
co-operatives 
Research is currently being un

dertaken at the Institute of So* 
cia! and Economic Research at 
Rhodes University into the co
operative model as a means towards 
social and economic empowerment. 
According to the researcher, Neal 
Barratt, the work seeks to answer a 
number of questions about co
operatives. 

The first of these asks, quite 
simply, what a co-operative is. In 
South Africa, the term has been 
used lo explain practically any ac
tivity in which people get together 
and make something - a definition 
which is not entirely accurate. The 
research aims to arrive at a more 
concrete explanation of the term. 

Secondly, so-called co-operatives 
have had an alarming record of 
failure in South Africa. The work 
hopes to identify what the major 
problem areas are. and suggest ways 
of overcoming them. 

Thirdly, a distinction needs to be 
made between the different kinds of 
co-operatives that exist, as some 

types have proved more successful 
than others. Producer co-operatives, 
for example, involve a group of 
people who produce items, such as a 
sewing co-operative that makes 
dresses. Many difficulties have 
been experienced in setting up this 
kind of venture. Consumer co
operatives have generally been more 
successful. For example, a group of 
people may get together and decide 
what basic foodstuffs they are going 
to need for a certain period of time. 
Each member contributes a given 
amount, and the group is able to buy 
what they need in bulk, at very low 
prices. Service co-operatives also 
exist* A group may set up a baby
sitting service or undertake shop
ping or gardening for one another 
Worker co-operatives aim to gather 
unemployed people together, to 
pool their resources and attempt to 
find jobs for as many of their mem* 
bets as possible. Housing co-opera
tives* which are rare in South 
Africa, involve people joining 
together to buy a house or large 

building in which they live com
munally. There are also house
building co-operatives where a 
group pools together to build houses 
for its members. 

The philosophy behind co-opera
tives is one of mutual aid. The aim 
is to develop a co-operative com
munity spirit. Co-operative 
philosophy has much to offer com
munities, not only from an 
economic point of view, but also in 
terms of community empowerment 
and co-operation. 

The research is to be accessibly 
recorded and is intended for use by 
groups interested in forming co
operatives. The researcher will also 
produce a manual which will intro
duce people to what a co-operative 
is, the problems they are likely to 
encounter when setting one up, and 
a series of exercises on how best to 
overcome these problems- The re
search findings and the manual will 
be available early next year. D 

Niki Caitaneo 

* We plan to have more on co-operatives in the next issue of SASH. 


