
Anne’s notes about cooperatives: 
 
I. Questions:  

a. How do we understand the social economy? (as opposed to the private or 
state sector)? What’s important and distinctive about it? Peter’s question: 
What would help it grow and develop? 

b. What do we need to know about the history and value of cooperatives (in 
Europe, Venezuela, the US? 

c. What distinguishes the Bolivarian cooperatives from earlier models? 
d. What can we learn from the efforts to create a social economy in 

Venezuela, with cooperatives as one of the economic activities at its 
center? 

 
These are questions to consider and answer together through ongoing discussion.  
 
II. Types of cooperatives, historically: 
 Worker owned and controlled 
 Consumer Cooperatives 
 Marketing cooperatives 
 
III. History: 
 

a. Recuperation of indigenous and African traditions of property holding and 
economic activity in Venezuela—could these be influencing ideas about the 
social economy?  

b. In England, cooperatives sprang up at the beginning of the industrial 
revolution, as people were being pushed off small landholdings and being 
forced into the cities to join the industrial labor force. 1840’s—very famous 
Rochedale cooperative—weavers pooled their resources to acquire equipment 
and materials needed to produce.  

 
Source: http://www.uwcc.wisc.edu/whatisacoop/History/  

 
Note: this is a more humane, harmonious way of surviving within the 

capitalist system in which people have some experience of cooperation and 
solidarity, and also make their efforts and capital reach further, even if they’re 
still competing with others for markets. But its goal is not to transform the society 
of which it is a part, rather to benefit its members.  

 
 7 cooperative principles” developed by Rochedale and basically adopted by the 
International Cooperative Alliance in early 1900’s—ICA is still active today.   
 

Open membership 
Democratic and equal participation 
Equal control of capital and economic decisions.  



Some individual compensation, but an understanding that the surplus is reinvested 
in the cooperative.  

Non-discrimination,  
Autonomy and independence from the state or commercial enterprises 
Community invovement.  

 
c. Cooperatives in the United States: 
 Some examples—GRANGE founded by farmers to eliminate costs 

associated with intermediaries—also became associated with progressive political action; 
farmer-labor alliances in some parts of US.  
 
  Cooperatives strengthen small-scale producers and/or consumers against 
large companies, monopolies or intermediaries. In 1914 the Smith-Lever Act creates the 
Cooperative Extension System, funded by the Dept. of Agriculture and administered 
through land-grant universities. This created an infrastructure that provided technical and 
legal assistance to beginning cooperatives. The Depression of 1929 also brought more 
attention to cooperatives and increased federal support.  
 

Civil Rights movement also supported cooperatives as a way to enable 
economic development that otherwise would be hindered by racial exclusion—
helped people keep or acquire land.  

 
In Pacific Northwest:   
Dairy cooperative in Eastern Lewis County (Darigold) 
Egg cooperatives in Winlock 
Worker-owned plywood companies and forest workers’ coops 
Rural electrical cooperatives (1930’s) 

 
 d. Mondragon in Basque country (nominally Spain) 
 
Founded 1956 in an area characterized by economic decline and strong working class 
activism. Grows out of efforts by a local priest to create forms of technical and political 
education that taught solidarity and mutual reliance.  
 

Started as a small worker-owned and operated operation of “socios” (members) 
 Described as an experiment which grew through trial and error 
 Example: when the cooperative experienced a “crisis of capital” because it had no 
investors, it started a People’s Savings Bank for the community that also provided capital 
to the cooperatives.  
 
 Today, Mondragon is an umbrella for 255 cooperatives including 83,000 people 
who produce appliances, furniture, bicycles, machinery and machine tools. They own 
supermarkets, gas stations, and sporting goods stores, and supported the development of a 
cooperative university, the University of Mondragon.  Economic studies of Mondragon 
have concluded that it’s more efficient than privately owned businesses.  
 



  
Socios control the management through a General Assembly. The Assembly elects a 
governing council which in turn elects managers of the individual coops.   
  
Some criticisms: electoral democracy creates too much distance between the socios and 
the managers.  
 Unequal salaries—managers make from 3 o 9X as much as line workers 
 Traditionally, Mondragon did not addressed issues of environmental 
sustainability, although this appears to be changing.  
 Although worker-owned, the cooperatives are committed to being profitable 
within a capitalist system, which, in recent practice, has meant foreign subsidiaries whose 
employees are not socios (China, France, Czech republic, Mexico, Romania, US and 
India, among other countries.   
 
IV. Venezuela 
 
 a. In Lara State, cooperative development begins in late 1960’s, supported by 
priests. It’s seen as a way to create meaningful economic activity and protect people 
against poverty. there were large very successful economic cooperatives in Lara. 
Currently, cooperative councils exist to support cooperative development; in Lara the 
council works to integrate the knowledge and experience from pre-Bolivarian 
cooperatives into the current cooperative movement as it attempts to build a social 
economy. (Source=Venezuela Speaks) 
 
 b. Survey of cooperatives in Venezuela: conducted by Cooperativa Gestión 
Participativais (Participative Management Cooperative) with assistance from the 
International Cooperative Association, mentioned above. Explained in a talk by Elvy 
Monzant, Dean of School of Communication at the Cecilio Acosta de Maracaibo 
University at a conference sponsored by the Prout Institute called “Building a Solidarity 
Economy based on Ethics and Ecology” in August 2011.  
 
 Resource: Prout Institute website for Venezuela (http://priven.org) contained all 
the talks and discussion from this conference, translated into English—a real resource. 
Includes a talk by members of the Cecosesola cooperative in Lara. 
 
 c. 1999 Constitution recognizes cooperatives as an important element in the 
development of Venezuela’s social economy: important for economic inclusion, 
participation (article 70) and state decentralization (article 184). Source: “The New 
Cooperative Movement in Venezuela’s Bolivarian Process” by Camila Piñeiro Harnecker 
(http://venezuelanalysis.com/analysis/1531) 
  
 2001: Congress passes the Special Law of Cooperative Associations 
 
Survey:  2001: 1,045 cooperatives according to SUNACOOP (National 
Superintendence of Cooperatives) 
  2008: 264,845 cooperatives.  



A survey in 2008 showed 77% failed or inactive and 23% active, or about 60,000.  
 
Also identified classes of cooperatives: 
 
1. Classical: (pre-Bolivarian, large, operating through a central or coordinating body, 
using representative democracy, hierarchical models of decision-making. 
2. Innovative: pre-Bolivarian, but have  a highly participatory way of life among workers, 
community-connected, encouraging practices of solidarity 
3. Co-managed: (post-1998)—developed as workers occupied or took over private 
businesses, emphasizing worker control 
4. State-promoted cooperatives (post-2001)  
5. Communal Banks (cooperative financial systems through the communal councils).  
 
d. How do you support the development of cooperatives? And how do you help people 
develop cooperativismo?  
 
 Government provides low interest loans/priority financing for cooperatives 
 Government gives priority to cooperatives to receive government contracts 
 Mision Vuelvan Caras, now Mision Che Guevara, is supposed to teach technical 
and ideological skills needed to create a cooperative. Encourage, but don’t require people 
to use their new skills to organize a cooperative. Connection to the Communal Councils 
is supposed to ensure that the proposed cooperative meets community needs.  
 
V. Back to the questions:  

What distinguishes the social economy?  Some thoughts, based on the information 
above: 
 

1) Collaboration rather than competition for “profits” and markets 
2) Meeting community needs: what you produce, how you network with other 

cooperatives 
3) Nonhierarchical relationships—equality of work and renumeration 
4) Emphasis on relationships, satisfying work, community participation and 

quality of life, not profits.  
 

Cooperativa Gestion Participativais suggests these questions to distinguish 
cooperatives of the social sector:  
 

Is the cooperative integrated with other entities of the Solidarity (social) 
Economy? 

Is it committed to the community, or only focused on itself? 
Is it focused on the total needs of its members, or only on their economic needs? 
Does it have participatory or delegated management? 
Does it use a horizontal work system or a vertically supervised work system?  
Does it have roots in the culture? 
Does it support learning for new members as an exchange of knowledge, 

information and perspectives or does it use a banking model?  



 
f. Presentation about Cecosesola (http://venezuelanalysis.com/analysis/1793 ) by Michael 
Fox (co-editor of Venezuela Speaks) indicates this is a “innovative” cooperative which 
has grown from its early classical roots.  See interview with Gustavo Salas Romer on 
Venezuela Analysis, conducted by Evergreen students. See talk by Cecosesola members 
at the Prout conference.  
http://priven.org/“building-here-and-now-the-world-that-we-want”-by-lizeth-vargas-and-
dario-gonzalez-cecosesola/ 
 
Also, a talk by Myron Rogers given at Tulane University:  
http://cipr.tulane.edu/articles/detail/923/Health-and-Well-Being-in-Venezuelas-
CECOSESOLA 
 
Ask me if you want to see more videos about Cecosesola, or some of their Spanish-
language publications.  
 
Why Cecosesola? Because I hope some of you will help support the exchange between 
Cecosesola and the Olympia Food Co-op and in the conference on cooperatives they 
hope to sponsor in spring with support and participation from our program. 
 
 


