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Preamble

Over 30 years into the post-colonial period, there is throughout Africa a frantic search for alternative development paths and for new roles for the state and civil society in meeting the continent’s socio-economic challenges. The search for a new direction follows the stark failure of previous political, economic and ideological models to propel Africa towards the structural and institutional transformations required for effective development.

Considered until recently the sole actor in Africa’s development, the state now appears to have largely run out of steam. The parastatals and state enterprises which formed the core of the state’s development role are now generally bankrupt. Across the continent, educational systems – usually poorly conceived, have become increasingly out of tune with the economic and socio-cultural reality of most countries. Once a significant force for the autonomous development of Africa’s economy, agriculture is now largely characterised by operational inefficiency and economic irrelevance. In short, well after three decades of formal independence, Africa has by and large missed the boat of development.

A major consequence of this state of affairs is that virtually all countries of the region are currently subjected to rather draconian programmes of structural adjustment, at great social cost to the people. The era of the ‘state as provider’ is now inevitably giving way to an era of the civil society, as the main actor of development processes through entrepreneurship skill toward the 21st century.
This approach strongly underlies the role of people-centred cooperative action in promoting the entrepreneurial spirit of civil society. And it is within that context that at a Pan-African Cooperative Conference on Africa’s Cooperative Challenge during the 21st Century, 15 to 19th May 1995, the Conference decided to adopt the following Working Principles for Enhancing Africa’s Cooperative Economy. The principles are as follows:
Historical Background
1. The recent history of the cooperative movement in Africa has been characterised by the introduction of formal institutions whose cooperative content and context are in contrast to traditional cooperative models. Traditional cooperatives has been characterised by mutual help, work solidarity and social responsibility. The contextual mismatch caused by the more recently institutionalised cooperative approach has left the supposed beneficiaries of cooperative programmes feeling excluded.
2. Given the predominance of agriculture in most African economies, the cooperative phenomenon has come to be subsumed under the logic of rural and agricultural development, so much so that today, the fortunes of the cooperative movement rise and fall with those of the rural and agricultural economy.

3. The false linkage of agriculture with the cooperative economy has led African states to rely excessively on the cooperative mechanism as the principal tool for rural and agricultural development. This has resulted in the neglect of the cooperative approach in other sectors, where its dynamics can be positively used for development.

4. Also, the fragmentation and sheer numbers of uncoordinated programmes in the cooperative sector have led to a significant loss of effectiveness and focus, both among those responsible for the extension or facilitation of cooperative skills.

Cooperative Identity

5. According to the definition by the International Cooperative Alliance (ICA), as well as the characteristics enunciated in the 1966 ILO’s Recommendation 127, the principal values and indicators for identifying a cooperative are:

· Self-reliance and autonomy of the cooperative enterprise and the adherence of its members to this principle;

· Group responsibility, nurtured by a spirit of mutual support;

· Equality among members in the operation and management of the cooperative enterprise;

· Equity in distribution of, and access to the benefits of the cooperative activity;

· Honesty in all transactions among cooperative members, and between the cooperative and third parties;

· Autonomy of action and choices; and

· Social responsibility

The practical expression and validity of these values are anchored in the universal principles of the International Cooperative Alliance (ICA).

7. From the foregoing, a cooperative can be described as: a distinct mutualist association, organisation or group with a varied capital and membership base, democratic in its management practice, and which is distinctly different from:

· A service or intermediary Non-governmental organisation (NGO);
· A socio-professional body or association (either of producers or other kinds) with a mission to fight for material or economic interests of its members;

· A trade or other corporate union (agricultural or otherwise) with a mission to fight for, and defend the interests of its members; and

· A community development association whose activities are similar to those of a pressure group.

8. A necessary feature of a cooperative is the mutualist commitment of each and every member to the preservation of its autonomous identity as an association of people formally engaged in a private enterprise, with a strict beneficial economic purpose. A cooperative is therefore by definition, not subject to the normal dynamics of business development, either in its pre-formation or operational or subsequent stages of existence.
Cooperative Promotion

9. Any policy aimed at enhancing the cooperative sector must necessarily be participatory in its approach by ensuring:

· The formulation of cooperative priorities and objectives by community or grassroots people themselves, based on their own identified needs;
· The articulation of a national policy on the promotion of cooperatives is based on the expressed needs and inputs of cooperatives and their members; and

· The freedom of ordinary people to establish cooperatives is based purely on mutualist and membership factors, without any unsolicited external (i.e. non-member) influence.

10. As much as practicable, the process of sensitising the population to cooperative mechanisms should be undertaken through specialised umbrella structures at every level or through national committees for the promotion of cooperatives. Carefully selected logistical support by the state and other partners should be sought.
Administration and Management of Cooperatives

11. Organisational and administrative autonomy of the cooperative is a fundamental principle.
12. To that end, the management structures of the cooperative must necessarily be run by democratically elected members.

13. Cooperatives should institute appropriate internal monitoring mechanisms, and use external auditing services to ensure administrative accountability and to maintain high standards of probity and transparency by management.

14. Appropriate measures to ensure popular participation of the membership in the monitoring of the cooperative’s functions must be explored and promoted.

15. To realise the greatest operational efficiency and ensure the highest standards in the pursuit of their objectives cooperatives must use the services of persons with appropriate competence in key management and decision-making positions.

Cooperative Education and Training

16. To maintain the highest standards of cooperative professionalism and skills the following mechanisms of human resource development are crucial:

· Education, information, dissemination and training of cooperative members especially through literacy programmes and during events like the General Meetings, special campaigns conducted in local languages, distance-learning programmes, etc;
· Training and capacity development of professional staff to enhance their technical and operational skills.
17. To the extent possible a cooperative should endeavour to put in place a training programme as well as annual training schedule for staff and elected officers, input by cooperative umbrella bodies or cooperative networks will be an important resource in this regard.
18. Local finances and resources will be an equally useful resource for an effective cooperative training agenda in particular efforts should be made to establish a fund for training of cooperative members, professionals and leaders.

19. To enhance the revival of Africa’s cooperative movement a programme of research into cooperatives and the cooperative economy is a major requirement. To that end adequate encouragement and support should be given to RADEC-COOP so that it can fulfil its research role in regard to the technical and operational dynamics of Africa’s cooperative economy. Individual and institutional resource support to RADEC-COOP will be an important input into the process.

Institutional and Legal Framework

20. A cooperative should be a formal institution officially recognised and protected by law. To this end all cooperatives should possess and acquaint themselves with the texts and other statutory materials which deal with existing regulations and laws on the cooperative movement in their country.
21. To provide a significant boost to all aspects of the cooperative movement it would be greatly useful to have a single official structure in every country which could be decentralised as required and charged with the responsibility for the registration and approval of all cooperatives. Such an agency should also be responsible for maintaining a national data bank on cooperatives which could be put at the disposal of cooperative practitioners, members and any other interested parties. The provision of technical assistance to cooperatives would be the responsibility of relevant departments.

22. Cooperative leaders and practitioners should employ all appropriate means to achieve the widest possible popular dissemination if the materials, texts and other statutory information pertaining to cooperatives.

Focussing on Women and Disabled Groups

23. Given their numerical strength and their outstanding skills in commerce and management, particular focus should be directed to women in all development policies and programmes aimed at the cooperative sector. To this end, all possible measures should be adopted to facilitate women’s access to and membership of existing cooperatives, at the same time, deliberate steps should be taken to provide the resources necessary to promote and support cooperative programmes targeted at women’s needs.
24. Without compromising efficiency and competence, practical steps should be taken to encourage and facilitate access by women into decision-making positions in cooperatives, especially in those comprising men and women.

25. To the above end, continuous efforts should be made to provide adequate training and education for women, whether or not they are engaged in productive work, a programme of general training and education of women will help to stimulate their creative and productive potentials, so often ignored and underutilised. Particular provision should be made for professional training for women.

26. Disabled and other socially disadvantaged people (regardless of gender) should be encouraged and supported to become members of existing cooperatives, or to initiate new ones that are relevant to their potentials and needs.

Fostering Inter-Cooperative Links

27.  A diverse and very rich range of cooperative experiences exists in Africa across the different sectors. But there is little shared knowledge of this rich experience among Africa’s cooperative practitioners. It is important that cooperatives, whatever their level of operation, should engage in much greater programmes of exchange and experience-sharing, especially through periodic exchange or study visits.
28. African cooperatives would need to intensify programme and study collaboration among themselves, as well as between them and cooperatives from outside their countries or regions.

29. All appropriate means should be employed to foster a spirit of collaboration and solidarity at both intra-Africa and inter-continental levels, in accordance with UN General Assembly resolution 49/L12 of 2 November 1994 on The Role of Cooperatives in the Light of New Economic and Social Trends (available at: http://www.un.org/documents/ga/res/49/a49r155.htm)

30. To this end, all cooperatives - whatever their level of operation – in collaboration with the International Cooperative Alliance (ICA), the International Labour Organisation (ILO), RADEC-COOP, training and research institutions, should develop appropriate information packages on cooperative values and principles, and on their roles in social and economic development, etc – using effective mass communication approaches.

Relations between the State and the Cooperative Movement

31. The state plays and will continue to play a key role in the promotion of the cooperative movement. To be more effective in this regard, the state’s essential role will be to:

· Create a favourable statutory climate which facilitates the development of economically viable cooperative enterprises, and minimises the bureaucratic procedures for the establishment and registration of cooperatives; also, fiscal and similar incentives should be provided to cooperatives to enhance their work;
· Initiate periodic reform of policy and legislation on cooperatives as necessary, to facilitate adaptation by cooperatives to their constantly changing socio-economic environment;
· Ensure that statutory rules and regulations on cooperatives are practically enforced and followed, by deliberately enhancing viably operated cooperative enterprises, whatever their level and sector of operation; and

· Facilitate the provision of cooperative information, education and training to both practitioners and the general public, by ensuring access by cooperatives to mass communication facilities.

31. In order to enhance the evolution of a cooperative culture in African countries, the state should help to introduce courses on cooperatives in schools’ curricula or teaching programmes, especially at grades one, two and three.

Cooperative Entrepreneurship

32. Given its dual character as an association of people and a democratically owned and managed enterprise, a cooperative provides an ideal setting for nurturing the enterprise culture. Therefore, in order for their entrepreneurial potential to be fully realised, cooperatives should no longer be seen as organisations which are concerned only with training for production and professional skills.
33. To that end, cooperatives should develop medium and long-term development plans.

34. Cooperatives should also strive to be commercially competitive at national, regional and where possible, world levels, by developing appropriate marketing strategies.

35. Given that the cooperative movement would still need to achieve an integrated coverage of the following functions: supplies, production and sales of goods, cooperative activity should be initiated in all sectors of the economy from production to finance and services, farming, consumer goods, housing, etc.

Sustainable Development and the Role of Cooperatives in Environmental Protection

36. Sustainable development is no doubt the central development theme of the 21st century. The struggle for the protection of the environment, for a more efficient use and management of natural resources, as well as the fight against poverty and marginalisation could doubtless be effectively conducted through cooperative activity.

Cooperatives therefore constitute a viable mechanism for the preservation of the natural environment. It is consequently important to seek ways of using the potential of cooperative activity in efforts to protect ecosystems

Supporting Partnership

37. Cooperatives should strive to strengthen on the one hand their link with the International Cooperative Alliance (ICA) and on the other their partnership with the International Labour Office (ILO) which is known in the latter’s role as the specialised UN agency responsible for the promotion of the cooperative movement in developing countries.

38. With increasing recognition of Non-governmental organisations (NGOs) as close development partners of the cooperative movement, they need to equip themselves with adequate knowledge of the issues pertaining to the cooperative movement.

39. Finally, it is crucial for all development practitioners and partners of the cooperative movement to contribute technically and financially to Africa’s cooperative revival, and to go beyond neo-colonial and paternalistic models and to be constantly reminded that the cooperative movement is and should essentially remain a mutualist enterprise, geared primarily to serve the interests of its members.

� The Pan-African Cooperative Conference is currently comprised of the following 16 States: Benin; Burkina Faso; Burundi; Cameroon; Central African Republic; Chad; Congo (Democratic Republic); Congo (Republic); Cote d’Ivoire; Guinea; Mali; Madagascar; Niger; Senegal; and Togo. It was established in 1967 and the Conference meets bi-annual.





� L’Institut Superieur Panafricain d’Economie Cooperative (ISPEC), Cotonou, (Benin) and ILO’s Cooperatives Branch, Geneva (Switzerland) provided both technical and financial assistance with the preparation and publication of the document.








Further Information


The Support Network for the Capacity Development of Cooperatives (Reseau d’appui au developpement des capacities pour les cooperatives) RADEC-COOP can be contacted at:





L’Institut Superieur Panafricain d’Economie Cooperative (ISPEC),


01 B.P. 1236 R. Cotonou


Republique du Benin


Tel: (229) 33 06 39	Fax: (229) 33 15 06


E-mail: � HYPERLINK "mailto:ispec@intnet.bj" ��ispec@intnet.bj�





