
Draft National Co-operative Development Strategy

A Response by Members of CDBs Forum

Introduction
There is a strong case for a review and redesign of the way co-operative
development is carried out in the UK and the Draft Strategy really gets that
ball rolling.  However, it is a long way from providing a realistic or achievable
model for co-operative development in this country.  This report sets out
why that is and proposes solutions.

The problems
It's disjointed and incoherent
The  DNCDS makes  no  reference  to the  scoping  report  and discussion
documents  here  http://www.uk.coop/what-if/resources,  nor  to
https://whatif.coop/,  which  together  are  presented  to  the  public  as  The
National  Co-operative Development Strategy  consultation.  It  is  not  clear
how or if these online resources have contributed to the development of the
strategy.   Some  interesting  insights  by  Jim  Brown  and  Alex  Bird
(https://www.uk.coop/sites/default/files/uploads/attachments/consultancy.coo
p_discussion_paper.pdf) in particular have been completely ignored.

The link to  www.uk.coop/takeaction is not actually a hyperlink and in any
case leads to a page not found.

The concluding  Pathways to a participatory economy – illustrative targets
section is only loosely connected to the strategy – the targets sit there like
pies in the sky.

It's not a strategy
The DNCDS is not actually a strategy.  It gets as far as proposing some broad
and long term aims but does not translate these into specific objectives that
are in any way SMART.  Nor does it propose a way in which the stated aims
can be translated into achievable objectives and so it  is actually  no more
than an aspirational discussion document.

It's not about co-operative development
The document and the online resources are remarkable in that they make
little or no reference to co-operative development bodies or to professional
co-operative development workers.

The co-operative development movement is not credited in the DNCDS as a
“Key  driver  of  success  to  date”.   “Specialist  networks...  in  key  sectors”
clearly excludes generalist CDBs.  Whilst the CDBs cannot take credit for the
emergence of sectors such as the wholefood co-operatives in the 1970s, the
renewable energy sector, community pubs and shops or supporters trusts it
was  largely  CDBs that  advised them,  registered  them,  guided  them into
sustainability  and helped to drive their  growth.  Furthermore,  CDBs have
registered and supported many hundreds of  small  co-ops such as artists'
studios,  community enterprises,  fishermen, home workers,  housing co-ops,
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market traders, play groups,  professionals' consortia,  taxi drivers  etc. that
are crucial to their communities and are not part of any sectoral bubble.
They have also advised dozens of existing co-operatives as they go through
growth phases, troubleshooted governance and other  sustainability issues
and facilitated co-operative conversions, buyouts  and spin-outs.  Because
CDBs tend to work in the background and are often subject to confidentiality
constraints they are undercredited for this work.

The  only reference  to  co-operative  development  in  the  DNCDS  is  an
exhortation  for  individual  co-operative members  to  “Take action together
to... be a partner for... specialist co-operative development bodies”.   It is not
clear what this actually means.  

Co-operative development is not mentioned or reflected in the Pathways to
a participatory economy – illustrative targets section.  How is it possible for
the conclusion of a co-operative development strategy not to  include the
word “development”?

Would CDBs and CDWs have no role in the implementation of a CD strategy?
CDBs and CDWs between them have centuries of experience of co-operative
development and a deep wisdom that surely any CD strategy would want to
use.   CDWs are dedicated and tenacious and their  goals  are exactly the
same as those of the strategy.

The  section  heading  Do  it  ourselves –  a  National  Co-operative
Development Strategy gives the game away.  The strategy is based on the
premise  that  co-operative  development  services  are  best  delivered  by
workers in trading co-ops  and does not recognise that  they  can  only ever
provide limited support to other co-ops.

This  would  appear  to  be  an  attempt  to  eliminate the  professional
co-operative  development  sector.   That would  be  a  tragedy  for  the
co-operative movement in this  country.   As CDBs we have to declare an
interest but we are alarmed at this and that we are actually being asked to
design our own redundancy.

We recognise that there are problems in the CDB sector, including  lack of
new entrants, patchy coverage and lack of capacity at scale, but these are
surely challenges for a CD strategy to address  rather than a reason to run
down the entire sector.

Rather than trying to eliminate the CDB sector the strategy should be to find
ways to unleash its full potential.

A  fundamental problem  is  the failure  to  distinguish  between  the
development of co-operatives and the development of co-operation.  The
document purports to be about the former but is actually about the latter.
More street parties would help with community co-operation but would not
be enough to help a community to take over their pub – it could only get
them as far as the first rung.  In fact, co-operation can be to the detriment of
co-operatives: too much fluffy co-operation in the wrong direction and you
will be trampled all over.  We can learn lessons from the private sector  in
that respect.



The solution
Start with the seven Co-operative Principles.  Principles 1-5 and 7 specify
how any co-operative enterprise should operate and be constituted.  It is
Principle  6  that  creates  the  co-operative  movement  by  joining individual
co-operatives together.   Therefore the root of  the problem is  a failure of
co-operatives to  implement Principle 6  in such a way as to engender the
sustainable development of new and existing co-operatives  and to build a
co-operative economy.

This  is  not necessarily the fault  of  the individual  co-operatives.   The ICA
guidance notes  for  Principle  6  state  only  that  “Co-operatives  serve their
members most effectively and strengthen the co-operative movement by
working  together  through  local,  national,  regional,  and  international
structures”.   There  is no  reference  here  to  any  obligation  specifically  to
support  co-operative  development  and  it  puts no  obligation  on  local,
national,  regional,  and  international  structures  to  provide  or  facilitate
co-operative development services.

The fact is that when a co-op starts up it typically has only the resources to
implement principles 1-4.  It is only when it reaches a level of maturity and
wealth that it can begin to think about its obligations to Principles 5-7.  Even
then, Principle 6 is usually interpreted to mean “Join CUK and your local RCC
and try to trade with other co-ops” and not much more beyond that.

So a co-op cannot contribute to any co-operative development programme
until it has accumulated some reserves and even then it usually does not.
But  a  co-op  most  needs  to  draw  on  co-operative  development  services
before  and  during  its  start  up  phase  and  at  critical  growth  phases,  the
former being exactly when it has least reserves and long before it can itself
contribute to co-operative development.  Therefore there has to be some
kind  of  co-operative  development  account  which  co-ops  draw  from
according to their need and pay into according to their ability to pay.

It must be the job of the National Co-operative Development Strategy to set
up this account and specify how it is to be managed.

The aims of the strategy must be to:
1. Find a way for existing and especially mature and large co-ops to put 

resources into co-operative development on an equitable basis
2. Ensure that the structures and bodies responsible for the delivery of 

co-operative development are sustainable, regenerative, have 
sufficient capacity and scope and are quality assured

3. Find a way in which pre-starts, new starts, existing co-ops and 
co-operative buyouts, conversions and spin-outs can draw down 
appropriate development services.

A (probably overly) simple way of looking at it would be to say:

• 1 is a task for Co-operatives UK

• 2 is a task for the CDBs

• 3 is a task for The Hive

• Integrating the whole and specifying how these tasks are to be carried 
out and resourced is the job of the National Co-operative Development



Strategy.

It is only by taking an approach like this that a practical and detailed action
plan can be drawn up.

Because  the  draft  strategy  proposes  an  essentially  amateur  model  of
co-operative  development  it  does  not  recognise  that  money  needs  to
change hands when development services are delivered and therefore does
not  recognise  that  its  task  is to  design  a market  for co-operative
development.

This is not to say that there is no role for peer support between co-ops.
There is and it should be recognised and facilitated but peer support alone
can never deliver a comprehensive programme of professional co-operative
development.

Implementation  of  a strategy  for  quality  assured co-operative
development  must  involve  managing  movements  of  money.   The  most
practical  way  of  doing  this  would  be  the  establishment  of  a  Fund  for
Co-operative Development.  But because co-ops will typically draw from the
fund before  they pay much in,  it  will  need working capital  if  it  is  to  be
functional from the start.  Sources of that capital will need to be identified.
Ideally, Credit Unions will help to facilitate this great project  but there are
other potential funders.  Once the fund reaches a certain level the initial
injection of cash can be repaid.

The Fund for Co-operative Development would also be used to support the
continuous professional development of CDBs and CDWs.

A realistic way forward is to extend or replicate the Solid Fund across the UK
co-operative movement.  Getting just a fraction of the 17 million members
of UK co-operatives to put £1 each a week into a Co-operative Development
Fund would create a huge resource for co-operative development.  And it
would be ours to develop and direct.  It would not be vulnerable to a change
in  government  policy  or  a  change in  management  in  a  large Society  or
financial difficulties in the funder.

Increasing the level of investment in co-operative development should also
include  strategies  for  actions  with  government,  LEPs,  European  and
replacement  investment,  community  shares,  ethical banks  and  internal
investment programmes like The Hive and CEH.

Learning from other countries
When  writing  strategy  we  should  also  draw  on  evidence  from  Canada,
United  States,  Asia,  Europe and  elsewhere  where  there are long  and
interesting histories of investment in the sector and development of regional
co-operative economies.  The Mondragon model of profit share pooling is a
good example.

British  people  generally  lack  the  skills  to  work  together  co-operatively
without an authority hierarchy telling them to  and so co-operatives do not
start up and grow naturally  here.   Italians, Basques, the French, Japanese
and Argentinians  do have these skills  and they overcome their  problems
with  co-operative  working  because  it  is  natural  to  them.   Development
workers and practitioners in this country routinely rescue and repair co-ops



that had no prior help in this  area  – they stumble and disagree and the
business suffers.

Its not difficult for British people to acquire these skills but they are loathe to
make a start on it because we are conditioned from an early age to fear
these  'people  issues'  and  prefer  to  hide  behind  hierarchy,  often
masquerading as a co-operative.  If you ask co-op members what are their
priority needs they  do not say these things until the whole organisation is
bogged down in conflict (chronic and acute) and then they say “Save us
please, somebody”.  They needn't have got into that mess at all if we had
co-op development strategies that helped build co-operating teams before
they tried to run businesses.

Further development of the co-operative movement
Nationally
We  need  to  increase  levels  of  education  about  co-operatives  and
co-operation  to  include  co-operative  history,  co-operative  economics,
co-operative  social  practice,  The  Co-operative  Party,  co-op  member
education etc. in  The  Woodcraft Folk, schools, colleges, universities, adult
education, co-operative businesses, the press and elsewhere.  Reaching out
to  young  people  and  opinion  formers  in  particular  are  vital  strategic
objectives.

Recognising that the original intention of the Rochdale Equitable Pioneers
was to create a just and equitable society using co-ops as a tool, we should
develop  regional  and  sectoral  collaborations,  not  as  a  brand but  as  a
movement working towards a new economics, by:

• Working closely with social enterprise, mutuals, community 
businesses, trading charities, trades unions, local authorities and 
others

• Grass roots market making, perhaps by developing co-operative 
versions of the Transition Network's highly successful Local 
Entrepreneur Forums

• Using new digital platforms as tools for true co-operation

• Unashamedly putting out the message that a new economics is 
possible and indeed essential for economic justice and taking control.

CDBs could have roles in these activities.

Internationally
Another action to take is to put pressure on the ICA to extend the guidelines
on Principle 6 such that co-ops globally are obliged to support co-operative
development.   This  will facilitate  and  enable  the  building  of sustainable
co-operative economies at scale all over the world.

A step further would be to comprehensively review the set of Principles as
suggested here:
http://www.thenews.coop/94300/news/general/time-to-extend-the-seven-co-
operative-principles/.
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Conclusion
The Draft Strategy  appears to have been written by people who have no
idea  what  co-operative  development  is  or  how  to  write  a  strategy.
Nevertheless,  it is  a  good starting  point  for  debate  and  for  that  we are
grateful to those who have put work into it.  

There is much more debate to be had and work to be done to flesh it out and
it is important to maintain a positive attitude as we do this.  We look forward
to contributing further as the strategy is developed.

These  are  our  recommendations  for  developing  a  workable  National
Co-operative Development Strategy:

• Clearly state the aims of the strategy 

• Be ambitious 

• Build the strategy from first principles

• Use what we already have – an organised, experienced and dedicated
set of co-operative development bodies already in place and poised to
deliver the professional services that this strategy requires

• Recognise the need to manage movements of money

• Always work towards developing SMART objectives.

This  is  an opportunity for the UK to build the infrastructure of  a thriving
co-operative economy which can be an example to the world.  Let's get it
right.
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