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I.  Background


Through the current Co-operative Development Initiative (CDI) Innovation and Research (I & R) Project, the Canadian Worker Co-operative Federation (CWCF), in consultation with its Diversity Committee, is prioritizing worker co-op development in immigrant communities, including approaches and resources to improve their success rates.  The reason for this priority is because the need among immigrant communities for economic and socio-economic improvement is great, and the potential of worker ownership to meet these needs as well as to help empower the worker-owners is also significant. 


In terms of need, income disparity between native-born Canadians and immigrants to Canada is large, and on the increase.  The 2006 Census data released on May 2, 2008 revealed that earnings for recent immigrants (about 80% of whom are racialized) show a grim economic reality. According to a Globe and Mail story, in 1980 the median earnings for immigrants and Canadians with a university degree were $48,541 and $63,040, respectively. In 2005, immigrant men with a university degree earned $30,332, while their Canadian-born counterparts had a median income of 62,556. In 2005, Canadian-born men without a university degree had a median income of $40,235.


The Census reveals that the economic situation for immigrants has been steadily declining.  The same analysis states: “During this 25-year period, recent immigrants lost ground relative to their Canadian-born counterparts.  In 1980, recent immigrant men who had some employment income earned 85 cents for each dollar received by Canadian-born men. By 2005, the ratio had dropped to 63 cents. The corresponding numbers for recent immigrant women were 85 cents and 56 cents, respectively.  Earnings disparities between recent immigrants and Canadian-born workers increased not only during the two previous decades, but also between 2000 and 2005.”


This worsening trend has been observed by the co-operative community as well.  The Multicultural Health Brokers Co-op (MCHB) expanded on the 2001 census research and concluded that the statistical evidence demonstrates a new pattern of what is essentially non-settlement of newcomers in Canada. In other words, newcomers are not settling as they used to.
  Traditionally, most immigrants have a transitional period of low income but then over time outperform the Canadian born, however there is growing evidence that more recent groups of arrivals have not fared as well as past groups.


On the more positive side, there are many different worker co-operatives across Canada which are led primarily, or exclusively, by immigrants and refugees.  Examples include the Multicultural Health Brokers Co-op in Edmonton, the Malalay Afghan Women’s Co-op in Vancouver, La Tierra Coffee Roaster’s Co-op in Gatineau / Ottawa, the International Women’s Catering Co-op in Victoria, and Enviro-Safe Cleaning in Winnipeg.  These co-ops are made up entirely, or almost entirely of immigrants and refugees.  These co-ops have effectively faced the challenges of starting immigrant-led co-ops to allow their members to enjoy the benefits of worker co-op membership.


Various previous studies and reports on immigrant co-ops and immigrant-led community economic development have been carried out, primarily focused on policy recommendations to make it easier for immigrants and refugees to start and run co-operatives as well as other kinds of social enterprise.  These include: Upholding the Canadian Promise: DRAFT Recommendations for a CED approach to settlement challenge, drafted by CCEDNet in 2007 as part of the ICAN Network’s work:  Immigrant and refugee CED / Co-op Action Network; and Creating Opportunities / Optimizing Possibilities: Immigrant and Refugee Co-operatives in Canada, in 2004 by MCHB. These studies have both observed inequities for immigrant groups and proposed means to address the inequities.  The approach we are taking is to synthesize and carry out these important recommendations.  This project is building on these studies by taking some of their most important recommendations in an effort to implement them.

II.  Advantages of Worker Co-ops for Immigrants and Refugees


These studies found that in most cases, the co-operative model was chosen by immigrants over another organizational structure and governance model because the members were familiar with it, and felt it was an appropriate means by which to address an identified need within the community. Many saw the cooperative model as a reflection of their ideals of mutual self-help and as a means to create a particular kind of society based on positive, co-operative, and supportive values.


Co-operative members and developers pointed to the importance of 
co-operatives in developing community and individual capacity, personal and community empowerment, pride, and sustainable social and economic development.
  The following advantages of worker co-ops for immigrants and refugees have been identified, through a review of the literature combined with input from the ad-hoc Committee which advised this project.

• Social Cohesion: The democratic governance model in worker co-ops brings together people who are in varying stages of cultural integration and provides an opportunity for them to develop interpersonal and organizational skills within the Canadian context.

• Networks of Support: Co-operatives are typically developed with the support of a number of partners drawn from different sectors. This multi-sectoral support extends the networks of the members and increases the variety of resources available to members, including training and fiscal support.
 Given the types of industries often open to immigrants, there is a greater likelihood of having a quality job in a worker co-op with better and safer workplace conditions, and greater flexibility for the workers.  

• Training and Education: The opportunity for training and continuing education on topics such as governance, board, member, staff and committee roles, and business development are a key advantage of the co-operative model.
 Co-ops develop skills which can be transferred to other employment or businesses.  The co-op is a jumping board for them to learn on-the-job business skills, e.g. reading financial statements.  Many of the workers are in low-wage industries, and can help to raise the standards in those industries, as well as their own situations. The people who can benefit from micro-enterprise programs typically have higher levels of English and skills than those who can be involved in worker co-op business ownership.  Thus the worker co-op model allows immigrants with lower skill levels to develop their skills, learn about business ownership, etc. in a way that would be impossible for them through micro-enterprise programs.

• Professional Development: The co-operatives can provide important avenues for immigrants to creatively use their professional skills to the direct benefit of their communities.
 It is also easier for worker-owners in a worker co-op to have more control over / flexibility in their schedules, allowing them to return to school and upgrade their skills.  

III. Limited Resources and Specific Immigrant and Refugee Challenges


Just as there are unique advantages, there are also some unique challenges.  Some of the challenges and barriers to immigrant worker co-op development are as follows.  It should be noted that some of these challenges are common to worker co-op start-ups in all demographic groups, and some are more specific to immigrants and refugees.

• Lack of Awareness: Immigrants, as well as the general population, are largely unaware of worker self-management as a path to entrepreneurship or employment generation. The oft-repeated and unchallenged statement that “we all can’t own our own business” speaks to the mass ignorance of labour self-management. Many immigrants are from countries with co-operative traditions as economic and social actors, but there are many who are not familiar with worker co-operatives. Small business education classes aimed at immigrants do not normally include co-operative entrepreneurship as a business and employment model.  Most government departments at federal, provincial and municipal levels (e.g. the Canada Business Service Centres) are unaware of the worker co-op model.  

• Dearth of immigrant and racialized worker co-op educators, developers and managers: The worker co-operative movement needs to train and develop racialized and/or immigrant worker cooperative educators, developers and managers. While there are not enough worker co-operative educators, developers, and managers in general , their limited presence in racialized communities is particularly apparent. Others have to negotiate language, the structural relationship of race and racism, and/or cultural challenges in reaching these communities. Immigrant and/or racialized educators would have a better idea of how to approach the members of their community. 

• Lack of support from other agencies / organizations:  Most government and NGO entrepreneurship agencies do not talk about co-operatives as a way of incorporation.  There is not much support from existing co-operatives, though in most cases it is not because they do not want to help, but because they are busy in their own operations.

• Limited financial means:  Many immigrants have very limited or no working capital.  In addition, low income keeps many people in the survival cycle, in some cases working 2-3 jobs. A related issue is the instability of individual income and the lack of income supports due to lack of flexibility in government income support programmes such as Employment Insurance (EI) and Worker’s Compensation.
 The context for accessing financial support, child care, etc. is very difficult.  

• Lack of time:  The fact for many immigrants of living in survival mode means that it is often difficult to get groups to even meet.  Thus it can take significantly longer to start a worker co-op in immigrant communities than otherwise.  

• Challenges with language, culture, other:  Language is a major barrier for some immigrants. There can be a need for multiple language interpretation, which is a significant challenge.  Diverse cultures create differences that could be difficult to understand and could bring barriers in communications.  Some have a lack of knowledge and/or experience about business start-up and administration (organizational structure, operations, finance, marketing, etc), or a lack of understanding of the Canadian market and Canadian economy.  Thus it is very important to target the programming to the audience. 

• Academic Education:  Several of these groups, especially groups of refugees, have members who have not had the opportunity to attend school.  Often there are challenges with math and English literacy, which require support for very plain language documents, e.g. by-laws, etc.  It may also be necessary to translate documents into the group’s native language(s).  
• Differing Cultural Definitions of “Co-operative”: Not all countries and cultures define co-operatives from the same legislative, governance and value perspective. These differences can affect the ability of immigrants and refugees to translate their experience into the Canadian context.

• Isolation: Many of the immigrant co-operatives are isolated from each other, the settlement agencies, and mainstream co-operative networks and other forms of support.

• Image:  Immigrant worker co-ops need to be seen as substantive, quality businesses.   For example, government and businesses generally see EnviroSafe Worker Co-op in Winnipeg as a “small” project.  The University of Winnipeg and Manitoba Hydro are supportive of EnviroSafe, but do not hire them because they claim they’re not big enough.
• Funds and Financing: A key barrier is lack of support from lending institutions. It may also be more difficult for people in a collective to access funds from family, friends, etc. because people are lending to a group, rather than to a person they know and trust.   There is a perceived lack of flexibility in funders’ program rationales, coupled with an increasing demand for demonstrated “results” that cannot be easily captured or guaranteed in the very human process of community development. It would be helpful to put into place systems for trackable results, to help show funders quantifiable results.  Funders in some cases have been unwilling to contribute to extended community development activities that may not lead to the development of co-operatives. At the same time, funds for “after-care” organizational development needs were difficult for all the co-operatives to access. This was considered a barrier to participating in ongoing organizational and human development training.

• Need for Risk Management:  Co-operatives in development go through many challenges, so a risk management strategy is very helpful.
Lee Fuge summarizes the lack of resources and the challenges as follows:

“Typically, there is not much in the way of resources for small co-ops, and a lot of co-ops don’t succeed because they run out of resources of one kind or another, which is unfortunate and something I would like to see addressed within the co-op sector.  There is also a lot of talk about promoting co-ops for different cultural groups.  I think it is a matter of looking at the individual situation, seeing what people want, and whether the co-op model is actually something that is workable, considering their expectations and desires.”

IV.  Clarity of Goals for the Co-op in Development


If a group of immigrants is to take advantage of the benefits of formal 
co-operation, the group must be able to start and operate a worker co-op which will successfully launch and then be sustainable. In addition to those successful worker co-ops listed in I. Background, above, we believe that there are also many worker co-ops proposed by immigrants and refugees which never get started, or which cease operations shortly after launch.  Given the significantly lower economic standing of immigrants compared to native-born Canadians, as well as the isolation and other social challenges which face some immigrants, it is important to know how immigrants can most effectively use the worker co-op model to improve their incomes and social capital.
  There are clear advantages to doing so, but, again, there are also unique challenges.  This section covers another challenge, but is such a significant issue that it warrants its own section.  


At the outset, one important thing to identify is the primary goal of any given group in forming a worker co-op.  The primary goal may be: (1) to create living-wage jobs for the members, (2) to meet internal social or socio-economic needs, or (3) to meet external social or socio-economic needs.  Clearly, any given worker co-op will have a mix of goals, but it is important to ascertain the main goal of the group.  


If the primary goal is to create living-wage jobs (#1), then strategies to meet this goal must remain in the forefront, and a significant part of the support people’s role is to help the group identify a viable business opportunity which has this potential.  A support person, such as a co-op developer, will need to assist the group in identifying which opportunities have this potential, and which do not.


In terms of the other two types of worker co-ops noted (#2 and #3), they are worker co-ops but they are also social co-ops.  If the primary goal is to meet social goals, then there must be clarity from the outset that this is the case to ensure that it is acceptable to the group.  Examples of social goals to meet the internal needs of the group are for increased social interaction and to build community, to organize to receive training, to gain independence, etc. An example of this type of co-op is the International Women’s Catering Co-op.  Lee Fuge, a co-op member and developer, explains:  “The catering co-op is a seasonal, part-time business. … In the sense of a business that is driven by the bottom line, we are not a business’ business.  But I think the value for the people who are members of the co-op … is that over the nine years of the co-op’s existence, through exposing the broader community to the cultural foods, the women feel that they’re getting a part of themselves out to the community.  So it’s hard to describe, but when people come to the first market of the season and they are saying ‘We’ve been waiting all winter,’ that’s pretty valuable.   The business contributes to the psychological well-being that is as important as the money.”
  


Another similar example is the Malalay Afghan Sewing Co-op in Burnaby.  Although the women involved are only marginally increasing their incomes, there are many other benefits to the members which they provide each other through the co-op.  “I came here four years ago. I was so sad, because I didn’t know anyone.  I had no connections and the co-op introduced me to Afghan women here.  Now I am so happy for the future because I have hope that I will have something to do.” …“Every time we go out in the community, Afghan women approach us and ask to join our co-op.” 
 Rebecca Deng, a “Lost Girl of Sudan”, now a member of the Nyam Nyam Catering Co-op in Winnipeg, explains. 
“Co-ops are really, really important to newcomers... Our coops accept everyone, even if you don’t know the language. Co-ops help. They provide opportunities for newcomers.  They’re accommodating. Our number one priority is not money. We commit to giving our time to help others.”


Another type of social goal is to meet larger needs, either in the immigrant community, or the broader community.  These needs may include: improved educational outcomes in the immigrant / refugee population in their locale; to provide a cultural space; to give support to local refugee children through provision of theatre and art classes, etc.  This type of broader social goal can generally only be adequately met if outside funders are committed in a significant way to the project.  An example of a successful worker co-op of this type is the Multicultural Health Brokers Co-op, which has contracts with the local Health Region and other government agencies.  


The primary challenge for these social co-ops with broader goals is that the target client base does not have the resources to support the worker co-op business in a market-driven model. The needs which the fledgling worker co-op wants to meet are very real, however pursuing one of these ideas as a worker co-op that provides a living wage to its members presents a huge and usually insurmountable challenge, unless there is clear availability of ongoing outside funds, i.e. non-market income.  (CWCF has been involved in supporting fledgling worker co-ops in all of the three areas noted in the last paragraph, but none of these three has succeeded.)  Unless there is government or other intervention, there is no way to create living-wage jobs in the entities proposed.  

V.  Strategies to develop immigrant worker co-ops 

When it is decided that the co-op model is workable, there are several different strategies which can be used to help develop the co-op.  Whether a worker co-op focused on maximizing income for its worker-owners, or a worker co-op which is also a social co-op, we have identified six major ways in which immigrant worker co-ops may form:  

1. A comprehensive, single-industry strategy such as WAGES. 

2. Co-op development with support by organizations such as SEED Winnipeg or the Center for Family Life.

3. Partnership approach, with an immigrant-serving agency and co-op developer(s).

4. A one-off approach – opportunistic, led by a self-identifying group and independent developer.

5. Replication of an existing worker co-op.

6. Expansion of an existing worker co-op that may eventually lead to a new but related worker co-op.

7. Conversion of an existing business.


Below is a description of each type of strategy, with an indication of the advantages and challenges of each approach.  It should be noted that these are ideal types, but there can be elements of more than one approach present within one co-op. 


With all of the approaches, there may be tension between dependency on the support organization(s) and independence of the co-op. Although an on-going relationship with a support organization can and does provide benefits to a co-op, there should be encouragement to have the worker co-op be as independent as possible.  In this way, if funding for the support agency were to end, the co-op can continue as a viable enterprise.  This is one key reason to have professional co-op developers involved, as this is typically part of their approach.  The degree to which the worker co-op should be made autonomous of a settlement agency and/or a co-op development organization depends in part on the strategy which is chosen.  

1. A comprehensive, single-industry strategy such as WAGES.

WAGES (Women’s Action to Gain Economic Security), a non-profit organization in the San Francisco Bay Area which started in 1994, has developed a business model for “least toxic” house-cleaning co-ops for low income, Latin immigrant women.  They use a single-industry, “top-down” approach to development, with the agency taking the lead to organize the groups.  Their approach is very similar to that of the Arizmendi co-ops in the Bay Area, which are replicating the very successful Cheese Board Worker Co-op bakery throughout their region (www.arizmendi.coop).  Currently WAGES has four co-ops operating with two others in development.  WAGES has a staff of 4.5 full-time equivalent (FTE) staff, plus a manager for each of the co-ops.  They have developed a substantial list of funders, primarily foundations, and are well networked with religious and social justice organizations in the Bay Area.  This networking assists them greatly in building their co-operative businesses.  

         Co-op members earn 50-100% more than they would make working for a conventional cleaning company. On average, their household incomes have increased by 40%.  Many participants have taken on roles as peer trainers, co-op managers and community educators.


The following excerpts are from a case study on the WAGES 
Co-operatives completed in 2000:  

“WAGES’ development approach is to:

1. Focus on a specific business niche;

2. Provide intensive, on-going education;

3. Support professional management of the cooperatives;

4. Stabilize and strengthen the business cooperatives through a federated association.”

“WAGES has developed the following criteria for selecting businesses:

• The business must pay livable hourly wages, plus benefits, for 5-7 women working fulltime after two years of business operations.

• Less than 100 hours of vocational training would be needed.

• Start-up capital required would be less than $100,000; and

• It would not be environmentally harmful.
Out of fourteen business ideas generated, four businesses seemed promising: auto detailing, mobile massage in offices and homes, gardening, and janitorial services. None of the women in the replication group were interested in the first three business ideas. However, they did indicate interest in exploring janitorial services further. After assessing the competition and length of time janitorial businesses needed to obtain office contracts, compared to the quick turn-around of obtaining residential contracts, it seemed likely that break-even could occur much more quickly with a housecleaning business.”


“One of the ways in which WAGES supports this interest [in leadership] is to offer internship opportunities for co-op members. We have developed two areas for interns: 1) to learn to teach least-toxic cleaning skills to new members of the expanding cooperatives; and 2) to learn to teach business and co-operative communication skills by participating in the pre-business start-up trainings.  The members recognize that training of new people is key to the successful growth of their co-operatives.  …  We strongly believe that the leadership development component of the WAGES program is key to the overall success of the cooperatives.”


To raise their budget, WAGES gets 80% of its funding from foundations. Some of these foundations are supporters to low income people; some for immigrant integration; some from women’s funders.  There is also increasing interest in green jobs which aids the organisation’s search for support.  The remaining amounts come from private donors; in addition, there was one early public contract with the federal Environmental Protection Agency. WAGES is also working to increase fees paid by the co-ops for the technical support to increase their self-sufficiency.  


Clearly the WAGES approach has been successful for the women working in the co-ops.  There have been some lessons along the way, with attempts at starting other co-operative businesses (notably, a party supply store) which failed.  Early on, there were also some least toxic cleaning co-ops which failed for various reasons; one due to lack of relationship / trust among members; another in a temporary period when insufficient training before launch was provided; and another in which three of the members took it over as a business corporation, hiring the other employees at lower wages.  


All of these were learning experiences that resulted in the model that they are now using with real success.  The limitation of this model is the need to have a well-funded non-profit arm which supports the success of the worker co-ops in the marketplace.  For example, WAGES has a staff of 4.5 FTE people.  It would be interesting to try to replicate the WAGES approach, but seek to have a larger number of women in the worker co-ops relative to the WAGES support staff.  This would make it more replicable.  As with any replication, one advantage of replicating WAGES is that the many lessons they have had over the past 15 years could be incorporated into the next similar entity.  This may make it possible to be more efficient and less dependent on funders.  In summary, the advantage of this type of approach is that it has a high success rate for the worker co-ops supported, and the worker co-ops pay a living wage.  The disadvantage / challenge is the need for a high level of resources – which could perhaps be mitigated through seeking larger member-to-support staff ratios. 


2. Co-op development with support by organizations such as SEED Winnipeg, the Center for Family Life, etc.


SEED Winnipeg (Supporting Employment and Economic Development) is a CED organization which has a major focus of supporting co-operative businesses.  According to SEED’s web site, “SEED Winnipeg’s mission is to combat poverty and assist in the renewal of primarily inner-city communities by providing capacity-building services that assist low-income individuals, groups, organizations and economically distressed neighbourhoods improve their social and economic vitality.  SEED helps individuals and groups start small businesses and save money for future goals. We offer business management training and individual consulting, access to small business loans, asset-building programs, and more.”
  Relative to WAGES, their approach is more “bottom-up”, with the groups taking more of a lead role in terms of the type of business to start, etc.


Significant supports are available, as long as after one year, 50% of the participants are people who have had barriers to employment. One program run by SEED is called CWOP, the Community and Worker Ownership Program.  CWOP assists groups of 3 or more people to start co-operative businesses, by providing technical support and training in business management, governance, and other aspects of starting / running a co-operative.  Examples of the co-ops they have worked with in immigrant communities are: residential cleaning and janitorial, catering, and taxi co-ops.  CWOP worked with 15 client groups in this program last year, and 56% of the individuals involved were newcomers to Canada; a percentage which has grown rapidly.  Further, SEED received funding from Manitoba’s Multiculturalism Secretariat to promote social enterprise among ethno-cultural organizations.  Thus SEED is seeing increasing demand among newcomers, and is partnering increasingly with immigrant settlement agencies and programs which provide services to immigrants.  


In addition to the support provided through CWOP, SEED has begun to develop plain-language resource materials to provide guides to worker co-op members and developers on topics of highest need to immigrants starting businesses, including worker co-ops.  The capacity to identify the greatest needs for resource materials as well as to create them (having sought and obtained financial resources from Manitoba’s Multiculturalism Secretariat) is important.  


A somewhat similar example is Center for Family Life in Sunset Park, Brooklyn.  “It has incubated three worker-owner cooperative businesses: the We Can Do It! Women's Cleaning Cooperative (also known as Si Se Puede!),  the We Can Fix it! Cooperative, a handyperson/light construction coop made up of 8 men and 4 women, and lastly a child care coop called Beyond Care Child Care Cooperative that consists of 25 women worker-owners. The three co-operatives are run by immigrants from Mexico, the Dominican Republic, Puerto Rico, South America and South East Asia. The main focus of these co-ops is to develop internal leadership, provide educational/training opportunities for its members, to create living wage jobs that will be done in a safe and healthy environment, and to engage in a democratic process and provide support to one another.”




The Center for Family Life has some things in common with SEED as a broader community organization, as well as having some things in common with WAGES, such as working exclusively with immigrants.  


The supportive organization approach, in a more generic way without focus on one industry sector, is clearly also a good one.  There is a supportive environment for the fledgling immigrant co-op.  In light of the very large number of immigrant support organizations as well as CED organizations which exist across Canada, one key recommendation would be to encourage more of them to support worker co-op development in immigrant communities. 

3. Partnership approach, with an immigrant-serving agency and co-op developer(s).


Another approach is to create a partnership between an immigrant-serving society and a co-op development organization.  The expertise and support available from the co-op sector is vital.


For example, the Malalay worker co-operative in Burnaby, B.C, was formed with the combined effort of the ISS, Immigrant Services Society of B.C, and CCEDNet (Canadian Community Economic Development Network), along with the support of other organisations.  The intention was to aid the development of secure, living-wage jobs, and economic autonomy for a community of women Afghan immigrants.  Devco, a co-operative development group working on behalf of CCEDNet for the project, facilitated and guided the group through the formation and incorporation process, while the ISS provided funding and community expertise needed in the co-ordination of the group.  The group now functions as an incorporated worker co-op contracted to produce orders of sewn pieces, and crafts for sale at markets and fairs.  


This is a particularly effective approach in that it combines the strength of both types of organizations.  The immigrant-serving organization brings its understanding of the immigrant and/or refugee community(s), where the co-op development organization brings its entrepreneurial expertise in the co-operative context.  It does not work as well when immigrant-serving agencies try to directly develop co-ops because they typically lack the experience to develop entrepreneurial businesses.  Yet being part of a worker co-op is a powerful way for immigrants to achieve sustainable settlement.  It would be extremely helpful to get this word out, and seek to form the appropriate partnerships. 


4. A one-off approach - opportunistic led by a self-identifying group and independent developer. 


This is the situation where a group of immigrants comes together to create a new business as a worker co-operative, and the group works with an independent developer, not part of a CED organization or an integrated program like WAGES.  This can be either of its own accord (bottom-up approach), or having been brought together by a developer or agency (top-down approach).  Depending on the province in which the group is located, and what government / co-op sector / other support is available at the time, the group may have support for its technical assistance and capitalization needs.  If the group must independently support all of its technical assistance needs, this is clearly a significant challenge.  This is the case for any start-up co-op, but it would likely be a greater challenge in an immigrant group due to the typically lower financial resources.  


However if there were some supports available to the independent group and developer, such as availability of grants to cover the technical assistance, friendly sources of capital, etc., the chance of success would be increased.  Like any start-up co-op, it would be vital that the group identifies a business idea which can build a viable business, or that it have sufficient value as an internally focused social co-op.   


If it were possible for the group and developer to have access to resource materials that had been developed by CED organizations or co-op sector organizations for immigrant groups, this would be a significant support.  


5. Replication of an existing worker co-op.


The key characteristic of this type of co-op development is “a successful co-op prototype that the development initiative sets out to replicate.  …The prototype is largely free of contextual variation and doesn’t require fundamental redesign because of the development context.  …The benefits of a co-op replication approach are that successful systems, approaches, and the external context are known in advance.  …The big challenges for the co-op entrepreneurs and co-op development facilitators are to find an appropriate context for the replication; to carry out the necessary training to ensure a thorough understanding of the governance, management, and operations systems; and to secure the required financing for the development process and the co-op’s capitalization.”

This is the type of approach used by WAGES with the home cleaning co-ops, with the added difference of a formal association existing between the co-ops and WAGES.  Further, WAGES provides on-going support and management. 


However, without a parent organization such as WAGES the replication approach has much in common with the one-off development approach, except that there would be a higher chance of success due to the fact that a proven model is being used.  Advantages include lower up-front requirements for financial resources than in either of the first two strategies and a proven track record of the business.   One challenge is finding a worker co-op that is willing and able to be replicated.  


6. Expansion of an existing worker co-op that may eventually lead to a new but related worker co-op.


This approach is a variation on the replication approach noted above. However, rather than starting a new worker co-op, a group of potential co-op member/employees are hired by an existing worker co-op to expand into a new geographic market area. The new workers participate in the work, management and governance of the co-op at the usual rates of pay. At a future time they may be in the position to either become members of the worker co-op or to set up a separated but affiliated coop. This approach is particularly suited to the service business that requires little capital for expansion.


There are a number of advantages to this approach. The workers don't have to go through the precarious start-up period (the period of the largest number of failures). Rather they are working within the base of a strong co-op.  Through their participation, the new workers gain knowledge and training without the higher risk and cost of setting up independently. They gain the benefit of experienced local knowledge. The existing co-op benefits by expanding its market base with a committed group of employees and will benefit from increased economies of scale. If in the future an independent co-op is spun off, the original co-op may still provide management services for a fee or the two (or more) co-ops may develop joint management or other programs such as training and marketing.   


7. Conversion of an existing business.


The last option for starting a co-op is to convert (through purchase) an existing business. This is a common approach with immigrants with significant financial resources who have an entrepreneurial background. However it can also be used by a group of immigrants with significantly lower resources by targeting a business appropriate to their means, interests and expertise.  


The key challenge here is to identify an available business and the appropriate group of immigrant/refugees. This type of initiative may benefit from a mix of both immigrant and Canadian-born worker/members. 

VI. Analysis of Strategies

The WAGES approach, in a large urban setting, is in many ways the ideal, but it cannot be pursued without significant financial and human resources.  For example, last year (2008) the core staff was 4.5 FTE, with 3 people working on the programming and 1.5 FTE doing fund-raising and/or administration.  This level of resources is clearly outside the scope of the current project.  However their approach of focusing on one industry sector is a key factor which can lead to success in many types of approaches, wherever it can be used.  The advantage to the SEED approach, almost unique across the country among CED organizations (CEDO’s), is to provide a high level of support to immigrants in creating worker co-ops within the context of a CEDO.  


The third model noted, partnership between an immigrant-serving agency and a co-op development organization, holds particular promise.  If other immigrant-serving and CED organizations are not developing worker co-ops, it is likely due more to lack of awareness of the worker co-op option, as well as how to carry out worker co-op development.  Worker co-op development supported by other CEDO’s and immigrant-serving organizations should be pursued through promoting the option and the success of SEED in carrying out this work.  This is primarily a task of promotion of the potential of the worker co-op model. The key organizations to which CWCF needs to promote the model are: the Canadian Immigrant Settlement Sector Alliance (CISSA), the Canadian Council for Refugees (CCR), and Citizenship and Immigration Canada (CIC).  (Information on these and other relevant agencies is available on the “Integration-Net for the Settlement Community”, www.integration-net.ca)  One option would be to offer to meet with each of the two key umbrella groups, CISSA and CCR, as well as CIC in order to present the worker co-op option.  There is also a need to link up with the front-line people who provide employment training for immigrants at the settlement agencies themselves; some of this outreach by CWCF has already taken place.  

The third, fourth and fifth strategies (‘3. Partnership approach, with an immigrant-serving agency and co-op developer[s]’, ‘ 4. A one-off approach’, and ‘5. Replication of an existing worker co-op’) can be pursued now, without having to wait for significant financial resources.  If resources developed by WAGES, SEED, and others doing similar work can be adapted by the co-operative developers involved, this will make the chance of success higher.  


The sixth option (‘Expansion of an existing worker co-op that may eventually lead to a new but related worker co-op’) with the right sponsoring co-op has great potential in targeted service industries. It has the strengths of a replication but in addition has built-in expertise and local knowledge. The immigrant is immediately in a supportive environment and earning a fair wage.

The seventh option (‘Conversion of an existing business’), although demanding in finding appropriate groups and businesses, has the benefit of bypassing the very difficult start-up stage of business development.

VII. Conclusion


Although there are many challenges, the benefits of the worker co-op model for immigrants and refugees are substantial.  In order to help promote the model, CWCF will bring it to the attention of the national umbrella organizations, the CCR and the CISSA as well as to the CIC.  Further, in as many different regions of the country as possible, CWCF will look to bring together immigrant-serving agencies and co-operative developers.  This is a key approach which can lead to success and draws on available resources; it is a best practice which should be encouraged. We can look to the CoopZone Developers’ Network (www.coopzone.coop) to help bring together the immigrant-serving agencies and co-op development organizations. 


Clearly some of the available strategies are more flexible than others.  No matter which approach is chosen, it remains very important for the group to be clear about its ultimate primary goal in creating the worker co-op: either to create living-wage jobs, or to meet social needs.  CWCF is currently using several of the approaches outlined, with different groups.  All of the strategies can work well, depending on the resources which are available.  


As stated by Advisory Committee member Gulalai Habib of the Malalay Afghan Sewing Co-op, “Refugees can include people who were in camps for decades and who have high stress, very low education, and poor health.  Worker co-ops are one of the friendliest models we can use to integrate these refugees, and other immigrants, into their new communities, and to begin to establish healthy and secure employment.” 


It all starts with getting the word out – and that is our next step.
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