
 

 

UN International Year of Co-operatives –  

Global dialogue on co-operative development is a key issue to fulfil the aims 

set up by IYC 

   

Finland – a pioneering country in international co-operative 

development dialogue 

By way of introduction the operational pattern of co-operatives in Finland has been 
based on a bottom-up approach right from the inception of the co-operative movement 
in the beginning of the 1900s. Co-operatives were established by the people to serve 
them at the local and national levels. It is mainly due to this strict maintenance of co-
operative rules and principles that various Finnish co-operatives have been successful 
in reaching a “golden age”.  

The reason for Finland’s reputation as “a country of co-operatives” worldwide is the fact 
that rural and co-operative development has marched hand-in-hand. Socio-economic 
life in these sectors has prospered to a large extent on account of the development of 
rural co-operatives in particular, as cooperation forms an important part of 
entrepreneurship and private enterprise sector. According to information sources of 
Pellervo, Confederation of Finnish Cooperatives, there are proportionally more 
members in co-operatives in Finland than in any other country in the world. 
Membership of co-operative enterprises amounts to well over 6.9 million in Finland 
which has a population of 5.2 million.      

Towards the end of 1980’s another development that took place was the strong increase 
in the number of new co-operatives alongside the traditional Finnish co-operatives. By 
2010, more than 3,000 new co-operatives operating in various sectors were established. 
These new co-operatives serve their members as means of diversifying income, creation 
of employment opportunity and empowering the potential of communities as a real 
source of livelihood.  

Finland’s initiation for dialogue on Africa’s co-operative development 

Supporting co-operative activity in form of dialogue in developing countries was noted 
important in Finland already in early 1990’s. Due to this, two internationally important 
seminars on rural development and the challenges to co-operative movement in Africa, 
as well as the role and potential of rural co-operatives in liberalizing economies of 
Africa, were organized in Helsinki, Finland 1992 and Harare, Zimbabwe 1993 at the 



initiation of Finnish co-operative development and research institutions in cooperation 
with the Foreign Ministry of Finland’s Department of Cooperation Policy. The seminars 
were attended by a good number of African co-operative officials representing 
countries connected with the framework of the Finnish Development Cooperation 
Programme. Resolutions and recommendations of the seminars were used in co-
operative development agenda of the participants’ countries. In fact these same 
recommendations and resolutions were tabled at the first ICA-Africa Regional Assembly 
in Nairobi, Kenya, in 1994 and have contributed immensely in the discussion undergone 
about plans for future co-operative development in Africa.   

The urge to seek representation of co-operatives in African regional and continental 
bodies due to fragmentation  and lack of coordination of the African co-operative 
movement and in order to further strengthen the role and operation of co-operatives in 
Africa as well as acknowledge the positive role played by cooperatives in transforming 
informal operations into more formal activities and demand for a more streamlined 
approach to the management of transition from informality to formality were included 
in the resolutions and recommendations of the Finnish sponsored seminars. These 
issues have been raised repeatedly in several African co-operative forums. Likewise 
they were highlighted and included in the resolutions of the International Co-operative 
Research Conference for Africa (ICRCA) which was held in Moshi Tanzania 26-28 
September 2011 on “Co-operative Development in Africa: Prospects and Challenges”. 
This conference is considered as a pre-launch event to IYC from the African side. 
 

Measures for implementing the key demands in view of IYC’s goals 
 

 Continuous global co-operative development dialogue is required. 
 Conducting research at continental, country and local levels should be 

emphasized.  
 Forming regional networks by African co-operatives for sharing experience 

should be prioritized.   
 
 
Co-operative activity is the cornerstone of sustainable development and a tool to 
promote its plan of implementation. With increased cooperation and efficiency of 
operation among co-operators, IYC has the ultimate potential of meeting the vital 
needs and goals set up.    
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