Profiling co-operatives and credit unions

Recent study of Atlantic Canada’s co-operative sector reveals great strength, and a few surprises

by Jennifer Belyea Fiander

Thanks to the release of a recent study, Atlantic Canadian co-operatives and credit unions are getting the recognition they deserve as being a major player in the region’s social economy. 

Recognizing a lack of current information on the co-operative sector in our region, the Social Economy and Sustainability Research Network made the decision to design and carry out a survey in all four Atlantic provinces. This study was conducted between April and October of 2007, with the report’s release in September of 2008. 

Luc Thériault of the University of New Brunswick, Ron Skibbens of Service Nova Scotia & Municipal Relations, and Leslie Brown of Mount Saint Vincent University combined efforts on this project.  The report, entitled “A Portrait of Co-operatives and Credit Unions in Atlantic Canada”, reveals many interesting results and fills a great need not only for the co-operatives themselves, but also at a government level.  

“The information in each province was uneven”, says Leslie Brown, about the lack of data to draw on prior to the study. 
While there is much agreement that co-operatives and credit unions are vital to our economy, there had been no measurable information to support this.  Brown describes the reaction to the survey as overwhelmingly positive. “Most responded by telling us that there’s nothing like it available, and that it would be very helpful for us to have this information”. 

All sectors were studied 
To get a clear view of the social impact of all types of co-operatives in our region, the study was extended to cover a variety of sectors, including: natural resources, manufacturing, processing and/or construction; trade, finance and/or insurance; housing and/or rental; recreation, tourism, accommodation and/or food services; health and social services; and arts, cultural and communications. 
Surveys were mailed out, targeted when possible to a member of each co-op’s board of directors. A total of 296 surveys (a 43% return rate) were completed and returned for evaluation.  As the report notes, “the final (overall) response rate of 43% is considered to be a respectable achievement for this study. 

The numbers say it all
After many significant findings, Brown describes how she “came away energized” from this experience, and feels very optimistic about co-operatives and their place in society, noting that they “are more important than we realize”.  
The study establishes some important figures- one being the age of our regional co-operatives. The longevity of the Atlantic co-op is impressive, with the average co-op being 33 years old. “Once they are in a community, they tend to stick around”, says Brown, unlike the high turnover we tend to see with other new businesses. 
Another notable number is that of the board members who are involved with co-operatives in our region. With over 700 co-ops, and the average number of board members being 8 people, it adds up to a lot of invaluable business training. 

Not to mention there are more than 6800 Atlantic Canadians who are employed through credit unions and cooperatives. 

Surprising results found

No research is without its surprises, and there were a few brought to light by this study. 

“One of the findings that surprised me was the paucity of collaboration”, says Brown. Indeed, the findings show that 26% do not collaborate with other co-operatives.  With only 22% reporting a high instance of collaboration, and the rest falling in either the moderate or low range, it seems many cooperatives are missing out on important networking opportunities. 
The study also brings to light some issues that those who are enforcing policies might want to keep under a watchful eye. 

In regards to board members, there was a notable lack of members who fit into the “special measures” groups “to overcome existing societal barriers in areas such as the labour market”, as identified by the federal government. Those include Aboriginal Peoples, persons with disabilities, and members of visible minorities.
Some of these results are representable of the location, for instance, some regions in the area lack Aboriginal Peoples to have as members of the board. 
However, the same can not be said for the lack of female board members. 

While women represent 51% of the Canadian population, they clearly hold less than 50% of the spots.  A bit concerning, 14% of the surveys that were submitted reported having no women on their board. 
The report also reveals many positives. 

According to Brown, a large number of cooperatives report keeping track of their social impacts in some way, and “it would be interesting to study this in more depth”.  In fact, most co-operatives keep their communities in mind, and contribute to them, whether it be non-monetary support, monetary donations, in-kind donations of goods or materials, or business or professional services.  
Only 5% of the co-operatives who responded indicated that they were not aware of the Canadian Co-operative Association’s seven co-operative principles.  This clearly indicates that board members and management keep these principles in mind as part of their practices. 
A “benchmark” for future studies

While the study’s findings are important for both co-operatives and those studying the social economy, they will also prove to be a useful tool for governments when monitoring the co-operative sector. 
Being the first study of its kind in the region, it is already showing great promise of not being the last.  This type of profile “mapping” is vital to understanding the co-operative movement. 

“These findings provide a benchmark at which to compare future patterns of development for co-operatives”, says Brown. With sincere enthusiasm she adds, “they are only beginning to tap their potential.”



ACCOMPANYING SIDEBARS FOR ARTICLE:






Forecasting the future of our co-operatives





According to Leslie Brown, we can watch for great potential for growth in these four key co-operative sectors in our region: 





food production and distribution (with emphasis on local and organic products)


in home care and health care


arts, culture and communications


funeral co-operatives





We can also expect to see a rise in multi-stakeholder co-operatives, in which membership is comprised of a combination of many different types of stakeholders: producers, consumers, workers, users, etc.  








A “snapshot” of the study’s goals





The basic objectives of “A Portrait of Co-operatives and Credit Unions in Atlantic Canada” were to: 





develop an accurate database of Atlantic Canadian co-operatives and credit unions 


categorize co-ops’ involvement in activities 


begin to record coops’ contributions to the economy


show the role of the coop in the community and the interaction between coops


make record of how coops are financed


to later compare the profile created of the co-operative sector to those of the non-profit and volunteer sectors


to have documentation available to later compare our region to other regions in Canada


provide accurate data usable by the co-operatives themselves, as well as to government and also university researchers and students 


use the findings to inform public policy on both community and regional development








