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Executive Summary  

Economies thrive when individuals and communities can access the widest possible range of opportunities to 

create wealth and to distribute that wealth as widely as possible. A crucial feature of such economies is the 

opportunity for multiple forms of enterprise to flourish, to mobilize the broadest range of skills and aptitudes, 

and to serve a wide variety of purposes. Collective forms of enterprise and a vibrant social economy are a 

key part of this mix and open up new possibilities for growth while acting as an important complement both to 

private enterprise and to government.  

We believe that the co-op model is a key instrument for advancing economic and social development in our 

province and that the time is right for a partnership between the co-op sector and the Province to forge a 

positive and progressive new direction for BC. 

Co-operatives have always been an integral and essential part of BC’s economy. In key sectors like 

agriculture, financial services, retail, housing, and health care, co-ops provide essential goods and services to 

British Columbians. But there are specific areas where co-ops excel, and by mobilizing these unique 

strengths co-ops can extend the province’s capacity to address some key challenges.  

Co-ops are very good at the following:  

1. They mobilize and secure community capital as a vital resource for local economic development 

2. They provide goods & services that people need at a cost they can afford, particularly in the 

area of social care 

3. They empower ordinary people with modest means to create new wealth through enterprise by 

sharing risks, skills and resources with others 

4. They diminish economic inequality and provide stability and resilience, particularly in difficult 

economic times. 

Local economic and social development in BC is in dire need of support to meet the economic and social 

aspirations of British Columbians. The co-op model is an indispensible tool for community-driven 

development, particularly in struggling rural areas. Investment in co-operative models for economic and social 

development repays public support in manifold ways, both economically and socially. This is particularly the 

case in times of economic crisis when co-operatives have shown their resilience in comparison to 

conventional firms.  
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We propose that the province adopt three steps to mobilize the power and potential of co-ops in BC.  

a) Develop a strategic policy to increase the utility of the co-op model to advance economic and social 

development in the province.  

b) Adopt proven innovations in the financing of co-operatives and other forms of social enterprise 

to enhance the strength, resilience and diversity of local and regional economies. 

c) Name a Minister responsible for Co-operatives and the Social Economy. 

These points are dealt with in more detail in the position paper that follows. We believe they are the basis for 

a broader approach to the economic and social development of BC based on the distribution of economic 

power and initiative as widely and as inclusively as possible. It is a vision that reconciles economic prosperity 

with social responsibility, and both with the power of co-operation to mobilize the untapped potential and 

promise of the people and communities of our province. 

A New Vision for BC 

As the province heads toward a spring election, British Columbians have real concerns about the economic 

realities confronting their families, their communities and the province as a whole. On issues such as jobs 

and economic development, access to social services, the quality of health care, food security, the lack of 

affordable housing, and growing threats to the environment and the management of our natural resources, 

voters are worried.  

People are looking for a vision that promotes economic development that is socially responsible, and social 

development that is economically viable.  

We are convinced that the time has arrived for an economic strategy that simultaneously addresses the 

financial, environment and social concerns of all BC residents. We believe that the co-operative model is a 

key for crafting such an approach. By mobilizing the economic potential of all individuals through new forms 

of ownership, by broadening the distribution of economic power, by strengthening the social economy and by 

increasing user control over social care, visionary leadership from Victoria can help mobilize untapped 

strengths in the people, enterprises and communities of our province. This more inclusive and collaborative 

approach can expand prosperity, create jobs, strengthen rural economies and improve social services.  

The following policies from other jurisdictions have succeeded in advancing both economic and social 

development and can help to achieve these aims in BC by supporting co-operative and social enterprise.  

Economic Development 

• The development of community-controlled sources of investment capital for the promotion of co-

operative and community enterprises; 

• The creation of democratic, enterprise controlled shared service organizations to promote economic 

development in strategic sectors (e.g. food, tourism, arts & culture, green industry) and the support of 

small enterprise; 
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• The launch of a provincial program for the development of co-operative enterprise; 

• The support of employee ownership for business succession, job creation and job retention, 

particularly in rural communities. 

Social Development 

• The promotion of social co-op models for increasing user control, creating jobs and improving access 

to health and social care (including home care, elder care, and child care); 

• The expansion of provincial support for co-operative forms of affordable housing. 

1. Economic Development and Job Creation  

There are currently two economies in British Columbia - one centered on Victoria and the Lower Mainland 

and another, far less prosperous, in BC’s rural regions. How can the province address this economic 

disparity?  

Co-operatives have historically played an important role in the economic development of BC communities. 

There are today nearly 700 co-operatives in BC, with assets of over $50 billion and employing more than 

13,000 people. One in three British Columbians are members of a co-op or credit union - often the only 

financial institution providing financial services in small or remote communities.  

While the popular perception of co-operatives still regards them as small, niche organizations, co-ops 

comprise some of Canada’s largest and most successful businesses. These include Desjardins Group – the 

largest financial institution in Quebec, Federated Co-operatives – Canada’s largest wholesaler with over 8.1 

billion in annual sales, and The Co-operators – Canada’s largest Canadian-owned insurance company. Best 

Western is the world’s largest hotel chain – and a co-op.  

Vancouver meanwhile, is home to MEC – Canada’s largest retailer with over 3 million members nation-wide 

and Vancity, Canada’s largest credit union. BC’s health food and organics co-ops pioneered the growth of a 

multi-billion dollar industry and the same is possible today in such areas as community energy, local food 

systems, and transportation. 

According to a recent BCCA study, the survival rate of co-operatives is more than 50% higher than that of 

private businesses.1 And, as with locally owned businesses, the contribution of co-operatives to local 

economies through multiplier effects can be 5 times greater than that of large corporations.  

It makes good economic sense to support investment in co-operative enterprise. 

We urge the provincial government to introduce initiatives that directly support the creation of co-operative 

enterprises as a strategy for regional economic development. This is particularly important in sectors that 

have wide economic impact including forestry and fishing, food security, broadband access in rural 

                                                
1 Co-op Survival Rates in BC, BALTA, 2011 
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communities, energy, tourism, cultural industries, and resource management. Key to this process is the 

development of regional strategies that increase community engagement in sector development through co-

operation. 

The province should introduce targeted tax policies that motivate and reward investment by employees, 

members and community supporters of co-operative and other forms of community-based enterprises. This is 

especially crucial when vital industries are threatened. When the pulp mill at Harmac was slated for closure 

imperiling the economy of an entire region, employee ownership and community investment not only saved 

existing jobs they generated new ones in what has become one of BC’s great turnaround stories. Similarly, 

when CHEK TV in Victoria was about to be shut down it was saved when employees formed a co-op to buy 

out the station. With help from communities across Vancouver Island, 40 jobs were saved and a vital source 

of local news and programming remained on the air making CHEK TV North America’s only employee-owned 

station. 

Community investment policies provide capital that is essential to the growth and development not only of co-

ops but all forms of local enterprise. In Nova Scotia, more than $52 million has been invested in local 

businesses in the last ten years through 50 Community Economic Development Investment Funds (CEDIFs) 

that use a combination of tax credits and RRSP eligibility to spur investment by community members. The 

program has generated 1100 jobs and had paid for itself by Year Two.  

In Alberta, the Unleashing Capital project is leveraging provincial tax credits to support local businesses 

through locally controlled investment co-ops. In Quebec, provincial job creation funding has enabled regional 

development co-ops to lead the field in the creation of new jobs and the retention of existing ones. According 

to Quebec figures, co-operative strategies generate the most jobs per dollar invested when compared to 

either government or private sector models.  

Sector Development 

Provincial policies should also be developed to promote co-operation as a strategy to assist small and 

medium sized enterprises to compete in the global marketplace. SMEs in key sectors should be assisted in 

establishing networks that can help them access credit, cost share research and product development, 

develop and share market intelligence, increase training, provide export support, and promote technology 

transfer and other services that individual firms cannot afford on their own.  

In regions where this co-operative approach has been adopted, not only is there a greater diversity of 

enterprises and greater distribution of wealth. Just as importantly, the regional economy is more resilient in 

economic downturns and more capable of protecting jobs and living standards as compared to conventional 
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economic models. 2 3 Diversifying BC’s economy through the support of innovation, enterprise creation, and 

system supports for sector growth is key to a resilient and healthy economy.4 

To accomplish these ends we urge adoption of the following policies in support of co-operative strategies for 

economic development:  

1. Creation of a provincial co-op development initiative to provide financial and technical support for new 

co-op start-ups and co-op development. This would include funding for the promotion of co-op pilots 

in priority areas of public policy (e.g. health & elder care, business succession, etc).  

2. Creation of an employment protection fund targeting job retention through assistance for employee 

buyouts. 

3. Creation of tax incentives to promote investment by members and community supporters in co-

operative and social enterprises. 

4. Development of a co-operative shared service strategy to support the growth and competitive 

capacity of small and medium firms in strategic sectors. 

2. Health & Social Care 

With tight budgets and rising costs for health and social services new, cost effective approaches must be 

found to address the human services needs of British Columbians, especially as the population ages. Co-

operative models for the delivery of health and social care (including elder care and home care) have been 

shown by studies in Canada and abroad to be an extremely effective means of containing health costs while 

raising the quality of health care through innovation, health promotion and education, team-based delivery 

practices, integrated medical services and user control over the design and delivery of social services. 

Over the last ten years, a growing number of health co-ops have been incorporated in British Columbia to 

respond to the unmet health needs of local communities while building long-term capacity. Community First 

Health Co-op in Nelson, Umbrella Health Co-op in the Lower Mainland and Victoria Community Health Co-op 

are providing a wide range of health services to communities that were previously underserved. Many more 

could be providing access to quality health services were the environment more conducive to their growth. 

We propose that the province and regional health authorities work with local communities to examine ways in 

which provincial health policies can promote the use of locally controlled co-ops for the delivery of health and 

elder care, particularly in rural and under served communities.  

 

 

                                                
2 Basque region stands strong despite shaky Spain, Amanda Cooper, Reuters, Jun. 28 2012 
3J. Birchall & L.H. Ketilson, Resilience of the Co-operative Business Model in Times of Crisis, ILO, 2009 
4 Alberta has a new export: the petroleum trap, Trevor W. Harrison, The Globe and Mail, Friday, Feb. 22 2013 
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We propose the following provisions to support the expansion of community-based health service delivery in 

BC: 

1. Establishment of an initiative to support the development of community-based health co-ops 

with a priority on the provision of primary care, team-based health delivery, the use of nurse 

practitioners, and improving access to family physicians. The program would include grants for the 

development of community health promotion and education activities, needs analyses and feasibility 

studies in the development of Home Care, Elder Care and Integrative Primary Care Co-operatives. 

2. Revision of RFP processes and selection criteria by Regional Health Authorities for the 

contracting of health services to facilitate participation by health co-operatives and other community-

based health services. 

3. Collaboration with the various professional associations to expedite and facilitate the use of 

professionals who have been trained outside BC but who bring expertise that can help address 

the acute shortages of family physicians, nurses, nurse practitioners, psychiatrists, midwives and the 

full range of primary care MSP-funded practitioners in co-operatives. 

4. Establishment of an education program about health co-ops for Health Authorities, MSP funded 

practitioners, the faculty and students of schools of medicine, nursing, midwifery, complementary and 

alternative modalities and health administration, and the governing bodies of each of these 

professions. 

Social Care Co-ops 

Increasingly, the co-operative model is being used to provide a wide variety of new employment opportunities 

and social care services, particularly to vulnerable and marginalized groups such as the elderly, people with 

disabilities, and youth at risk. The social services sector and the growth of the social economy are now 

among the most productive sources of new job creation in Canada. In Quebec, home care co-ops now serve 

40% of the province’s home care market and have generated nearly 10,000 jobs over the past 15 years. 

In addition to expanding access to social care services, social co-ops have also proven to be an effective 

means of improving both the quality and range of social care through the active involvement and decision-

making power granted to the users of these services.  

In Italy, where this model was pioneered, there are now 14,000 social co-ops covering 60% of the country’s 

health and home care services, and employing over 130,000 people, 60,000 of whom are disabled or 

marginalized individuals. And although social co-ops comprise only 23% of non-profits they account for 50% 

of employment in the sector.  

We propose the following measures to increase the capacity of social co-ops to provide vital, community-

based care to vulnerable individuals and the broader community.  

1. Develop a policy for the support of social co-ops as a means of training and employing 

marginalized individuals, with a priority on services to people with disabilities. 



 7 

2. Remove income and social assistance restrictions to individuals being trained or employed by 

social co-ops and other social enterprises.  

3. Promote the use of social co-ops to serve high priority groups, especially the elderly and those 

living with disabilities. 

4. Adopt the use of tax incentives to promote investment in community service co-ops.  

3. Housing 

Co-operative Housing 

The lack of affordable housing for growing numbers of residents remains a key economic and social burden 

in BC, inhibiting the migration of skilled workers and forcing many out of the province. There are 262 non-

profit housing co-ops providing more than 14,700 affordable co-op homes to low and moderate-income 

British Columbians.  In addition, co-op housing costs 14% less than non-profit housing and the operating 

costs of co-ops are 40% lower than those of public housing. Co-op housing is the most cost-effective 

investment any government can make to support the development and long-term stewardship of affordable, 

community-based housing. 5 

Today there is no financial support from the federal or provincial governments for the development of new 

housing co-ops.  And, as federal agreements expire between now and 2020, up to 5,000 low-income co-op 

households in British Columbia will lose the financial assistance that currently makes their homes affordable. 

In a market where the supply of affordable rental housing is shrinking and home ownership is increasingly out 

of reach for the average family, people are also worried about the erosion of community and the connections 

that bring people together. Co-ops not only provide for safe, secure and affordable housing. They also build a 

strong sense of community and belonging.  

Housing co-ops offer an ideal partnership opportunity for governments looking for ways to address the 

challenges of today’s housing markets. 

We encourage the province to:  

1. Maintain long-term rent supplements for low-income co-op members in British Columbia as federal 

housing agreements expire 

2. Partner with the co-op housing sector and other levels of government to: 

a) Support the development of new, non-profit housing co-ops for low and moderate-income 

households, and 

b) Explore the potential for using the co-op model to create affordable home ownership opportunities 

for British Columbians. 

                                                
5 Co-operative Housing Programs Evaluation, 2003 
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3. Local Food and Agriculture 

BC’s agricultural sector is increasingly at odds with the changing values of BC consumers and the needs of 

local producers. With rising transportation and energy costs, the disappearance of processing facilities, and 

control of distribution systems and retail outlets by large food conglomerates, small producers find it 

increasingly difficult to survive. And while local food dollars go to international conglomerates rather than 

remaining in the community, it is small producers that provide access to local food that is healthy and grown 

sustainably. 

Co-operative approaches such as regional food hubs and shared service co-ops increase farmer incomes, 

reduce transportation costs, improve food quality and safety and provide essential support for creating value-

added production and distribution systems that strengthen local economies. We urge provincial support for 

co-op initiatives such as regional food hubs that address some of the systemic challenges faced by local 

producers in our province. We also urge policies that strengthen direct linkages between consumers and 

local producers and require hospitals, schools, and other public institutions to procure a percentage of their 

food from local producers and food hubs.  

5. Minister for Co-operatives & the Social Economy 

Currently there is no ministerial responsibility for the co-operative sector or the broader social economy, 

making BC the only province with no minister responsible for this sector. With co-ops representing a key 

source of the province’s economic and social assets, a minister responsible for co-operatives and the social 

economy should be named. 

Concluding Remarks 

A strategic policy that promotes co-operation for economic and social development in BC will strengthen the 

province at a time when limited resources require a maximum return on investment.  

By promoting co-operative forms of enterprise alongside conventional business models, the province will 

increase the economic potential both of individuals and of communities. By extending provincial support for 

co-op housing the province can secure a proven strategy for affordable housing while building strong 

communities. By investing in social economy approaches for the provision of health and social care the 

province not only generates new jobs and skills; it also increases access to vital human services while 

improving their quality, affordability and diversity. And it does so while lowering the cost of service delivery to 

government. By investing in local food and agriculture systems owned and operated by small producers with 

direct links to consumers the province secures access to healthy food while generating new opportunities for 

jobs and growth in a sustainable agricultural economy. 
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We believe in the efficacy of the co-op model because through its expansion of economic opportunity it 

improves the lives and well being of citizens and their communities. But this is not based on simple ideology. 

The effectiveness and resilience of co-operative models, particularly in difficult economic times, has been 

conclusively demonstrated both in Canada and abroad.  

With the active support of the co-op community, we can partner with the Province to remake the BC economy 

in a way that responds not only to the economic needs of British Columbians, but to their social values as 

well. 

 


