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COOPERATIVE AGENDA  

FOR THE DEFENSE OF THE PLANET 

 
 

Abstract: The following paper is a summary of the document “Cooperative Agenda for 

the Defense of the Planet” Document No. 3 of the Series Cooperative Principles in Action, 

written as a discussion paper for the V Cooperative Summit. This document consists of 

an examination of the main points that the cooperative movement should include in its 

agenda in order to contribute to the environmental sustainability of the planet. 

Is it realistic to hope that those obsessed with 
maximum profit stop to think about the 
environmental effects they will leave behind 

for future generations?1
 

The severity of the environmental crisis is not up to debate, despite the assertions of 

certain interested parties that minimize both the magnitude and the responsibility of 

humankind in its origin. 

In light of this, the nations of the world have made a commitment to protect the planet 

from degradation by formulating three lines of action: sustainable production and 

consumption, sustainable management of their natural resources and urgent measures to 

face climate change. 

On the basis of these lines of action, we must reflect on how to build a cooperative agenda 

for the defense of the planet. 

Author2 Ariel Guarco, President of the Cooperative Confederation of the Argentine 

Republic (COOPERAR) 

 
 

1. Contributions towards Sustainable Consumption and Production 

The United Nations document focuses on the importance of innovation to move forward 

towards more sustainable production and consumption modalities. 

But what does it mean to innovate in the production and consumption modalities? 

After a critical analysis of their own practice, the different sectors of cooperativism will 

be in a position to take their demands to the innovation system in each country. 

The equation is simple: either cooperatives resign themselves to a passive position in the 

face of technological innovation led by concentrated capital, or they try to play a leading 

role in the construction of a R&D agenda linked to the needs of their members and the 

 
 

1 Pope Francis, Encyclical Laudato Si´, 2015. 
2 The views expressed in this paper are those of the author and do not necessarily reflect the view of 

Cooperatives of the Americas or the Cooperative Confederation of the Argentine Republic. 
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communities to which they belong. That is where power and the possibility of sustainable 

development are at stake. 

Our main innovation is the cooperative business model, with a logic built on the grounds 

of democracy and solidarity, which makes it an alternative to the model that generated 

the environmental degradation and inequality. 

The history of cooperativism is part of the history of social innovation. From the workers 

of the first consumer cooperative in Rochdale, who invented an alternative system of retail 

distribution at the service of workers, to the new software development cooperatives, 

which question the model of informatics concentration through networks of programmers 

in which free software and democracy enhance one another in favor of innovation and 

social inclusion. 

Also from the first credit systems in Germany, which showed how financing systems in 

favor of social development, and not speculation, could be created, to the services of 

Nplay of the public service cooperatives in Argentina. The latter, in fact, questions the 

territorial control model for the distribution of content mainly produced by the big players 

in communication, and seek to democratize the access to services, the territorial 

integration and the production of their own content with local and regional spirit. 

All of these are examples of innovation regarding the way in which we produce and 

consume goods and services, and which have led to tangible results in terms of the quality 

of life of the members and the communities where they take place. 

That is why, when in the context of the IV Summit of the Americas we debated on the 
contribution of cooperatives to the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), we as 
Cooperar suggested that the first question to ask ourselves was whether there are enough 
cooperatives to reach the SDGs. More specifically: Are there enough cooperatives to 
induce a meaningful investment flow at a global level in favor of sustainable 

development?3 Just as it was stated by the International Cooperative Alliance and the 

International Labor Organization in the context of the debate that resulted in the SDGs, 
“since the share of cooperatives in the GDP and the number of companies is currently 

relatively small, the promotion and expansion of cooperatives should be a significant tool 

to reach the Sustainable Development Goals”4. 

On this road, the first step for cooperatives should be the introduction of environmentally 

responsible practices throughout their entire production process, strengthening initiatives 

such as the Cooperative Green Pact signed during the First Cooperative Summit of the 

Americas (Mexico, 2009). 

The second step is to become participation channels in order to question non-sustainable 

modalities. 
  

 

 
 

3 Cooperar: “To expand cooperativism should be part of the strategy to achieve the SDGs”. 
Document presented at the IV Cooperative Summit of the Americas. Montevideo, 2016. 
4 ICA, ILO. “Cooperatives and the Sustainable Development Goals, A contribution to post-2015 

Development Debate”. April 2014. 
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For example: one of the keys of our model is that it makes it possible to place the 

management of the company in the hands of the entire community, which can be vital for 

the defense of the planet, to overcome the usual appeals to responsibility of individual 

consumers and to consider the consumer as a collective subject and actor in the 

construction of an alternative model. 

These are two challenges that go hand in hand: to have an environmentally sustainable 
behavior as companies and to be part of a social movement committed to social 

transformation for sustainable development5. 

 

2. Sustainable Management of Resources: Three Thematic Focuses for 

Cooperativism 

History and experience define three focuses in which cooperatives could make a 

substantial contribution to the sustainable management of resources: water, energy and 

urban solid waste. 

 
 

2.1. Water and Cooperatives: at the Crossroads between Global and Local Issues 

In a recent study by the World Bank6, it is stated that, due to the combined effects of 

population growth, the increase in income and the growth of cities, the water demand will 

grow exponentially in a context in which its supply becomes more erratic and uncertain. 

Does cooperativism have something to offer to this crossroads? We believe so: 

community participation and empowerment regarding the access to water and sanitation 

on the basis of the self-management of the service by the community itself. 

The access to water is undergoing multiple conflicts: in its usage (irrigation, drinking 

water, mining, etc.), with users (irrigation farmers from the same drainage basin, 

neighborhoods in the city center compared to those in the outskirts), with non-users 

(deforestations or constructions that affect the natural capacity to supply water), between 

generations (tensions between the current needs and preferences and the rights of future 

generations), and between jurisdictions (when the drainage basin depends on more than 

one jurisdiction). 

That is why it has been said that water management is a management of conflicts. And 

conflict resolution is a matter of power: if we want a solution that includes everyone 

(“leave no one behind”, in the terms of the SDGs), then it is necessary to guarantee the 

effective participation of everyone. 
 

5This requires, in the first place, to include the protection of the planet as part of our efforts in cooperative 

education. It is vital to introduce in the task of cooperative education, both internal and external, the topic 

of environmental protection as a key and central element of the seventh principle. This task would be clearer 

if we included an eighth principle linked to the topic of the environment, as Cooperatives of the Americas 

have unsuccessfully suggested. 
6 High and Dry: Climate Change, Water and the Economy, May 2016, 

http://www.worldbank.org/en/topic/water/publication/high-and-dry-climate-change-water-and-the-

economy    
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The best way to do this is to not restrict participation only to sporadic calls to legitimize 

decisions already taken. On the other hand, it should be the users themselves who manage 

the drinking water and sanitation services. That is the cooperative proposal. 

In the world, there is a long tradition of cooperatives and other community organizations 

of drinking water and sanitation (OCSAS, by the Spanish acronym). It is a rich experience 

that should be strengthened and widened for the benefit of equity, territorial integration 

and environmental protection. In Latin America and the Caribbean alone there are 

approximately 70,000 OCSAS. 

Within this large universe of self-managed experiences, we can find cooperatives in any 

of the three development stages. 

In the first one, we have those that manage to provide the service through community 

organization on the basis of mutual assistance. Faced with the absence of an adequate 

service, the community undertakes, for example, the drilling of the well, the construction 

of a drinking water distribution network, and then the construction of sewers and the 

treatment plant. They then manage all these facilities with financing through a fee charged 

at their members/users, and usually with financial aid from the state as the entity 

responsible for ensuring the effective right to access to water. 

In the second stage, through the learning process the community has undergone, the 

cooperative begins to have a more active role in all of those issues related to service 

sustainability and the environment. 

Issues such as reducing leaks, responsible domestic water consumption, and groundwater 

or riverbed contamination due to productive activity all become part of the area of concern 

and action of the cooperative organizations. 

By this point, the cooperative has moved beyond being simply the entity or enterprise that 

provides a service on the basis of mutual assistance to become a participation channel, 

where the community debates and promotes the type of development to which they aspire 

in their territory. 

In a third stage, the cooperative takes on a significant role as part of a drainage basin and 

participates in its integral management on behalf of its members, seeking to defend the 

short and long term interests of the community. 

Of course, many do not go beyond the first, and only a few manage to reach the third 

stage, because there is simply no integrated basin management system, and/or because 

they do not have the economic power enough to enable them to act in this area. 

Water services and sanitation cooperatives are facing a dilemma: either they stay in the 

first stage of development, or they take on the role of being a participation platform for 

their community, as a part of the global challenge of a sustainable water management for 

the planet. 

It is not an easy choice, nor can it be made individually by any organization. To achieve 

this, it is vital to strengthen the hydrological culture of society and the commitment of the 

public authorities with this goal. 
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2.2. Renewable Energies: towards a Change of Paradigm, but with Equity 

Energy production is the main contributor to climate change: it represents around 60% of 

the total of the greenhouse gas emissions worldwide. 

To face this is one of the most complicated challenges due to the connection between 

energy and the economic and political power distribution in the planet: the consumption 

of energy from hydrocarbons is one of the main foundations of global economic 

development, and its production is led by the most powerful business groups in 

partnership with the states of the major world powers. This means, for example, that the 

access to fossil energy sources is closely connected to most of the current armed conflicts. 

In the 1990s, biofuels seemed to be the answer to everything. They would be our way out 

of hydrocarbons, which are scarce, non-renewable and geographically concentrated, and 

into a renewable and geographically decentralized energy source. 

Shortly thereafter, the alarm signs started going off. Depending on the way it is produced 

and the distance between production and consumption, the carbon footprint of biofuel can 

be equivalent to or even larger than that of fossil energy (which makes the environmental 

impact arguable). Its production started competing with food production, which has meant 

an increase in the prices and an impact in the poverty rates. In fact, it is linked to large-

scale productive models based on genetically modified organisms (property of 

multinationals), resulting in a shift away from other productive models and the reduction 

of forest areas, and having a direct impact on biodiversity and the general environmental 

conditions. 

This does not imply questioning a specific technological proposal, but it is necessary to 

ask ourselves who should carry out the technological innovation process and how it 

should be done: today the biofuel strategy is more closely linked to the development of a 

business for concentrated economy –converging with the geopolitical interest of 

preserving the known hydrocarbon reserves– than to the protection of the environment or 

the democratization of the economic power associated with energy. 

Similarly, nowadays the development of wind and solar energy projects are booming, but 
the models that introduce these technologies are also mostly following the same logic of 

business at the expense of the logic of service7. 

The question is whether these technologies with a much greater territorial spread will 

become an opportunity to move forward in the construction of collaborative networks 

subordinated to the interests of the community and inscribed in a logic of sustainable local 

development. 

In cooperativism there are important experiences that show different paths to bolster a 

process of democratization in the investment decisions involved in energy, ensuring that  
 

 

7 In Argentina 92% of the projects that have taken advantage of the national program for the promotion 

of renewable energy belong to foreign companies, to which a business scheme was offered for the benefit 

of their profitability. This implies a higher cost to that of alternative sources, using technology that is in 

no way articulated with the national innovation system or with the social actors of the territory itself where 

they are implanted. Source: https://www.pagina12.com.ar/30093-el-costo-real-de-la-energia-renovable   
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the users from every community have a strong influence when it comes to deciding which 

sources of energy we are after, and even what is the energy consumption volume we 

consider to be environmentally sustainable in each ecosystem. 

This will be relevant inasmuch as this action moves forward in working closely with the 

state, particularly with those instances closer to the territory, such as municipalities. 

It is necessary to question the hydrocarbons-based energetic model that is controlled by 

the concentrated economic power, but to do this it is not enough to bet on renewable 

energies. We must abandon the business logic for the service logic, on the basis of a 

leading role of the civil society in each territory. 

The most traditional electric cooperatives and the new initiatives strictly linked to the 

consumption of renewable energy, together with every community and municipal 

initiative, should develop a common strategy to ensure that the expansion of clean and 

renewable energy production and consumption is tied to a process of democratization of 

the economic power. 

 
 

2.3. Recycling: New Jobs for Sustainable Development 

The volumes and hazard of waste have grown exponentially hand in hand with the 

processes of urbanization, the expansion of consumerism and the increase of 

technological content in the consumption matrix. 

Facing this challenge successfully requires a strong cooperative culture: a social 

environment that enables and promotes the commitment of the community. 

The complex articulation from the generation of waste until its recycling and reinsertion 

in the productive system will not be the result of a central bureaucratic management nor 

from market relations. It will be the result of social responsibility and cooperation in a 

regulatory framework that prioritizes community intervention and takes advantage of the 

economic value of recycling, while always remaining conscious of the fact that the main 

value, i.e. environmental protection, is not reflected in any commercial relationship. 

And if it is cooperative relations what must prevail, the management of waste is a 

paradigmatic sector for cooperative enterprises to develop to their fullest potential. 

There are many experiences in the world: public service cooperatives that integrate solid 

urban waste recycling as a new activity, farming cooperatives that take on this 

responsibility to prevent the contamination of production areas, work cooperatives that 

provide waste collection, sorting and recycling services, etc. 

There is enormous room for the design of different management alternatives, and 

cooperativism is demonstrating its capacity for innovation in this field. 

But there is an aspect where it has been proven that they can make a particularly 

significant contribution: recycling as an opportunity to have a decent job. 
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Waste recycling, especially in large urban centers of the less-developed countries, often 

was or is a source of dispute between large recollection companies, without sorting or 

reduction protocols, and people in poverty who found amongst waste a possibility of 

survival by entering into informal recycling circuits. 

The cooperative movement is playing a decisive role in this conflict, where economic 

interests collide, and the severity of the social situation of people in conditions of 

vulnerability becomes evident. 

With the support of public policies (or despite them), informal collectors and recyclers 

have begun to organize themselves in work cooperatives, which provide the framework 

for improved bargaining conditions with the rest of the actors involved (buyers of recycled 

material, authorities, great waste generators and the community as a whole), and enables 

them to move forward substantially in the improvement of their work conditions, with the 

added contribution of a participative and socially engaged vision. 

Recycling is a new challenge for humanity, and we must discuss how to organize this 

task. Cooperatives have an answer to defend the planet and promote the progress of the 

most vulnerable workers: self-managed work committed with the community. 

 
 

3. Building and Inviting to a Cooperative Agenda for the Protection of the 

Planet 

There is agreement on the compelling need to protect the planet. To that, we add: it must 

be protected from the economic system, today under the hegemony of the financial 

capital, which upholds and promotes unsustainable production models. 

As we said regarding sustainable development in the context of the High-Level Political 

Forum on Sustainable Development organized by the UN in July 2016, when on the day 

of Cooperativism we were invited to share our contribution to the SDGs: “we have been 

building alternative roads for 170 years, because for 170 years cooperative members have 

been perceiving that, if we do not change the production model, the distribution model 

and the consumption model, we are heading towards an unsustainable world”. 

However, this is still not the priority it should be for most of the nations. The different 

international agreements, including even the 2030 Agenda, do not reflect the 

contradictions between sustainable development and the expected behavior of the most 

concentrated economic agents. This naive, resigned or self-serving outlook that the 

damages can be reduced or reverted without the need to question the economic power still 

persists. 

On the contrary, in the encyclical Laudato Si', with the meaningful subtitle “On Care for 

our Common Home”, Pope Francis asks and answers himself: 

Is it realistic to hope that those who are obsessed with maximizing profits will stop 

to reflect on the environmental damage which they will leave behind for future 

generations? Where profits alone count, there can be no thinking about the rhythms 

of nature, its phases of decay and regeneration, or the complexity of ecosystems 
which 
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which may be gravely upset by human intervention. […] For new models of 

progress to arise, there is a need to change ‘models of global development’; this 

will entail a responsible reflection on ‘the meaning of the economy and its goals 

with an eye to correcting its malfunctions and misapplications’. […] It is not enough 

to balance, in the medium term, the protection of nature with financial gain, or the 

preservation of the environment with progress. Halfway measures simply delay the 

inevitable disaster. Put simply, it is a matter of redefining our notion of progress. A 

technological and economic development which does not leave in its wake a better 

world and an integrally higher quality of life cannot be considered progress (2015).  

The challenge is to prove that cooperatives are the model to change the notion of progress 

and, in so doing, defend the planet from the model that is causing its degradation. That 

they are able to put their principles in motion in order to encourage the social 

transformation that sustainable development requires. 

Defending the planet demands having the courage to denounce the origin of 

environmental degradation and the intelligence to show alternative roads. And 

cooperatives can do both. 

They can enthusiastically extend an invitation to encourage the business organization of 

consumers and users so as to promote a different way of consumption, incorporating the 

best practices for environmental protection in each work place; an invitation to participate 

from water management to the construction of sustainable drainage basin management 

systems, to build a new renewable energy matrix under the control of the community, and 

to mobilize local labor at the service of waste recycling. 

These should be the foundations of our work in the defense of the planet, a work that 

requires committing local efforts with global interests, and, to do that, it demands calling 

on every man and woman that believes a different world is possible and who is willing to 

join a movement that has always considered innovation and economic democracy its 

pillars. 

We did not get to this point as a result of unforeseeable disaster. And we will not come 

out of it following the same model that brought us here. Cooperatives must and can 

contribute to an agenda for the defense of our planet. 

 

Translated by Ana Laura Torres 

for Abrapalabra Language Cooperative 
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