


Over the past few years there has been interest shown in the
formation of co-Dperativee tram a number 0% quarters with otheriee
divergent Vpeeitione on issues such as worker participation,
apartheid, capitalism and socialism. These organisations include
trade unions, community erganieatiene,l black bueineee groups and a
variety of institutions involved in job creation programs and
economic development. Cohoperative venturee are tunded by local
banks, multinational corporations, local capital and foreign denor
agencies. Furthermore, in the ANC’S Constitutional Guidelines for
a Democratic South Africa, a ce-Dperative sector is mentioned
as
part of the mixed economy and supported by the state. These
developmente suggest that there may be the potential for the
emergence Qt a ce-eperative movement. (1)
The number 0% small and medium size ce-aperativee in bath urban and
rural areae hae increased over the last $ew years. However most ce-
operative initiatives in the country remain small in size and are
struggling tn become economically viable.(2) Over the last few years
ce-eperativee and eervice organisations aee sting with ce-ee
development, have had several meetings in an attempt ta deal wit
common problems. Despite the fact that a number of regional co-
ordinating structures have emerged, there is not yet a coherent
strategy to build a co-operative movement in the country. It will be
suggested in this paper that the emergent ce-operativee and
organisations prometing co-bperativee are at the point where there is
a serious need to assess how to take advantage of current political
and economic opportunities;
The meet eigniticant of the newer initiatives in ce-Dperative _
development in South Africa are these ceeeperativee being developed
’by unions for dismissed or retrenched membership. In the CDeatu
affiliates ce-operativee started with the Sarmcol werkere Co-Dperativ
(Sawco) which wae eetablished in 1985 by the National Union 0% Metal
Workere 0% South Africa (Numea) for 960 diemieeed workers Tram BTRV
Sarmcel in Pieteremaritzburg. Thie ce-ep hae five difterent pFDjECtE
which include both production and service ceeope. Numea in the eaeter
Cape has opened a cojggerative supermarket. The initiative has been
tollowed by ce-bpefativee linked t0 ectuwea .Gmelgamateu Clothing and
Textile Worker’s Union cf South Africa ) which makee a range of
clothing; the National Union 04 Mineworkers (Mum), invelved in T-
shirts, and black making, and the Poet Office Workers Unieh (Fatwa),
which is supporting a building CD_DpEFatiVE. The National Council at
Trade Unions ( Nactu) 15 else in the process 0% investigating the
potential of-co-Dperativee for unemployed membership. ’
The development and reeemeFQEhce of cowbperativee er wrrkere eelfe
management is evident in many western economies. Co-epe have been in
Mietence in many parts at the wDFld since the mid 19th century havln
developed in reepenee to the inherent expleitation 0% capitaliem. Cot
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community.
An interesting variation on the pure workeF-centrolled model deecribed
above, is the community co-Dperative model where the co-bperative is
part of a community based aDDrDaCh Lg local economic development. In
some parts of the world broad development strategies are employing
co-bperatives as an appropriate form of organisation for a more
intergrated process of economic and social development. Co-ope have
been encouraged as integral to the bread development process in many
underdeveloped parts of western Europe such as Ireland, Scetland,
France and Italy. In some cases they are referred to as community
businesses. ’
The combination of a community development strategy and CD-Dberative
initiativee overcomee many of the obstacles faced by single
development initiatives. Community development on its own tails to
develop economic eelf-reliance, and co-Dperatives operating ’
independently 0% larger development prdceeeee bring benefits only to
small numbers of people and eeldam have they been able to alter the
prevailing social relations. I? ce-Dperative development is
intergrated into community development, coeoperativee could provide
.the teconbmi: dimension without which community develbpment ie
pewerleee to etfect structural changee.t(3)
Co-eperativee :euld be part of an intergrated plan tDF cemmunity
advancement by providing jobs and services which are determined by the
needs of the community and to which the community has control. Jobs
and services would be loca11y_:0htrolled and profits from community
enterprises could be re-inveeted in new developments in the community.
Money $or the formation 0$ co-Dpertivee could be raised. through
’CDmmunity events and banked in cemmunity-controlled credit unions.
The recent re-emergence of democratic community structures in South
African townships places theeee brgahieatiens in a position to examine
closely the community approach to ce-Dperative development.
Experiments in community CD-operativee have ehewn that they have
brought substantial benetite. These include:
improved infrastructure
attraction at investment funde t0 the cemmunitiee
generation of local prosperity ’
hightened community solidarity and empawerment
improved lecal eervtgee.and other $acilitiee 3)
skills development
##akakazng
9919.25 anti the tagger: mexemeut
In both UK, Canada (English) and U89 unions and labour organisations
have treated co-Dperativee with some skepticism. Develapmente which
result in small disparate lbw income enterprieee which undercut union
wage demands perpetuate lbw wage jobs and are there$are viewed with
hoetility by labour organisations. Cancerne which the labeur movement
has regarding co-Dperativee include:e ’ -



% once they become owners, workere may indentify more with the cempa y
and lees with other workers;
% collective agreements in worker co-op enterprises may undermine
industry wage levels;
% that co-ope could strengthen privatization. This has become a debate
in Canada where the recent Free Trade Agreement with the USA threatens
Canadian service workereL These has been a discussion around the
tormation of co-operativee tor workers displaced by the economic
restructuring programme and privitization. This has made trade unions
uneasy about the formation of co-operativee. Former government
employees would be forced to cut their wages drastically in order to
compete tor government contracts with the private sector and in this
way privatisation would be etrehthehed. i
% that fact that most co-operative: are small and pay low wages, the
growth of a co-operative c:ector could mean an increase in low wage
jobs which ciier little job security and even less opportunity for.
unionization. This point is particularly relevant for South Africa
today where there are attempts on behalf of capital to aeeiet small
businesses and co-operativee (see below for further details).
’Ih some countries such as Italy and France, worker ce-operativee have
obtained more support from political parties and unions. In these
cases, co-operativee have been taken very seriously as institutions
which provide broad benefits to their members through democratic
etrucures. They are seen to play a vital role in providing an
alternative set of symbols and practicee for workers control and
democracy which is of benefit to all working claee organisatione.
Furthermore co-ope have been successful in organising groups of people
who have either been marginalised by the economic system or in ’
positions of economic inferiority. These include women, youth, the
elderly, disabled. In this respect co-operativee have the potential tc
broaden the base of working claee etrugglee outeide of the a unionieec
sector.
The recent coeoperative initiatives in Sbuth Africa,’need to be
understood within current economic and social changes taking place in
the country. The formation of worker ce-operativee can never be
divorced from the societies in which they are being developed and
therefore like any other social movement, co-ope can moboliee and
empower their members for the restructuring of society or they can be
part of the reformist strategies of the state or inetititione
representing the dominant claeeee. South Airica’e recent co-op
initiatives can be broadly categorieed into both re$brmiet and
traneformative initiatiyee;/’T
_ A.__-
Support Organisations
Large corporations are placing more of their social reepoheibility
inveetmente in community projects, some of which are cb-operativee.
Theee initiatives are tied to the exploration 0% ways in which te
promote entrepreneurial activities in the black community and aeeiet i
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ec0n0mic 0rder.
Research and discussions within the Urban Foundation and large
corporations are arguing that western styles of entrepreneurship are
not, that apprbpriate f0r South Africa because 0% the ethic of
icommunalism’ which exists within the black community. This
communalism, they say is not inconsistent with free enterprise but may
bring with it some oi the best aspects of socialism. This
interestingly enough, is similar to the explanations given tor the
p0tential for stokvels.
It is in this context that c0-0peratives come to be seen as a
potential institutional embodiment of iafrican entrepreneurial
values.’ Drganisatinns such as the Urban Foundation are taking the
informal systems of finance, suppert and 00-0perat10n in black
communities very seriously. This is also c10se1y cannected t0 the
development and promotion 0% blac: business which is based on the
selfshelp m0de1. Hilson’s speech refers to this point of view when
he speaks of the tstandards, protocols.and ethics which difier frbm
our (western) n0rm.’ wilscn’s claim is given credence when members
of the black community make precisely the same arguements. Andrew
Lukhele says, in the interview on the r01e 0f the new National
St0kve1 Ass0ciati0n.iThere exists a great cultural divide between
black and white entrepreneurial attitudes to enterprise. Whites tend
t0 be individualistic, aggressively competitive, gbal driven and
rewafd- oriented. Blacks, 0n the other hand tend t0 be mere :0-
operative and collectively driven. In fact, in the Airican ec0n0mic
system 0ne does not speak 0% c0mpetit0rs but 0% c011eagues.’ This is
echoed again by Sisa Hampepe oi the SEDC. when interviewed he said
’the cemmunity based organisatiens want t0 indiginise business .-
business has been regarded as an outsider and collaborator with
apartheid - business must relate to peeble 0n a day to day basis and
not be a distant cousin or an enemy’.
The overall intention 0% initiatives frem capital is t0 pr0m0te C0-0ps
as part of a reformist strategy designed to inc0rp0Fate the
disadvantaged int0 the ec0n0my, pr0m0te growth, decrease unemployment
and curb social and political problems arising irem cenditions 0f
marginality. i
CD-bps emerging within black business
Legal restrictions on black business development have led t0 growing
frustration within this class. This has centributed t0 the e4f0rts 0%
black business grqggg_tn seek OthEF avenues for entrepreneurial
activity. These include the formation 0% consumer and service ce-
operatives designed t0 make up for black business’s econemic
inferiority and disadvantage.
According to spekespe0p1e tor these initiatives, they aim to pr0m0te
self-reliance and create services 0n a c0-0perative basis, which
benefit the black c0mmunity. In many instances these 0rganisati0ns are
respending t0 the real needs of the cemmunity. The c0-0perativs form
lends itself t0 addressing these needs in a manner acceptable to
communities which have become highly political and critical 0%
conventional business enterprises. There is a strong emphasis 0n
dybst V .’.."
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t Black businessmen have became increasingly aware of the buying
power of the black consumer as well as the need to provide cheaper
goods to the poorer majority in the tbwnships. The conclusions Of the
HSRC study on the 4easibility of consumer co-bps, are Dt some use in
explaining the emergence of consumer co-operatives. It wae revealed in
the study that one 0% the most important motivations for the
establishment of consumer CD-bpe ie to provide savings on purchases
for the poor. This is something which the African Consumer Cb-
operative society seems to haVe accemplished successfully.
% During the height 0% resistance in the townships small and medium
size businessmen were often singled out if they did not,ice-Dperate’
or participate in political aetibhe defined by the youth and political
organisations. In many instances this led to the lose of property,
closure of shops and life threats. Ce-bperatives are seen by the
business groups ae a way of involving the community in business with
the hope that this will diftuse the potential for further pelarisatiot
and class Cbn$lict.-Co-bpe fulfill Some of the requirements bf theee
people concerned about more democratic practices without being a
threat to present business intereste Dr contradicting the present
initiatives by liberal capital and the state to sell fhee enterprise
to the black community.
called into question initiatives by capital and small busihe 5
promote black entrepreneurship. Cb-eperativee are seen ae : Haw
which the community can own and control its own activity as we
providing benefits to the community at large. It has become we
that the SBDC has lost credibility because at its bureaucratic
procedures and perception of it as a government agency. One recent
stddy of black entrepreneurs arguee that ithe perception of the SEDC
as a government agency, intent on implementing government’s pblicies
of segregation, has led to scepticiem regarding the CarperatiOH’e
ultimate intent; and to an apprehension of being seen by the people a;
having been co-opted ontb a system whose objective is the perpetuatier
0% white domination’5(9)
% The consumer coheperative initiatives must also be seen in the
context of the formation of several other organisations which are
campaigning against on going discrimination and restrictions on black
business and lack of access to funding. Examples of these are: the
African Council of Hawkers and Informal Businesses (Achib) launched ir
1986 to organise thie cehstituehcy against legal reetrictiene 0h
hawkere and high Egicescpaid by hawkers te eubplieh companies; and ths
National ’Stokvelwpxesociatibh i-F South (Hrica (Naeasa) which is
attempting to bring together in one organisation the many in$brma1
savings clubs (stekvele), credit systems (mashehisae) and investment
syndicates; and the Foundatieh fer African Business and Consumer
Services (Fabcos) termed in July 1988 comprising the Southern Black
Taxi Association, the National Black Consumers Union and the the
Transvaal African Builders Association. Some 0% these organisations
are revealing a combativity which has not existed previously within
black bueineee groupings. They have threatened boycotts and
demonstratiene and show heetility to both white bueinees and the
government.
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1 Q
activities and of mutual benefit. They play a euppartive role for the
working class on the sth-Tloer and strengthen the unions and working
class in the community. The labeur movement in turn plays a critical
role in the development of CD-uperativee because of its familarity
with workplace organisation, the production process and the struggle
waged to democratise the_workplace.
In the ehort-term, CD-operativee allow werkere to develop appropriate
skille in eelf-management and extend workere’ control. In the long-
term it is believed that all forms of werking-claee organisation will
contribute towards working-claee hegemony within the struggle for
tranetormation. This approach recegnieee the limitations 0% CD-
operatives in the present economic system and.recognieee too that CO-
Gperativee cannot, on their own, pretigure a new social and economic
order.
I
CD-Dperativee in South Africa are occuring inva politically and
ecenomically hostile environment. Beth theee deteneive and ofteneive
strategies at ce-eperative development face enermeue practical and
organisational difficulties.
The prebleme taced by South Africa CD-operativee from this point.of
view are he different from ce-Deerativee and in other parts of the
world. The major problem facing all ce-operativee in a market economy
is that they are farced t0 meaeure viability in terms of market
competition and net in term; of eecial utility. In Seuth Africa to-
Dps are emerging within a highly develaped capitalist economy. In
Grder to be euceeeful, they must find a suitable and viable gap in the
market so as not to remain marginal enterprises. In this regard some
CD-Dperative initiatives are looking at the building industry as one
poeeibility. Except where the state has played an rule in promoting
CD-Dperativee, barriers to co-Dperative developent include lack of
access to etart-up finance, Shortage of bueineee and managerial
ekille, problems of marketing and lack of efticient support and
Itraining institutions. a
Technical Problems
Finance
CD-Dpe are traditiqnallyuundercapitalieed. Financial prahleme not only
include accegerthgtart up grants or leane_but prableme aeeeciated
with financial contrele. The inability to secure 10w interest
financing from conventional lenders (becauee ca-Dpe have no security)
such ae banks or development agenciee, means that co-operativee are
forced to go elee where for funding. In situations where grants are
given, they are often too small to cover the etart-up requirement.
Furthermore, money given to development projects eemetimee does nut
require Iinancial accountability and this can eftect attitudes toward:
financial control. It is recognised that it will be unlikely that
large amounts at tunding will be secured from IDrmal institutiene in
the ehcrt-term and this is forcing cavoeerative initiators to
explore other saurces 0% funding. This may include the use of
retrenchment packagee, pension and provident funde,credit unions, or
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It has been shewn by international c0-0perative experiences that
where general co-operative education which teaches the philesophical
side 0% cp-Dperative development is lacking, c0e0ps have tended to
degenerate into capialist enterprises. Cb-bperatives in South Africa,
may be fokced to take advantage of the numerous training and business
education units available to small businesses but these will n0t be
able to provide co-operatives with training necessary for :0-
Dperative development. This training will have to be complemented witt
education prbgrams which teach the history and principles of co-
Operative organisation.
Organisational Problems
There are numerous organisational preblems which characterise the
present union c0-0peratives. Firstly the uniens have begun initiating
ce-operativee predominantly as a defensive strategy, there is
tremendeus pressure from below to get started. This means the
projects sometimes get implemented without preper feasibility studies
and business plans. This is done in order not t0 lease contact with
the dismissed or risk loss of support because expectatiene cann0t be
met. Lack 0% efficient and suificient welfare in Seuth Airica
exacerbates this pr0blem. These prejects are thus destined t0 be
temperary alternatives which either fail or c0llapse when membership
find other job options.
Secendly, as the unien takes the initiative in developing these
projects, co-Dperatives members tend to see the union as the new
employer and develop a dependency relationship 0n the union. Thie doe:
not assist with the leng-term aims 0T ce-0perative development.
Dependency 0n the union is also encouraged by uniene wanting in e0me
caees to both own and control these initiatives. The challenge tacing
unions in this regard is to assist in the development 0% c0-0peratives
in such a way that they become Tinancially and managerially
/
’independent and self-sufiicient. Unions will have to think through the
most appropriate structures to develop a relationship where they can
be 0T mutual use to one another in the attempt t0 establish industrial
demecracy.
Thirdly,the relationship tn the unien also peeee issues such as wh0
decides 9h wagenlgxals.vThe’hnibn requires that there be same
consistency between wages demanded in the secter and wages paid in the
co-ep. H0wever this places the union in a pesitibn 0% controlling the
internal structure of the ce-Dperative and therefore provides the
patential $0r division’between the co-operative members and the union;
Fourthly, the most difficult problems $acing the unions , ence the
pr0jects start up is how to decide on who gets incerperated and what
criteria are used for this. It is impossible t0 bring in’large numbers
0% diemissed workers fer c0-0perative projects which are set up with
limited funding. This preblem can lead to petential divisiDHe within
the unemployed.
Overall the most serious problems facing the trade union m0vement’s
involvement in c0-0ps is that in mast cases workers are baing
organised int0 ce-operatives as farmer members 0% the union. C0-
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6. There is also the need ?or the CD- operative movement te be aware of
all the forces and intereed t5 operating to assist it and understand the
implications of engaging with these forces for the $uture direction of
the co-operative sector.
1 African National Cangreee Constitutional Buidel1n__
Lusaka, 198?
E:-: isting productive ce- operative project: includ e sewing,
1C: miing, fencing, T"ehirte, furniture production, weaving, auto
c
hanir_s, repa wir worL toys, jewellery and panel beating. There are
D a number of consumer and service co-Dperativee which include
dening and secretarial eervi-zee. According to a study by Ha te
H’1’m
lip, many 01 these co-Dpe have been started within the last tour



Ln
1
.4.
ave .ge
are depe :
living a Q
a total 9: p
membership :4 1:
is sewing, Initt;
constituting t5;
third. ThiE atuc.
than 20 pEGDIE.
3 L Stettnew   cmrghitv Cc-cneratives: THEIV Patemtlsl %:  L’ban and
Rural Developmgnt Elunyett FoundaciiF SEVIES, 1981
4 Telephone interzzaw wlth Epokespersan frcm Mobil F:undati:n,
August, 195:.
6 Business plar : E::h-t; ELZHE Ce-eoaratlve. umaut11s-sr djrumamt
m
B
U
’._a
CI
K
3
m
3
r1-
’2
’3
D
’1
,4
m
.T
11) F I
1’
n
J
H
II
1
:T
L: m
C
:1
III
8 P E Franks and S Share,
Percgptiana F c eco
Busin 55, Svate
Research ?BB-


