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Abstract

This paper explores the policy context for co-operatives in New Brunswick. The findings presented are extracted from a literature review, a policy scan as well as interviews with representatives from the provincial government and New Brunswick co-operatives (at the community level, second tier and third tier co-ops). The hope shared throughout the co-op movement reflects a strong potential for co-ops to grow and thrive in New Brunswick, but this hope is matched with diminishing patience with the Government of New Brunswick to create more favorable policies and programs for co-operatives. This paper explores the role of government in supporting co-op development and the potential for co-operatives to help address provincial policy goals such as economic development, self-sufficiency and employment creation. However, the role of advocacy and the responsibility of the co-op movement also warrant exploration. Although policy advocacy was ranked highest as a priority for New Brunswick co-ops in a 2008 survey conducted by the Co-operative Enterprise Council, only 14% of New Brunswick co-operatives currently engage in advocacy or policy development in some way (Thériault et al. 2008). Lastly, this paper offers recommendations for a brighter future for New Brunswick co-operatives including the need for government policy updates, the need for people involved in the co-op movement to further contribute to co-op development and the need for greater cohesion and co-operation among co-operatives. 
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Introduction
This research explores the government policy context for the establishment and continued operation of co-operative enterprises in the Province of New Brunswick, focusing mainly on the areas of support for co-operative enterprise start-up and funding for co-operative development. There are over 200 co-operatives in New Brunswick, but there is space for further development of this enterprise model (Thériault et al., 2008). This paper posits that through developing a more favorable policy atmosphere, the co-operative model could become more accessible to New Brunswick citizens who are seeking changes in their lives and communities. While at the same time co-ops can help to serve policy goals as well, such as economic development, employment creation and service delivery. Although governments may benefit from co-operatives through their social and economic impacts, the outdated legislation and lack of supportive programs do not reflect this potential. However, both government (through policy making) and the co-operative sector (through advocacy and public education) can help increase the public profile of co-operatives and work together to create stronger policies. This paper provides a brief overview of co-ops in New Brunswick, followed by a discussion of co-operatives’ utility in addressing policy goals.  Also, this paper presents the findings of the policy scan and interviews, with recommendations for a stronger policy framework and co-operative movement. 

Research Design
This research began with an exploratory literature review that sought to gather reports, academic literature and grey literature that provided a foundation for the research stages thereafter
. This policy scan explored the availability of government support by way of funding, assistance programs, research and other such support to co-operatives in New Brunswick specifically, both at the provincial and federal levels. The third phase of the research consisted of semi-structured, qualitative interviews with representatives from the co-op sector and the provincial government.  There were 12 interviews conducted with policy informants from co-operatives across New Brunswick (directors and managers). The intention was to access a cross-section of co-operative experiences that included a variety of types of co-operatives (Table 1, p. 4) as well as a variety of geographical locations (Table 2, p. 4).

After completing the first phase of 12 interviews, a brief report was prepared to outline the challenges and policy recommendations brought forth and this report was delivered to two provincial government representatives who were then interviewed. The final analysis of the research included a synthesis of the literature review, the policy scan and the interview data. Key themes were extracted and a policy recommendation list was created, which is found in the final section of this paper.

Co-operatives in New Brunswick
According to a recent study undertaken by Luc Thériault et al., there are 207 co-operatives and credit unions in New Brunswick (2007). Currently in Canada, there are approximately 8,800 co-operatives which shows that according to population distribution, New Brunswick has roughly a fair share of the total amount of Canadian co-operatives (Canada, Co-operatives Secretariat). In 2007, the Canadian Co-operative Association reported that co-
Table 3. Co-ops and Population Comparison: New Brunswick and Canada

	
	Population
	% of Canadian Population
	Total Estimate of Co-ops
	% of Total Canadian Co-ops

	Canada
	33,311,400
	100%
	8800
	100%

	New Brunswick
	747,300
	2.24%
	207
	2.35%


(Canada, Statistics Canada 2009 (2008 data); Thériault et al. 2008; Canada, Co-operatives Secretariat (2008 data)).

-operatives in New Brunswick had a membership base of 377,000 and provided 4200 jobs. Co-operatives in New Brunswick span various economic areas including agriculture, fisheries, forestry, grocery and more. Financial (credit unions and casisses populaires), service, housing, worker and consumer co-operatives are also very common in New Brunswick (New Brunswick, 2005).

There are currently two incorporated co-operative organizations in New Brunswick that strive to align all various types of co-operatives, Cooperative de developpement regional-Acadie ltee. (CDR-A) which serves francophone co-ops and the Co-operative Enterprise Council (CEC) which serves anglophone co-ops. Both councils have undertaken research to better inform their direction and activity. The CEC has recently undertaken a survey that was offered to approximately 120 anglophone co-operatives, agricultural societies and mutual organizations.  With a response rate of about 30% (comprised mainly of co-operatives that have been in operation for more than 10 years), it was found that more co-ops ranked government advocacy as a priority than any other activity (such as technical training and advice, networking, promoting the co-op business model, and others) (Co-operative Enterprise Council, 2008). The CDR-A prepared a report entitled Renforcement de l’entreprenariat collectif et des mecanismes de soutien en function de l’autosuffisance, which essentially mapped out the needs of New Brunswick co-operatives that would help support a self-sufficient New Brunswick. Their recommendations included updating the laws specific to co-operatives, grant programs for start-up and capitalization of co-operatives, access to government programs that exist for private enterprises, investment programs for co-operatives and more. It is clear that while co-operatives are recognized as being autonomous organizations, they do in fact desire more favorable policies within which to operate.

Co-operatives and Advocacy

Since the beginning of co-operative emergence in Canada, citizens have joined together to be heard by government and achieve desired policy changes, as illustrated through the Co-operative Union of Canada (now the Canadian Co-operative Association) forming in 1909 in response to the Senate rejecting a bill to legalize and regulate co-operatives at the federal level (Faucher, 1947). The co-operative movement has a scattered history of engaging in advocacy work, but the most effective examples exist at the federal level. In 1984, the Co-operative Union of Canada published a report stemming from research and discussions with co-operative leaders across Canada, constituting the National Task Force on Co-operative Development. Shortly following the release of this report, the Co-operatives Secretariat was established at the federal level. In response to this report, David Laycock published an analysis on Co-operative – Government Relations in Canada, which highlighted the desire of co-operatives to gain support from the government as well as the need for co-operatives to engage in more advocacy work on their own behalf (Laycock, 1987). There are fundamental challenges within the co-operative movement that inhibit successful advocacy and in turn inhibit attaining desired policies. David Laycock described difficulty with government being able to grasp co-ops as “normal” as a primary barrier to co-operatives engaging in successful policy advocacy (1989, p. 783). However, the co-operative sector can also inhibit themselves from gaining ample government support.  When the co-op movement engages in advocacy through umbrella organizations, they may struggle with balancing the needs of their diverse membership (many different co-ops that cross many sectors) which can result in a state of limbo where the organization cannot select where to allot advocacy resources. Furthermore, the end result becomes an inability to create any significant campaigns that yield considerable results (Laycock, 1989). Navigating and prioritizing advocacy goals requires planning and discussion between members, but should not inhibit the lobbying efforts put forth by co-operative councils. 
Two of New Brunswick’s province-wide co-op organizations, the Co-operative Enterprise Council and Cooperative de developpement regional-Acadie ltee. have identified advocacy as a key priority. In conversations with representatives from the two councils, both have expressed an intent to work together on advocacy issues, the first of which is lobbying for changes to the Co-operative Associations Act. Where currently only 14% of New Brunswick co-operatives engage in advocacy or engage in policy development in some way (Theriault et al., 2008), umbrella organizations may have better organizational capacities to carry out these activities or promote involvement of co-operatives in these processes. For example, the Ontario Co-operative Association has developed Government Relations Lobbying Toolkits that encourage co-operatives to lobby with their local, provincial and federal government representatives as well as civil servants (Ontario Co-operative Association). 
Advocating for improved policies is not only useful in the co-operative sector in New Brunswick, but also necessary. In interviews, government representatives revealed that co-operatives were not a priority when other issues demanded more attention, offering the following analogy: “Co-ops kind of got pushed aside. We were the fire department and they were not the building on fire. An inspection to see if their sprinklers were working was not a priority,” (Interview 14, Fredericton August 20, 2008). Advocacy and campaigning to promote the benefits of co-operatives in New Brunswick can redirect attention back to co-ops. Through a council as an advocating body, co-operatives can make themselves more visible to government, which may in turn warrant policy and program changes. By co-operatives advocating and helping themselves, they are helping their communities because the members and benefactors of the co-op is the greater community (Ontario Co-operative Association, 2007). Co-op councils, co-operatives and leaders within the movement stand to create positive change for co-operatives through advocacy and lobbying efforts.
The Utility of Co-operatives in Addressing Policy Goals

This section explores the utility of co-operatives in meeting economic and policy goals. Two national co-operative organizations released a report that read: “the federal government and co-operative sector can be partners in addressing important public policy objectives,” (CCA & CCC, 2007). At the provincial level, there are opportunities to grow the co-operative sector to help meet provincial public policy objectives. Policy goals such as economic and rural development, employment, population retention and others are not new concerns for New Brunswick and likely will remain important concerns in future decades as well. 
Economic and Business Development. Co-operatives are sometimes misunderstood because of their simultaneous social and economic objectives, and often mistook for being solely a social organization or a business. Co-operatives, however, pursue social objectives through a social enterprise, but they are enterprises nonetheless that participate in the economy. In order to continue meeting the social objectives co-operatives are created to meet, they must continuously succeed economically as well. Even in cases where co-operatives are non-profit
, they still contribute to the economy through job creation (Axworthy & Perry, 1988), reinvesting in the community (Turner, 2000) and so forth. When compared with other forms of business, co-operatives show a higher survival rate (Canada, Co-operatives Secretariat 2008). Co-operatives and the activities in which they engage contribute significantly to the economy of Canada (Canada, Co-operatives Secretariat, 2006), which is significant at a provincial level as well. The federal Co-operatives Secretariat reported that co-ops across Canada hold $210 billion in assets and do over $30 billion per year in business (2008). In 2006, New Brunswick co-operatives sales/revenues were over $412 million (New Brunswick, 2006). Minister of Justice and Consumer Affairs, Thomas J. Burke, wrote that through co-operatives’ unique way of operating, they can make social and economic contributions to community development (New Brunswick, 2005). 

New Brunswick currently faces a policy window where the government is interested in exploring policy alternatives to address goals of self-sufficiency (Wharf & MacKenzie, 1998). In considering the current policy goals for New Brunswick, economic development is a significant component. Using the government framework for self-sufficiency found in Our Action Plan to be Self-Sufficient in New Brunswick, the concept of ‘self-sufficiency’ can be conceived of as a sort of economic independence as a geographic and political entity (New Brunswick, 2007). ‘Self-sufficiency’ is mainly concerned with New Brunswick no longer requiring equalization payments
 from the federal government (LePage & McGuire, 2006). Realizing such goals as “a thriving entrepreneurial sector”, a strong population, “a culture of lifelong learning” and providing “first class public services” are all deemed components that contribute to achieving a self-sufficient New Brunswick. Several of the industries named in Our Action Plan to be Self-Sufficient in New Brunswick as areas that need development such as health care, service delivery, education and others are activities that co-operatives across Canada are already involved with (Canadian Co-operative Association 2008). One co-op sector interviewee commented explicitly about the self-sufficiency goals in New Brunswick:

I am really optimistic about the future and about co-operative development. I think now is the time, more than ever to brag about the movement--- to brag about its results, its values, its local progressiveness and its sustainability. With [Premier] Graham’s speech about self-sufficiency; if he wants this province to be self-sufficient, that means that all of the province has to become self sufficient—not just Moncton, Fredericton and Saint John. But also Caraquet and Saint Paul and Miramichi and even the place that you never been to because its a dirt road—that place too—that is part of New Brunswick. If they want to become sustainable or self-sufficient, they will have to look at economic development and sustainable economic development. Because of the values and the local governance, co-operatives are a very interesting solution, but they are not known to the leaders right now who are making decisions on what happens with economic development in New Brunswick, so that is a fundamental problem (Interview 9, Kent County May 27, 2008.)
 In an effort to strive for economic prosperity and self-sufficiency, co-operatives can offer a sustainable solution. 
Co-operatives are uniquely positioned to engage in sustainable activities because they are deeply connected to the communities in which they operate. In a document entitled, Co-operatives: Solutions to 21st Century Challenges, the former President of the Canadian Co-operative Association Bill Turner offers: “Co-operative enterprise, where ownership is vested in the community, creates an economic environment that is conducive to stability and sustainability. Communities of people, with a common interest or purpose, are able to set priorities, direct the enterprise, and share in its benefits,” (Co-operatives Secretariat, 2001, p. 18). The social motivations that drive co-operatives serve as an important incentive to create and sustain co-ops in communities to continue meeting those needs in the future. Co-operatives are attuned to their social impacts. About 40% of New Brunswick co-ops that responded to a 2006 Atlantic wide survey of co-operatives indicated that they reported on the social impacts of their co-operative (Thériault et al. 2008). This illustrates that along with financial reporting similar to other enterprises, many co-operatives are also prioritizing social contributions and making them public and transparent. 

With globalization providing increased trade and economic connections between countries, governments are provided with economic opportunities; they can engage in economic development by attracting business from outside their jurisdiction rather than creating homegrown solutions. In the 2006 Liberal government’s policy platform entitled Charter for Change, the economic development section explained that the government is looking to make New Brunswick an ‘investment-friendly’ province and recognized the need for many stakeholders to get involved: “We will work cooperatively with the private sector, universities and colleges, the education system, unions and all levels of government to lead New Brunswick towards this goal,” (2006, p. 3). However, nowhere in this policy document did community organizations or co-operatives arise as a key priority or part of the answer to current issues. The focus on the local in co-operatives is worth exploring, suggested one co-op sector interviewee, stating: “Co-ops are people that are trying to keep the money in the province [and] keep the jobs in the province. The money is not leaving the province,” (Interview 2, Saint John May 1, 2008). There are over 200 co-operative enterprises in New Brunswick with cumulative sales of over $400,000,000 (Thériault et al., 2008; New Brunswick, 2006), proving them to be significant in the economy and the lives of New Brunswickers. The report made mention of supporting small and medium sized enterprises which seemed hopeful for co-operatives, but more than two years after the Liberal government came into office, no new initiatives for supporting co-operatives have yet arisen. 
The two national co-operative organizations state: “Because [co-operatives] are owned by Canadians in their community, they will not move to other national jurisdictions. Once established, co-operatives become self-sustaining and do not require ongoing government support,” (CCA & CCC, 2007, p. 1). It would be beneficial for the government of New Brunswick to also consider local solutions to economic challenges in addition to concentrating on attracting investment. Using local resources, innovation and investment may create a sustainable option for New Brunswick’s development. Thomas J. Burke, the New Brunswick Minister of Justice and Consumer Affairs explained that co-operatives, as local enterprises, can aid in reinforcing local leadership by creating opportunities to participate in “global exchange without sacrificing local control,” (New Brunswick, 2005, p. 2). As export markets and global exchange become increasingly important to governments, co-operatives can also provide an alternative to corporate globalization. J.J. McMurtry wrote that by engaging the principle of ‘co-operation among co-operatives’, ethical global trade between co-operatives can maintain respect of resources, labor, and resolve other aspects of globalization that are often critiqued (2009, p. 77). Alternatively, globalization that involves business ownership by outsiders that are not tied to communities can move elsewhere to maximize profit, leaving communities to pick up the pieces. Locally owned businesses that are committed to maintaining activity within their communities may balance economic considerations with social considerations, while still engaging in local as well as global trade. 

Providing Employment and Securing a Strong Population. Employment is a concern to every government. Our Action Plan to be Self-Sufficient in New Brunswick included a priority area entitled “Transforming our Workforce” which included such policy goals as capitalizing on the human resources that exist in New Brunswick by providing all citizens a chance to help achieve self-sufficiency (New Brunswick, 2007, p. 24). Co-operatives provide an opportunity for local people to directly participate in their own job creation and have autonomy over their work. In the Co-operatives: Solutions to 21st Century Challenges report, it is explained that co-operatives offer economic stability and although they face challenges similar to other organizations or enterprises, they sometimes have a stronger performance. For example, the report explained: “co-operatives show a higher growth rate of employment than the Canadian economy in general. While co-operatives employed 62% more people in 1999 than in 1984, employment in Canada increased only 28% over the same period,” (2001, p. 10). The report also revealed another finding in a comparative study between co-operatives and small and medium sized enterprises: there was growth in employment and sales in more co-operatives than other small or medium enterprises (1998-2001 data). These findings are useful for policy makers to keep in mind given the unique rural to urban population demographic in New Brunswick, split roughly 50/50 (Statistics Canada, 2001). Atlantic Canada’s urbanization throughout time has sometimes resulted in rural communities being unable to accommodate their populations and thus experiencing out-migration (Carleton University History Collaborative, 1993). 

Since one of the government’s goals is to increase the provincial population (New Brunswick 2007), employment needs to be attractive with long-term security in order to stem the flow of out-migration and also to attract new citizens. The federal Co-operatives Secretariat highlights that: “At least seven co-ops are listed in the top 500 companies in Canada, and several financial co-operatives have been rated the best places to work in Canada,” (2008), which is quite a strong figure when comparing how small the co-op sector is in comparison to the private sector. Donald Savoie, a long time veteran of Atlantic regional development argues that quality employment is a method of tackling poverty that is far superior to welfare (2008, p. 42). 

Autonomy, mutual self-help, community development and other benefits surrounding discussions of co-operatives are complimented with measurable economic and employment successes, even in comparison with comparable private sector enterprises; a testament to the unique attributes of co-operatives. A report from the United Nations General Assembly read:

Cooperatives help to create, improve and protect the income and employment opportunities of their members by pooling the limited individual resources of members to create business enterprises that enable them to participate in production, profit-sharing, cost-saving or risk-sharing activities. Cooperatives seek to promote the economic as well as social well-being of individuals who may not otherwise be able to form businesses on their own. The economic added value of cooperatives arises from efficiencies gained in obtaining inputs and services, in utilizing resources and in marketing products or services, which would otherwise be difficult to obtain for individuals acting alone, especially when they are poor (2005, p. 4).                                                                                                                                                                                       

New Brunswick co-operatives directly create nearly 2,500 jobs (New Brunswick, 2006). The employment contributions of co-operatives are evident; having a social as well as economic impact. 

Service Delivery and Sustaining Rural Communities. Rural communities and service delivery are grouped together because often in communities where co-ops exist, they were formed to meet a service delivery need (Fairbairn, 2001). They serve needs that met neither by the private or public sectors, hence the inclusion of co-ops with the social economy or the third sector.
  Urban centralization has resulted in regional disparities and sometimes a neglect of rural areas (Craig, 1993). There have been challenges with government support for co-ops noticed across Canada, but government could benefit from further exploring co-ops as a tool to meet rural and population needs (Kaufman & MacPherson, 2001). Co-ops as part of the social economy or third sector, provide for communities “where provincial and federal governments do not always have the resources or capacity to meet public needs,” (Canada, Human Resources and Social Development, 2006, p. 4). In the recommendations from the government-commissioned Self-Sufficiency Task Force, the discussion of creating a more efficient system for service delivery included specific mention of partnering with the private sector (LePage & McGuire, 2007). Although the private sector appears to be the natural partner, the co-op sector acts similar to the private sector in that it can provide services and products. However, where the New Brunswick private sector is owned by a mixture of local and foreign investors (Business New Brunswick, 2006), co-operatives are all owned from within the province, with the more than 377,000 members also being the owners (Thériault et al., 2008; CCA, 2007). The argument for government aiding co-ops does not suggest the elimination of support for public and private development, but rather presents an additional option that might be a better suited model for certain types of social and economic activities. 

Given that profits are not the sole bottom line in co-operative enterprises, sustainability of activities is greatly important. Co-operatives as ‘community builders’ are valuable to rural communities because they often stay in communities where “other businesses vanish in search of higher returns to their shareholders,” (Goldblatt, 2004, p. 2). In a co-operative, that option does not exist. Since co-operatives are owned by local people, they are motivated to maintain the economic activity in the local area. They are also more likely to make environmentally sustainable decisions due to their unique structure, which would require sound practices that would allow that activity to continue and prosper into the future (Gertler, 2001). For example, a natural resource co-op interviewee described that one of the largest activities they are currently engaged in is employing an environmental strategy that will not even become fully profitable for the current generation of members (Interview 3 Sussex, May 5, 2008). This may not be typical for a company with shareholders seeking a quick return on investment. In 2001, the then Secretary of State for Rural Development, Andy Mitchell shared these thoughts: 

I see co-ops as a modern model of inclusive social and economic community development. I believe that they hold enormous potential to help our communities deliver the services they require, facilitate community adaptation, and help people to capture the opportunities and face the challenges of the 21st century (Canada, Co-operatives Secretariat 2001, p. 1). 

If co-operatives are to become more involved in the delivery of public services, the co-operative sector and government needs to engage in dialogue to better understand each other so collaboration is possible. 

Findings: Policy Scan and Interviews
Support for Co-op Development Appears Stronger at the Federal Level and Lacking at the Provincial Level. The Co-operatives Secretariat within the Department of Agriculture and Agri-Food Canada offers a number of resources to help co-ops through the start-up process including an Incorporation Kit (detailing how to create a co-operative and the requirements associated), an Amendment Kit (detailing how to make any amendments to internal co-operative policies such as bylaws or articles) and a Fee Schedule (providing information about the associated fees to starting a co-op and actions required thereafter). The Co-operatives Secretariat structure is a central information station for Canadians wishing to gain an understanding of co-operatives. However, Business Canada also offers information on their website that describes the different types of business models including co-operatives and also frequently asked business questions. The Canadian Co-operatives Act was created in 1970 (Canada, Co-operatives Secretariat), although it has been amended since (Lafrenière & Smith, 2001). The act offers provisions for owning shares, capital structure, corporate governance, corporate finance, dissolution and all other permissible actions co-operatives can take. The federal legislation governs co-operatives that operate in more than one Canadian province (Canada, Co-operatives Secretariat). 
The Co-operative Development Initiative (CDI) is a federally-funded “program to help people develop co-ops, and to research and test innovative ways of using the co-operative model,” which is administered through the two largest national umbrella co-operatives, the Canadian Co-operative Association and the Conseil Canadien de la Coopération (Canada, Co-operatives Secretariat). The CDI program was mentioned by half of the participants in this study as being an important or the key source of funding for their co-operative or a project within their co-operative. One participant explained that in their initial stages of development: “The CDI is the bulk of [our income]. It is very important. If we lost that, we would be toast. The CDI basically means being able to retain our [staff],” (Interview 6, Kings County May 26, 2008). The CDI is the main source of funding specific to co-operatives at the federal level. 
At the provincial level, few resources specific to co-op development were revealed in the policy scan. Upon request, the Registrar of Co-operatives can provide sample bylaws that can be used as a guide for bylaw development (which is a requirement of incorporation). The Registrar of Co-operatives is available to answer questions about the Co-operative Associations Act and was identified as being very helpful in that regard throughout the interviews, but there are no other resources or programs at the provincial level geared towards or specifically mentioning co-operative development. Of all participants interviewed, not one could name a program or funding opportunity specific or readily available to co-operatives at the provincial level. 
The Co-operative Associations Act Requires Updating. The Co-operative Associations Act arose as one of the key criticisms in nearly all interviews with representatives from the co-operative sector. The act has not been amended since its inception in 1978 (New Brunswick, Credit Unions, Co-operatives and Trust Companies Branch). One participant offered: “The act needs desperately to be modernized. It should be used as a business development tool and not just an act to set out regulations. It should be more proactive,” (Interview 10, Moncton Area June 2, 2008). In a recent document prepared by the francophone co-operative association in New Brunswick, their first priority for policy change was seeing the adoption of a new Co-operative Associations Act (Cooperative de developpement regional-Acadie ltee, 2007). A co-op sector interviewee elaborated on a specific challenge with the legislation: “There is nothing in the Co-operative Associations Act that pertains to housing co-ops because the first housing co-op was formed here in New Brunswick in 1979 and the act can into effect in 1978,” (Interview 1, Carleton County April 17, 2008). The consensus among the co-op sector appears to be the need to amend and modernize the legislation.
The Government of New Brunswick is not unaware of the problems with the co-operative legislation. In fact, in 1995 the Credit Unions, Co-operatives and Trust Companies Branch of the Department of Justice in New Brunswick offered a Proposal for New Legislation for Co-operatives in New Brunswick that explained the provincial government had recognized the need to update the legislation because of changes in the province, in the co-operative sector and with the materialization of new types of co-operatives that were not specifically addressed in the original act (Government of New Brunswick, 1995). Some of the issues discussed included many stipulations relating to housing co-operatives (given that they are not addressed specifically in the legislation which is rare in comparison to other provinces for example), allowing investment and preferred shares in co-operative organizations, removing the cap of $2000 on membership shares and loans, having unclaimed monies from dissolved co-operatives be placed back into regional co-operative development and many more (Government of New Brunswick, 1996). However, even after this document was prepared and distributed, information and recommendations gathered from the co-op sector, now more than a decade later the act has not seen any amendments. 

The Co-operative Associations Act tended to be the common thread with interviews with both representatives from the co-operative sector as well as the government representatives. When asked about the mid 1990s research, a government representative explained:
There was a model act that was developed by the movement and that was used to produce the current federal co-op legislation. It was also meant as a tool for other jurisdictions to get inspired to revamp provincial legislation around the country so…we just jumped into that flurry of activity. We consulted on the model act and then did our own recommendations and then consulted on that (Interview 13, Fredericton August 7, 2008. 

Furthermore, when asked about the current status of the Co-operative Associations Act, there was no denying the importance of revisiting and updating the act: 

There are lots of things that we would like to do and just do not really have the staff to do them. So it would be great to put [a staff member] to start tomorrow on a project to renew the Co-operatives Associations Act…but [we] cannot give up [the staff] for all the other things [they] do (Interview 14, Fredericton August 20, 2008). 

However, the recognition was present in both government interviews that amendments to the Co-operative Associations Act needed to be a priority in the near future. One declared: “We might have more time to deal with the co-op legislation. Maybe this September, [we will] sit down and put down on paper our plans… look into the legislation and see what we can do realistically,” (Interview 13, Fredericton August 7, 2008). The government representatives explained that all staff had been busy amending the Credit Unions Act after a bankruptcy that required nearly $60 million in government aid and now that much of that work was completed, they would be able to shift focus to co-operative concerns. It would only be fair at this time to also remember the co-op sector’s role in organized advocacy, which appeared to be relatively rare over the past decade. Both the co-op sector and the government representatives were in agreement about the need to update the legislation.  

The Placement of Co-operatives within the New Brunswick Government is not Development-focused. In many of the interviews, participants questioned if the Department of Justice and Consumer Affairs was really the best place for co-operatives. One participant spoke to the stark contrast between New Brunswick and their Maritime neighbor: 

 In New Brunswick, co-ops are legislated under Justice so if you are the minister of justice your job is law. You make sure that people are obeying the law, that they know what the law is and you make decisions [about] what to do when they do not obey the law. In Nova Scotia, [co-ops are handled] in economic development—their mandate is to develop businesses, to put people to work, to create jobs. So if I come to the government of New Brunswick and say that I want to open a co-op and I think we can hire 20 people, they say ‘well send in your forms and your money, thank you very much.’[Then we ask if they] have somebody they can send out to help us and [they say] ‘no, oh no’. I go do the same thing in Nova Scotia and I go to Economic Development and [they] say, ‘wow, 20 new jobs! This would be a good thing. How can I help you?’ So I see it as an issue of [where] co-ops are [handled]. It was kind of like [the government said] we do not know where to put these (Interview 8, Moncton Area May 27, 2008).
Indeed, the Department of Justice and Consumers Affairs is responsible for the courts, the Family Justice Task Force, the Attorney General and other legal and legislative affairs. Nowhere in their mandate do they speak of community or economic development. A government representative interviewed commented: 
 There is an argument to be made that you would see more co-operative and/or stronger co-operatives if government… played a greater support role and advertised…to start up a rural co-op the same way that you often see entrepreneurship [promoted]…. If we did that for co-ops, you have to believe that there is going to be more co-ops and the co-ops that are out there are going to benefit as well. You look at, particularly in small communities now, if there is not a product or service available in their community, that is prime material for the beginning of a co-op (Interview 14, Fredericton August 20, 2008). 
Both the co-op sector and government acknowledge that government could be doing more for co-operatives. During the government interviews, when asked about other agencies or government funded programs that might naturally be a fit for co-operatives, one interviewee explained: 

Enterprise New Brunswick would be one place [that could get involved with co-op development]. A lot of the co-ops [exist] for community service [purposes] for example so how would it fit with Enterprise New Brunswick? Enterprise New Brunswick is not in the non-profit area for sure. In Quebec, the group responsible for co-ops are within the industry and commerce area [of government] but that same department is also responsible for the non-profit file. [In] Enterprise New Brunswick they do not really promote homegrown solutions. They always want outside investors to put money into the province. And co-ops are homegrown so there you go (Interview 13, Fredericton August 7, 2008).

Whatever the reasons for the policy context that co-ops face, the research, legislative changes and advocacy that happens today will make the difference for now and the future. 

There is a Lack of Understanding of the Co-op Model within Government and Government-funded Programs. Nearly all participants from the co-op sector commented on government lacking co-op awareness and explained that the misunderstanding was often that co-operatives were charities and not enterprises or economically engaged organizations. Also, one participant described that outside of the office of the Registrar of Co-operatives, government had very little knowledge of co-operatives at all (Interview 10, Moncton Area June 2, 2008). Participants described the challenges in accessing government business development organizations because co-operatives were not taken into account upon the creation of the program and thus, they appeared to be an ‘odd beast’ when attempting to apply for programs. This comment describes an example of the challenges faced:
There are some big flaws because the [people] that are making the decisions and evaluating the financial demands [for business development programs] do not even know what a co-op is. [The local] Enterprise [centre] has absolutely no clue what a co-op is. It is a huge flaw. There are a lot of problems [due to] people [who] do not understand what a co-op is. The [people] that are running the Enterprise Network should at least have a clue what a co-operative is.  But they have been in place to help traditional business and co-operatives have never been considered part of business even though [co-ops are] a really sustainable solution. The [provincial government] absolutely has to give the financial resources and the human resources so that we can start putting co-operatives in the economic development speeches. The Enterprise Network has to get involved (Interview 9, Kent County May 27, 2008).
Although little understanding of co-operatives was found in government service delivery roles according to co-op sector participants, there was also criticism of the same at the policy making level: 

Politicians get voted in, you go through a process of educating them in the field that you are working in and you could get pretty much through the education process with information flow and then the Premier decides to shuffle cabinet and then you are back to square one. So we spend a lot of time going through the same thing. And the other thing is civil servants: those people do not traditionally change, and in our opinion, there is not enough recognition of [co-op activity] by government whether it is by civil servants and/or elected politicians. So that is a major, major thing (Interview 3, Sussex, May 5, 2008).

Although other areas of government were mentioned, the Enterprise Centres (a government funded agency) were mentioned most often in interviews as a place participants felt should be supporting co-operatives. 
Funding and capitalization were a Significant Challenge for Many Co-ops. Both government and co-operative interviewees recognized that the funding specific to co-operatives was limited, yet it was also recognized that if co-operatives were engaging in an activity of interest to government and had a strong business plan, it was possible with some hard work to access loan, grant or wage subsidy programs at the provincial level (within various departments and agencies depending on the type of economic activity in which the co-op engages). In all worker co-operative cases discussed during the interviews, the capital was raised through a similar formula; through the membership (membership investments or loans), from a national co-op organization and through financing from credit unions. Furthermore, nearly all of the co-ops interviewed handled their finances through a credit union. Some housing co-ops had successes at the federal level in obtaining funding through housing development programs, but no large funding programs over the past two decades besides mortgage programs through the Canada Mortgage and Housing Corporation were noted at the time of the interviews. Although the majority of co-operatives represented in interviews had received some type of external support in order to start their co-operatives, often co-operative umbrella organizations played as large a role as government programs in helping co-ops with their start-up or development goals. 

Funding specific to co-operatives does not exist at the provincial level in New Brunswick. However, depending on what type of activities a co-op is involved with, they may be able to access funds from other government sources (both provincial and federal), although not set aside specifically for co-operatives. Worker co-ops seemed to report the most challenge in conveying their model of organizing to government funded business development program staff; meaning that the staff did not seem to understand a collective method of ownership or found it was not conducive to their program guidelines.  
Support for Co-ops Paled in Comparison to Support for Other Enterprise Development. The 207 co-operatives in New Brunswick appear minute relative to the more than 60,000 registered enterprises (Thériault et al. 2008; Service New Brunswick, 2009). In 2005 when there were 1899 new incorporated businesses in New Brunswick, there were a mere seven new co-operative incorporations and in 2006, there were 2515 business versus only six co-op incorporations. However, when you consider the amount of investment in private enterprise, perhaps it helps explain this discrepancy. The Department of Business New Brunswick’s annual expenditures are more than $44 million (2007-2008 figure) and the Regional Development Corporation’s annual expenditures are $56 million (2005-2006 figure) which both contribute to economic and business development in New Brunswick through grants, loans, advisory services and other supports (Business New Brunswick, 2008; Regional Development Corporation, 2006). It stands to reason that $100 million annually in investment of various types would impact the amount of businesses started as well as the volume of business carried out within the private sector. Interviews with representatives from the co-op sector revealed that co-ops who attempted to access this funding were not often successful. In many cases, co-ops either raised the capital themselves through member investment or borrowed monies from a credit union or private financial institution after finding no or insufficient government support. 

Overarching Recommendations

Build an Environment Conducive to Co-op Development. In the interest of addressing provincial goals and enabling the population to participate in the development of New Brunswick, ensure policies and programs are accessible and supportive of co-operatives as shared enterprises.

Create Opportunities for Understanding the Co-op Model. Firstly, all civil service employees and employees at government-funded community, regional and business development programs should be provided training and information about the co-operative model, its unique attributes as a social enterprise and its potential for New Brunswick’s communities, especially in rural areas. Secondly, this information should be available to citizens who are seeking business and community development solutions for their own communities.  

Co-ops should Take an Active role in Co-op Development and Participation in Councils. Although interviews revealed much collaboration and support between co-ops, co-ops should continually make co-op development and strengthening the movement a priority. Co-ops should find opportunities to build strength and voice through collaborating such as participating in co-op councils. Through joining together, co-ops gain more unity and clout with which to approach government for policy change. Furthermore, co-ops should ensure public and member engagement remain part of their ongoing activities. Research and reporting activities and successes of co-ops is part of this education mandate.
Build a Partnership between Government and the Co-op Sector. Explore the potential of utilizing co-operative enterprises in fulfilling government goals such as service delivery and employment creation. Consider co-operatives and other third sector organizations for partnerships on policy projects in the same vein as private sector partners, while recognizing their connection to their communities through collective ownership and local participation. 

Conclusion

There is potential for co-operatives to grow and further serve New Brunswick communities. There are opportunities for the movement to be advanced with help from government as well as within the sector itself.  The current policy situation does not provide an environment supportive of co-operative development. Through hearing from the co-operative sector as well as government representatives, reviewing New Brunswick’s policies as well as those from other jurisdiction and reviewing the related literature, there are many policy alternatives that would better serve co-operatives that in turn will support economic, social and community development. It would not be realistic for the provincial government to abandon their traditional economic policies, such as those listed in Our Action Plan to be Self-Sufficient in New Brunswick which includes searching outside of the province for investment and the creation of large capital development projects. Not surprisingly, the Atlantic Provinces have a history of holding their large businesses in high regard, such as Sobeys, Irving, MacCains, etc. (Forbes & Muise, 1993; MacLean, 1985). It would be counterproductive to ask government to radically transform their political course to abandon such policy directions. However, these policies can exist in tandem with other, more community-centered policies such as supporting co-operative development. They are not mutually exclusive and both can help contribute to the policy, economic and social goals of New Brunswick. 

Education and collaboration are necessary to bring these recommendations to fruition. Co-operatives and co-operatives councils can help provide government information that is specific to co-operatives in New Brunswick. The provincial government can make an effort to create opportunities to co-construct appropriate policies with the co-op sector and also promote the inclusion of co-operative materials in appropriate government and government-funded offices. Through dialogue and research, governments, communities and co-operatives can construct a mutually beneficial relationship where policies are more favorable towards co-operatives. Furthermore, governments can consider co-operatives for project partnerships, service-delivery and other government tasks, similar to partnerships with private businesses. Since co-operatives have not been a government priority in New Brunswick over the past several years, the co-operative sector will need to drive the educational campaign and illustrate to government the utility of co-operatives as well as the policy changes desired by the sector. 
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Table 2. Interview Timeline and Regional Representation





Interview Number�
Date�
Location�
�
1�
April 17, 2008�
Carleton County�
�
2�
May 1, 2008�
Saint John�
�
3�
May 5, 2008�
Sussex�
�
4�
May 7, 2008�
Fredericton�
�
5�
May 8, 2008�
Charlotte County�
�
6�
May 26, 2008�
Kings County�
�
7�
May 26, 2008�
Kings County�
�
8�
May 27, 2008�
Moncton Area�
�
9�
May 27, 2008�
Kent County�
�
10�
June 2, 2008�
Moncton Area�
�
11�
June 16, 2008�
Fredericton�
�
12�
July 31, 2008�
York County�
�
13�
August 7, 2008�
Fredericton�
�
14�
August 20, 2008�
Fredericton�
�






Table 1. Interview Participant Demographic


	


Type of Co-operative�
Total # Discussed


Throughout Interviews�
�
National Umbrella�
3�
�
Provincial Umbrella�
3�
�
Worker�
3�
�
Housing�
2�
�
Consumer�
3�
�
Natural Resource�
2�
�
Service�
2�
�
Developer/Consultant�
2�
�
Failed/Closed�
4�
�
�
�
Government


Represented�
Number Interviewed�
�
Provincial�
2  �
�









� Grey literature refers to documents that are available but not published in either books or journals such as government-produced reports and documents, reports from non governmental organizations and so forth.


� Non-profit refers to organizations who allot any surplus back into the goals of the organization, rather than paying out dividends to shareholders. 


�  ‘Equalization payments’ refers to federal monies that are offered to provinces that cannot sustain programs, services and activities without federal aid/monies transferred from other national jurisdictions; in an attempt to achieve a certain amount of consistency between province. Broadway and Flatters offer an extensive exploration of this system of economic transfer (1982).


� A more lengthy discussion of the social economy in Canada is found in Quarter (1992). 
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