more than creating inter-sector organisations (i.e. different sectors for different areas of work for example agriculture, housing, etc.), as it would mean belonging to the same house. Every time we work in a network and as a system, we inter-cooperate taking large steps ahead for cooperative development. This inter-cooperation network must be carried out within the same house of cooperation.

At the same time, it is necessary to provide a profile of cooperation in modern terms that is sustained scientifically in all its aspects to potential new co-operators and to the whole society. Modernity cannot mean, however, leaving behind those principles and values upon which our cooperative movement is founded. We think it necessary to demonstrate that cooperation is as vital today as it was 150 years ago, but more importantly, that it is an essential instrument with which to build the future. A capitalist enterprise tends to destroy both competition and the market, whereas the cooperative enterprise does not. However, it is in the last twenty years that the cooperative phenomenon has not found its fit place on the academic agenda: there has been no research nor development of cooperative studies (especially not in the economic and organisational fields), no centres of research have been set up and some reputable cooperative study journals have ceased printing. Empirical research about cooperation has almost disappeared, especially at an international level, and the number of young researchers interested in studying the cooperative form has also fallen drastically. The idea instead has been reasserted that the cooperative enterprise is destined to cover a modest and marginal role compared to that of a capitalist enterprise.

These dynamics occurring in the field of cooperative studies contrast first and foremost with the increasing scientific interest reserved for the non-profit sector and for social entrepreneurship which actually takes on a cooperative form in many countries. But it also contrasts with the increasing interest towards local development of which the cooperative enterprise is often protagonist. Last but not least, there is a clear contrast with the real evolution that has taken place in the cooperative system since the 1990’s with considerable growth in many countries, usually greater than that of similar economies, both in terms of added value and in the workforce: in many traditional and especially in new activities, such as those of the social enterprises and of consultancy services.

In order to overcome these contradictions, it is necessary to reinstate cooperative study and research by creating thinking centres both at an international level and as comparative studies that foresee:

a.
a methodical collection of all information concerning cooperative economy and enterprises which is made readily accessible to all, and to create a comprehensive database about cooperation in the world and especially in Europe.

b.
theoretical and applied research about important themes, especially about the specificity of the cooperative model, also connected with the more general organisational theory.

c.
the development of coherent models of corporate governance and management, for example, to set up a project to develop an “ideal model of trans-cultural cooperative” to ensure the well being of every individual and the satisfaction of all collective needs with a further commitment towards ethical and environmental sustainability. All this so that economic and social sustainability take into consideration the environmental sustainability too, but also pre-empt the interest to pay on the debts of future generations regarding the exploitation of the environment which they would otherwise never benefit from. Also important is the area concerning women and time, as it could be useful to identify at both European and non European levels the potential to consolidate a cooperative district of services to support women in both their professional and family life.

d.
the guarantee of easy access to the statistic and bibliographic documentation by all those interested in cooperation, and to create a specific library of materials, publishing scientific studies intelligible to all. 

e.
training of young researchers in cooperative studies, at the same time encouraging senior researchers to elaborate upon cooperative issues together with the academic world.

f.
the promotion and dissemination of cooperative thought, with special reference to Europe.

The promoters for a European Centre for International Cooperative Studies highlight how there are many reasons to justify the interest of the Federazione Trentina della Cooperazione and of the local community for an international centre of strategic thought about cooperation in Trentino to encourage the study, research, innovation and experimentation in all the sectors in which cooperative enterprises are active. Such centre could be a point of reference for the European cooperative movement.

The area of Trentino can be considered a privileged area in respect of its deep rooted cooperative history, as a territory marked by the presence of cooperation in almost all sectors: a small region counting approximately 600 cooperatives (credit, consumer, agricultural, labour, social services, housing) and 220,000 members (out of a population of only 480,000 inhabitants). It is only possible to fully understand the development of this territory, bound and limited by its mountainous  orography,  by recognising the central role played by the cooperative movement.

The United Nations formally appreciated and recognised the unique history and autonomous model affirmed in this region with the 1947 UN resolution of the 31st October 1960. This greatly helped improve the destiny of an alpine region that had difficulty in coming out of a situation of widespread poverty to leave behind its painful past of mass emigration.

 Trentino is therefore an excellent example for the ever increasing numbers of visitors arriving from all over the world to see the local cooperative system of a real region with a very high density of cooperatives: a region that for its tradition, its history and its size, represents a case of local development which first and foremost is owed to the widespread nature of the cooperative form. It is therefore a model of social and economic development which lends itself well to study and analysis.

Among the main institutions responsible for the modernisation of Trentino is the University of Trento, which has played an important role opening its doors and forming networks with other universities to create the international model of knowledge that it is today. The international dimension of the University is pursued and developed by way of intense activity of cooperation with foreign partners and an elevated mobility on behalf of professors, researchers and students and in the formation of international research groups for which some specialist centres have already been set up (such as the Microsoft Centre and the Italo-German University, etc.).

A special link between the University and the world of cooperation is represented by Issan (Istituto Studi Sviluppo Aziende Non-profit), an established centre of research for non-profit organisations and social enterprises, founding member and active participant in the Emes network of European Universities (Emergence of Social Enterprise). Issan was founded in 1994 and has been promoted by the University of Trento with about 40 members, of which the university itself, various cooperatives, consortia, foundations, associations, trade organizations and local bodies.

During recent years, the University of Trento has intensified its activities in training and research in the field of cooperation and social enterprises and in Corporate Social Responsibility. In 2005 the University signed an agreement with the Federazione Trentina delle Cooperazione undertaking to further intensify research activity in the field of cooperation and to start specific training activities for senior management and board members of cooperatives.

The unique geographic position of Trentino constitutes a link between the Mediterranean and Northern Europe: an area in which many different traditions, cultures and languages live together alongside different models of cooperation.

The enlargement of the European Union means that this area is always more called upon to open up to the Balkans and to offer them the opportunity of getting closer to cooperative culture and entrepreneurship as way of encouraging participatory and sustainable development. 

It is also this unique position which has led Oecd (Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development) to establish an office in Trento in order to specifically promote the diffusion and dissemination of cooperative principles, values and practices throughout Eastern Europe, by way of seminars and training for local opinion leaders, operators and policy makers.

The new European Centre for International Cooperative Studies and the Oecd-Leed Centre could therefore establish a worthwhile cooperative relationship working together.

We would like to attain this target within the year of 2006, for which we hope in vast consensus from both international and European cooperation. The European Centre for International Cooperative Studies would be representative neither of the Italian nor the Trentino world of cooperation, but would belong to European and international cooperation from which it would need constant support in time and continuity. It will be necessary to carry out in-depth research and studies and to have analyses of and comparison with best practices. There is a need to entrust a place in the international economic, social and political context to the not so distant future of cooperation; a place for development, especially for those who need it most, and a place for building future relationships and peaceful exchange.
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