WORK CO-OPS

Work co-ops represent one of the various alternatives for group employment. Typically, they consist of small groups of discouraged workers who have opted to seek their own employment. This significantly enhances their prospects of securing work through group contracts and affords them the chance to acquire new skills and broaden their interests.
Social Benefits:
· Members can enhance their social skills and engagement in activities.

· Members are provided with the opportunity to collectively address common challenges.

· Success becomes more gratifying as it fosters stronger bonds among members.

· Group decisions allocate responsibilities equitably.

· Equitable treatment is ensured for all members.

· Numerous opportunities arise for forming new friendships.

· People from diverse co-ops nationwide have opportunities to convene and discuss shared challenges, fostering the exchange of new ideas and concepts.
Size: Small labour co-ops tend to operate more effectively than larger, more complex ones due to:

· Ease of securing contracts, which translates to lower employment costs.

· Simplified organizational structure with fewer personnel.

· Enhanced communication, both in meetings and during work, facilitated by a close-knit group dynamic. However, challenges persist, primarily stemming from their limited pool of resources, including financial constraints and skill shortages.
Types of Work:
1. Beautification schemes: involving roadside, park, and beach maintenance.

2. Community projects: encompassing renovations and repairs.

3. Painting and concrete laying: spanning building sites, driveways, pathways, and walls.

4. Horticulture: focusing on land-based cooperative ventures. Despite their contributions, co-ops often find themselves competing with larger professional organizations for contracts, with much of the work in sectors like construction and local government being outsourced to borough councils and construction firms. Nonetheless, co-ops can leverage their flexibility in fulfilling contracts, such as deploying surplus labor to expedite project completion or adopting a rotation system, enabling them to secure more work per month compared to traditional contract workers.

The following case studies offer insights into various types of labor co-ops in New Zealand. Workers' co-ops present a permanent alternative that empowers individuals to take charge of their work and lives, as they own and operate their businesses. Such cooperatives can operate smoothly and profitably with a steady workload. Innovative schemes, such as establishing a time-valued work exchange, aim to reduce reliance on monetary transactions by enabling individuals and small groups to exchange services. WorkTrader.org represents one such model under development. Additionally, communities can contribute to kick-starting projects through crowdfunding initiatives.

CO-OP COMMUNITY SERVICES

According to those who have experienced it, participation in a co-op enhances satisfaction, motivation, and self-confidence. Moreover, it serves as a platform for individuals to learn about cooperation within an egalitarian system where power, responsibility, and decision-making are evenly distributed. However, there may be individuals whose backgrounds suit them for managerial roles.

The following case studies offer practical insights into the functioning of business co-ops:
Ponsonby Work Trust
The Ponsonby Work Co-op originated in early 1976 when a group of homeless unemployed individuals sought refuge in the Maori Community Centre in Central Auckland. Eventually, they occupied an old house in Herne Bay, owned by NZ Breweries Ltd, for two weeks against the brewery's will. During this time, they collectively renovated the rundown house. Inspired by their achievement, they endeavoured to establish a workers' co-op, drawing from the model of the Te Kaha Trust in Wellington. They formalised their group as a company to attain legal status and credibility, which proved beneficial in securing work.

Initially, finding work was not challenging, particularly in the construction sector. By 1977, they had earned approximately $100,000 from contracts without external assistance. However, economic downturns forced them to seek contracts from the Labour Department.

While contract work allowed them to operate as a labour gang, working under the Labour Department posed challenges. Government intervention often constrained their autonomy, leading to less freedom in decision-making, work planning, and management.

Subsequent discussions held at Taradale in December 1977 facilitated reconciliation between labour co-ops and government departments, fostering greater confidence and communication between the two entities.

The co-op, though not land-based, prioritised reducing reliance on government departments, especially for loans. Over four years, the Ponsonby Work co-op demonstrated how a group can meet individual needs. Benefits included opportunities for diverse experiences, self-sufficiency, improved teamwork, recognition for accomplishments, and networking opportunities with other co-ops and government agencies.

In May 1980, the Ponsonby Work Co-op exhibited further growth by redistributing responsibilities among its members and assuming autonomy in accounting and management tasks.

Currently comprising seven members, the co-op is regarded as one of the most democratic and successful in Auckland, aided by its size and simplicity.
South Auckland Community Workers Trust
Despite experiencing triple the national average in unemployment, South Auckland harbours ample opportunities for skill acquisition and community contributions. The South Auckland Community Workers' Trust endeavours to:

· Facilitate employment for unprepared young people.

· Encourage them to realise their potential and contribute meaningfully to their community.

Their approach revolves around inner motivation and constructive, educational work, such as craft activities at Otara Marae, fostering stronger community ties.

Work primarily involves maintaining clean streets, providing recreation facilities, and assisting pensioners and disabled residents with property upkeep.

Through these initiatives, they aim to attract attention from authorities, industries, and employers requiring labour.

Parents within the community have been inspired by the youth's involvement and have contributed their experience and advice. Noteworthy projects include a community vegetable garden and the revitalisation of the Otara Marae.
Te Hono Ki Mangere Trust
The members of this trust envision themselves as an educational center in the Mangere area, focusing on empowering Polynesian youth through initiatives like cottage crafts such as bone carving. They aspire to establish their own school as an arts and crafts center.

Decision-making within the trust involves a committee of seven experienced members and input from 15 others, fostering understanding and trust among members.

Challenges mainly stem from a lack of experience in management, organisation, and marketing. The trust aims to minimize reliance on commercial methods and become self-sufficient through public grants, donations, and increased product sales. Members prefer working "from the land" for its security and connection with nature.
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Glen Innes Work Co-op
The Glen Innes Work Co-op was reformed to address the increasing unemployment around the Tamaki Basin, with over 750 unemployed individuals, including those who lost jobs at Southdown. Currently, the co-op has 27 members, mostly experienced community workers concerned about the welfare of younger individuals.

Decisions within the "community committee" are made by consensus, serving as a catalyst without interfering with the co-op's progress. They provide advice, information, and act as an "umbrella" for the group, facilitating job finding as a collective.

Skilled members, including a cabinet maker, carpenter, horticultural gardener, and accountant, volunteer to impart their expertise to younger, less experienced members.

As more schemes gain approval and experience accumulates, the co-op aims for financial self-sufficiency to further benefit the community.

Challenges with local bodies and government departments arise due to delays in approving proposed schemes and hierarchical decision-making processes. The co-op advocates for decentralized decision-making, as community workers are best positioned to address local issues.

Future plans involve employing members in labour gangs and undertaking projects like beautification schemes, a community garden, a labour pool work co-op for skill development, and trade/manufacturing work.
Rural Trusts
Rural trusts often evolve from work co-ops, expanding to acquire land for various agricultural and technical endeavors.
Mataraua Trust, Kaikohe
Formed by a group from Wellington concerned with community aid, this trust aimed to address issues facing young Maoris in a rural setting. Despite initial skepticism from the local community, the trust successfully set up a model farm near Kaikohe, leveraging government work schemes and educational initiatives to involve young people. The trust aims to demonstrate self-sufficiency and community empowerment through its endeavours.
Pukekaroro Workers Co-op
Established in 1978, this co-op seeks to foster a close-knit community on land they own, emphasizing consensus decision-making and individual responsibility. They hope to create a structure where members can work independently or collaboratively, sharing resources and profits. Challenges include adapting to freedom and responsibility in a new work environment and navigating changing roles within the community.
Mangataipa Trust, Hokianga
Operating around a Marae in the Mangataipa Valley, this trust functions as an extended family unit, providing opportunities for community involvement and decision-making. Despite challenges in land ownership and organizational matters, the trust values its cohesive community and creative endeavors.
Marae Enterprise Scheme
Sponsored by the Maori Affairs Department, this scheme promotes large-scale land ventures, offering financial assistance and technical support for various projects including marine farming, horticulture, and crafts. While empowering communities to run their own ventures, dedication, cooperation, and adaptability are essential for success, despite potential difficulties in rural acceptance and bureaucratic hurdles.
Other Schemes:

Private Maori Schemes:
Maori individuals are engaging in private schemes on their own land, such as the horticultural scheme proposed for the Bay of Plenty area, in collaboration with the Nelson company TWL. However, many Maori Land Trusts face restrictions imposed by local county councils and town planning laws, hindering cooperative-type schemes.
Tu Tangata Business Wananga:
Operated by the Maori Affairs Department, this training program is aimed at assisting individuals in setting up and operating their own businesses, specifically utilising Maori resources. The program consists of a 9-week residential course in Wellington, divided into two stages. Stage 1 involves lectures, discussions, and workshops, while Stage 2 focuses on implementing individual business plans. Participants receive a training grant during their time in Wellington, along with a travel and accommodation allowance. No previous business experience is required, only a determination to succeed in running a small business.

For further information, individuals can contact their nearest district office at the Department of Maori Affairs (Community Section).
Dairy Co-ops:
The dairy cooperative movement in New Zealand traces back to the Howick Pensioners' Co-operative Cow Company in May 1848. Since then, cooperative dairy factories have proliferated, spurred by technical advancements and government incentives. However, as these co-ops grew larger, the original spirit of cooperation faded, raising questions about their true cooperative nature. Despite this, agricultural co-ops have played a significant role in New Zealand's economy, employing large numbers of people across various industries.
Forestry Trusts:
Forestry trusts represent efforts by workers to achieve greater economic independence and security, often by collaborating as small shareholders in forestry and related industries. These trusts offer numerous benefits, including government grants, loans for other activities, employment opportunities, profit-sharing among shareholders, off-season employment for freezing workers, and recreational facilities. Examples such as the Whakatu and Moerewa Trusts demonstrate the potential of such schemes in fostering economic and social development within communities.
Worker Participation in Companies:
Worker participation initiatives aim to extend democracy into the workplace, allowing workers to have a say in decisions affecting their jobs. While management often leads such initiatives, they are not always inclusive or consultative. Various forms of worker participation exist in New Zealand, including staff holding shares and consultation mechanisms in companies like Quantity Surveying, Hellaby's, and Auckland Stevedoring Co Ltd. These initiatives can promote stability and success in the workplace, fostering a greater sense of cooperation and autonomy among workers. However, there is room for further development towards true cooperative structures, akin to the Mondragon movement in Spain, where workers have greater control over decisions and ownership.
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The ABC of Setting Up Your Own Work Co-op

Stage A
Clarify personal goals, expectations, business possibilities, and resource areas.
Stage B
Narrow possibilities to specific planning. For example, legal structure, specific duties, and responsibilities.
Stage C
Action Stage. Entering legal and financial arrangements, setting up premises, buying equipment, etc.
Stage A

Personal goals, expectations, business possibilities, and resource areas.
· What sort of rewards do you expect from your work?

· Will they be purely financial?

· What part does human satisfaction play?

· How much responsibility or emotional strain are you prepared for?
Discussion Points:
· What will be the field of work?

· How large do you want to get?

· Is this viable and worthwhile? Could it be more so? How could you change it if it is not?

· Are you prepared to work or produce for those who may not like your organizational structure or whose philosophy differs from your own, or would you rather confine your labor to within the developing cooperative economy?

Consider a mixture of skilled/unskilled, manual/professional, old/young members, so that you can draw on a wide range of experience.

Go to training classes as a group or arrange for a course to be run especially for yourselves. How about a course on avoiding and coping with organizational difficulties? C.E.L.T. runs courses for individual co-ops.
Stage B

Specific planning. Work out a timeline to clarify your plans and to make sure you haven't forgotten something important. One way of drawing a timeline is to use two perpendicular axes, with 'Tasks' entered on the vertical arm and 'Time' along the horizontal one. The time taken for each task is represented by a horizontal line. If one step can only happen after another, then this connection could be indicated by drawing a vertical line from the end of the first stage to the beginning of the second stage.

You should allow about a week for unexpected difficulties, but make sure you can fit in all tasks before you start. This should be reviewed each week and changed as needed. 

Consideration needs to be given to the following: marketing. Efficient use of time.

· Profits!

· Where to find the skills needed.

· Equipment, premises, or land.

· Supply of raw materials.

· Production time and processes.

· Legal requirements (trading hours, town planning, etc.)
Legal Structures
Options are available, depending on the requirements of the group. A legal status to the organization is necessary for financial reasons (loans and taxes) and legal reasons (security and insurance). The alternatives available for profit-making organizations include:

· Sole trader

· Partnership

· Limited Liability Company

· Co-operative Society Ltd (under the Industrial and Provident Societies Act)

· Co-operative Company (under special acts, e.g., The Co-operative Act 1956, the Co-op Dairy Companies Act 1949, the Co-op Freezing Co. Act 1960 and the Co-op Forestry Act 1978). - A Trust For non-profit enterprises, the alternatives are: - Incorporated Society (under the incorporated Societies Act 1908)

· Incorporated Charitable Trust.
Finance
Co-operatives need enough finance for purchases of materials and for operating costs until sales and/or contracts can produce an adequate income. It should also be recognized that in some quarters where finance may be sought, the word 'co-operative' and the concept of 'self-management' are not highly regarded - possibly because of the many co-op failures. Any founding group should include or get advice from someone with proven financial ability and judgment, for example, someone who has actually started and run a business.

Having worked out how much capital is needed, the founding members will need to explore all possible sources of finance. The following is a list of the major potential sources of finance.

(a) Members own resources. How much can the members themselves provide in cash, either in lump sums or small regular contributions? You could set up your own Credit Union. (b) Private sources. Is it possible to borrow from friends or relatives? (c) Bank loans. Approach the local bank manager for an overdraft or a loan. The bank will probably expect a well-thought-out plan and a good clear explanation and presentation. If you fail with one bank try another. (d) Government assistance. The Internal Affairs Department have allocated $200,000 for small work co-ops in 1980-1. (e) C.E.L.T. If you have little or no experience in finance arrangements it is best to see C.E.L.T.

The trust has been specially designed to supply assistance and advice on the financial, legal, and managerial aspects of co-operatives.

Other sources of financial help and advice include:

· Community workers (for advice).

· The Small Business Agency

· Export Loans

· The Maori Land Bank (example).
Stage C

Action stage.
· Become legally registered in whichever form you have decided upon.

· Finance should now be coming in and perhaps you could open a new bank account in the name of your group or Trust. (Your previous or newly-acquired business skills should now be coming into operation).

· Arrange the lease, rent, or purchase of premises or land as required. It may take a while to find the right place so let it be known what it is you want and hunt up any leads; leasing Crown lands is one possibility.

· Equipment or materials may now be bought, leased, or rented. Loans may also be available for this.

· Seek support in your community, advertise to find work in your field, let it be known that you exist.

· Start producing, servicing, working, or whatever as soon as possible. Once you're doing something people will take notice.
Requirements for Smooth Running
· Unanimous agreement on new membership. Members should be aware of their rights and duties and what is expected of them. They should also be aware of what their job entails.

· Meetings are essential to air and iron out problems. People should be open and honest; they should also respect other people's points of view.

· Records of running costs and all profits and losses should be shown at the meeting. It is necessary that sales, as well as all money transactions, are recorded.

· Solve problems as they arise so that the problem does not become worse. Share your problem with friends, other co-op members, your lawyer or accountant, bank manager, the Small Business Agency, or C.E.L.T.

· Support your local co-op! Keep in contact with other cooperatives to share ideas, problems, resources, and trade.

· How are you going to make policy decisions? Delegation of work duties, areas of responsibility, and support.
Descriptions of work requirements for each
· Procedures for illnesses or deaths.

· Review of past results and future plans.
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