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Origins 

I have tried to put together some points which might highlight for 
you the 75 year old tradition of the International Labour 
Organisation's (ILO) promotion of cooperatives while, at the same, 
looking into the history of the ILO. 

As you all probably know the ILO was established in order to 
promote social justice and improve living and working conditions 
for the working people. It was the first international organisation 
founded after the League of Nations. For all of us, it should be of 
interest that the constituents of the ILO were not only the 
governments as all other United Nations (UN) agencies are set up 
nowadays; but it was already provided in the constitution of the 
ILO that the organisation should have regular consultations with 
international organisations of employers and workers, which are 
known to all of us, but also with organisations of agriculturists and 
cooperators. So already in the constitution of the ILO you have the 
mention of co-operators but probably the role of the employers and 
workers organisations developed over time much more intensively 
than that of the fourth category. Still, the international 
organisations of cooperators and agriculturists have a special 
observer status in the ILO. This is why the International 
Cooperative Alliance (lCA) - which is actually older than the ILO; 
it will its 100th anniversary in 1995 - and the 
International Federation of Agricultural Producers are always 
invited to any committee meeting in the ILO and they are always 
free to there. Although I have to this by saying that 
the lCA did not take up this role for many years. 
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Cooperative Activities over the years 

of this constitution the cooperative unit or 
was already founded in 1920. 

3 to 4 decades, the ILO mainly 
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discussion at the time 

in social and economic development. 
after some consultations in the ILO, to Recommendation 
was approved by the ILO conference, the assembly 
organisation, in 1966 and it is still up to 
international standard on cooperatives. 
recommendation was revived again in 1993 and 
the ILO. I will come in a moment to that but 
you an idea what happened between 1966 and 
concerns cooperatives, Recommendation 1 
recommendation and not a convention - means a 

governments would subscribe - but as only a 
recommendation the ILO was only in a 
objectives through technical 
governments, and similar ancillary 

in Geneva was on 
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during the last 
branch are two 
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Development; 
traditional 



This branch is focused on human resources development, 
legislation and information. It once incorporated the title of 
Research but this was dropped as pure research as such was no 
longer fashionable. What might be of interest from the structural 
point of view is that the cooperative branch since 1992 is 
embedded within the Department for Enterprise and Cooperative 
Development This was meant to make very clear that the ILO 
considers cooperatives as private undertakings in a market 
economy. The focus was thus put on enterprise, the organisational 
and entrepreneurial functions of cooperative societies. 

United Nations Debate 

The more substantial discussion on the role of cooperatives in new 
economic and social developments was brought up again in 1992 
by a report of the UN Secretary General whose title was 'The status 
and role of cooperatives in the light of new economic and social 
trends'. This report was worked out in cooperation with several UN 
agencies and international NGO's which are associated together in 
a body called COPAC (Joint Committee for the Advancement and 
Promotion of Cooperatives). This body has a small secretariat 
located in the Food and Agricultural Organisation (F AO) premises 
in Rome. This group of organisations worked out together with the 
UN Centre for Social and Humanitarian Affairs in Vienna the 
report of the UN Secretary General. This was discussed in 
December 1992 and approved in the general a')sembly and the 
resolution emerged from that. This raised the cooperative issue 
again in a very interesting and animated discussion on the 
international level. 

One of the conclusions of this report is that, through the 
withdrawal of governments and the introduction of structural 
adjustment programmes, the cooperatives were rediscovered in 
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many developing countries. 
market shares of f'AI' ..... ""·"t" 

report highlighted the tremendous 
some of the industrial countries. It 
f'(V\nplrgt,'''P0 in the Eastern 

Central European it did point out 
they are faced with more and more 'lrhlPr',," 

political conditions than in investigated. 
must now have to find a new stanamg in not 
without the support of even with hostile attitudes 

countries, the report 
structural adjustment 

obliged by debt but also, after the 
withdrawal ofthe state, the new opportunity which is presented for 
all types of cooperatives. 

is just to provide you with a 
within the ILO on cooperatives. 
extensive cooperative promotion 

We have somehow 
discussion on cooperatives 
which is an instrument of the 

tpr,pn('p and the Director 
at the ILO f'{'\r,f",r'pnr'p 

the general discussions 
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""'11rP'2C' cooperatives as independent and rlpnnAf'r"r. 

and should especially the role 
so the framework of conditions for 
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about how the concept of human resource development goes 
beyond pure education and training; but this has to be linked to 
other aspects in a system where various elements interact. 

The most interesting agenda item in our discussion on workers' 
cooperatives was the role of the cooperatives in employment and 
income creation. Obviously, a big emphasis was placed here on the 
potential of workers' cooperatives. There is one report on that also 
and this report listed numerous examples of worker cooperatives or 
service cooperatives which were able to create or at least to 
maintain employment levels and to improve the income situation. 
However what we are still missing somehow is the research 
dimension: We do not yet have a complete quantitative assessment 
of what is going on in that field and what are the possibilities in the 
field of employment creation through cooperatives. 

In the 1993 ILO Conference, it was clear that worker organisations 
participating in the ILO are increasingly attracted by, (or attracted 
again because they were already so at one time), to the possibilities 
of worker cooperatives. They express very much the need for 
worker education in that field. It is perhaps surprising that even a 
number of employer organisations show interest and are willing to 
give assistance to cooperatives. There are a number of national 
federations of employers which include cooperatives within their 
federations. Yet, workers' organisations do see some problems 
with cooperatives and the employers' organisations, to add to that, 
also do see other problems. So support is still guarded. Still, both 
parties demonstrate more interest, probably because the 
cooperative can help fill a kind of a vacuum which appears to be 
enlarging more and more between on one hand a formal private 
sector which cannot absorb the labour force and which is of 
concern to employers and worker organisations and on the other a 
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leaner public sector. 
think there is a 

A Research Agenda 

There remains little 

that 
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