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      Co-operative Social Responsibility 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



From the outside, co-operatives may look like any 
other business. It is what goes on inside that makes 
us different.  
 
Take a closer look: we have members, not 
shareholders.  
 
We are controlled by our members, who actively 
participate in setting policies and making decisions.  
 
We resist and avert crisis.  
 
We animate local economy with a social 
responsibility.  
 
We drive business focusing on members’ needs, 
sustainable economy and solidarity.  
 
These are all key ingredients to give meaning to CSR.  
 
What if co-operation became the new motto for 
Europe? 
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We are co-operatives 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
What does it mean?  
 
Our enterprises are effectively owned and controlled by their local members. Members actively 
participate in setting their policies and making decisions according to the core principle  
“1 member = 1 vote”. 
 
Co-operative enterprises rely on their members, not on shareholders. 
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Co-operatives are value based businesses  
 
 
 
 
 
 
1. Voluntary and open membership 
Co-operatives 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 
Co-operatives are democratic organisations controlled by their members, who actively participate in 
setting their policies and making decisions. Men and women serving as elected representatives are 
accountable to the membership. In primary co-operatives members have equal voting rights (one 
member, one vote) and co-operatives at other levels are also organised in a democratic manner. 
3. Autonomy and independence 
 
Co-operatives are autonomous, self-help organisations controlled by their members. If they enter to 
agreements with other organisations, including governments, or raise capital from external sources, 
they do so on terms that ensure democratic control by their members and maintain their co-
operative autonomy. 
 
4. Member economic participation 
Members contribute equitably to, and democratically control, the capital of their co-operative. At 
least part of that capital is usually the common property of the co-operative. 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 co-operative, possibly by 
setting up reserves, part of which at least would be indivisible; benefiting members in proportion to 
their transactions with the co-operative; and supporting other activities approved by the 
membership. 
 
5. Education, training and information 
Co-operatives 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. Co-operation among co-operatives 
Co-operatives serve their members most effectively and strengthen the co-operative movement by 
working together through local, national, regional and international structures.  
 
7. Concern for community 
Co-operatives work for the sustainable development of their communities through policies 
approved by their members.  
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Who we are 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Cooperatives Europe – the European region of the International Co-operative Alliance – is the 
European cross-sectoral organization representing co-operative enterprises. On behalf of its 90  
co-operative organisations from 34 European countries across all business sectors it promotes the 
co-operative business model in Europe. 
 
Co-operatives are successful businesses. We work in all economic sectors: agriculture, housing, 
banks, healthcare, supermarkets, consumption and distribution... 
 
We are businesses, not charities: we trade, and share equally and reinvest our profit. 
 
We are of all types and sizes: from small industries owned by employees, to large banks owned by 
clients. 
 
We represent a successful force for economic growth and social cohesion in Europe. 
 
Co-operatives in Europe – a few figures 
 
123 million members 
 
5,4 million jobs 
 
160.000 enterprises 
 
10,000,000 homes managed by co-operatives across Europe for 30 million people 
 
29% of loans to SMEs are granted by co-operative banks 
 
50,000 employee owned enterprises, employing 1.4 million workers 
 
38,000 agri-co-operatives, generating a turnover of 360 billion € 
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What CSR means for us 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Corporate Social Responsibility is not new to co-operatives: we have always behaved in a social 
responsible way. It is in our DNA. 
 
For co-operative businesses to be socially responsible is not just a nice label, it is fundamental to our 
culture. That’s why we call it Co-operative Social Responsibility. 
 
The global crisis of the last three years has resulted in bailouts and bankruptcies of major 
institutions around the world, declines in stock market values, and recessions in developed 
economies.  
Co-operatives, if affected, have proven particularly resilient compared to many other forms of 
enterprises, thanks to specific economic and social practices, activities alongside members, and less 
dependence on the financial markets.  
 
Sustainable alternatives are increasingly relevant and co-operative enterprises are a part of the 
solution. Co-operatives exist to do so much more than create profit and they can be a driving force 
to a more sustainable economy and society. Co-operatives have values and concrete realities to put 
forward, and promote an ambitious vision of CSR. 
 
2012, “the International Year of Co-operatives” as proclaimed by the United Nations, is an 
opportunity for co-operatives to share and analyze best practices and policies at the European level 
in matters of CSR, such as: 
 

 
Local Economy 
We animate local economy with a social 
responsibility. 
 

Democratic control 
We have members, not shareholders, who 
actively participate in setting their policies 
and making decisions.  
 

Social utility 
We drive business focusing on members’ 
needs, sustainable economy and solidarity 

Sustainability 
We are committed to leading the way on 
developing the production and distribution 
of renewable energy. 
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We sustain local economy 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Through members, we are locally rooted and connected to the community that we serve. We 
contribute to maintain and create jobs, and offer people tools to assume their economic and social 
development. That’s how we do business. We are enterprises dedicated to real economy, members’ 
interest and social cohesion. 

 
  

Principle n°4 
Member economic participation  
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Development of territories 
Agri-cooperatives constitute frequently the single most important factor of economic activity in 
rural and particularly in remote and less-favoured areas. 
 
In Spain, Eroski supports the development of territories by implementing, for example, a set of 
measures aimed at increasing the sales of regional products. Through a dedicated campaign called 
“Sabores de Nuestra Tierra” (Flavours of Our Land), Eroski makes sure that regional products feature 
a special place on the shops’ shelves so to make them more visible to consumers. Furthermore, 
Eroski works to guarantee that these products have a permanent place in the Eroski network. 
In some remote and isolated areas where the market is not profitable enough for conventional 
enterprises, co-operatives are sometimes the only service provider for the community. 
 
In France, 75% of the headquarters of co-operatives are based in the province. 

 
Economic vitality 
Some 38,000 agri-cooperatives are generating a turnover of approximately 360 billion €, which 
largely remains in rural areas and re-inforces the local income in rural areas.  
 
In a remote area of Northern Finland, the Co-operative Society Maakunta has implemented a 
strong strategy for growth with the aim of improving life quality in difficult conditions. The  
co-operative has invested boldly into its service network – around €90 million in investments per 
year since 1993 – and has brought grocery services to every community in the region in which it 
operates, Kainuu, for a total of 14 supermarkets. 
 
Local employment 
European agri-cooperatives directly employ 660,000 people, while they sustain the income of their 
7 million farmer-members. 
 
Housing 
In Austria, the non-profit housing sector, whether housing co-operatives or limited-profit companies, 
is united under one single organisation, the Austrian Federation of Limited-Profit Housing 
Associations – Auditing Federation (GBV).  Their membership in the federation is mandatory.  GBV 
membership, with a total of 193 members of 724,000 housing units (rental and owner occupied), 
represents 18% of the total housing stock and 33% of the total multi-family-housing stock. 
 
Innovation 
The Danish consumer co-operative Irma offers a special milk to its consumers, which is directly 
sourced from a small family-run farm called “Gyrup in Thy”. The Gyrup Farm Milk is produced by Mr. 
Nikolai Nikolaisen, who is the seventh generation of the family and works with his wife and three 
employees. Besides the family history, this milk differentiates from the others because of the 
particular fat percentage (the fat content varies, generally between 3.0 and 4.5 percent) and the 
environmental conditions for the cows and feed. 
 
Encouraging both local cohesion and partnerships 
The local Rabobanks (The Netherlands) annually distribute co-operative dividend to civil society 
groups and projects. Rabobank undertakes commercial banking activities globally in areas where 
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there are few banks. Employees are encouraged to harness their knowledge and skills by 
volunteering for Rabo Development or for Rabobank Foundation. The group entities individually 
also promote community involvement. Rabobank Foundation is a body dedicated to social funds. 
 
In 1979, Crédit Agricole was the first company to set up a corporate foundation, the Crédit Agricole-
Pays de France Foundation. Alongside the Regional Banks, this Foundation supports projects that 
aim to protect and enhance the architectural, cultural and natural heritage of our regions in order to 
contribute to their economic and cultural vitality. In thirty years, the Foundation has backed more 
than 1,000 projects and provided more than €25 million of finance. The Regional Banks wish to 
share the advantages of their local ties with the territories they are based in. Most of them 
contribute to a local development fund, nine of them have created a foundation, thirteen an 
association, and two of them an endowment fund. All in all, the Regional Banks granted €21 million 
in 2010 to finance 10,000 projects, of which 42% for territorial development, 32% for solidarity, 
19% for economic development, 6% for national heritage, and 1% for environment.  

 
 
 
 
 

“Co-operative businesses that have stayed faithful to co-operative values 

and principles and the co-operative banks which rely on members’ funds 

and are controlled by local people have generally been able to resist the 

crisis very well.” 

Jose Manuel Barroso, President of the European Commission, January 2009 
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We provide social utility 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Co-operatives put members at the heart of all their business and ensure social cohesion. 
 
Our members believe in the ethical values of honesty, openness, social responsibility and caring for 
others. 
 
Some co-operatives, according to the decision of their members provide social services or are 
specialised in the inclusion, through work, of disadvantaged and marginalised workers. 
 
 
  

Principle n°5 
Education, training and information  

Principle n°7 
Co-operation among co-operatives  
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Solidarity between members 
The Eroski Group employs disabled people through a co-operation agreement signed with the 
Spanish Organization for the Blind (ONCE). By means of this settlement, Eroski is committed to 
filling 10% of the workforce positions of its new hypermarkets with people with disabilities.  
In time of crisis, the specific governance model of co-operatives enable members to quickly adopt 
measures (eg. reduce working hours or wages) in order to prevent job losses or enterprise closure (A. 
Zevi, A. Zanotti, F. Soulage and A. Zelaia, “Beyond the Crisis: Cooperatives, Work, Finance. 
Generating Wealth for the Long Term”, CECOP Publications, Brussels 2011). 
 
Solidarity between co-operatives 
In its shops CCU Bulgaria offers various goods sourced from co-operative organisations both in 
Europe and worldwide. Collaborative agreements in this regard have been established with Coop 
Italy, the Co-operative Group in the UK, COOPEURO, i.e. a buying alliance between Slovakia, Czech 
Republic, Hungary and the same Bulgaria, as well as with co-operatives in China and Sri Lanka.  
 
Inter-cooperative cooperation (co-operative groups, consortia) helps smaller cooperatives to be 
more competitive on the markets.  
 
Co-operatives allocate part of their benefits to co-operative solidarity funds and structures, and in 
this way contribute to the creation or development of other co-operatives. 
 
Social inclusion 
According to the European Research Institute on Co-operative and Social Enterprises – EURICSE, in 
Italy alone there are 13.938 social co-operatives, specifically designed to provide integration 
thorough work to physically, mentally or socially disadvantaged citizens or directly involved in the 
delivery of social services.  
 
A total investment of more than €23 million if one includes the Crédit Agricole Solidarité et 
Développement association and national foundations. The Group set up Crédit Agricole Solidarité et 
Développement (CASD) in 1983 to encourage and extend the outreach initiatives taken by its 
Regional Banks. This association supports economic and social inclusion programmes for 
disadvantaged people in France with the aim of combating all forms of exclusion. Its actions 
include assistance in reintegrating people in precarious situations, housing and youth training. 
Through the Solidarité Logement programme, CASD helps to provide housing for people in need in 
partnership with the Fédération Habitat et Humanisme and supports associations such as Solidarité 
Nouvelle. 
 
International co-operation 
For more than 30 years, the Centre International du Crédit Mutuel (CICM) has fostered the creation 
of autonomous mutual banking networks in Africa and Southeast Asia. CICM’s action is at the 
crossroads of microfinance and development aid, fully in line with Crédit Mutuel’s founding values: 
giving money a social purpose and promoting mutual support. Through CICM, which is endowed 
with a € 2 million budget, Crédit Mutuel is one of the few banking institutions to be so concretely 
involved in development efforts. 
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Since 2005, the Italian Co-operative Credit system has promoted the so-called ‘Argentina Project’ in 
order to support the Argentinian civil society to create a system of local co-operative banks. Thanks 
to the International Centre of Assistance to Co-operative Credit (CIACC) – an association expressly 
created for the purpose – the Italian Cooperative Credit system organizes/is involved in training 
courses, analysis, studies, promotion of trade between Argentina and Italy. 
 
Employee ownership 
50,000 worker co-ops employ 1.4 million workers and generate an aggregate turnover of around 
€50 billion. The well-known Mondragon group, the 7th Spanish entrepreneurial group is mainly 
made up of industrial cooperatives and employs over 100 000 workers. 
 
Voluntary Contribution on Currency Transactions 
In 2011, the co-operative bank Crédit Coopératif innovates with a Voluntary Contribution of 0,01% 
on Currency Transactions (VCCT). The VCCT is based on the volume of the interbank currency 
transactions (spot and outright on Foreign Exchange market) processed by Crédit Coopératif. Crédit 
Coopératif is a pioneer of solidarity-based finance with the largest existing range of ethical and 
solidarity-based banking products and investments in France.   
 
 
 
“Co-operatives play a key role in the structure and dynamism of the economy. 
Moreover, they offer their members unique solidarity mechanisms, creating solid 
ownership structures conducive to a strong group ethos, shareholding and long-term 
investments.” 
Communication from the European Commission: “Towards a Single Market Act – for a 

highly competitive social market economy, published on 27/10/2010 
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We encourage sustainability 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
We work for the sustainable development of our communities, promoting good human relations, 
respect for the environment and develop the production and distribution of renewable energy to 
support the combat against climate change. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

Principle n°6 
Concern for community 
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Social innovation 
Founded in 2004 with the aim of enhancing and promoting the contribution of women within the 
Italian Cooperative bank women’s association (iDEE) has the following goals: 

• Professional and personal enrichment of female members; 
• The transfer of sensitivities, skills and best practices for the benefit of the bank, the 

territory and local communities;  

• Maximisation of the contribution of women to the definition of the policies of the  
co-operatives banks. 

• Human relationships at the core of the co-operative vision 

• Sustainable employment  
• Resilience to the economic crisis 

 
Environment 
Consumer co-operatives are particularly committeed to the promotion of responsible production 
and consumption by, among others, sourcing and selling products from organic farming, Fair Trade, 
sustainable managed forests and sustainable fisheries. Agri-cooperatives promote an efficient use 
of natural resources, protection of the environment. They are in the forefront of investing in 
sustainability, by applying the concept of a bio-based economy, in sustainable production of food, 
feed, fibre and bio-energy.   
In the energy sector co-operatives promote a mix of biomass, hydroelectric, solar, wind turbines 
systems, ensure green energy supply, and develop infrastructures within isolated areas. 
 
Italian co-operative banks have come to an agreement with Legambiente (Italian League for the 
Environment) in order to support the growth of clean energy projects providing incentives for the 
use of renewables. In detail, credit institutions provide loans up to 200,000 euros over a 20-year 
term at the Euribor interest rate increased by 1%.  
 
Environment protection can be taken into account in another, innovative way. Italian co-operative 
banks, in fact, have developed an interesting investment opportunity through the Aureo ethical 
finance fund, which is a flexible non-harmonized fund composed by bonds, cash and equities 
instruments and mutual funds – both Italian and international – chosen in the light of their 
environmental concern. This ethical fund originates from a partnership with WWF. 
 
Energy efficiency  
In Germany, the new stores of Konsumgenossenschaft Göppingen eG (Southern Germany) feature 
geothermal facilities that minimise the use of fossil fuels and reduce CO2 emissions. In Schleswig-
Holstein (Northern Germany), Coop eG has recently started a pilot project for the construction of an 
environmentally sound point of sale (POS) called “Sky-Market”. This market is also using geothermal 
facilities that, following Coop eG’s forecasts, will allow a saving of 56 tonnes of CO2 every year. 
 
Fair trade  
In 2009 the Co-operative Group’s Fair Trade (FT) range stood at 260 products and every single  
co-op store now offers a core range of FT products including fruit, tea, coffee, chocolate and wine as 
well as FT cotton bags. The Co-operative Group has also converted its entire own-brand hot 
beverage range, worth over £16 million annually - to Fair Trade. In 2010, The Co-operative Group 
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became the first supermarket to sell bean sprouts grown from FT mung beans from Inner Mongolia, 
one of the poorest rural areas in China. The Co-operative also launched the world’s first FT 
blueberries. The UK Fair Trade Foundation estimates that over 200,000 people (farmers, workers 
and their families across 60 developing countries) benefited from The Co-operative Food’s sales of 
FT products in 2010.    
 
Organic production 
Coop Jednota in Slovakia launched a new own-brand organic line which now counts 200 items but 
whose expansion is already planned.    
 
Reducing our ecological footprint 
The Raiffeisen Climate Protection Initiative (RZB, Austria) is a forum for activities related to 
sustainability, climate change, energy efficiency and renewable resources. In 2010 a special 
competition was held, titled the “Raiffeisen Climate Protection Challenge”. The numerous ideas 
submitted in the categories of Business and Working Environment reflected the high level of 
employee awareness of environmental protection and the impacts of climate change. The 
feasibility of the winning recommendations for enhancing the importance of environmental 
protection in the bank’s core business activities is currently being analysed. In June 2010 RZB was 
nominated in the Emerging Markets Sustainable Bank of the Year category of the 2010 FT 
Sustainable Banking Awards, in recognition of the steps taken to enhance energy efficiency across 
the Group. 
 
 
 
“The co-operative model of enterprise is […] a sustainable form of enterprise able to 
withstand crisis, maintaining the livelihoods of the communities in which they operate 
[…] a means to address the current crisis and avert future crisis”. 
International Labour Organisation (ILO) 
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Co-operative Social Responsibility 
Our plan into the future 
 
 
 
 
 

! Promote sustainable practices in agriculture 
! Promote organic production 
! Develop the production and distribution of renewable energy 
! Support and develop a knowledge based bio-economy 
! Reduce our own energy consumption and carbon emissions for the the climate, energy and the 

carbon footprint 
! Encourage reporting on social responsibility policies and practices using specific tools (RSE.coop, co-

operative indicators) and common ones (ISO26000, GRI) 
! Develop awareness on social and environmental issues 
! Share and encourage best practices 
! Improve the representation of women inside the Board of directors of co-operatives 
! Improve social relations by pushing equal pay for equal work, fair balance of genders in managerial 

positions, promotion of diversity, inclusion programs for disabled employees, youth and senior 
citizens 

! Reduce our own energy consumption and carbon emission 
! Environment and health in production and consumption 
! Reprocessing of waste  
! Promote the use of sustainably managed forest products and contribute to the prevention of illegal  
! Promote of sustainable fishing and aquaculture 
! Promote fair trade 
! Offer consumers safe, high-quality and sustainable goods at affordable prices 
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