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I. Introduction 

CWCF carried out this project, entitled “Strengthening Membership, Strengthening the CWCF” or the “Member Relations Project” from June, 2007 through March, 2008. 

a. Background
CWCF has been in existence since 1992.  As a member-based Federation serving the emerging worker co-op sector, CWCF has focused heavily on worker co-op development.  As of one year ago when we proposed this project, we had not placed as much emphasis on services to existing worker co-op members, and the relationship with regional worker co-op federations, as on new development.  As of spring 2007, CWCF had a growing membership; 65 members; but there were approximately 250 –300 worker co-ops in the country (the majority in Quebec) which had not yet joined CWCF.  None of the several federations representing worker co-ops in Quebec had ever joined CWCF either.  

Other than those members that were using our services, CWCF had no idea as to how many of its members were aware of our services.  Further, there were many worker co-ops that were not CWCF members that might want to join if they knew of CWCF and its member services.

Additionally, there are other services that could be offered.  Potential services include group insurance plans, pension plans, web-based or conference call training programs, increased networking within the sector, etc.  In addition to these ideas, other innovative services were possibly being offered by other federations of worker co-ops in other parts of the world, and CWCF wanted to research these additional possibilities.  

In terms of the relationship between CWCF and regional worker co-op federations, changes were needed in our structure.  For a number of valid reasons, the original vision and approach of CWCF as a Confederation (a federation of regional federations) did not come to pass.  Therefore the CWCF board believed it would be preferable to move toward a system of direct worker co-op membership in CWCF by co-ops who wish to join CWCF.  In order to make this change, which was first brought up by CWCF at our 2006 AGM, CWCF wanted to undertake a formal consultation with the regional federations as well as some of the co-ops in the provinces with regional federations. 

Lastly, CWCF had identified its RRSP program as a modest profit centre.  In order to take better advantage of this, CWCF wanted to have more worker co-op members and associate members using the program.  Part of this project was to focus on researching the degree to which potential members and associate members were aware of the program, in the hope of increasing its use.
b.  Objectives

The primary objectives of this project were to help strengthen worker co-ops, and to strengthen the relationship between CWCF and its member worker co-ops, by:

(1) Researching what services worker co-ops (both member and non–member) would like to receive from CWCF, and innovative ways of delivering them.  

(2) Researching whether worker co-ops were aware of all CWCF services that currently exist.

(3) Hosting meetings in four regions of the country for worker co-ops, for the purpose of holding consultations, as well as to provide an opportunity for networking.  

Another objective of this project was to enhance the sustainability of CWCF, by:

(1) Researching and consulting with the regional federations of worker co-ops on a proposed new relationship between CWCF and worker co-ops in each region which has one or more regional federations, with the ultimate result of a change to the CWCF bylaws on this point. 

(2) Researching whether a series of potential new associate members may be interested in joining CWCF in order to access our self-directed RRSP program for shares in co-operatives.  

(3) Through carrying out the work in the prior section, CWCF intended to grow its worker co-op membership, strengthen the relationship between CWCF and its member worker co-ops, and help to ensure that its worker co-ops would be more stable and long lasting.

II.  Worker Co-op Survey Results – in English

CWCF undertook a comprehensive survey of all member co-ops, as well as any other worker co-ops in Canada who would complete it.  The survey was carried out from November 2007 through March 2008.  Co-ops had the option of giving responses verbally to a CWCF staff member (in-person or by telephone), or completing it on-line.  The vast majority chose the latter.  The survey was available in both English and in French. 38 worker co-ops completed the survey in English (almost all of which were CWCF members), and 30 in French (all but two of which were non-members of CWCF). See the document labeled Appendix A, Survey Comparison, for a comparison of the English & French results. 

The results and analysis of this survey will be presented in several parts: 1) Profile of the Population; 2) Current Challenges and Training Needs in Worker Co-operatives: 3) Services and Potential Services of the CWCF; and 4) Diversity.  Due to the length of the survey, only questions judged by CWCF staff to be most important have been analyzed here; this is the reason that the question numbers (Q#) are not in consecutive order.

1) Co-operative Profiles :

Q1) Location :

Of the English-speaking co-operatives, the majority are located in BC, ON and NS.  The populations of their localities are shown below.  Urban populations are <500,000, Small Town populations are 5,000-50,000, and Rural populations are >5,000.
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Q2) Sectors of Activity:

Co-ops were allowed to choose as many categories as applied to them.  The sector with the most activity is that of Retail Sales, followed by Production, Community Development and Fair Trade. 

	Sectors of activity
	% of Co-operatives

	Agriculture
	14.6%

	Social
	9.8%

	Artisan/Crafts
	14.6%

	Busines Services 
	12.2%

	Community development
	26.8%

	Culture
	12.2%

	Food
	19.5%

	International development and trade
	9.8%

	Construction
	2.4%

	Environmental services
	7.3%

	Lobbying
	2.4%

	Marketing
	7.3%

	Processing
	7.3%

	Production
	29.3%

	Purchasing
	9.8%

	Retail sales
	46.3%

	Service
	17.1%

	Telecommunications
	2.4%

	Travel services
	2.4%

	Wholesale
	9.8%

	Financial services
	2.4%

	Housing
	0%

	Student
	4.9%

	Transportation
	2.4%

	Youth
	7.3%

	Energy
	4.9%

	Information technologies
	9.8%

	Education
	22%

	Fair trade
	24.4%

	Fishing/ Lumber / Sports and recreation / Insurance / Child care / Nursery school
	0% in all categories


Q4)  Membership :  The vast majority of the co-operatives have memberships of under 20.  Only two of the co-operatives have over 60 members.  The average number of members per co-op is 11.6; if we remove the largest two and smallest two co-ops, the average is 7.9 members.  
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Q5a)  Number of Employees :

The majority of the co-operatives have fewer than 40 employees.  Only two co-operatives have over 60 employees.
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Q5b)  Number of Full-Time and Part-Time Workers :

The vast majority of the co-operatives have fewer 20 full-time workers.  Including part-time workers, 7 of the co-operatives have over 20 workers. 
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6)  Gross Annual Sales :

The majority of the co-operatives’ Gross Annual Sales figure less than $100,000 per year.  7 co-operatives earn more than $100,000, and of these, 5 earn more than $500,000 per year. 
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Q7)  Annual Payroll:

40% of the co-operatives’ Annual Payrolls are less than $50,000 per year.  20% of the co-operatives’ payrolls are between $50,000 - $100,000 per year, with smaller percentages at the higher levels, as per the pie chart below.
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Q25a) Average Age of Members :

14 co-operatives have an average member age of 31-40 years.  9 co-operatives have an average age of 20-30, 9 co-operatives have an average age of 41-50, and 3 have an average age of 51-60.
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2) Current Challenges and Training Needs in Worker Co-operatives:

Challenges

Q9)  Question : What are the challenges currently faced by your co-op?

The most common challenges faced by the co-operatives were :

#1) lack of public awareness of the business itself, and the co-op structure

#2) finding committed employees

#3) lack of security/ securing enough business

#4) not enough capital

#5) lack of financing and governance management

Training :

Q10)  Question : What are your co-op's priority needs in terms of technical assistance and/or training?
-The co-operatives were given up to three responses to declare which areas they felt needed the greatest priority of technical assistance/ training.  The areas which got the most responses are:

#1) Finance and Accounting (18 responses), 

#2) Sales and Marketing (17 responses), 

#3) Co-op Taxation (self-directed RRSP’s, labour patronage, etc.) (13 responses), 

#4) Strategic Planning (12 responses), 

#5) Human Resources Management (11 responses).
3) CWCF Services ;

Services Offered by CWCF :

Q11) Of which of these services are CWCF Members Aware?

-The services offered by CWCF of which the co-operatives are most aware: 

#1) Annual Conferences, including training workshops (87.2%), 

#2) CWCF’s occasional E-Newsletter (74.4%),  

#3) Access to info: CWCF &/or CoopZone web sites (E.g. the type of information available at www.canadianworker.coop & www.coopzone.coop: knowing whether or not you are eligible for EI in a worker co-op; plain language guide to financing, Worker Co-op Toolbox, etc…) (66.7%), and 

#4) CDI Grants for technical help from a Co-op Developer (61.5%).

-The services which members are least aware of are: 

#1) Group Purchasing Program (17.9%), and

#2) Free consulting hour at each annual conference (30.8%)

Services Used :

Q12) Which services have co-ops made use of?
-The most utilized services offered by CWCF are : 

#1) CWCF’s occasional E-Newsletter (56.4%), 

#2) Access to info on CWCF &/or CoopZone web sites (53.8%), 

#3) Annual Conferences, including training workshops (48.7%), and 

#4) CDI grants for technical help from a co-op developer (43.6%).

-The services least used are: 

#1) Group purchasing program (5.1%), 

#2) Free consulting hour at each annual conference (15.4%), 

#3) Services of the Worker Coop Developers’ Network (20.5%)

Q14) Why Members do not utilize these services, where applicable.

72.0% of the co-operatives responded that they do not make use of the services offered by CWCF because of a lack of awareness.  24% replied that the services are not relevant to the co-op.  12% replied that there is difficulty accessing the information or the program itself.

Electronic News Bulletin :

Q15) Are Members satisfied with CWCF’s occasional News Bulletin?

-12.8% are Very Satisfied with the bulletin.  61.5% are Satisfied, 5.1% are A Little Satisfied, and 20.5% do not read the bulletin. 

Q17) Are co-ops planning to send one or more members to the next CWCF annual Conference, assuming CWCF can help with a travel subsidy? (to be held near Winnipeg, Manitoba on Nov 14-16, 2008)
-53.8% of the co-operatives said that they are planning to send a member to the 2008 Winnipeg Annual Conference.

Potential Services; Interest in Proposed Services :

Q’s 18-35) Are co-ops interested in the following services?

-Password-protected blog for members, with e.g. a managers’ forum, presidents’ forum, etc.  20.5% are Very interested, 46.2% are Moderately interested and 33.3% are Not interested.

-Group insurance for businesses, 46.2% are Very interested, 30.8% are Moderately interested and 23.1% are Not interested.

-Group insurance plan for member health benefits, 48.7% of the co-operatives are Very interested, 33.3% are Moderately interested, and 17.9% are Not interested.  22.2% of co-operatives currently offer group benefits to their members and/or workers.  

Of the co-operatives interested in changing or adding their plan to a competitive plan, these are their priorities on the types of insurance they would be interested in:

- Dental  90.9%

- Medical coverage not included in Medicare  75.8%

- Drug coverage  69.7%

- Life insurance  54.5%

- Health spending account
 66.7% 

55.6% feel that price is Very Important in the decision of changing their plan to a different plan, or in adding a plan.

INSURANCE SUB-Q4)  Demographic questions:


a. What is the average age of your membership, or workforce, approximately? 30-40 years old.


b. How many workers do you have? On average, 14 per co-op; or 505 workers among 36 co-ops.  


c. Of this total workforce, how many are men?   229 total.   How many are women? 276 total.

- Personal insurance for individual members (with group discounts) 30.6% are Very interested, 41.7% are Moderately interested and 27.8% are Not interested.

Of the co-operatives interested, 73.1% are interested in Auto insurance, 61.5% Life insurance, 84.6% Home insurance, and 57.7% Tenant insurance.

- Conference call training sessions on specific topics of practical interest, 28.2% are Very interested, 38.5% Moderately interested and 33.3% are Not interested. 

- Web-based, on-line training, 30.8% are Very interested, 35.9% are Moderately interested and 33.3% are Not interested.

- Regular conference calls to share specific experiences within or challenges facing co-ops, 20.5% are Very interested, 46.2% are Moderately interested and 33.3% are Not interested. 

- Increased opportunity to network within the sector, 33.3% are Very interested, 51.3% are Moderately interested, and 15.4% are Not interested.

Of the co-operatives interested, 75% are interested in networking with Worker co-ops in their industry sector, 53.1% with Worker co-ops near them, 34.4% with CWCF staff, 25% with Board members, and 56.3% with Worker Co-op Developers.

- Access to model bylaws & policies for worker co-ops, 51.3% are Very interested, 41% are Moderately interested and 7.7% are Not interested.  Of the co-ops interested, 82.1% are willing to share some of their documents to be part of a bank of worker co-op bylaws / policies to be made available to other co-ops (having their name removed if preferred). 

- CWCF to introduce its members to co-op developers and other professionals who may have expertise in a particular area needed by the co-op, 53.8% are Very interested, 38.5% are Moderately interested, and 7.7% are Not interested.

Q36) What, if any, other services from CWCF would interest you?

1) A stronger capacity of supported systems available to growing cooperatives that serve or work with individuals who suffer from severe mental anxiety / health and/or addictions

2) Consultation re: legal issues, support in building better relations with provincial government (for their awareness and support for worker co-ops)

3) Training in various areas of worker cooperative management.

4) Networking abroad, international experiences.   

5) Worker co-op directory contact information.

6) Information Technology, Data Management, Co-op Governance, Inventory management and planning.

7) Sample grant proposals, business plans, and other document templates.

8) Increased capacity for Tenacity Works.  Directory of members by business.  "News Briefs" - late breaking news applicable to co-ops, worker co-ops in particular.

CWCF Membership :

Q38) What is the CWCF Membership status of the co-operatives polled?

97.4% of the co-ops responding to the survey are members of CWCF.  

Q’s39-40) With regard to the reasons these co-ops are CWCF members:

In order of which reasons were chosen by the most co-ops:  

#1) Solidarity with the co-op movement (84.8%),

#2) Provides a voice for worker co-ops to government (75.8%), 

#3) For networking with other worker co-ops within Canada (72.7%).

#4) To be able to take advantage of CDI grants (58.1%).  

#5) Annual conferences, including training workshops (45.2%), 

#6) the RRSP program for worker co-op shares (35.5%) and 

#7) Loans from Tenacity Works Fund (35.5%). 

Q41) One non-member replied that they were not a part of CWCF because of Lack of interest in networking with other worker co-ops, and another replied it was because of Lack of time.

Q’s 42-44) 51.3% of the co-operatives are part of a regional worker co-op federation or chapter, for the primary reason of networking with other co-ops in their region; this reason was cited by a large majority of the region member co-ops.  A few stated that they had joined because it was a requirement at the time to be able to join CWCF.  (Note that a few co-ops were referring to provincial umbrella co-op associations such as the BC Co-op Association and the Nova Scotia Co-op Council.)  Seven non-regional federation members said they lacked information on regional federations and chapters, and 6 non-members said that there is none in their region.

Promotion of the Worker Co-op Model :

Q45) Is it important for CWCF to promote the worker co-op model?

94.9% of the respondents felt it was important for CWCF to promote the Worker Co-op Model.

CWCF’s Participation with International Worker Co-ops :

Q46) Regarding the importance of CWCF participating in the international federation of worker co-ops, CICOPA, (www.cicopa.coop), 41.6% feel it is Very important, 28.2% Important, 7.7% A little, 0% Not at all and 23.1% Not sure.

Dues Formula :

Q47)  The CWCF dues formula (0.15% of wages) was set on the basis that a worker earning an annual salary of $33,000 would pay about $52/ year, or $1/week. Subsequently a minimum of $50 and a maximum of $3,000 per co-op were set.   

76.9% of the co-operatives felt that this was a reasonable level of dues.

Virtually everyone who felt it unreasonable made comments; as follows: 

1) I think it is fine to require high fees once a co-op is out of debt.

2) Our employees take home between $15 - 20 thousand per year.
3) Depending on services given...

4) Proportional fees are good, but if I were running a successful co-op before I knew of the CWCF, I suspect that I'd consider $3000 to be somehow prohibitive.

5) The survival of our co-op has been based on my own sole participation and voluntary work to keep it going.  Hopefully moving forward in our new venture and partnership with another … operation we will be able to contribute more to OWCF.
6) For workers coop that are still struggling with funding and resources for core operation, it is still a bit of a hardship to allocate 0.15% for membership.
7) I know a lot of people working at worker co-operatives who make a lot less than $30,000 a year; maybe the minimum should be re-considered.
8) Don't know.
9) There are only 2 out of 19 workers earning more than $33,000/year.
10) N/A; I would want to discuss this with our members.
Here are some comments made by the significant majority who found the formula reasonable:  

A) The maximum sounds extremely high to me and might be a barrier for some coops to join.
B) Not sure about dues structure.
C) Our members have not had a discussion about this and we are paying 1% to the OWCF.
D) I feel it is very reasonable.
E) This has not been discussed by our members, but it sounds good.
4) Diversity within Co-operatives: 

Q48) Among other things, the Diversity section of the Membership Survey asked for the total number of Youth, Seniors, Immigrants, Mentally and Physically Challenged, Racialized, Openly Gay-Lesbian-Bisexual-Transgendered (GLBT, or L G T TG TS), Females, and Males employed by the co-operatives.  Of the 36 participant co-operatives, a total of 505 employees were reported, 45% (229) are male, and 55% (276) are female.  Of the 505 members, 18 (3%) are Physically Challenged, 156 (28%) are Youth, 54 (10%) are Racialized People, 34 (6%) are Aboriginal Members, 26 (5%) are GLBT, 35 (6%) are Mentally Challenged, 15 (3%) are Seniors, and 47 (8%) are Immigrants.  
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Gender

The gender ratio pertaining to the composition of co-ops leans slightly towards females being the majority.  The ratio of 55% : 45% is an average proportion throughout the co-ops.  There are three co-operatives with an extremely high ratio of female membership compared to male, and one co-operative with the inverse.
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Physically and Mentally Challenged People in Co-operatives

There are nine co-operatives who have Physically and Mentally Challenged People in their membership.  Of the nine co-operatives, there are 18 Physically Challenged People and 35 Mentally Challenged people employed.  Within these minority groups, 66% are Mentally Challenged, and 34% are Physically Challenged.  


Seniors and Youth

Youth (defined in our survey as people under age 30) employed by co-ops outnumber seniors (those over 60) hired by co-ops by a ratio of [156 : 15], or [91% : 9%].  There are two co-ops where seniors outnumber youth, but in both cases, there is only one senior employed.  One co-op has an equal number of youth and seniors, but there is only one of each.
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Racialized, Aboriginals, Immigrants in Co-operatives

Within these minority groups, Racialized People are the most employed [54 members], followed by Immigrants [47 members], and Aboriginal Members [34].  However, it should be noted that there could be some people who fit into more than category, e.g. an Immigrant who is also a Raciailzed Person.  Within these minority groups, the percentages hired are 40% Racialized People, 35% Immigrants, and 25% Aboriginal Members.  There is one co-operative with a majority of Aboriginal Members in its membership, and one co-operative with a majority of Immigrants in its membership.  Most of the co-operatives do not have Aboriginal Members in their membership.
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Measures to Encourage Workplace Diversity:

Q49) 61.1% of the co-operatives have a plan/policy on diversity.  41.7% conduct anti-oppression training.  41.7% have an employment equity/action plan with a time line.  Of the co-ops with a policy &/or action plan in place, 32.4% are "very willing" to provide it, 35.1% are "moderately willing", and 32.4% are "not willing".
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Q52)
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Q53) What do you believe that CWCF should do to promote equity & diversity?

1) Lead by example.

2) I’m satisfied.

3) Help others understand how coop development relates to the promotion of equity and diversity. Support worker coops that are established by racialized minorities for racialized minority population (as a form of social coop).l
4) Create/send  promotional material for centres for new immigrants creating their own work   - http://settlement.org/sys/faqs_detail.asp?faq_id=4000212    This is the site used by newcomer social service agencies ...and they rely on it a lot to pass info on to clients who come looking for help ... I think it would be great to get a worker co-op page on there.
5) Accessing plan-policy on diversity, and conducting a seminar to promote equity and diversity.
6) Don’t know.
7) - Support Diversity Committee.  - Network with other experiences of other sectors that also promote equity and diversity.  - Promote the use of policies and documents that help to clarify and address this issue inside the co-ops.  - Share information, documents, researches on this issue to members and public in general.
8) The eventual goal should obviously be that equity and diversity are a natural part of CWCF's make-up.   But there are first steps that must be taken to get there.  I feel that the diversity committee, designated board positions and (most importantly) wide consultation are necessary "training wheels" until we get there.
9) Have a committee
10) I do not know but it is interesting that a committee was struck. I think worker co-op promotion and diversity go hand in hand. The model can resonate well with some newcomers, and in turn they can contribute to rejuvenating the movement.
11) Prioritize these goals when hiring, contracting, and inviting.
12) This is something we also struggle with internally but have not taken action on. I think the steps listed in question 51 are great for a start: anti-oppression trainings, have a plan/policy on diversity, have an employment equity/action plan with timeline.
13) Promote the WC idea more broadly throughout society...particularly in schools, if possible.  E.g.: National Coop Day or ?
CONCLUSION

Q55) Do you have any other comments which you would like to make, or questions which you would like to ask? 


#1) Good luck.


#2) Perhaps send someone to the area to meet with members at a membership meeting.


#3) Thanks for taking the time to put this together.  I hope our feedback is useful.


#4) I hope that in the future we will have enough workers in order to participate more in AGM and conferences.  I have done this in the past when involved in other co-ops but not so much recently.  Keep up the good work .  If it were not for the able people doing the work we would not be able to have our co-op even though we are always seeming to struggle a little.


#5) Thanks for the work.


#6) Can we add in an 'other' category for gender and maybe remove 'trans' from the list of sexual orientation for next time?  I didn't know how to answer the two questions about gender.  Also, not sure how we feel about 'racialized' but I'm sure you've already received enough commentary on this already :)    Thanks!


#7) Thank you.


#8) Thanks and I'm sorry for the delay responding.


#9) Question 50 on this survey needs to be noted (the survey options may be misleading. See note on #50, and refer to answer on #49).


#10) As you know our official position was against the AGM resolution but we support the final decision. Other items in this survey like the dues have not been discussed yet.


#11) Thanks for asking. Great to see CWCF getting out there and contacting their members. As I said we are 11 years old and really need help to continue to develop our worker-owners. There seems to be a void.


#12) Great job!!


#13) Sorry for my tardiness.


#14) Thanks!


#15) Surveys...how did we ever live without them?


#16) Thanks for all your work! I'm really interested to see what comes out of the Diversity Committee's discussions and activities.


#17) Our co-op has worked closely with Peter Hough and found him very helpful.  The challenges of growing a new business, learning the co-op principles, and developing relationships with other worker co-ops is steep.  More specific check-ins with new co-ops would be helpful.  It need not be done by staff, but it could be done by other CWCF members in a mentorship role.


#18) There are a couple of rough spots in the mechanics of the survey monkey.  Also, I don't consider myself completely objective; I'm a real advocate of the model. 

III.  Direct Member Consultations

A trend observed with the direct member consultations is that it was generally not possible to get the worker co-ops together in regional meetings.  People are very busy working in their co-ops!  With the partial exception of the Winnipeg meetings, what CWCF staff had to do in order to meet with co-ops was to go directly to them, and meet with co-ops at their place of business.  Although this was more time-consuming for CWCF staff, it did mean that the exchange with the co-ops that we met was more focused on the challenges and issues facing each co-op.  

1. Atlantic Canada Worker Co-ops

The 5 co-ops which were consulted in this region are: Greenhouse Co-op, St. Peter’s, NS; Village Grocery Worker Co-op, St. Peter’s, NS; Careforce Home Care Worker Co-operative Ltd,, Wolfville, NS; Energreen Builders Co-op Ltd., Sackville, NB; and Moncton Restaurant Equipment Co-op, Moncton, NB.

2.  Ontario Worker Co-ops

The co-ops with whom CWCF staff met were:

1) Planet Bean, Guelph

2) Canadian Travel Co-op, Burlington

3) Skydragon Co-op, Hamilton

4) Come as You Are, Toronto

5) Just Shirts, Toronto (and Calgary)

6) Ganesh Community Development Co-op, Toronto

7) The Big Carrot, Toronto

8) Alive Education and Consulting Co-op, Toronto (and Ottawa)

9) Brunswick Theatre Co-op, Toronto

10) La Siembra, Ottawa

3.  Quebec Worker Co-ops

We met with four different worker co-ops in Quebec:  Le Dépanneur Sylvestre (a solidarity / multi-stakeholder co-op); La Tierra Co-op both in Gatineau, and La Coopérative Interface and Café Chaos in Montreal. 

4. Winnipeg Worker Co-ops

There were several meetings held in Winnipeg, (an area of substantive growth in the worker co-op movement in recent years), including a meeting with the Winnipeg “Chapter” of CWCF where 13 people representing 7 co-ops, plus SEED Winnipeg and the Canadian CED Network.  In addition, CWCF staff held one-on-one meetings with 8 worker co-ops in Winnipeg: Organic Planet, Mondragon Bookstore/Café, Natural Cycle, Neechi, Nyam Nyam Catering, Earthkind, Northern Star Blankets and the War on Music Co-op – three of which had not been at the Chapter meeting.  CWCF staff thus met individually or in a group with a total of 11 co-ops; the other three who were at the Chapter meeting being ParIT, Enviro-Safe and the Free Range Worker Co-op.  

The focus of the Winnipeg Chapter meeting was the CWCF presentation: on services, how we’re structured, and the fall 2008 AGM planned for Winnipeg.  It was a good opportunity for an exchange between the Winnipeg worker co-ops and CWCF. 

Although Winnipeg has a large, growing worker co-op movement, the co-ops are not particularly well networked across the sector, but rather seem to be in distinct sub-groups which could be described (admittedly as generalizations, not completely accurate) as: alternative; aboriginal; immigrant, and other. With CWCF holding its Annual General Meeting in Winnipeg in fall of 2008, CWCF hopes to help foster improved collaboration across the various distinctive groupings of worker co-ops.  One way we have done this is by involving people from all groups in the AGM planning committee – from some of the different worker co-ops, plus SEED Winnipeg.  

5.  Results of Meetings with Worker Co-ops

There were many issues raised by the worker co-ops, related to a variety of current and potential CWCF services. Challenges noted by many of the worker co-ops centred on running their business, notably capitalization, financial margins, marketing, dealing with rapid growth, and dealing with extended start-up challenges.   People-related issues included conflict resolution, finding committed worker-owners, making good hiring decisions, high staff turnover in some cases (often related to low wages) and educating new members to become fully participating worker-owners.

One challenge is related to approaches and processes on developing new members.  One potential service would be enabling sharing through workshops with existing co-ops and new co-ops. Another potential service would be the development of a diagnostic tool which co-ops could use to assess all aspects of the co-op’s life and program to facilitate the use of this tool by the CWCF members. 

Significant interest was expressed in participating in conference call learning sessions on the various issues of concern – though the sessions must be very useful for the co-ops in their day-to-day operations.

Another issue identified by a number of co-ops is the challenge of the succession/retirement of members. Although this is related to the issue noted above regarding developing new members, it also stands on its own. In none of the co-ops interviewed was there any form of pension or a way for a member to benefit from their years of service in term of an ongoing income for retirement -- except redeeming their shares at par value or selling the enterprise and sharing in its total current market value. This issue clearly requires significant thought and research to develop options of practical consequence for CWCF member co-ops.

Several co-ops said they felt that we could and should provide a central (electronic) meeting place for co-ops, and they had suggestions as to programs that we should use. Suggestions included “Base camp” (highly recommended), Working Pages, a wiki, or having a Facebook group.  In addition, it was suggested that one worker co-op per month could be asked to give a detailed profile of itself with pictures and text within this electronic space.

One issue that came out is the limited involvement of these members in the life of the CWCF. Although the co-ops often face challenges, the CWCF is not fore-of-mind when looking for solutions. This speaks to the need for the CWCF to develop more outreach to its members on an ongoing basis.

Two of the four Quebec-based co-ops surveyed are currently CWCF members; the other two expressed interest in the possibility of joining -- either because of their plans to do more work outside of Quebec, or because of a sense that as a solidarity co-op, they do not fit in well into other federations or networks.  

6. Associate Members/RRSP Program

Although most associate members seek no services from the CWCF, the CWCF’s RRSP program is of potential interest to non-worker co-operatives. In reviewing the options for enhancing this program, the CWCF identified not only potential co-ops that may use the program but also Community Economic Development Investment Funds (CEDIF) in Nova Scotia who were in need of a RRSP program such as the CWCF’s. After prolonged negotiation with Concentra Trust, the trustee for the CWCF program, a new program was approved allowing the CWCF RRSP program to accept any eligible co-op shares and any CEDIF shares, and a marketing program was carried out.  To date over 14 new associate members have joined to use the RRSP program. This successful initiative will continue to add new associate members to the CWCF for years to come while generating service revenue that contributes to the CWCF’s budget. 

7.  Regional Federation meetings / Amendment of CWCF Membership Requirements

CWCF staff (and in the case of the Ontario CWF or OWCF, the CWCF Board) offered to meet with the 5 regional worker co-op federations, regarding the proposed new relationships among CWCF, regional federations and worker co-ops in their regions.  A significant purpose of these meetings was to hold a dialog with these federations regarding the then-proposed changes to the CWCF by-laws.

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY OF DISCUSSION PAPER SENT TO CWCF MEMBERS, NOVEMBER 2, 2007

“Special resolution #1 would allow worker co-ops to directly join CWCF even in regions with regional federations, while creating a different membership class for the regional federations in which they could be voting CWCF members and run for the CWCF Board. The current structure has prevented the worker co-op (WC) federations in Quebec from joining as it would require all their members, in turn, to pay dues to the CWCF.  Where worker co-ops join CWCF through an Accredited Regional Federation, in many cases they have a weak connection to CWCF and sometimes have not even realized that they are CWCF members. The change would be important and, the Board believes, beneficial for worker co-ops in all regions of the country.  The CWCF is therefore proposing to change the structure so that membership in regional federations and the CWCF would no longer be linked. This proposal would allow a worker co-op to belong to either the regional federation (where there is one), or the CWCF, or both as it chooses. However to receive services from the CWCF, the WC would be required to be a CWCF member. The regional federations would, for nominal dues, be eligible to join CWCF in their own class of membership, meaning that the regional federations would have a direct relationship with CWCF. (All CWCF worker co-op members, whether or not they attend the AGM, will have the opportunity to provide comments on this change by participating in a member survey which will be carried out in the coming weeks – on this and other subjects.)”

As background information, it should be noted that there are 4 worker co-op federations in Quebec, and one in Ontario. CWCF succeeded in meeting, in person, with 3 of the Quebec federations (Forestry and Worker-Shareholder  Federations, and the Réseau – the one for worker co-ops which do not have an industry-specific federation), the Ontario federation, and the unincorporated group in Winnipeg (the Winnipeg Chapter), described above. 

The first meeting with Quebec federations was held in June, 2007 in Montreal.  This provided CWCF the opportunity to present the proposed by-law change, as well as explain the CWCF services available to worker co-ops and the opening of the new member category for regional federations.  This laid the groundwork and also helped to build the relationship with the Quebec federations. 

The next meeting was held in October 2007 with the Board and Executive Director of the OWCF.  This meeting was somewhat contentious because the majority of the OWCF Board was not supportive of the change, at least at that time.  However, it did afford an opportunity for a good dialogue so that CWCF was able to present its position and hear the position of the OWCF.  

It should be noted that as part of the member survey, all members were asked to express their opinion on this through our member survey, and the majority was in favour of this approach.  At CWCF's AGM in November 2007, there was a lengthy and animated discussion of the proposed amendment, and in the end it passed with over 80% in favour.   With this change in place, CWCF believes that it has an opportunity to have a more engaged relationship with worker co-ops nation-wide.

There was then a meeting in January between CWCF staff and the President of OWCF.  The next meeting which was held with Quebec worker co-op federations took place in early March 2008.  Both of these obviously took place after the decision to change the by-laws.  The purpose of these meetings was to try to move implementation of the new system, and also to increase understanding of the various relationships among federations and worker co-ops on the ground.  Another desired outcome for the Quebec meeting was for the first time to get a CWCF Director from Quebec.  Both were very positive meetings.   

Although this has not yet resulted in a Director in the legal sense from Quebec, it has resulted in there being a willing Director from Quebec, currently called an “Advisor”.  We are merely awaiting formalities regarding the Réseau becoming a CWCF Regional Federation Member.  The person who has offered to become the Quebec Director for CWCF is Alain Bridault, from la Coopérative Orion.  Adding a Director from Quebec, and Alain Bridault in particular, is a very important result of this project.  Alain Bridault is a very experienced worker co-operator who was instrumental in the founding of the FQCT in the 1980’s, precursor to the Réseau.  Adding a Director from Quebec is something which CWCF has been working towards for the past 15 years.  

IV.  Analysis and Conclusions

Reviewing the planned Outcomes for this project as noted below, CWCF makes the following conclusions.

(1) Planned outcome #1: Improved understanding by CWCF of the state of the worker co-ops and the regional worker co-op federations across the country.  

CWCF has a much better understanding of the worker co-ops across the country than it did previously.  With a few, very successful exceptions, the worker co-ops across Canada are small, with relatively low revenues and wages.  The worker-owners are therefore pressed for time and other resources. In addition to the financial issues, there are also significant challenges with succession and exit strategies for retiring members, with integrating new worker-owners, and with making good hiring decisions. Anything which CWCF can do to help these worker co-ops gain in strength financially and in terms of skills and tools would be very important: including continuing to make the case to the existing membership that they can access current services.  In terms of new services, one example is the series of tele-learning sessions which will be offered to worker co-op members starting in the fall of 2008.  Another is the possibility of offering discounted commercial and other insurance, which is currently being negotiated with The Co-operators Group.

The worker co-op movement in Canada is relatively young and diverse, though less so in Atlantic Canada and Quebec than elsewhere.  The model remains an excellent means of inclusion for young people, immigrants and other marginalized groups.   It is very positive to see the openness among the existing worker co-ops.

In terms of the worker co-op federations, CWCF also has a better understanding.  See #8, below, about the Quebec federations.  With the Ontario Worker Co-op Federation, CWCF understands that OWCF is working on a new strategic plan.  Once their direction becomes clearer in the coming months, CWCF will collaborate with OWCF and hope to welcome them into the membership as a regional federation, too.  It should be noted that a letter to all Ontario worker co-op members was drafted by CWCF and sent out jointly from the Board President of OWCF and the Ontario Director of CWCF, explaining the way membership has changed.  CWCF will continue to encourage worker co-ops to join regional federations and to become actively engaged in them, wherever they exist.  Clearly there is significant interest among worker co-ops to join regional organizations where possible, including umbrella co-op organizations, in order to network at the local level.  

(2) Planned outcome #2: Improved understanding of CWCF and its services by worker co-ops (both member and non-member), the regional federations and a series of potential associate members.

The survey was designed not only as a research tool but also as a means of education about CWCF and its services. Further the CWCF’s Worker Co-op Membership Package was updated, translated into French and distributed to all CWCF members and those non-members which took the survey. Lastly, this report is being distributed to members, and non-members who participated, and it is being placed on the web sites of CWCF and CoopZone.  

The primary way in which regional federations got an improved understanding of CWCF was through the in-person meetings held between CWCF and the 4 regional federations which met with us.  In terms of potential associate members, the meetings held regarding the expanded RRSP program had the result of improving understanding of what CWCF could offer to them.

(3) Planned outcome #3: A strategic plan for CWCF which better reflects the needs of worker co-ops across the country.  

CWCF has modified the following aspects of its Strategic Plan in recent months:  CWCF made the holding of tele-learning sessions for worker co-ops a higher priority.  It also increased the priority level of the item “Research other options for retirement and develop worker co-op member retirement strategies and programs.” 

Other possible additions to the Strategic Plan are:  


--Incorporate brief in-person meetings with worker co-ops (both member and non-member), in the course of other business as staff and board travel around the country.


--A members’ only section of the CWCF web site on which model by-laws and other documents can be stored for easy access by members.  


--Work toward development of a diagnostic tool for worker co-ops.


--For tele-learning sessions in French, consider holding them jointly with the Quebec worker co-op federations.

(4) Planned outcome #4: More usage of CWCF services by worker co-ops across the country.

The RRSP program has much higher take-up now than one year ago, primarily due to associate members.  CWCF’s CDI program saw a significant increase in demand in the latter part of 2007-2008, which we hope will continue.  

In terms of other services including new ones, we expect that their usage will increase as we develop them, and promote the services better.  

(5) Planned outcome #5: Increased membership in CWCF.

During the course of this project, six new worker co-ops joined CWCF as did 14 new associate members.  We expect that our membership will continue to grow.  

(6) Planned outcome #6: Greater self-sustainability for CWCF as a federation.  

With a larger membership and more members using fee-based services, CWCF’s general revenues are increasing thus leading to greater sustainability. 

(7) Planned outcome #7: Greater sustainability for worker co-ops as a result of accessing value-added services available through CWCF.  

This is a long-term outcome, and only time will tell.  

(8) Planned outcome #8: At least one of the Quebec worker co-op federations, and preferably all, would join CWCF in an amended class of membership for regional federations.  

Of the four Quebec worker co-op federations, two have expressed, through their staff and/or board presidents, the intention to join CWCF.  One of the federations, the worker-shareholder co-op federation, has a restricted budget, and a policy to not join any organizations which have member dues.  The remaining federation, for Ambulance Co-ops, did not respond to our phone calls or e-mail messages.  

CWCF’s understanding is that Le Réseau, the multi-sector Worker Co-op Federation in Quebec, will join CWCF as soon as it gets approval from its membership, as required under the Quebec Co-op Act.  We also understand that the other large Quebec federation, for Forestry Co-ops, will be joining.  The CWCF Executive Director and the Quebec Advisor are following up with these two federations.  

(9) Planned outcome #9: Research report on the consultations and services to be made available to the CWCF Board and members; and a summary version of the report to be made available to the public through the CWCF and CoopZone web sites.

It was decided that, since no confidential information was revealed about the co-ops, to make this full version available through the web sites as well as to Board and members.  

In conclusion, it was beneficial for CWCF, member co-ops and non-member co-ops for CWCF to carry out this project.  It was extremely interesting and engaging for CWCF staff to be able to meet with many worker co-ops across the country.  The fact that CWCF was able to consult widely and engage members in advance of the vote on the bylaw change to allow direct CWCF membership was important.  It is encouraging to know that not only did the bylaw change pass at the 2007 AGM with over 80% support, but also that the co-ops which voted against the change remain as active, engaged members of CWCF. We are optimistic that we will be able to work well and co-operatively with the worker co-ops in Ontario as well as the regional federation there.  Clearly the time spent on the development of the RRSP program and the promotion have been very worthwhile, as there has been a lot of take-up of this service.  The new level of engagement which has become possible in Quebec is a true break-through, and one which we have worked toward for 15 years. 

CWCF looks forward to continuing to dialog with its member co-ops and with non-member co-ops, regional federations and associate members, including through an eventual electronic discussion board, members’ only section of the web site with model by-laws and other documents, through conference calls and phone calls, and old-fashioned in-person meetings.  CWCF also looks forward to continuing to collaborate with its Diversity Committee to better spread the message of worker co-operation to more communities in need of this model.  CWCF wishes that it were possible to carry out a Member Strengthening project such as this one every year, and will consider ways of permanently incorporating some of the project elements, notably brief in-person meetings with worker co-ops (both member and non-member) in the course of other business as staff and board travel around the country.  

Worker co-operators are often very independent, and they need to be.  However as mutual self-help works inside of a successful worker co-op, so it does, too, in a federation.  At the national level it is up to CWCF to have, and make that case – the case for co-operation among worker co-operatives.  Only by offering services of value, for value, and by being present with worker co-ops can we do so.  
� In the French version of this report, the survey results for the French-speaking co-ops are provided.  Other than within the anglophone – francophone co-ops’ survey comparison document (Appendix A), the survey results have not been translated, but rather the English data is provided here, and the French data in the French version of the report.  This comment applies to Section II only on the survey; the rest of the final report has been translated.  





� A Health Spending Account is a way to completely tax-deduct money spent on healthcare and dental services by business owners and their employees. It can be used on its own or with existing group insurance coverage, and there is a small administrative cost.
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