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The Co-operative College, now based in Manchester, has a
long involvement with the co-operative movement
internationally as well working within the UK. Support from a
Strategic Grant Agreement with the Department for
International Development has enabled the College together
with its partners in the co-operative sector to make a
significant contribution towards raising awareness of
development issues and the Millennium Development Goals
(MDGs) within the co-operative movement. Alongside this
has been the goal of promoting a better appreciation among
policy makers and the development community in general of
the major contribution co-operatives already make to
development and poverty alleviation.

An initial survey of over 500 UK members, staff and
customers revealed that a majority viewed international
development as important but that awareness of the MDGs
was limited. There were high levels of support and interest in
trade issues with 90% reporting purchasing decisions
influenced by labour standards in the supply chain. What
emerged was a clear mandate for increasing government and
co-operative support for international development linked to
increased information and education.

Fair Trade featured strongly as an area of concern and
interest for everyone. Many readers will be familiar with the
co-op’s role in mainstreaming Fair Trade onto supermarket
and convenience store shelves. As of 2004, UK retail co-
operatives Fair Trade sales were worth £24 million – a fifth of
all UK Fair Trade sales. However the focus is not simply about
increasing sales – it is also about education for members and
customers, about support for Fair Trade towns, working with
schools and contributing towards trade justice/ make poverty
history campaigns. 

Typically, however, even most active co-operators know
little about the co-operative movement internationally and
remain unaware of the significant role that co-operatives
already play in underpinning livelihoods and communities
around the world. In 1995 it was estimated that co-operatives
contribute directly to improve the standard of living of half the
world’s population. Globally the co-operative model has been
applied to most forms of economic activity including
agriculture, banking, insurance, health care, housing, utilities
and transport as well as retail.

There is a lack of easily accessible information and case
studies and one of the major challenges is to develop
resources, case studies and good practice across the world.
Recent publications from the College have attempted to
remedy this and we worked with DFID on a co-operatives
special edition of their Developments magazine (DFID 2005),

aptly titled ‘Can Co-ops Save the World?’. Co-operatives cited
included Fair Trade producers such as Kuapa Kokoo, Ghana
and the Abahuzamugambi, Rwanda as well as credit unions
and electricity co-operatives in the US and Bangladesh.
Making A Difference (Bibby and Shaw, 2005) explores in
more depth co-operative solutions to global poverty and
emphasises that co-operative approaches provide sustainable
models for development based on democracy and
participation. 

It is also important to recognise that, in too many countries,
some co-operatives have fallen short of their co-operative
values. In many cases, co-operatives in post colonial countries
as well as in the soviet bloc were centrally driven and state
controlled and unable to operate as autonomous enterprises.
The 1995 Statement of Co-operative Identity included an
emphasis on member control and autonomy and has
underpinned a global revitalisation of co-operatives as many
came to rediscover their values and direction. This renewal is
also reflected at global policy level. The International Labour
Organisation, for example, has revised its approach in a new
Recommendation which promotes an enabling rather than
controlling legal environment at the national level.

There is still a long way to go, not just at the wider policy
level. Many UK based NGOs already support and work with
co-operatives at grass roots level but their relationship to
wider national and global co-operative networks, the
importance of promoting their specifically co-operative
identity and the need for an active membership are not always
recognised and promoted. 

According to Esther Gicheru, Principal of the Co-operative
College in Kenya (in a personal communication), the potential
of co-operatives is clear: ‘For the poor in Africa, co-operatives
can provide a much needed opportunity for empowerment and
self determination . . . We need effective leaders as well as
confident members who really play a part in shaping the
future of their co-ops. That’s when real development happens.’ 
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Adding a global dimension to co-operative education
Education and training has always been an integral feature of the co-operative movement and is one of the core
Co-operative Principles. Recent work by the Co-operative College has sought to add a global dimension to existing
educational provision and to raise awareness of the broader development agenda. Linda Shaw explores some of
the ways in which this has been happening.




