What is a Co-op?

How did co-ops begin? In the late 1700s, the Industrial Revolution was transforming the economy of England. Mass production was driving independent artisans out of business, and factory wages were plunging. Industries were constantly looking for ways to reduce labor costs, like the "downsizing" corporations of today. As early as 1760, in response to these hardships, a group of shipyard workers in northern England set up cooperative flour mills and a bakery to break a local monopoly that was making bread unaffordable.

A cooperative or co-op is a business that is owned and controlled by the very same customers who use its services. The voice of every person makes a difference. The economic benefits of a cooperative are given back to the members, reinvested in the co-op or used to provide member services. In our case, those returns are called capital credits.

Surplus earnings -- the "profits" that in capitalism go to investors -- were returned to the customer/owners in proportion to their purchases. Cooperatives keep economic benefits within the community. Profit is not siphoned off by outside interests. The co-op's members are its owners.

You can open branch stores with a wholesale department for other co-ops; diversified into other products; and they started doing some of their own manufacturing (Chassis’s, Cabinetry, Circuits, Boards, Templates...). the  cooperative can own its own factory, too.

The International Cooperative Alliance was formed in 1895 in order to "promote and protect cooperative values and principles". The ICA has issued a set of Cooperative Principles on three occasions: 1937, 1966, and in September 1995. The latest statement begins by declaring a set of values: "Cooperatives are based on the values of self-help, self- responsibility, democracy, equality, equity, and solidarity. In the tradition of their founders, co-operative members believe in the ethical values of honesty, openness, social responsibility, and caring for others." The 1995 statement goes on to list seven principles that are to serve as guidelines for putting these values into practice. The principles include open membership, democratic control, and concern for the sustainable development of communities. Cooperatives are to be user-owned and user-controlled for user benefit. 

Co-ops in the twenty-first century will face stiff competition from large capitalist corporations, but they continue to offer an extremely flexible way of pooling individuals' resources in order to improve the wellbeing of the entire group. Co-ops promote the idea of modest savings or benefits for all, rather than excessive accumulation of profits by a few. 

Why Co-ops Form
Co-ops are formed by their members when the marketplace fails to provide needed goods or services at affordable prices and acceptable quality. Cooperatives empower people to improve their quality of life and enhance their economic opportunities through self-help. Throughout the world, cooperatives are providing co-op members with financial services, utilities, consumer goods, affordable housing, and other services that would otherwise not be available to them.

Types of Cooperatives
Consumer Cooperatives—Consumer cooperatives are owned by the people who buy the goods or use the services of the cooperative. They sell consumer goods such as food and outdoors equipment. They provide housing, electricity and telecommunications. And they offer financial (credit unions), healthcare, childcare and funeral services. Almost any consumer needs can be met by a cooperative.

Producer Cooperatives—Producer cooperatives are owned by people who produce similar types of products-by farmers who grow crops, raise cattle, milk cows, or by craftsmen and artisans. By banding together, they leverage greater bargaining power with buyers. They also combine resources to more effectively market and brand their products, improving the incomes of their members.

Worker Cooperatives—Worker cooperatives are owned and governed by the employees of the business. They operate in all sectors of the economy and provide workers with both employment and ownership opportunities. Examples include employee-owned food stores, processing companies, restaurants, taxicab companies, sewing companies, timber processors and light and heavy industry.

Purchasing and Shared Services Cooperatives – Purchasing or shared services cooperatives are cooperatives whose members are other businesses or public entities which join together to increase the performance and competitiveness of their organizations. Members of these cooperatives have found that, by pooling their purchasing power to acquire goods and services, they can lower their operating costs. Like all cooperatives, the purchasing or shared service cooperative exists to meet its members' needs, and almost any service can be provided by these cooperatives for their members. 

Purchasing and shared services cooperatives are owned and governed by independent business owners, small municipalities and, in some cases, state governments that band together to enhance their purchasing power, lowering their costs and improving their competitiveness and ability to provide quality services. They operate in all sectors of the economy
What Is a Cooperative Business?
        A cooperative is a business owned and controlled by the people who use its services. They finance and operate the business or service for their mutual benefit. By working together, they can reach an objective that would be unattainable if acting alone.
        The purpose of the cooperative is to provide greater benefits to the members such as increasing individual income or enhancing a member's way of living by providing important needed services. The cooperative, for instance, may be the vehicle to obtaining improved markets or providing sources of supplies or other services otherwise unavailable if members acted alone

Here are Some Ideas of things that a cooperative can do.

Share in the profits 

Earn your points as you spend
As a member you will be rewarded with a share of our profits. The amount you receive is based on how much you spend with our businesses, and the amount we have made in profits that year. When we know how much profit we have made, we will change your points into credits. You will receive your money twice a year: in spring and autumn.
Manage your account online

You can manage your profit-share account online by visiting the members’ website

Special Offers

deals and discounts on items at The Co‑operative Co‑op Welcome stores 

Co‑operative Food

Co‑operative members' credit card

Co‑operative Legal Services 

Co‑operative Pharmacy
Co‑operative Funeral care

As a member you can vote for other members who have put themselves forward to represent you and your community on your area committee. You can also put yourself forward to represent members in your area.

At election time, biographical details of each candidate will feature on the members' website. In addition to this, they will also be posted automatically to our most active members (along with a ballot paper if the election is contested).

Our members tell us what is important to them; we listen and act on it. That’s how we provide customers with what they really want from our businesses, and help local communities to help themselves. We do this democratically through our network of member representatives.

Co-operative values and principles 

Self-help – we help people to help themselves

Self-responsibility – we take responsibility and answer for our actions 

Democracy – we give our members a say in the way we run our businesses

Equality – no matter how much money a member invests in their share account, they still have one vote

Equity – we carry our business in a way that is fair and unbiased

Solidarity – we share interests and common purposes with our members and other co-operatives.

Our ethical values:

Openness – nobody’s perfect, and we won’t hide it when we’re not

Honesty – we are honest about what we do and the way we do it

Social responsibility – we encourage people to take responsibility for their own community, and work together to improve it

Caring for others – we regularly fund charities and local community groups from the profits of our businesses.

 Our principles are the way we put our values into action:

Voluntary and open membership – membership is open to everyone

Democratic member control – all members have an equal voice in making policies and electing representatives

Member economic participation – all profits are controlled democratically by members and for their benefit

Autonomy and independence – co-operatives are always independent, even when they enter into agreements with the government and other organizations

Education, training and information – co-operatives educate and develop their members as well as their staff

Co-operation amongst co-operatives  – co-operatives work together with other co-operatives to strengthen The Co-operative Movement as a whole

Concern for community – co-operatives also work to improve and develop the community, both locally and internationally.

Business Member Seal of Approval

The Co-op America Business Seal of Approval is a mark of trust provided by Co-op America to help consumers identify and support socially responsible companies that have been screened and approved by Co-op America. 

This special seal shows your customers and peers that your commitment has a real commitment to socially and environmentally responsible business practices. Each member carrying this seal is an approved member of Co-op America's Business Network. 

Co-op America Business Network Members are eligible to display our Green Business Seal of Approval on their Web site and in print materials after passing our Member Screening Process. If approved, your company will receive a CD containing all the information you need to start using the Seal of Approval on all your marketing materials, including your:

· Web site, 

· Newsletters, 

· Business brochures and ads, and 

Signage, banners, posters, and retail store visuals.

Business Member Screening Process

To receive all the promotional benefits of the Co-op America Business Network—including a listing the National Green Pages™—new members must complete our Member Screening process, a screening process designed to ensure that we only promote truly committed socially and environmentally responsible businesses.

After joining the Business Network, businesses initiate the review process by completing a Listing Application. Co-op America’s Screening Team reviews the information on this application, along with other information gathered by our screening team through research and interviews. 

The Screening Committee, which is appointed by and reports to Co-op America's board of directors, investigates each applying company to determine its familiarity with and commitment to social and environmental responsibility, and looks for significant evidence of this commitment in the practices and policies of the company.

To qualify to appear in the National Green Pages™ and carry the Seal of Approval, companies' representatives must demonstrate that they:

· Actively use their businesses as tools for positive social change; 

· Run "values-driven" enterprises that operate according to principles of social justice and environmental sustainability; 

· Are socially and environmentally responsible in the way they source, manufacture, and market their products and run their offices and factories; and 

· Are committed to developing and employing extraordinary practices that benefit workers, customers, communities, and the environment. 

The committee may either approve the company or ask the Screening Coordinator to gather additional information if questions or concerns remain. When the committee is satisfied that a company's profile is complete, a final decision is made to approve or reject the company for full membership.

If approved for full membership, your company will receive a free 25-word listing in both the online version and the next print edition of the National Green Pages™, the right to use our exclusive Green Business Seal of Approval and eligibility for advertising in our popular green consumer publications.

If your company is not approved for full membership, you may opt to terminate your membership and your membership dues will be refunded in full.

We consider each company's impact on its four major stakeholders: their customers, their employees (including workers in their supply chain), the environment, and the communities in which they do businesses and where their business has an impact.

For each applying company, we first consider the following factors:

· Is the company "values-driven;" i.e., is there a focus on using the business as a tool for positive social change? 

· If the applying company is a subsidiary of or is significantly owned by another company (over 30% ownership), the applying company must be extraordinary in its social and environmental responsible performance and the parent company must pass our negative screens, which generally means that the parent company cannot be involved in any activities deemed by us to be significantly harmful to people or the planet. 

· If the applying company is a representative or distributor of products manufactured by another company, the applying company must be extraordinary in its practices and policies and the product itself must have socially and environmentally sound qualities. 

Below are the types of indicators currently examined by our Screening Committee to determine eligibility for approved membership in the Co-op American Business Network. The specific questions we address in each category depend somewhat on such factors as business size, industry, length of time in business, and the location of the business.

· Product quality 

· Promotion and support of consumers' health and safety 

· Organically grown contents 

· Cruelty-free production 

· Energy usage, efficiency, and promotion/use of renewables 

· Waste reduction 

· Promotion of positive education and social values 

· Environmental impact and protection of the biosphere 

· Minimal/reusable packaging 

· Social and environmental responsibility of third-party producers 

· Employee safety and healthy working conditions 

· Fair labor practices 

· Decision-making, ownership, and financial equity within the company 

· Workplace ecology 

· Transparency and openness in communications with stakeholders 

· Community impact and commitment to Fair Trade 

Other Ways to Support Us

Make a Contribution By making a generous gift to Co-op America today you'll help expand our powerful work to create a more just and sustainable society.
Renew Your Membership It's easy! Renew online or call 1-800-58-GREEN to renew your annual membership and you'll receive the newest edition of the National Green Pages™. Don't miss a single issue of Real Money or the Co-op America Quarterly.
Join the Business Network Become part of the nation's largest, most diverse, and innovative group of green business leaders.
Give Gift Memberships Give the gift of a green future.
Co-op America membership is the perfect way to give with your values.
Sustainers' Circle Become part of our dedicated circle of members making regular monthly gifts to support our work.
Leadership Forum Become part a group of visionary members making commitments of $1,000 or more to help continue our work.
Partners in Cooperation Give $250 or more to join Co-op America in creating a more just and sustainable future.
Planned Giving Discover options to leave a charitable legacy and support Co-op America's work into the future.
Stock Gifts Support our work by giving a gift of stock and decreasing your tax burden.
Workplace Giving Support our work through employee matching gifts, United Way, or the Combined Federal Campaign.

Personal Fundraising Pages If you want your friends and loved ones to honor your special event with a donation in your name to Co-op America, you can use First Giving to send them to your own personal giving web page.
Tell a Friend If you have a friend or co-worker that you know would love the National Green Pages and our green living newsletter, Real Money, why not tell them to become a member?
How to Start a Cooperative
The book, How to Organize a Cooperative, provides this sequence of events for cooperative formation:

1. Hold a meeting of leading persons to discuss a need that forming a cooperative might meet. 

2. Hold an exploratory meeting of interested persons. Vote whether to continue. If affirmative, select a steering committee. 

3. Conduct a survey to determine cooperative feasibility. 

4. Hold a second general meeting to discuss the survey results. Vote on whether to proceed. 

5. Conduct a market or supply and cost analysis. 

6. Hold a third general meeting to discuss the results of the market or supply and cost analysis. Vote by secret ballot on whether to proceed. 

7. Conduct a financial analysis and develop a business plan. 

8. Hold a fourth general meeting to hear results of the financial analysis. Vote on whether to proceed. If affirmative vote on whether the steering committee should remain intact or whether changes should be made. 

9. Draw up necessary legal papers and incorporate. 

10. Call a meeting of all potential charter members to adopt the bylaws. Elect a board of directors. 

11. Call the first meeting of the board of directors and elect officers. Assign responsibilities to implement the business plan. 

12. Conduct a membership drive. 

13. Acquire capital - develop a loan application package. 

14. Hire a manager 

15. Acquire facilities 

16. Start up operations.

The primary organizational documents for cooperatives are the Articles of Incorporation and the Bylaws. Other legal documents may include the membership application and membership certificate. 

The Articles of Incorporation state the kind and scope of the cooperative business. Often broad operating authority is stated even though services may be limited at the beginning. The articles usually contain the following: 

· name of the cooperative 

· principle place of business 

· purposes and powers of the cooperative 

· proposed duration of the cooperative 

· names of the incorporators 

· a provision for redemption of member equity although sometimes this is in the bylaws

The Bylaws state the rights and obligations of the cooperative's board of directors and members and guide the day-to-day operations of the cooperative. The bylaws usually specify the following: 

· requirements for membership 

· rights and responsibilities of members 

· grounds and procedures for member expulsion 

· procedures for calling and conducting membership meetings 

· voting procedures 

· procedures to elect or remove directors and officers 

· the number, duties, terms of office, and compensation of directors and officers 

· time and place of the directors meetings 

· dates of the fiscal year 

· information on how the net earnings will be distributed 

· other rules for management of the cooperative

Elements of Success
A successful cooperative has committed members and effective leadership. In addition, starting a cooperative requires a great deal of time, energy, and technical resources. The recognition of a common need which the cooperative can fulfill is key to the success of the cooperative.

To ensure success, members must actively participate in their cooperative. Members have the responsibility to finance the cooperative and use its services. Critical to the success of the cooperative is the members' willingness to provide an initial investment for start-up costs, to permit the retention of earnings so that the cooperative may grow, and to provide prompt payment of bills due the cooperative. 

Strong and effective management is also a key to the success of the cooperative. Good board/manager relations are also critical. As noted, the board is responsible for establishing policy and the manager carries it out. The board and management must recognize and respect their different roles and work together for the good of the cooperative. 

Lessons for Success
The following tips for cooperative success are adapted from articles printed in the NCBA Cooperative Business Journal and the U.S. Department of Agriculture's magazine for cooperative businesses.

Why Cooperatives Fail 

· poor selection of directors, especially those who fail to support their cooperative 

· members who join but never use their cooperative and bypass it for a small gain elsewhere 

· members who use cooperatives but fail to take responsibility. Each member must be ready to accept responsibility when asked, or as the need arises. Every member should have an equal opportunity to be president of the cooperative. 

· members who never ask questions and who let a few persons make policy 

· members who don't attend annual meetings and directors who fail to attend board meetings 

· lack of consistent membership education about the problems cooperatives face and the challenges they must meet 

· not supporting the cooperative with enough money (risk capital) to get the job done 

· low-cost management - it's the most expensive item for a cooperative. High-priced management is usually the least expensive item. 

· not closely watching the formation of cliques and special interest groups within the cooperative 

· concealing facts about a cooperative. All facts, both good and bad, should be placed on - not under - the table. 

· errors in financial policy, such as over-extension of credit, too little capital, poor accounting records, lack of a financially sound, systematic program for reimbursement of equity 

· errors in educational and social work. This begins by failing to teach cooperative ideals to members unfamiliar with how cooperatives function, neglecting general educational programs, failure to develop member loyalty or countering the development of factions within the association. 

· management errors, such as inadequate inventory, poor location, improper equipment, neglected appearance of physical facilities, employee dishonesty, ineffective management, incompetent directors, nepotism, poorly conducted meetings, admittance of disloyal and dissatisfied members.

Why Cooperatives Thrive 

· providing only the goods and services members use 

· financed by the members. The greater the financing (risk capital) supplied by the members, the more efficient the cooperative. 

· using all major fixed assets at the 75 percent level, or more 

· members who do the majority of their business with the cooperative 

· low administrative and overhead costs 

· more individualized and specialized services, particularly in the marketing area 

· maintaining an open line of communication with members. Individual members will then become more influential 

· selecting and developing a quality management team. 

· placing more emphasis on electing business-oriented directors 

· developing and implementing a systematic method of cooperative education for members, employees, directors and paid management 

· aggressively positioning for changes in operations, markets and member needs.

.Coop: Domains.Coop Registrar Site Gets New Features, Facelift
www.domains.coop, now supported by Midcounties Co-operative Society in the United Kingdom, has been given a facelift with features and services like mail forwarding and bulk data modification. This should please co-ops who have registered Internet domain names with this registrar.
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