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INTRODUCTION 

Aboriginal peoples and particularly their leaders 
are facing a wide range of fundamental issues 
as they seek to create their own future , economi
cally, socially, and politically. They are making 
decisions that will affect Aboriginal peoples 
for generations to come as they seek to make 
the best possible use of treaty funds; as they 
seek to create sustainable communities; as they 
search for ways to circulate financial resources as 
frequently as possible within their communities, 
rather than see them leaked away to businesses 
outside their communities; and as they encourage 
new forms of entrepreneurial activities. 

Broadly speaking, Aboriginal peoples have 
four options to consider in making decisions 
about their economic future: they can choose 
to foster the development of individual entrepre
neurs, an approach that has achieved great suc
cess in recent years; they can form alliances with 
"Corporate Canada," an approach that offers 
many possibilities; they can develop the capacity 

of Aboriginal governmental organizations, notably 
band councils, to undertake economic activities; 
or they can encourage the development of co
operatives that function in the market-place and 
have clear lines of accountability between leaders 
and the people they serve. 

Each of these forms of enterprise has its 
own strengths and weaknesses; none is a perfect 
or complete answer to all of the challenges that 
confront Aboriginal peoples. Strong economies 
generally possess all four kinds of economic 
organizations. 

Co-operatives are not a new or untried form 
of organization in Canada or within Canadian 
Aboriginal communities. They exist in many 
sectors of the Canadian economy important to 
Aboriginal people, including fishing, energy, for
estry, housing, financial services, consumer 
goods, and arts and crafts. They are involved in 
training, the production of goods and services, 
marketing, and wholesale/retail. They fill an 
important role in economic capacity-building, 
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providing skills development, business develop
ment, mentoring, and employment. Aboriginal 
co-operatives are playing an important role in 
Aboriginal economic development, particularly in 
Nunavut, Nunavik, and the Northwest Territories, 
and have the potential to grow in rural, urban, 
and remote Aboriginal communities in southern 
as well as northern Canada. 

This paper looks at the current state 
of Aboriginal co-operatives, their characteristics, 
their sector distribution, and the contributions of 
Aboriginal co-operatives to regional and commu
nity economic and social development. I It exam
ines the possibilities Aboriginal peoples might 
explore should they consider employing the co
operative model more extensively in meeting one 
or more of their needs. 

CO-OPERATIVES AND 
SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT 

Definition of a Co-operative 

A co-operative is an autonomous asso
ciation of persons united voluntarily to 
meet their common economic, social, and 
cultural needs and aspirations through 
a jointly owned and democratically con
trolled enterprise. 

"The ICA Statement on the Co
operat ive Identity," in Co-operative 

Principles for the 21st Century 
(Geneva: ICA, 1996), p. 3. 

Co-operatives are fundamentally a form of 
community economic development. For decades, 
co-operatives have emerged where other institu
tions - private sector businesses and government 
-left a deficiency. At times, the concern was 
a concentration of power and excessive prices; 
at other times the concern was the lack of goods 
and services required by people within an area. 
The process of developing and sustaining a co
operative involves, in miniature, the processes 
of developing and sustaining community spirit, 
identity, and social organization. Co-operatives 
have been the most successful when they have 
arisen out of grassroots efforts to meet the 
needs of a community. This grassroots orienta
tion is a reflection of local people taking the ini
tiative to understand the problems they face and 
to develop solutions. 

This grassroots orientation has also con
tributed to another strength of co-operatives
their ability to innovate to find solutions to 
problems not adequately addressed by previous 
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approaches. The innovation that co-operatives 
represent lies in the relationship they have with 
their owners. Unlike private sector firms, co
operatives do not go into business solely to make 
a profit. Instead, the focus is on providing the 
owner/members with goods and services so they 
can increase their savings (in the case of a con
sumer co-operative) or increase their profits (in 
the case of a producer co-operative). 

Because of this difference in focus, co
operatives are often able to start up and to 
survive2 where private sector businesses would 
fail. For instance, while a private sector firm 
may withdraw from a community because it was 
unable to earn a rate of return competitive with 
that available elsewhere in the economy, a co
operative may be willing to provide the service. 
The owner/members realize that while the co
operative itself may not be hugely successful, the 
ability to retain the service and the associated 
spin-offs yields substantial economic benefits.3 

This ability to consider the needs of those 
who have a stake in the outcome - the stake
holders - is a trademark of co-operatives. It 
is also a key to community economic develop
ment. Planning processes that incorporate the 
stakeholders in a community, whether they are 
businesses, workers, or the unemployed, is a fun
damental feature of all types of community eco
nomic development - group or collective action, 
where the group decides to the best of its ability 
how it is going to organize its affairs. 

CANADIAN CO-OPERATIVE 
MOVEMENT 

Aboriginal co-operatives are part of a larger 
Canadian movement, and their history and 
development has, to a significant extent, ema
nated from the larger movement. All told 
there are more than 15 million memberships of 
co-operatives in Canada, with over 12 million 
of them being in credit unions and caisses 
populaires. The membership of some other co
operatives is also significant: the consumer move
ment has nearly 3.7 million members; housing 
co-operatives house some 250,000 in more than 
2,100 co-operatives with nearly 90,000 units. The 
insurance companies owned by the co-operatives, 
notably the Co-operators, CUMIS, and the 
Mouvement Desjardins, are important companies 
in their industry. In total the Canadian move
ment has more than $169 billion in assets, mak-
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ing it an important force in the Canadian 
economy, particularly when considered from a 
regional perspective. 

Aboriginal co-operatives are members of 
other co-operative organizations that form the 
membership of the national co-operative organi
zations, Conseil Canadien de la Cooperation 
and the Canadian Co-operative Association. In 
the case of the latter, Arctic Co-operatives, 
the wholesale and marketing agencies owned by 
northern (and mostly Aboriginal) co-operatives, 
is one of 27 regional members of that organiza
tion. Through the two national organizations, 
Aboriginal co-operatives are members of the 
International Co-operative Alliance, whose basic 
statement of co-operative identity they affirm. 

THE EXTENT AND NATURE OF 
THE ABORIGINAL CO-OPERATIVE 
MOVEMENT TODAY 

There are an estimated 1334 co-operatives in 
Canada today in which a substantial propor
tion of the membership is Aboriginal. Most of 
these co-operatives are located in smaller, more 
remote communities, although there has been 
increasing evidence of growing interest in large 
commumtles located closer to the larger cIties 
and among Aboriginal people located in the 
cities. 

More than half the co-operatives are in 
the Northwest Territories, Nunavut, and Nunavik. 
They had their beginnings during the late 1950s 
and expanded rapidly during the 1960s and 
1970s. The co-operative approach has proved to 
be very popular in the Arctic and increasingly in 
the North generally; by the mid-1990s there were 
hardly any communities in the Far North that 
did not have a co-operative. 

According to Arctic Co-operatives Limited 
(ACq, over 95 percent of the memberships of 
the northern co-operatives are Aboriginal, the 
remaining 5 percent being made up of southern
ers residing in the North. Inuit are by far the 
largest single group within the membership, 
particularly in Nunavut and Nunavik. In the west
ern Arctic, substantial numbers of Inuvialuit and 
Dene are also members, and in recent years the 
Dene have been joining existing co-operatives 
in increasing numbers and starting new co
operatives. Subsequently, in this paper, co-opera
tives in this region will be referred to as "the 
Arctic co-operatives." 
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The Arctic co-operatives have developed two 
distinct federations of co-operatives: one, Arctic 
Co-operatives, serving co-operatives in Nunavut 
and NWT, and the other, la Federation des 
cooperatives du Nouveau Quebec, serving the co
operatives of Nunavik. These federations have 
been instrumental in stabilizing the northern co
operatives, in developing system-wide account
ing, marketing, and employment standards, and 
in presenting a united voice to governments. In 
addition, ACL is a member/owner of Federated 
Co-operatives, a Saskatoon-based co-operative 
wholesale owned by co-operatives in western 
Canada (and through ACL, northern Canada). 

In Quebec, a second membership network 
exists associated with the Mouvement Desjardins. 
In addition to six caisses populaires owned and 
operated exclusively by Aboriginal people, there 
are approximately 20 caisses populaires providing 
Aboriginal people with services specific to their 
communities. 

The only other major concentration of 
Aboriginal co-operatives is to be found in north
ern Saskatchewan - the co-operatives that sur
vive from an extensive programme undertaken by 
the Saskatchewan government during the 1940s 
and the 1950s. The remaining co-operatives are 
scattered across southern Canada, their origins 
being highly individualistic and their purposes 
quite diverse. 

The Aboriginal co-operative movement is 
larger than most people might expect. The 77 
reporting co-operatives5 have more than 24,000 
members. This number is somewhat misleading 
in that the number of northerners using the 
stores is higher than that number would indicate. 
First, the store also serves nonmembers - a per
son does not have to be a member to shop in 
them. Second, most members are really families, 
and since most Aboriginal families in the North 
are larger than the Canadian average (and often 
include extended families), the numbers of 
Aboriginal people actually affiliated with co-oper
atives is substantially higher than 24,000. 

In total, the data indicates that Aboriginal 
people are more likely to be members of co
operatives than other people in Canadian society, 
although this rather surprising fact is largely 
accounted for by the high penetration of co
operatives in the northern economy. In fact, 
northern Aboriginal people are four times more 
likely than southern Aboriginal people to be 
members of a co-operative. 
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The Aboriginal co-operatives reporting to 
the Co-operatives Secretariat6 annually sell nearly 
$250 million in services and products, and the 
amount has been increasing steadily in each of 
the last 10 years. They have nearly $190 million 
in assets and member equity stands at almost 
$90 million; the co-operatives are managing their 
liquidity levels in an appropriate way and are 
generally maintaining their buildings in a satisfac
tory manner. Net savings have fluctuated some
what around $7 million each year, depending 
largely upon the extent to which the co-opera
tives have been improving their physical plant. 

It is easy to pass over the importance of the 
$7 million in annual net savings. This money is 
generated entirely by business in the community, 
making co-operatives one of the most effective 
forms of economic development in the communi
ties where they exist. Virtually all of the savings 
are distributed within the community; most of it 
is spent in the community, stimulating further 
business and economic activities. The "multi
plier" effect is of some significance, although no 
studies have been done to measure that impact. 

The co-operatives employ more than 1,400 
people, the average co-operative employing about 
18 individuals. The vast majority of the employ
ees are Aboriginal, the most common exception 
being managers, most of whom are non-Aborigi
nal, although this pattern is slowly changing. On 
average, co-operatives tend to employ slightly 
more people than comparable firms owned and 
operated by non-Aboriginal people. They also 
appear to be more likely to keep employees in 
times of adversity. 

The co-operatives pay their employees at 
about the same rate as other similar local busi
nesses; in fact, they pay at a somewhat higher 
rate. The pay level, though, is lower than the 
national average and may be a matter of long
term concern. It may also help explain why some 
co-operatives have difficulty retaining Aboriginal 
employees once they have become trained. 

An important dimension of the role played 
by co-operatives is that they provide considerable 
education and training for the people associated 
with them. In any given year, about 1,000 peo
ple, virtually all of them Aboriginal, are involved 
as elected officials in the co-operatives. In that 
role they learn how to analyze business state
ments, work with managers, and report effec
tively to their communities. They take training 
programmes, travel to seminars, and learn about 
the activities of the federations. They learn about 
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formal democratic procedures; in fact , more than 
half the members of the Nunavut Legislature 
have had significant leadership training and expe
rience within their local co-operative. 

Similarly, co-operatives serve as an incubator 
for employment opportunities within Aboriginal 
communities. Employees move among the co
operatives associated with the Arctic federations. 
Many have moved on to jobs in the public ser
vice and with private companies after having 
been trained in the co-operatives. Others have 
opened private businesses, sometimes competing 
with the co-operatives, after they have learned 
necessary business skills. 

A distinguishing feature of the Aboriginal 
co-operatives is that they are involved in a wide 
range of businesses, the most common being in 
the retail trades. The co-op is the only store in 
some Arctic communities; in others, it is an 
important competitor of other stores, most of 
which are owned by two northern chain-store 
systems. Given the accountability inherent in the 
co-operative structure, the stores, when managed 
effectively, are important guarantors of the sale 
of goods at the most reasonable price. 

Most Arctic co-operatives, for instance, are 
engaged in a variety of activities, including the 
marketing of crafts, the repair of snowmobiles, 
the operation of hotels, and the organization of 
tourist activities. Many are involved in fishing, a 
few in the provision of electricity and the opera
tion of cable television systems. 

ABORIGINAL CO-OPERATIVES AND 
COMMUNITIES 

Many different development strategies have 
been initiated in Aboriginal communities over 
the years. In some communities they have been 
linked to publicly owned businesses, while others 
have embraced entrepreneurship through small 
privately owned businesses. Some have involved 
working closely with natural resource companies; 
others have chosen to pursue more traditional 
forms of harvesting activities. Yet others, more 
than has generally been realized, have used co
operatives as an effective way to develop their 
communities economically and socially. 

The following section identifies lessons 
learned from 11 case studies of Aboriginal co
operatives. Table 1 identifies the criteria utilized 
in the selection of these case studies. 
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TABLE 1 
Case Selection Criteria 

Location Size Status 

Date On- Off-
Case Study Region Rural Urban Remote Sector Incorporated Members Sales Employees Reselve Reselve 

Arctic Co-operatives Ltd. Far North X Wholesale 1982 41 retai ls $69 M 740 X 

Ikaluktutiak Co-opera tive Far North X Multipurpose/Retail 1961 460 $3 M 50 X 

Caisse Populaire Kahnawake Southern Quebec X Fi nancial 1987 7,000 $58.9 M N/A X 
Deposits 

Puvirnituq Co-operative Northern Quebec X Multipurpose/Reta il 1958 1,500 $6 M 21 X 

Apaqtukewaq Fisheries Co-operat ive Atlantic X Fishing!Processing 1995 4 $40,000 N/A X 

Anishinabek Nation Credit Union Ontario X X Financial 2000 N/A Target 3 X 
$10 M 

Deposits 

Native Inter-Tribal Housing and First Nations Ontario X Housing 1980 N/A 62 homes N/A X 
Housing Co-operatives 1983 42 homes 

Akochikan Co-operat ive Pra irie X Multipurpose/Retail 1996 1,800 $1.2 M N/A X 

Neechi Foods Co-operative Pra irie X Worker Co-op/ 1989 7 N/A 7 X 
Retail 

Amachewespimawin Co-operative Pra irie X Multipurpose/Retail 1972 1,000 $4.5 M 50 X 

Wilp Sa Maa 'y Harvesting Co-op Pacific X Processing! 1998 106 N/A 1 X 
Production 
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Origins 

Consistent with the formation of co-operatives in 
all parts of the world, the Aboriginal co-opera
tives included as case studies in this study grew 
out of needs not currently satisfied or provided 
in an unsatisfactory manner by existing organiza
tions. 

The need for a decent standard of housing 
and a sense of community, for example, led to 
the formation of the Native Inter-Tribal and 
First Nations Housing co-operatives in London, 
Ontario. The desire for more affordable and tra
ditional food sources, along with a strengthened 
community, resulted in the creation of Neechi 
Foods Co-operative Limited in an inner-city 
neighbourhood in Winnipeg. 

The primary objective for establishing Caisse 
Populaire Kahnawake was to keep large influxes 
of seasonal wages in the community, and to 
enable Kahnawake First Nation to access credit 
and loans using their own lending criteria and 
rules. 

The Anishinabek Nation Credit Union was 
established as a solution for Anishinabek Nation 
communities that had for many years experi
enced difficulty borrowing funds for economic 
development and other projects. Anishinabek 
Nation communities had not been well served by 
government programmes or conventional finan
cial institutions. 

In Nova Scotia and British Columbia, a 
scarcity of employment opportunities led to 
the formation of the Apaqtukewaq Fisheries Co
operative and Wilp Sa Maa'y Harvesting Co
operative respectively. In the more remote 
regions, where service delivery is provided by 
few if any businesses, the Akochikan, Ikaluktu
tiak, and Amachewespimawin co-operatives were 
formed by community members to increase com
petition and assert control over local economies. 

Co-operatives in the Far North were started 
generally within Inuit, Inuvialuit, and Dene com
munities to provide competition for existing food 
merchants and to ensure that pricing of con
sumer goods fairly reflected costs. They also 
were established to provide for the controlled 
marketing of Aboriginal art. Subsequently, the 
co-operatives have expanded to meet numerous 
vital needs of Arctic communities, including 
snowmobile sales and repair, hotel accommoda
tions, and post offices. 
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Sectors 

The sectors represented in the 11 case studies are 
reflective of where we find the greatest number 
of Aboriginal co-operatives today - predominantly 
in the retail sector, with increasing strength in 
housing and the fishery. As demonstrated in the 
case studies, potential also exists in the financial 
services and natural resources sectors. Social co
operatives (health/medical care, child care) are 
not represented in the studies (because none has 
yet been started); the authors believe they are of 
potential value, however. 

Location 

The chosen co-operatives are located in all 
regions of Canada - Arctic Co-operatives Limited 
is headquartered in Winnipeg but owned by 
the northern co-operatives it serves; Ikaluktutiak 
and Puvirnituq co-operatives are in the Arctic; 
Akochikan Co-operative and Amachewespimawin 
Co-operative are in remote commumtJes in 
northern Manitoba and Saskatchewan respectively; 
the two housing co-operatives are located in 
a medium sized Ontario city; and one of the 
retail co-operatives is located in an inner
city neighbourhood in a large city in Manitoba. 
Caisse Populaire Kahnawake is located on the 
Kahnawake First Nation on the outskirts of 
Montreal, and the Anishinabek Nation Credit 
Union serves 43 member First Nations situated 
in mid- and southern Ontario, from Thunder Bay 
to Pembroke, and Peterborough to London. 
Apaqtukewaq Fisheries Co-operative is located 
in the Atlantic region, and Wilp Sa Maa'y in 
central, northern British Columbia. 

It has been suggested that the location of an 
Aboriginal organization in either an enclave or 
interwoven 7 economy has implications for the 
nature of the programmes and policies that can 
be effectively implemented. Enclave economies 
have clearly defined and bounded geographic 
locations with a central Aboriginal government 
authority. One defining characteristic of these 
economies is the federal legislative and regula
tory framework, defined mostly by the Indian 
Act, which makes the rules regarding land and 
resource use as well as making access to credit 
more difficult without government (federal, 
provincial, Aboriginal) involvement. Those co
operatives identified as being located in enclave 
economies include Akochikan, the Apaqtukewaq 
Fisheries, Amachewespimawin, the Anishinabek 
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Nation Credit Union, and Caisse Populaire 
Kahnawake. 

Interwoven economies may have a defined 
geographic location but do not have a cen
tral Aboriginal government. These economies are 
usually urban, but may be rural or remote, 
or Inuit ecoilomies in the North, where reserves 
do not exist and public governments do. The 
balance of the 11 case study co-operatives are 
identified as operating within an interwoven 
economy. 

Initial Founding 

While it is true that co-operatives can prosper 
only if they are embraced by significant segments 
of a community, they usually develop because of 
the efforts of a few people, sometimes only one 
person. The importance of effective leadership is 
demonstrated in all the case studies prepared for 
this report. 

In the case of the Ikaluktutiak Co-operative, 
it was Andrew Goussaert, an Oblate missionary 
who had travelled much of the North and had 
come to believe that co-operatives could provide 
essential goods at fair prices and assist in the 
marketing of art in the South. He was soon 
successful in attracting the support of Inuit lead
ers, an absolutely vital condition for success, 
and they played crucial roles in making the co
operative successful. A similar origin is to be 
found for Puvirnituq Co-operative, one of the 
first co-operatives organized in northern Quebec. 
It started as an association of sculptors, orga
nized with the support of Andre Steinman, a 
Catholic Oblate missionary, and Peter Murdoch, 
a marketer for the Hudson's Bay Company. 

Wilp Sa Maa 'y Co-operative grew out of a 
research initiative, and was led by a group from 
outside the community who had identified the 
community employment potential resident in the 
nonforest timber products they were studying. 

Native Inter-Tribal Housing Co-operative 
was established by a group of individuals famil
iar with the co-operative housing concept. They 
worked closely with a housing resource group 
in London. First Nations Housing Co-operative 
grew out of collaboration with the N'Amerind 
Native Friendship Centre. 

Caisse Populaire Kahnawake was the last 
founded of six existing caisse populaires owned 
and managed by Aboriginal people in Quebec. 
The founders were familiar with the caisse 
model, which they felt was consistent with their 
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own cultural values. "As a co-operative move
ment, the philosophy and spirit of Desjardins is 
no less than our own, the people of Kahnawake, 
of the Mohawk Nation and of the Iroquois 
Confederacy." (Caisse populaire Kahnawake, 1997, 
p. 2) 

Anishinabek Nation Credit Union grew 
from the vision of Chief Joseph Hare of the 
M'Chigeeng First Nation, who in the late 1970s 
identified the need to establish a financial insti
tution controlled by the First Nation. Chief 
Hare promoted his idea initially to adjacent First 
Nation communities, and ultimately at the grand 
councils held by the Anishinabek Nation, where 
the idea for a credit union was proposed and 
supported. In the final stages of development, 
the Union of Ontario Indians, an administrative 
corporation of the Anishinabek Nation, acted as 
a secretariat in the development of the credit 
union and provided the network information to 
member communities. 

The worker co-operative, Neechi Foods, 
grew out of a community economic development 
initiative, with strong leadership provided by 
both Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal CED work
ers supportive of co-operative models for devel
opment. Apaqtukewaq Fisheries Co-operative was 
incorporated at the urging of the chief, who had 
a long-standing appreciation for the co-operative 
model generally and the Antigonish Movement, 
the community development programme from 
St. Francis Xavier University known throughout 
the world for its encouragement of co-operative 
enterprise. 

In some of the case examples, however, it 
is clear that the vision of the early champion(s) 
was not always embraced enthusiastically or by 
large segments of the community's population. 
In some instances it was difficult to encourage 
prominent leaders of the community to run for 
the board or to accept positions on the various 
committees. Respect for the founders did not 
always translate easily into respect and support 
for the co-operative. This pattern is typical of 
most new co-operatives, not just those started in 
Aboriginal communities, but it is important to 
keep in mind in understanding the difficulties 
Aboriginal peoples will likely face in creating co
operatives in the future. 

Impact on Community 

Previous studies8 examining the impact of co
operatives on communities have identified partic-
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ular benefits associated with the formation of co
operatives in the following three areas: building! 
strengthening physical infrastructure, building! 
strengthening personal infrastructure, and build
ing!strengthening social infrastructure (social cap
ital). An analysis of the eleven case studies 
found similar benefits. 

Building/Strengthening Physical 
Infrastructure 
Co-operatives contribute to the development 

of the physical infrastructure - roads, telecom
munications, services - of a community through 
the construction of facilities and provision of ser
vices inadequately or not currently provided by 
government or the private sector. While it is 
more often in remote and rural communities that 
co-operatives play a major role in adding to and 
improving the physical infrastructure avai lable to 
community residents, examples can also be found 
in large urban settings where market forces are 
not currently serving the needs of marginalized 
communities. 

Within the remote North, co-operatives such 
as Ikaluktutiak offer retail services to pro
vide food and housing essentials to the commu
nity, as well as other services - cable hook-up, 
for example. Through operating hotels and 
a craft-marketing co-operative, they provide 
employment as well, while facilitating the devel
opment of the tourism industry. In response to 
the lack of infrastructure in Nunavik, Puvirnituq 
Co-operative offers a group of services to the 
community, including cable, banking, consumer 
loans, and insurance, in addition to a hotel, 
courthouse, and a general store. 

Apaqtukewaq Fisheries Co-operative man
ages the Chapel Island Band oyster-processing 
facility in Arichat, Nova Scotia, and is exploring 
the feasibi lity of opening an oyster-processing 
facility on reserve, further strengthening the 
reserve community's ability to provide employ
ment. 

Anishinabek Nation Credit Union will be 
facilitating the accumulation of savings and creat
ing a source of credit for its members, as well as 
providing a full range of financial services other
wise not available through conventional financial 
insti tu tions. 

The Kahnawake First Nation had not been 
well served by the traditional banks, which often 
had little or no awareness of Aboriginal laws and 
culture, and had been reluctant to do business 
in the community. The criteria for granting loans 
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- stable and permanent employment - was not 
consistent with the seasonal workforce living 
on the reserve in winter, and working construc
tion sites during the summer. The lending rules 
established by Caisse Populaire Kahnawake rec
ognized the cultural realities of the First Nation, 
thereby providing a mechanism to support per
sonal and business loans, assisting with economic 
development in the community. 

Native Inter-Tribal Housing Co-operative and 
First Nations Housing Co-operative in London, 
Ontario, vigorously addressed the need for the 
Aboriginal community to have input into and 
improved control over the quality of housing 
available to it within the city. Native Inter-Tribal 
Housing Co-operative has grown from 20 homes 
in 1983 to 62 in 2000. First Nations Housing Co
operative has added 42 homes to the co-operative 
since its incorporation in 1987. Demand contin
ues to far exceed the number of houses available 
in the co-operatives. 

Building/Strengthening Personal 
Infrastructure 
The development of individual leadership 

(personal infrastructure) within a community has 
been demonstrated to be one of three aspects 
critical for the development and maintenance of 
vibrant and entrepreneurial communities. Educa
tion, training, and leadership development are 
central to the principles of every co-operative, 
and examples within the Aboriginal co-operatives 
support the critical role leadership development 
plays in the success of the organizations. 

In addition to receiving training on the role 
and responsibility of a board member, members 
of the Native Inter-Tribal Housing and First 
Nations Housing co-operatives have gained life 
skills from their involvement with the co-op's 
various committees. 

Researchers also identified enhanced self
esteem as a result of small and large accomplish
ments through involvement with the co-operative. 
This very positive aspect was echoed in com
ments by the members of Neechi Food Co-op. It 
has the specific goal of ensuring that workplace 
stress does not disrupt co-operative relationships 
and adversely affect the healing process upon 
which members have embarked. 

The Caisse Populaire Kahnawake has 
invested considerable effort in training its 
employees, with the assistance of the Federation 
des caisses populaires Desjardins de Montreal 
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et de l'Ouest-du-Quebec. Most of the employ
ees had never worked in a financial institution 
before, so the caisse offered them complete on
the-job training. 

Young people seem to be attracted to the 
jobs provided by Puvirnituq Co-operative, and 
regard the training programmes offered by the 
Federation des cooperatives du Nouveau-Quebec, 
via the local co-operative, as a source of per
sonal development. 

Participation in management training pro
grammes available through Arctic Co-operatives 
Limited, as well as the opportunity to take part 
in leadership training and the democratic pro
cesses involved in running a co-operative, have 
contributed to the fundamental skills required 
to move on to positions of leadership in the 
newly formed Nunavut government. A large per
centage of members participating in a human 
resource development initiative offered by Arctic 
Co-operatives Limited in the early 1980s went on 
to become hamlet managers, housing associa
tion managers, and Members of Parliament. Ten 
members of the Nunavut Legislature have had 
significant experience and training within the co
operatives. 

Building/Strengthening Social 
Infrastructure 
A third necessary component that enables 

communities to exhibit entrepreneurial character
istics - social infrastructure (also referred to as 
social capital) - is the key ingredient that ties 
together the physical and human, allowing the 
community to develop. Unlike other forms of 
capital , social capital is not a single entity but a 
variety with elements in common. It is brought 
about through networks, social norms, and social 
trust. Community members develop social capital 
only through co-operation and mutual aid. 

Co-operatives enhance the opportunities for 
the development of social capital within Abo
riginal communities. For example, by working 
through Arctic Co-operatives Limited, remote 
communities have accessed not only a broad 
network of suppliers for products and services, 
but have also absorbed new ideas, training 
programmes, and managerial expertise not easily 
available in the North. Membership in Arctic Co
operatives means membership in the Canadian 
Co-operative Association, and representation 
within the International Co-operative Alliance
and thereby access to ideas from across the 
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world. On a local level, Arctic Co-operatives, in 
addition to the employment they have provided, 
have markedly increased the capacity of people 
to understand effective business practice, to 
assess economic activities, to reach consensus on 
complex issues, and to contribute to community 
economic and social development. 

Inuit co-operatives in Quebec not only met 
the Inuit's needs for consumer goods, but also, 
above all, they created a sense of belonging. 
From as early as 1971, the co-operative move
ment even supported the idea of an autonomous 
regional government in Nunavik. 

Caisse Populaire Kahnawake was the first 
banking institution to introduce a system of 
guarantees adapted specifically to the Aboriginal 
community. Under this model , known as a " trust 
agreement," trustees are used as third parties 
when loans are guaranteed. Because the trustees 
are members of the Aboriginal community, they 
may receive land as security and sell it to reim
burse the caisse in the event the borrower is 
unable to repay. The trustees are all volunteers 
and are politically independent - not appointed 
by a federal or provincial agency, or the band 
council. At the time of the writing of this case, 
however, the legitimacy of this trustee system is 
being challenged in the courts. The judgement of 
the court will have a decisive effect on the 
Caisse Populaire Kahnawake's lending activities, 
and all other caisses wishing to use the same 
model. 

The Caisse Populaire Kahnawake has con
tributed to the development of social infrastruc
ture by providing a mechanism to contain and 
recirculate financial resources within the commu
nity. With the support of the Desjardins federa
tion, management training and technical support 
are made available, enhancing the ability of the 
community to access additional resources to fur
ther economic and social development. 

The founders of the Anishinabek Nation 
Credit Union believe that having their own 
financial institution is essential to achieving the 
goals of more self-reliance, more independence, 
and more self-government. In support of that 
goal , the slogan for the credit union is "Put your 
money where your Nation is." In their words, 
"We have to use our own money to invest and 
start it up. We need to deposit our own savings 
in the credit union so it can continue operating. 
We need to borrow money from our own credit 
union so it can make a profit." In typically co
operative fashion , 43 Anishinabek First Nation 
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communities pooled their community and individ
ual resources to build an institution that each of 
them on their own was incapable of establishing. 

Co-operatives enhance social capital by the 
ways in which they contribute to their commu
nities. Members of the Native Inter-Tribal 
Housing Co-operative developed an Urban 
Native Parents' Association, which was instru
mental in having the Native language taught in 
the neighbourhood school. The co-op also pro
vides space for community activities and adminis
trative assistance to other community groups. 
Akochikan Co-operative has held many successful 
socials within the community, thereby strengthen
ing social ties among its members. Neechi offers 
a "Meals to Schools" programme and provides 
social support to its members. 

In every co-operative studied, there were 
examples of how they provided a means for 
advancing Aboriginal traditions, whether it was 
offering a chance for employment in traditional 
pursuits, or emphasizing traditional foods, lan
guage, or cultural practices. All have strength
ened social relationships, thereby contributing to 
the development of social capital. 

MAKING THE LINK BETWEEN 
ABORIGINAL ECONOMIC 
DEVELOPMENT AND CO-OPERATIVES 

The co-operative movement extends ownership 
and control to the people who are involved in it 
as members; it is a movement with a long his
tory and a demonstrated capacity to meet all 
kinds of needs. 

Registered, formally organized co-operatives 
were first established in Europe during the nine
teenth century by people concerned about 
protecting their interests and improving their 
economic and social well-being. Based on the 
fundamental principles of one member, one vote, 
the practice of rewarding people in proportion to 
their participation, and the use of education as a 
means of empowering people, the multifaceted 
"organized" movement had spread throughout 
most of the European continent by the beginning 
of the twentieth century. In the wake of Euro
pean migrations, co-operative organizations were 
established in most of the rest of the world as 
well. Today, the co-operatives affiliated with the 
International Co-operative Alliance are involved 
in hundreds of different kinds of businesses; all 

VOLUME 3 / NO . I / 2002 

L .H . KITILSON AND I . MACPHERSON 

told, today they have more than 800 million 
members in over 100 countries. 

This institutionalized version of co-operative 
behaviour, however, must be placed in the con
text of informal forms of co-operation. In fact, 
the progress made by co-operative movements 
around the world corresponds well with the 
degree to which societies and communities tradi
tionally embraced spontaneous co-operative activ
ities, be it the seal hunt, the harvesting of grains, 
the collective marketing of produce, the joint 
purchasing of food and supplies, mutual aid in 
times of adversity, the sale of art, the sharing of 
workplace skills, the collective provision of shel
ter, and community access to health services. 
Well-rooted co-operative organizations are not 
just the impositions of an institutional form; 
they often are the outward manifestations of a 
deep understanding of the benefits of collabora
tive behaviour - the kind of understanding that 
emanates most persuasively from the communal 
cultures of people, including Aboriginal peoples 
in many parts of the world. For that reason, 
the future for co-operative development among 
Aboriginal people is promising. 

There are several dimensions of the co
operative tradition that are particularly amenable 
to the ways in which Aboriginal peoples have 
envisioned how they could develop their commu
nities.9 

First , co-operatives are - or should be
driven by the needs of their membership. They 
stress the importance of meeting member needs 
and of responding to local pressures. They are 
inclusive and they are respectful of the rights of 
individuals and the values of communities. Thus, 
when managed properly, they can become strong 
manifestations of community needs and commu
ni ty pride. They can be the kinds of responsive, 
entrepreneurial institutions many Aboriginal peo
ple say they want and demonstrably need. 

Second, co-operatives are based on demo
cratic principles of one person, one vote, the 
accountability of elected leaders, and the need 
for members to be informed about their co
operatives. They can be, as they have been in 
the Arctic, easily directed by Aboriginal tradi
tions of community participation through which 
issues of concern are " thrown into the well from 
which everyone will drink" - the process where
by groups reach a consensus through a process 
of thinking and talking together. Such traditions 
can normally be transferred easily into the group 
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decision making that is characteristic of sound 
co-operative development. 

An example of successful integration of par
ticipatory decision making into an Aboriginal
owned co-operative is Neechi Foods, a worker 
co-operative in Winnipeg's inner city. It has been 
able to thrive and continue to provide employ
ment when other grocery outlets have dis
continued services. While operating in a highly 
competitive and difficult industry, the enterprise 
has high social goals of providing harmony, envi
ronmental consciousness, and social justice, and 
it incorporates decision-making practices that 
hear the voices of its workers. 

Third, if managed effectively, co-operatives 
deepen relationships with members over time by 
encouraging them systematically to expand their 
investments in equity and by involving them in a 
range of activities in the co-operative. They can 
also, as the experience of the Arctic co-opera
tives dramatically demonstrates, expand in many 
creative ways the range of economic and social 
services they provide their members. In many 
Arctic communities, for example, co-operatives 
not only operate stores and sell Inuit art, 
they operate hotels, tourist businesses, machinery 
repair, and post offices - in fact , any kind of 
business that is needed in the community and 
can be operated effectively. 

Fourth, the basis in member and community 
needs, the democratic structures, and the deep
ening of member participation mean that co
operatives could become one powerful response 
to the challenge posed by the Wahbung state
ment of the Manitoba Indian Brotherhood in the 
late 1960s: 

A century of government administration 
and government and church control and 
the effects of living in an atmosphere of 
state dependency, where virtually all deci
sions relating to your life and your future 
are made by others will require developing 
new methods of response and community 
involvement. 10 

Fifth, co-operatives stress the importance of 
autonomy from politics and private enterprise, 
and that autonomy is often a key to their suc
cess. For example, one of the reasons the Arctic 
co-operatives became so successful was that they 
distanced themselves from politics and worked 
out effective relationships with governments. 

Sixth , the co-operative tradition empha
sizes the importance of co-operation among co-
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operatives. Once more, the experience of Arctic 
Co-operatives Limited amply demonstrates the 
importance of this principle. It emerged in large 
part because of the work of leaders of the Co
operative Union of Canada (the forerunner of 
the Canadian Co-operative Association). The Co
operative College of Canada provided impor
tant training for the Arctic co-operatives' elected 
leaders and managers during the formative 
period. Federated Co-operatives has shown flexi
bility and steadfastness in providing support for 
the northern co-operatives over the years, and 
The Co-operators insurance company has been a 
supportive investor and good business partner. 
Several credit union leaders from the South have 
made efforts to develop northern credit unions, 
and someday that will happen - probably when 
the northern co-operatives are more fully able to 
support them. 

The most remarkable demonstration of how 
co-operation among co-operatives has worked, 
however, is the Arctic Co-operative Development 
Fund, a financial services organization owned by 
the northern co-operatives. The fund began oper
ation in 1986 with a little over $10 million in 
assets; by 1999 its asset base had increased to 
over $28 million, including more than $18 mil
lion in investments by local co-operatives, most 
of it built up through dividends returned to the 
co-operatives each year from the fund 's reve
nues. In addition, it has recently returned over 
$1.5 million in dividends to its member co
operatives. It has operated on a tight budget, 
and distributed loans at low cost because of the 
already existing infrastructure within Arctic Co
operatives. 

The Benefits of Membership 

Members of co-operatives can 
• own the co-operative; 

share in its surplus or profits 111 proportion 
to their use of it; 

• influence the policies that govern the co
operative; 

• invest in their co-operative; 
• benefit from what the co-operative does for 

their community; 
• learn from the training and education 

programmes the co-op provides; and 
• be proud of their own organization. 
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In addition, the member co-operatives have 
learned that the fund is a kind of insurance 
mechanism through which they help each other 
in times of need, meaning only one loan has not 
been paid - by a co-operative that had closed its 
doors - and most loans are repaid before they 
are due. Co-operatives maintain good standing 
with the fund partly because it is good business 
to do so, but also because they are working with 
their peers in a common enterprise. The fund is 
a striking example of how co-operatives working 
together can create collective capital and share 
resources in the common good. 

Seventh, co-operatives have a deep attach
ment to their communities. They cannot be 
bought and sold without member agreement. It 
is a form of enterprise that cannot be sold 
regardless of the interests of key stakeholders. 
That means co-operatives, when operated prop
erly, will contribute permanently to a commu
nity's economic and social health. 

Around the world, too, particularly among 
Aboriginal peoples, co-operatives have shown a 
particular concern for cultural issues. They spon
sor special events for elders, perpetuate language 
study, celebrate traditional dance, and encour
age communal pride among the young. They 
also typically support community activities, such 
as sports teams, and they commonly provide 
assistance for young people pursuing their edu
cational goals. Co-operatives, however, are not 
charities, and they undertake such activities pru
dently through conscious decisions made after 
their economic viability is assured. 

Eighth, co-operatives develop gradually, rec
ognizing the complexities of personal and com
munity development, relying upon the cumulative 
impact of education and training programmes, 
and accumulating capital resources slowly. They 
are not "quick fixes, " but when successful they 
are certain providers of economic security, per
sonal empowerment, and community stability. 

All told, then, the co-operative approach 
responds well to the priorities of the Royal 
Commission on AbO/iginal Peoples. It meets 
the criteria for economic development presented 
by other reports - for example, the 1989 Scone 
Report in which Northwest Territory councils 
stipulated that economic self-sufficiency should 
be based on economic growth that retained and 
reinvested resources in the community and that 
built sustainable enterprises. 
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Dimensions of Co-operatives That Matter 

• they are driven by member needs; 
• they are based on democratic principles; 
• they build member commitment over time; 
• they encourage self-responsibility; 
• they are autonomous from politics, govern

ments; 
• they build through co-operation among co

operatives; 
• they are concerned about communities; and 
• they promote gradual, secure development. 

A CONCLUDING STATEMENT 

This paper has demonstrated the extent and sta
bility of the Aboriginal co-operatives in Canada. 
The authors believe deeply that the develop
ment of co-operatives is ultimately a question 
for Aboriginal peoples to decide. It is not a 
solution to be forced upon them. It is not the 
only option Aboriginal people have, but it is an 
option that some Aboriginal people have used 
effectively and others could employ for their eco
nomic and social benefit. 

NOTES 

1. Major research contributions to the full report 
include the work of Bachir Belhadji, socio
economic analyst with the Co-operatives Secretar
iat, Agriculture Canada, and that of Rebecca 
McPhail, senior research analyst with Indian and 
Northern Affairs Canada. Their research appears 
in its entirety in Appendices A and B respectively. 

2. Survival Rates of Co-operatives in Quebec, Eng
lish version printed in 2000, Gouvernement du 
Quebec, Industrie et Commerce and Government 
of Canada, Co-operatives Secretariat, 52 pages. 

3. Murray Fulton and Lou Hammond Ketilson, "The 
Role of Co-operatives in Communities: Examples 
from Saskatchewan," Journal of Agricultural Coop
eration (1993). 

4. The authors are confident that this number is sig
nificantly understated, partially due to difficul
ties associated with identifying co-operatives as 
Aboriginal. They have classified a co-operative as 
Aboriginal if it is located in a predominantly 
Aboriginal community, if the membership or cus
tomer base is predominantly Aboriginal, or if the 
co-op is owned and/or controlled by Aboriginal 
peoples. They have included in their data only co
operatives that are formally incorporated as such, 
although they are aware that there are some 
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Aboriginal businesses that are not formally incor
porated as co-operatives but, in essence, follow 
co-operative practices. 

5. "Socio-Economic Profile of Aboriginal Co
operatives in Canada," in Aboriginal Co-operatives 
in Canada: Current Situation and Potential for 
Growth, 2001. Centre for the Study of Co-opera
tives, University of Saskatchewan. Co-operatives 
provide a report on a variety of measures on a 
voluntary basis to the Co-operatives Secretariat, 
Agriculture Canada. Those reports (77 of 133 
identified Aboriginal Co-operatives) have been 
utilized to compile the Socio-Economic Profile. 

6. The Co-operatives Secretariat was created in 1987 
from the Co-operatives Section of Agriculture 
Canada to improve the relationship between 
Canadian co-operatives and the numerous federal 
departments and agencies known to have legisla
tion or policies affecting co-operatives. The Co-
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operatives Secretariat is dedicated to economic 
growth and social development of Canadian soci
ety through co-operative enterprise. (See <http:// 
www.agr.gc.ca/policy/coop/contents.html> .) 

7. "The Development of the Aboriginal Economy 
over the Next 20 Years," Journal of Aboriginal 
Economic Development, 1, 1 (Spring 1999): 68, 69. 

8. Lou Hammond Ketilson et aI., The Social and 
Economic Importance of Co-operative Sector in 
Saskatchewan (Saskatoon: Centre for Study of Co
operatives, 1998). 

9. "Economic Development," in Report of the Royal 
Commission on Aboriginal Peoples (Ottawa: The 
Commission, 1996). 

10. Frank Cassidy and Robert Bish, Indian Govern
ment: Its Meaning in Practice (Lantzville, BC: 
Oolichan Books and The Institute for Research 
on Public Policy, 1995), p. 94. 
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