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Building a recognizable co-op brand

In Canada, there are some 9,000
co-operatives and mutuals with a
total membership of 18 million. Yet

while four out of every 10 Canadians
are members of at least one co-op,
Denyse Guy, executive director of
Co-operatives and Mutuals Canada
(CMC), sees a need for more aware-
ness about the principles and values
that define the co-op model.

Across the country, co-operative en-
terprises are working in a wide variety
of sectors. They include credit unions,
which are often the only financial
service providers in rural areas, and
insurance companies that are truly
committed to the goal of long-term
sustainability. Agri-food co-operatives
support local farming communities,
and housing co-operatives offer solu-
tions for mixed-income Canadians.
The list goes on – no wonder Ms.

Guy finds it difficult to select just
one example.

“Our membership truly stretches
from coast to coast to coast,” she
says. “In the Arctic, for instance, co-
operatives often provide all the goods
and services communities rely on.”

Co-ops played – and continue to
play – an essential role in building
Canada, says Ms. Guy. “Co-operatives
are an economic engine. We build
communities. As co-operative enter-
prises, we are driven by the needs
of our members. Since we are not
driven only by profit, we often offer
services that the market economy
or multinational corporations would
not necessarily be interested in pro-
viding.”

But that doesn’t mean co-operatives
don’t have to be competitive, says
Ms. Guy.

“Of course, co-ops have to compete
in the market economy – some of
them even in a multinational space,”
she explains. And although co-op
members tend to be loyal, they also
evaluate goods and services from a
consumer perspective.

For consumers who make social and
environmental considerations part of
their purchasing decision, increased
awareness about the co-operative and
mutual model – and its principles – can
be helpful, says Ms. Guy. “From my
perspective, it’s a model of how we
as humans can interact and provide
services, goods and jobs in a sustain-
able manner.”

An international initiative designed
to build a recognizable co-op brand
revolves around the use of .coop at
the end of an email or web address.
“More and more associations and co-

op enterprises are embracing this,”
she says. “We want to create a label
that people understand in terms of
its values.”

Ms. Guy also envisions that better
understanding about the contribution
of co-ops can lead to strategic partner-
ships with all levels of government.
CMC has been working with an all-party
caucus on co-operatives since August
2014, which discusses policies affecting
co-operative contributions to economic
development. The non-partisan caucus
provides a venue for exchange and
dialogue between parliamentarians
and co-operative sector stakeholders.

During the current election cam-
paign, CMC is working to involve
candidates from all parties in discus-
sions about how engaging with co-
operatives and mutuals could translate
into positive action, says Ms. Guy.
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Research data shows that there
are 2.6 million co-operatives
worldwide, with 1 billion mem-

bers and 250 million jobs. Within G20
nations alone, co-operatives account
for 12 per cent of all jobs and an an-
nual revenue of $3-trillion (U.S.). This
demonstrated economic impact has
increasingly enabled members of
the co-operative movement to find a
seat at the decision-makers’ table for
discussing pressing present and future
international challenges.

“In 2012, there was virtually no
involvement of co-ops in the B20 and
G20 conversations. Then, in 2014,
one representative of an Australian
co-operative participated in the G20
meetings in Brisbane,” says Monique
F. Leroux, chair of the board, president
and CEO of Desjardins Group and
co-host of the International Summit
of Cooperatives. The outlook for the
G20 in Turkey in 2016 is different,
says Ms. Leroux, who will personally
attend the event and expects to see
other representatives of co-operatives
at the table.

She credits the rising recognition of
the value of the co-operative model,
in part, to the International Summit
of Cooperatives, a biennial event that
was last held in October 2014 in Que-
bec. “That’s an important area where
we were able to make progress – that
the co-op voice be listened to in the
international arena,” she says.

RECOGNITION

Co-operatives add their voice to discussion
of international challenges

The next summit, co-hosted by Desjar-
dins and the International Co-operative
Alliance and scheduled for October 11 to
13, 2016, has the theme Co-operatives:
the power to act.

The co-operative movement has also
gained ground in strategically partnering
with major international organizations,
says Ms. Leroux, including the Interna-
tional Labour Organization (ILO), the
United Nations (UN), the World Health
Organization (WHO), the Food and
Agriculture Organization (FAO) and the
World Bank.

One of the commitments coming
out of the 2014 summit was to increase
the role of financial co-operatives in
financial inclusion on a global scale,
especially in light of the resilience these
co-operatives demonstrated during the
2007-08 financial crisis, she explains.
Some co-operatives and mutuals count
among the world’s strongest financial
institutions, among them Desjardins
Group, which placed fifth in Bloomberg
Markets’ 2015 ranking.

For Ms. Leroux, innovation is an
important tool that allows Desjardins
to adapt to the changing financial
landscape by offering new services and
utilize technologies.

Ms. Leroux believes that many co-
operatives, including Desjardins, started
as an innovation designed to address so-
cietal needs. “Our business model was
the first of its kind in North America,”
she says. The inspiration to start the first

credit union in 1900 in Lévis, Quebec,
came to Alphonse Desjardins – who
was then working as a parliamentary
stenographer in Ottawa – when he
witnessed a debate about unscrupulous
money-lending practices.

Also crucial to the success of Desjar-
dins are strategic partnerships, says Ms.
Leroux. “We are a major partner for a
number of co-operative organizations,
including Crédit Mutuel and State Farm.
One of our joint initiatives with Crédit
Mutuel focuses on card services and pay-
ment services. Some of those issues are
very demanding in terms of technology
and investments,” she explains. “Col-
laborating allows us to share the costs,
the development and ideas. It enables
us, in this case, to work together to

come up with innovative solutions for
merchants and small business owners.”

Sharing insights about innovation,
trends and best practices is not only
central to Desjardins, it’s also embraced
across the co-operative movement,
for example by the International Co-
operative Alliance and Co-operatives
and Mutuals Canada, says Ms. Leroux,
who believes that “innovation has to
be part of the co-operative agenda.”

In addition to innovation, long-term
sustainability and shared value will be
among the topics discussed at the 2016
summit, says Ms. Leroux. “We live in a
capitalist system, which creates a lot of
value but also creates inequality. The
co-op model is by nature very focused
in creating long-term sustainability – it
is also based on the concept of shared
value among multiple stakeholders.

“We also have an objective to continue
to create good quality jobs – that’s
an area where the contribution of co-
operatives across the world has been
quite significant,” says Ms. Leroux. She
explains that 250 million people world-
wide work within co-operatives, which
constitutes an important contribution to
resilient employment and a sustainable
economy.

“The co-op model is
by nature very focused
in creating long-term
sustainability – it is also
based on the concept
of shared value among
multiple stakeholders.”

Monique F. Leroux
is chair of the board, president and
CEO of Desjardins Group

“From my perspective,
it’s a model of how we as
humans can interact and
provide services, goods
and jobs in a sustainable
manner.”

Denyse Guy
is executive director of Co-operatives
and Mutuals Canada (CMC)

The International Summit of Coop-
eratives – a biennial global event
– brings together leaders of co-
operative and mutual enterprises.
The inaugural summit was part
of the 2012 International Year of
Co-operatives, proclaimed by the
United Nations. Following the great
success of the 2012 and 2014 sum-
mits, Desjardins and the Interna-
tional Co-operative Alliance have
announced a third edition for 2016.
More info atwww.intlsummit.coop.
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The world of agriculture is rapidly
changing. Globalization, advance-
ments in digital technologies,

the concentration of farms into ever
larger holdings, and unfolding trade
agreements such as the Trans-Pacific
Partnership are having a profound im-
pact. Agri-businesses that understand
and adapt to these changes have an
opportunity to thrive and prosper, says
Gaétan Desroches, CEO of La Coop
fédérée, a Quebec-based farmers’ co-
operative that has been in operation
since 1922. To meet these challenges,
La Coop is expanding its business both
inside and outside Quebec.

“In recent years, we have chosen
very clear strategies based on where
the business stands and where it is
going,” he says. “We have determined
that for an agri-business like ours to be
successful in the global setting, it must

AGRICULTURE

Expanding global reach while remaining
close to farmers

develop strong complementary net-
works, both internally and externally.”

The company is well positioned to
do so. “We are present throughout
the Canadian agri-food supply chain
providing a range of goods and services
for the agricultural sector, including
petroleum products, hardware and
machinery,” says Mr. Desroches.

Acquisition has been a key compo-
nent of La Coop’s strategy; in the past
six years, it purchased Manitoba-based
Agrico Canada, one of Canada’s oldest
and largest fertilizer companies, allow-
ing it to become the biggest fertilizer
distributor in Eastern Canada. In 2008,
it acquired Agronomy Company of
Canada, part of a strategy to give it a
50 per cent stake in Ontario’s agri-input
market. Its meat processing division,
Olymel, is the largest pork and poultry
exporter in Canada, with as much as

50 per cent of its pork products going
to Asia. On the crop side, the company
recently developed strategic alliances
in the areas of both corn and soybean
seeds.

In addition to operating in the agricul-
tural sector, La Coop fédérée is also a
leading retailer. As many as 360 Unimat
and BMR hardware and renovation
centres operate in Quebec, Ontario
and the Maritimes. Sonic Energy is the

largest independent Quebec distributor
of petroleum products and the second
largest propane distributor in Quebec.
The retail network serves not only farm-
ers, but all consumers whether they are
a member of the co-operative or not.

Mr. Desroches says the company is
doing all this while at the same time
staying loyal to its original vision of
remaining close to farmers and serv-
ing both their needs and the needs

communities across Canada. “The
co-operative model is and always
has been a promising model for com-
munity development because of the
way it blends capitalist concepts with
human values. We are finding that this
is important to young people today;
they want to see capitalism with a
conscience, and that is exactly what La
Coop will practice no matter how big
or multifaceted it becomes.”

LEADERS’ PERSPECTIVES

Quebec-based farmers’ co-operative La Coop fédérée is present throughout
the agri-food supply chain and provides a range of goods and services,
including petroleum products, hardware and machinery. LA COOP FÉDÉRÉE

Andy Morrison
is chief executive officer
Arctic Co-operatives Limited

“Community-owned co-operatives
were the first locally owned and
controlled enterprises in the Arctic.
Prospering for decades in the face
of economic and social obstacles,
the longevity and endurance of the
co-op system demonstrates the
remarkable spirit of the Aboriginal
Peoples. It was the earliest mem-
bers and leaders who understood
the power of co-operation, working
together to build an impressive co-
operative network.”

Vanessa Hammond
is chair of the Health Care
Co-operatives Federation of Canada

“A key concern for many Cana-
dian individuals and communities
is the lack of the support services
that we need as we age. Health
Care Co-operatives Foundation
of Canada’s co-ops already
address several aspects of these
needs. Home care, mobile health
services, employment support for
people facing barriers to employ-
ment, and health centres are all
part of our wellness, health and
social services across Canada.”

Nicholas Gazzard
is executive director of the
Co-operative Housing Federation
of Canada

“Co-operative housing is a proven
success story, providing secure,
self-governed, community-ori-
ented affordable housing to nearly
250,000 Canadians. But co-ops
are facing major challenges, most
urgent of which is the ongoing
withdrawal of rental subsidies for
low-income households as federal
agreements expire. If this assis-
tance isn’t replaced, more than
20,000 vulnerable low-income
households will be at risk.”
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We’re not just Canada’s leading cooperative financial group – we’re also
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