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APPROACHES TO COOPERATIVE DEVELOPMENT: DISCUSSION
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University of Tennessee

John Haas has presented an excellent
discussion of the assigned topic. The role he
outlines for Extension is realistic and demon-
strates a good understanding of Extension. I
do have one question which may be more a
matter of semantics than content. The
majority of my remarks will extend some of
the points he has made based on Tennessee
experiences.

To begin, let me give you my frame of
reference. The cooperatives I work with are
new and emerging organizations which
market either vegetables or handicrafts. Pur-
chasing supplies for members is a secondary
function for only a few. The members are
typically small, part-time farmers or part-
time craft producers with limited time and
resources available to devote to a coopera-
tive.

A cooperative is first of all a business
organization. To survive it must succeed in
competition with all other businesses in the
marketplace. Most of the members of the
cooperatives I work with have little business
experience, particularly in marketing their
products. This lack of business experience,
is, I submit, a principal cause for failure of
cooperatives which Mr. Haas mentioned. Our
cooperative development work must include
doing a better job in basic business manage-
ment assistance and education.

An equally critical need is training in
group action. Few members of these
cooperatives know how to conduct a meeting,
how to effectively participate in group deci-
sions, how to analyze a problem, evaluate
alternatives, and the like. We must better
prepare members of emerging cooperatives to
run their own business with the limited time
and energy they can devote to it.

There is also a need for continuing
member education. The members of a suc-
cessful cooperative in Tennessee with which I
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am familiar have advised interested visitors
against forming a cooperative. This does not
appear to be a case of attempting to limit
competition. Rather, they are reacting to the
complexities of co-op bookkeeping, reporting
and federal tax regulations. Their opinions
might change if the members had a better
understanding of the benefits of the coopera-
tive. In this particular case, other forms of
business organization were not possible. But
the members apparently do not appreciate
this fact and have not weighed the benefits
they receive through cooperation against the
costs of keeping the required records.

Member's commitment is a key element
of success as Mr. Haas has mentioned.
Without commitment, members of an emerg-
ing cooperative will sell outside the organiza-
tion for a relatively small difference in per
unit returns. These opportunities occur, of
course, when market supplies are limited and
prices are relatively high. Not having a pro-
duct to market at these times makes it hard
for a cooperative to succeed and certainly
frustrates board members, managers, employ-
ees and loyal members.

Cooperatives have traditionally looked
to their members for the capital needed to
establish the business. Providing equity for
the cooperative will undoubtedly create com-
mitment. However, many of the cooperative
members in Tennessee are limited resource
farmers who can provide little capital for this
purpose. Establishing a cooperative then
often hinges on finding outside funds. We
have been fairly successful in obtaining out-
side funding. However, in the members
minds, the resulting cooperative is not theirs
but belongs to the government, or TVA or
even Extension. We need innovative means
to finance cooperative development. Equally
important are methods for the board to
develop a sense of ownership on the part of



the members of a cooperative created with
little member capital.

The cooperative development process
which Mr. Haas has outlined is long and time
consuming but it is necessary. An uninten-
tional benefit of this process is that it tests
potential member commitment. The "fair
weather" cooperator is soon identified while
the farmer who sticks with the organization
through this process is truly committed. I
am not suggesting that we erect more
bureaucratic road blocks to test member
commitment but rather that we recognize the
member education which occurs during a
feasibility study is important and merits our
best efforts.

It may require several years for the kind
of cooperatives with which I am familiar to
obtain self-sufficiency. The Agricultural
Cooperative Service has limited manpower.
As Mr. Haas suggested, within a year or so
their staff must move on and answer other
requests. Extension, unfortunately, also faces
the same limitations. Many times we do not
have the needed manpower to devote to any
single organization because of the demands
on our agency. The solutions of obtaining
more resources or reassigning priorities may
be unrealistic. Methods to be more effective
in using the resources currently available are
needed. Can we do more with regional sem-
inars, taking advantage perhaps of the new
telecommunications technology? Are there
possibilities in computer assisted education
and training? Do we need more publications

or should we look to video tape and telecon-
ferencing?

As a final point let me raise the question
of whether "promoting" cooperatives is a role
for the Extension Service. In may be a,
matter of the terms used but I believe Exten-
sion should help producers evaluate their
alternatives and examine the feasibility of
joining together in a cooperative if a coopera-
tive appears feasible and if the producers are
interested. Extension can then assist them in
forming one. Perhaps this process is what
the program committee had in mind when
they selected the word promotion. However,
Extension also has an obligation to the other
businesses in the community. In some cases
Extension's contribution may be to work
with existing firms and help them improve on
the lousy job they may be doing. Developing
another competitor may assure that everyone
will be only marginally successful because of
low volume.

We work very closely with the Agricul-
tural Cooperative Service field office in Lon-
don, Kentucky and the ASC Washington
staff, including Mr. Haas. I believe Tennessee
Agricultural Extension Service and the Agri-
cultural Cooperative Service have managed
to keep problems of turf and agency competi-
tion to a minimum. This has benefited the
people of Tennessee. I am reminded of the
sign which some of you may have seen
"There is no limit to the good we can do if
we don't care who gets the credit." I like to
think that this epitomizes our working rela-
tionship in Tennessee.
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