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Thank you so much for inviting me to participate in the celebration of your 110th anniversary. This is indeed a very special occasion and an achievement for which you are to be congratulated!

I would like to begin by discussing what it is that we do know about consumer co-operatives.  To begin with, consumer co-operatives have a long and successful history. I know that this is only one of many ways to measure success, but if you look at the top fifteen of the Global 300 list there is only one organization on the list that is not a consumer co-operative. The model has spread around the world and while it has typically taken a form consistent with whatever the local context might be, there are many similarities across countries. 

Consumer co-operatives provide what in Canada we describe as “cradle to the grave” services. Around the world, examples of the model can be found in virtually every sector in virtually every country. We are perhaps most familiar with consumer co-operatives in the retail and wholesale trade. In Canada our consumer co-operatives are the largest co-operatives in the country; one member of a leading member-based wholesale co-operative is the largest retail co-op in North America. We have examples in our remote northern communities of the Canadian Arctic where consumer co-operatives deliver a full range of services from retail to housing construction to broadband service to mineral exploration. I understand that the consumer co-operatives in Finland are equally diverse in services provided, and equally successful. 

Other examples of sectors in which you will find consumer co-operatives present and influential include financial and insurance services, as well as other types of service co-operatives including funeral, housing, childcare, preschool, and eldercare. If you are following the very important health care debate in America today you will have heard that Obama’s supporters are advocating co-operative health insurance models as a means to reform health care and to bring health coverage to some 40 million Americans currently lacking coverage. The role of co-operatives in the provision of health care is central to the Canadian psyche as they formed the basis for the universal Medicare health system we enjoy today. 

Other very successful examples of consumer co-operatives provide water, natural gas, and rural electric services to many Americans and western Canadians. 
Rural and remote communities benefit from recreational, transportation, communication and community development co-operatives as well. 
With the success of the consumer co-op model comes many pressures causing concerns and providing lots of topics for academics to study. Issues related to governance and management are ongoing. In North America many decry the lack of business school programs uniquely focused on training decision makers with knowledge of co-operative values. Financing models that allow for expansion and the pursuit of opportunities while retaining control in the hands of members continue to be sought. The ever-present competition, and sometimes-outright hostility, from the private sector means that co-operatives must not only monitor their competitors closely but also watch governments to ensure that the competition has not convinced government of a need to change tax or other legislative frameworks to create a “level playing field.”

But despite these worries, the most important lesson that we have learned recently is that the co-operative model generally, but more specifically our consumer co-operative model, is resilient in times of economic crisis. The recent report written by Johnston Birchall and myself for the ILO on the Resilience of the Co-operative Business Model has demonstrated this quite clearly and with examples from around the world. 

I wish to touch briefly on some of the central debates in the literature. In much of Europe there have been many discussions regarding the appropriate structures required to ensure success among consumer co-operatives. The debate regarding centralized versus decentralized structures, and the associated strengths or weaknesses of federated structures have provided much for academics to ponder. In Canada, both academics and the sector have concluded that a decentralized, federated system is what is required for success. I would be happy to answer questions regarding why this model seems to work so well in Canada. More recently, however, the impact of amalgamations and mergers on member identity and loyalty, and governance structures and effectiveness has been reviewed and we have observed that our retail co-operatives are very prepared to institute complex structures to ensure democratic participation and local input and control regardless of the size of the “parent” co-operative. 

The role and composition of boards, and the appropriateness of appointed specialists versus elected members is an important and ongoing debate, with Canadians and Americans, academics and co-op leaders, falling on either side of the argument. Associated with this discussion is the one regarding appropriate governance models. 

Financing models and the role of the outside investors, and the associated impact on control continues. As does contradictory claims regarding the efficiency of co-operatives versus comparative studies of Investor owned Firms. The results of these studies vary by sector. Unfortunately the debate focuses on efficiency as opposed to effectiveness. The role of government – particularly in developing economies – has often been examined. It is safe to say that the conclusion favors far less government involvement than more. And finally, the question of how to increase member engagement, in particular youth, but also other populations not currently involved, such as women, minorities, and indigenous populations, is a cogent issue for co-operative sustainability. 

What do we need to know about consumer co-operatives? Answers to all of the above! These debates continue and research to examine them is ongoing. Some issues seem to be cyclical, for instance centralized versus decentralized structures, falling in and out of favor over the years. 

And finally, how do we find answers to these questions? I suggest we do this by integrating theory and practice. I will conclude my presentation by describing what this means by describing the activities of a number of our co-operative research centres around the world, and finally in Canada. My closing reflections will focus on the work of the International Co-operative Alliance’s Committee on Co-operative Research and its goal to develop a relevant research agenda in collaboration with representatives from the co-operative sector. 
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