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Individualism has tightened its grip on people’s lives

Working and living in our kind of society means we are touched continually by its complex and corporate nature. Few countries or societies have escaped the rapid change and insecurity of the last decade. Global economic forces have not only caused an upheaval in the field of work and wealth but have called into question many old certainties about social structures, institutions and how people live together.

In most European countries individualism has tightened its grip on people’s lives. This is reflected in economic, political, cultural and social contexts: fragmentation and separation are dominant, social exclusion is on the increase. The potential threats of today and tomorrow lie in the decisions of the new elite to ‘reconstruct’ notions of community responsibility and interdependence between rich and poor, powerful and powerless. Across Europe over 50 million poor people and over 20 million unemployed bear witness to the rejection of collective caring, the illusion of individual responsibility for welfare and the increasing divisive society in most situations.
As commentators have noted, the recent eruption of protest, some of it violent, in Prague, Seattle, Gothenburg, London, Genoa and elsewhere, cannot be dismissed as an anarchist flash in the pan. The concerns of the protesters are echoed in the journalist and academic George Monbiot’s Captive State: the Corporate Takeover of Britain. Monbiot concentrates on the UK context that is, he says, succumbing to unaccountable corporate control. He demonstrates how the traditional business of government, including planning, law and order and the protection of workers, consumers and the environment is quietly being wrested form it. The state, parts of the justice system, academia, health care and the media are rapidly falling into the hands of private enterprise, to the detriment of public interest.

Yet within this context and climate there exists a wide variety of situations that people experience together. People who experience problems and issues that are the same often act in ways that unite them rather than divide them from others. People who are managing the difficult task of simultaneously achieving economic competitiveness and measurable social cohesion. These examples consistently challenge the assumption that acting alone or selfishly can be considered to be the norm.
Visiting the Modragon cooperatives
In the mid-1990s, the leadership of the Mondragon Cooperatives was summoned to a ceremony in New York to receive one of fifty awards worldwide which were handed out for outstanding contribution, awards issued to celebrate the fiftieth anniversary of the United Nations. During 40 years since the inception of the Modragon movement well over 100 cooperatives have been created, providing 30,000 jobs. Recent statistics show that the figure is now nearly 50,000 jobs.

Our motivation to visit Mondragon, in the Basque Region of northern Spain, followed a research and information gathering project looking at examples of community and social business and the contribution of the Third Sector and to the North East of England regional economy. Like others who have visited Mondragon we were interested to learn at first hand about their extraordinary record of developing cooperative systems, administering employee shared ownership companies and sustaining community economic development. Some broader themes relating to social and economic issues also seemed important to explore in the Basque context.
Economic success needs to be balanced with social justice

Evidence suggests that one important cause of peoples’ feeling of powerlessness is the belief that the economy runs according to ‘natural laws’. The dominant view being that complex economic situations have their own ‘logic’. In debate, if you wish to be taken seriously, you must keep to the purely economic arguments. Ethical, theological or other ‘outside’ viewpoints are often branded as ‘moralising’ and are therefore not to be taken seriously; they may even be ridiculed. Seriously considering alternative economic systems are diversionary and at best compensatory: no reversal is possible from the systematic deregulation of trade and finance that is creating a ‘free market’ delivering freedom and prosperity for the rich, but, too often oppression and misery for the poor.
In a recent consultation, Global Capitalism and the Gospel of Justice: Politics, Economics and the Churches it was strongly advocated that economic success needs to be balanced by social justice. This perspective argues that social justice and competitiveness need to encounter one another and any global vision of success requires a linking of spirituality and social concern. This would result; it is hoped, in more explicit caring about one another in day-to-day living, and an improved balance between efficiency and social cohesion in any preferred economic strategy.
The policies of the present Labour Government tend to confirm the view that globalisation is an inevitable process, that the dictates economic growth, in today’s world, takes precedence over people, local culture and tradition. There are few policies, supported by public funds, to suggest a profound recognition that ordinary people may have the capacity or means to meet many of their needs. One of the most critical issues we face in our modern world, together with environmental destruction, is the disappearance of community, both on a physical and spiritual level. In particular, many deprived people and communities are left to fend for themselves in an alienating, excluding, competitive and unjust society. As George Monbiot points out, there are some positive aspects of globalisation if more appropriately harnessed. It’s just a question of looking at how the spoils are redistributed.
Why the Mondragon model
The Mondragon is a primary model for economic justice-orientated business and worthy of wider replication. Paradoxically, Mondragon is also a destination for corporate executives seeking to restructure labour-management relations and reinvigorate profits. This incongruous convergence of interest in Mondragon raises important questions: Why the ubiquitous appeal of the Mondragon cooperative model? Why would multinational corporate executives, justice orientated activists, community-economic developers lean towards the same business model?

The success of the Mondragon has been influenced by two main factors: the unique nature of the Basque region and culture and the genius of the founder, Don Jose Maria Arizmendiarrieta. Don Jose Maria, as a young priest, began his ministry in Mondragon in 1941. The history of Mondragon shows a period of 15 years promoting the vision and possibilities of worker cooperatives. Don Jose Maria and his followers adopted an approach that set out to integrate economic, social, political and cultural developments as part of a strategy of reclaiming and revitalising a part of their region as its primary aim. As the evidence shows, cooperation is not an ideology at Mondragon – it is a business strategy and it seems to work.
The scale of the Mondragon Cooperative Group and its regional influence is considerable. Independent cooperatives extend from manufacturing to banking and from farming to retail distribution. It includes a centre for university-level education and an array of specialised institutions ranging from a research centre to its own social insurance and welfare agency. Within the industrial and manufacturing sector there is a wide span of activity. Domestic appliances are traditionally the more important lines, but there are others including car components, machine tools, building materials, casting and dies.
Replicating the Mondragon experience

Mondragon has such a long and varied experience that it provides a rich body of ideas for potential adoption and implementation elsewhere – not least to regions such as the West of Scotland or the North East of England. Such ideas apply most clearly to worker cooperatives and other employee-owned firms. Mondragon also provides fruitful lessons in regional development and how to stimulate and support entrepreneurship, whatever the form of ownership. International and much wider external developments now form part of the Mondragon Group’s manufacturing and production activities.

Establishment of their own research centre was very significant and this provides the existing cooperatives, and potential cooperatives, with the stimulus, experience and guidance of ‘high quality’ industrial and commercial research advice. The Group has developed its own social security system and a cooperative bank that is growing more rapidly than any other bank in Spain. A world ranking of 38th position was quoted regarding the Bank’s operational performance in the last year.
The management of substantially sized companies, while maintaining local autonomy and grass-root democracy, is an important aspect for further research. More in-depth research is necessary to explore the elements and factors that have contributed to the sustainability of the Mondragon Cooperatives. Lessons are to be learned from their experiences and how these relate to comparable developments in Scotland and other areas of the UK.

Much to learn

The Mondragon achievements are certainly impressive. The cooperatives and their supporting infrastructure arrangements have survived and coped with a series of potentially destructive forces and events. The cooperatives remain a dynamic force in the Basque region and beyond. The Mondragon Cooperatives provide employment for around 50,000 people and security of employment beyond the capacity of many industrial or commercial organisations. Industries and developments are diverse and the aim is to nurture and encourage local economic initiatives. External investment is minimal thus limiting the Mondragon community’s vulnerability to outside interference. Scotland has much to learn.
Further information
Jim Robertson is a member of the Iona Community and works at the University of Northumbria at Newcastle. He is involved in the North East Employment Forum – www.neef.org.uk
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Mondragon Cooperative Experience

The First Steps

The Basque country has like many other rural societies a long tradition of economic, social and cultural cooperation. One example of such activities is the carrying out of occasional neighbourhood or community tasks, known in the Basque language as Hauzo Lan and often linked to agricultural work. In some cases, such community activities eventually developed into formal institutions such as fishing guilds and land use organisations which played an important role in the Basque economy.
Building on these traditions of cooperation the Basque country embraced the cooperative form at an early stage in Spain’s industrialisation. Consumer cooperatives were an early example which arose in the Gran Bilbao region along with industrial production cooperatives such as Eibarresa Alfa which were inspired by socialist ideals.
However, cooperative development in the Basque country was interrupted by the outbreak of the Spanish Civil War and seriously undermined during the following period of dictatorship under General Franco. During the Franco period the Basque country was plunged into a severe economic and social depression.

In 1943 Arizmendiarrieta set up the vocational training school now known as the Mondragon Eskola Politeknikoa, a democratically administered educational centre open to all young people in the Basque region. The school was to play a decisive role in the emergence and subsequent development of the Mondragon cooperative initiative.

In 1956, five young adults from this school established, in Mondragon, the first production initiative of what today is the Mondragon Corporation Cooperative (MCC) the ULGOR workers cooperative (now Fagor Electrodomesticos). During its early years this cooperative focussed on the manufacture of kerosene-based heaters and cookers.

ULGOR, Arrasate (Fagor Arrasate) and what is now Eroski were set up in the area during the final years of the 1950s. Motivated by a common spirit, it was these cooperatives that in 1959, the same year as the publication of the Stabilisation Plan, founded the Caja Laboral Popular – cooperative bank – which has proven to be one of the key elements in the MCC operations.

The following years saw the birth of a large number of cooperatives. It was during this period that Fagor Electronica, Fagor Ederlan and Danobat among others were set up, along with the Business Division of the Caja Laboral. The Business Division of the Bank has served as the seed bed for establishing new companies and has been an important element in the subsequent evolution of MCC.
During the 1970s, a number of new cooperatives were set up and existing cooperatives consolidated. Much progress was also made in the field of research and development with the creation of the Ikerlan Centre for Technological Research.

The 1980s were mainly characterised by the development of MCC in response to the challenges posed by Spain’s enter into the European Economic Community and globalisation of the economy. The cooperatives which were formally grouped according to region and geographical location were restructured into sectors in accordance with their production activities.

During the 1990s, prompted by MCC, the University of Mondragon was set up as a private university aimed at satisfying the needs of local companies. Similarly, it was during this period that MCC’s turnover increased spectacularly, mainly due to a concerted effort in the field of internationalisation. Currently, MCC has 38 industrial plants abroad, and this figure is expected to rise to 60 plants by 2005.

Today, almost 50 years after its establishment Mondragon Corporation Cooperative is the largest business corporation in the Basque country and the seventh largest in Spain.
Contact Details:

Mondragon Corporation Cooperative

Pº Jose Maria Arizmendiarrieta

Nº 5 20500 Mondragon

Guipuzcoa, Espana

Tel: +34  943  779  300
Fax: +34  943  796  632 
E-mail: wm@mcc.coop

Website: http://www.mondragon.mcc.es
