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COOPERATIVES IN THE NATURAL RESOURCES MANAGEMENT: 

WATER AND ENERGY 

 

Abstract: This paper has been prepared for the International Cooperative Alliance with 

the aim to be considered as a technical document for discussion of the V Cooperative 

Summit of the Americas, which will take place in October 2018, Argentina. Furthermore, 

this paper has been elaborated under the following thematic area: Cooperatives in the 

natural resources management: water and energy. 

 

Cooperatives have an important role in contributing to the Sustainable Development 

Goals (SDG) and to the development of the 2030 Agenda which has been put forward in 

2015 by the United Nations Assembly, since they have the Environmental Sustainability 

in their DNA. Under this assumption, cooperativism in Latin America needs to be 

prepared to establish new business models focused on balancing economic, social and 

environmental aspects. Moreover, these models should focus on current challenges such 

as: the access to clean and efficient energy sources and access to water and sanitation 

without discrimination. 

 

Author:1 Green Technology International Consultant for the Latin American 

Confederation of Savings and Credit Cooperatives “COLAC”. The author has 8 years of 

experience in implementing green credit lines for important local and international 

financial institutions, as well as a Green Finance comprehensive banking model. He was 

also the instructor of this model in important Savings and Credit Cooperatives in Ecuador. 

He worked on energy efficiency projects with important funds providers of different 

financial institutions. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

                                                            
1  The views expressed in this paper are those of the author and do not necessarily reflect the view of the 

Cooperatives of the Americas or the Cooperative Confederation of Argentina. 
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Acronyms 

CLOCSAS Latin American Confederation of Water and Sanitation Community 

 Organizations 

FECOSE Federation of Service Cooperatives from Buenos Aires Province 

FENACOPEL  National Federation of Electric Cooperatives 

FUCAC Uruguayan Federation of Savings and Credit Cooperatives 

GW Gigawatt 

LEED Leadership in Energy & Environmental Design 

MW Megawatt 

OCSAS Water and Sanitation Community Organizations 

SDG Sustainable Development Goals 
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1. Introduction 

Cooperatives are democratic and participatory organizations that base their work on 

principles and values in which human beings and natural resources are prioritized over 

capital. In this sense, the 7th cooperative principle: “Concern for Community” positions 

Environmental Sustainability as a the mainstay for the development of new business 

models that create a balance in economic, social and environmental issues and allow 

cooperatives to face current challenges, such as the access to clean energy, high quality 

water sources and water security. In this context, the role of cooperatives is extremely 

important to improve citizens' quality of life, while preparing them to adapt and lessen 

the climate change. 

 

Between 2006 and 2016, in several Latin American countries and the Caribbean the 

electricity generation from renewable sources grew 48,6%, which represents 225.4 GW 

(including hydroelectric plants)2. This is due to the transition that the energy system is 

undergoing, with the aim of reducing the dependence on non-renewable energy resources 

such as oil, which is expected to be finished in the medium term. Moreover, the demand 

of energy for consumption is increasing, which has a negative effect on climate change. 

 

Furthermore, between 1990 and 2015, in Latin America and the Caribbean more than 200 

million people gained access to water and sanitation services, reaching the 95%; however, 

it is estimated that there are 34 million people without access to water, and 106 million 

people who do not have water for adequate sanitation3. 

 

Thus, these issues have certainly become key indicators for the cooperative sector to 

perform an important role in the development of alternatives that optimize access to 

energy and water, acting as a complement of political initiatives of governments, social 

responsibility of companies and the 2030 Agenda for a sustainable development put 

forward on September 2015 by the United Nations Assembly gathered in New York, in 

which the SDG 7 goals were established: Ensuring the access to affordable, reliable, 

sustainable and modern energy for all to meet specific goals such as access to energy, 

energy efficiency and emission reduction, as well as SDG 6: Ensuring availability and 

sustainable management of water and sanitation for all. 

 

Cooperatives are the most common form of citizen participatory projects for 

implementing energy and water access solutions worldwide. However, in Latin America 

and the Caribbean, this model remains limited due to the fact that in many cases there are 

                                                            
2 Subastas de Energía Renovable y Proyectos Ciudadanos Participativos. Author: Renewable Energy Policy 
Network for the 21st Century (REN21).  
3 América Latina y el Caribe: Agua y Saneamiento. Author: Inter-American Development Bank 

https://publications.iadb.org/handle/11319/7699  
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regulatory barriers, but also greater security in the investments of these projects.  

 

2. Energetic Cooperatives in Latin America and the Caribbean 

Community energy projects are commonly managed by a variety of participating actors, 

such as: citizens, local authorities, entrepreneurs and organizations, who follow 

institutional or business models, and who can also adopt different legal forms and 

organizational structures, including the Cooperatives approach, which is based on 

securing the total project’s investment through social capital and on decision-making 

according to the principle: “one member, one vote”. 

 

In comparison to the European and North American context, in Latin America this 

cooperative model has not expanded due to the existence of legal, technical and financial 

barriers. Despite the benefits this model brings, including local sustainable social and 

economic development, only in a few countries of the region did this model succeed. In 

Mexico, Peru and Venezuela there are cooperative laws for the energy sector; however, 

this model cannot be developed due to the barriers that electrical regulations create. By 

contrast, in countries such as Argentina and the Dominican Republic, the current 

legislation allows the development of the cooperative model. Moreover, in Bolivia, 

Colombia and Costa Rica there are laws focused on promoting cooperative participation. 

 

A leader of the cooperative model in the energy sector of Latin America is Argentina. 

According to the data provided by the Federación Argentina de Cooperativas de 

Electricidad y Otros Servicios Públicos, the beginning of this kind of model was in 1926, 

it currently comprises the 16% of the domestic market and it includes 500 electric 

cooperatives and more than one million of members.4 In 2016, the Government of Santa 

Fe created the Prosumidores Programme which consists in financing citizens who become 

producers apart from being just consumers, that is to say that they sell their surplus in the 

network. In 2013, a regulated tax was introduced and determined by the administration 

(“feed-in tariff”) for all projects of renewable energy. An example of cooperative is the 

city of Armstrong, which is located in Santa Fe. It has implemented a project of intelligent 

networks apart from promoting bioenergy projects. Actually, FECOSE together with the 

international investment group ENTORIA ENERGY promote the project: “Decentralized 

Generation of Cooperative Alternative Energies" for the development of photovoltaic 

plants in Buenos Aires province. Moreover, there are studies for the implementation of 

electric cooperatives that promote the production of wind energy in the south of Buenos 

Aires. 

 

Another leading country is Brazil, which since 2016 has provided financial incentives to 

                                                            
4 http://www.decoopchile.cl/cooperativas-de-energia-espejos-empanados-para-america-latina/  
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decentralized small-scale photovoltaic systems, to supply electricity to individuals and 

companies. 

 

According to the report: “Subastas de energía renovable y proyectos ciudadanos 

participativos: América Latina y el Caribe”, published in 2017, Costa Rica has also 

promoted the cooperative model with four cooperatives responsible of the nine percent 

of the domestic distribution and the six percent of the national power generation. All 

together, these cooperatives produce 400 MW generated in hydroelectric plants, and a 

small amount of projects of wind energy with a total amount of 200,000 member, they 

provide services to 400,000 customers and employ almost 2,000 workers5. 

In 2015 in Chile, the Comuna Energética government program was created to promote 

renewable energy projects under the cooperative model. To date, this program has eight 

projects in six municipalities benefiting 34 communities. Moreover, electric cooperatives 

operate in the country, which, in recent years, have experienced a growth in the number 

of customers, in the commercialized energy and in the extension of networks and 

facilities. According to the Federación Nacional de Cooperativas Eléctricas 

(FENACOPEL), the electric cooperatives’ union was founded in 1963, and it is made up 

of 7 cooperatives that are regulated and supervised by the Department of Cooperatives of 

the Ministry of Economy and by the Superintendence of Electricity and Fuels. Among all 

cooperatives, there are more than 61,000 members and 141,000 customers. The main 

demand is for homes consumption, schools, health services and irrigation systems in rural 

areas.6 Furthermore, in Chile the use of the sun as an energetic resource is becoming more 

important, so that by 2018 the creation of a solar cooperative in the Aysén region is 

envisaged with the aim of promoting self-consumption energy. People who have an 

interest in becoming part of this cooperative must be of legal age to associate with other 

citizens who have the same goal of promoting energy self-sufficiency, through concepts 

such as “net metering”, which will allow people to deduct from their consumption of their 

energy bills what they inject into the network with non-conventional renewable 

technologies. This project has the support of the Institute of Political Ecology and the 

Private Corporation for the development of Aysén (CODESA). 

 

  

                                                            
5 Subastas de Energía Renovable y Proyectos Ciudadanos Participativos América Latina y el Caribe. 

Author: REN21. 
6 http://www.futurorenovable.cl/el-crecimiento-de-las-cooperativas-electricas-en-chile/  
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3. Energetic Cooperatives in Latin America and the Caribbean 

According to CLOCSAS, there are 36 millions of people in Latin America and the 

Caribbean who still do not have access to drinking water, and 106 millions who lack any 

form of sanitation7. That is why the promotion of the SDG 6 nowadays is a bigger 

challenge, since water and sanitation services must be available, accessed, safe and 

affordable to everyone without discrimination. 

 

In this context, cooperatives have become a key actor for the contribution of solutions 

regarding access to drinking water and sanitation services, apart from encouraging the 

development of community organizations that need to access to this resource. Community 

organizations are made up of people or associations that make contributions, manage and 

raise money by means of their participation, work and donations in order to manage a 

community water system8. Among the main features distinguishing this kind of 

organizations, we can mention: its orientation on values, solidarity, democratic 

participation, they also follow regulations and principles, pursuit goals and are conceived 

as non-profit organizations. 

 

Today, the biggest cooperative in the world providing drinking water is SAGUAPAC, 

located in Santa Cruz de la Sierra - Bolivia. It has 183,000 connections supplying 1.2 

million of people9. In Santa Cruz de la Sierra Municipality, there also co-exist other 10 

peri-urban cooperatives providing running water services, of which three of them supply 

more than 50,000 inhabitants, and the other seven between 10,000 and 30,000 people 

each one. They all share a single aquifer that supplies water to the population, which is 

facing a risk of pollution due to the shortage of the sewerage system, apart from increasing 

territorial conflicts and low managerial indicators in peri-urban cooperatives. 

 

In Bolivia water cooperatives emerged in the 90s due to the crisis of privatization of 

services. They located mainly in the districts of Santa Cruz, Sucre and Tarija. Water 

cooperatives follow principles of transparency, sustainability and social control. Besides, 

the legal status of the institution as well as the quality of the service provided is regulated 

by the Authority of Social Control of Water and Sanitation (AAPS). Cooperatives are 

sponsors of the Water Law “Water for Life” which is based on constitutional principles 

to promote free access to water for human consumption and agricultural production. 

 

In the case of Chile, water cooperatives emerged in 1964, and nowadays they are about 

1,500 around the whole country. Their business model for the supply of drinking water is 

public-community, and its management is socially oriented towards their beneficiaries. 

                                                            
7 Proceedings of the 7th Latin American Meeting of Community Management of Water, Mexico, 2017. 
8 Rolando Marín, President CLOCSAS 2014. 
9 Cooperatives and the Sustainable Development Goals 2015. 
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These community organizations, technically known as OCSAS in Latin America, supply 

drinking water to more than a million and a half of inhabitants of rural towns and manage 

their own resources. They have a regulatory framework apart from accounting and 

administrative regulations made by the Cooperatives Department under Ministry of 

Economy, which is in charge of the promotion and supervision of their actions. The 

financial revenue that these cooperatives generate is invested in local support institutions 

such as schools of welfare services for their members and families, as well as to increase 

voluntary reserves or to pay social capital interests.  

 

Moreover, the number or water and sanitation cooperatives registered in Argentina is the 

highest of Latin America. These cooperatives emerged in the 70s, and most of them are 

located in the interior of Buenos Aires Province, Córdoba, Santa Fe. Their main goal is 

to meet the needs of their members and of the communities that have no access to 

resources such as: water, electricity, and telephones. It is well known that Argentina is 

facing important challenges in the sector of drinking water and sanitation supply, 

including low coverage with a high level of service provision for their level of income 

and poor quality of services. Despite this, water cooperatives supply to the 11% of the 

population and have about 9 millions of members. Besides they create 500,000 jobs and 

account for almost the 10% of the Country’s Gross Domestic Product. A large part of 

these cooperatives is located in rural areas and in small and medium sized towns away 

from large urban areas in order to promote the economic and social development of these 

regions. Regarding sanitation, Argentina has a weakness in the wastewater collection 

systems, which are not enough to manage increasing flows. In some provinces’ capitals, 

most part of wastewater is treated. However, in Buenos Aires and Rosario, the treatment 

does not reach the country’s average and this causes serious problems in the environment. 

 

4. Role of Savings and Credit Cooperatives in water and electricity management 

Savings and credit cooperatives have environmental sustainability in their DNA, since 

they recognize that they are responsible for direct or indirect environmental impacts 

caused by their activity. For that reason in 2009 the Cooperative Green Pact initiative was 

established, sponsored by the International Cooperative Alliance with the purpose of 

promoting an efficient management of natural resources such as water and energy by 

means of Eco-Efficiency programs. Moreover, it was also intended to encourage the 

development of financial products oriented to promote a green economy focused on a 

new cooperative model based on environmental sustainability. 

 

In Latin America, several savings and credit cooperatives have adhered to the Cooperative 

Green Pact in order to reduce the carbon footprint, to encourage the culture of ecology 

and respect for nature. At the same time, other cooperatives have done this to mobilize 

resources in favor of the Sustainable Development Goals, focusing on areas such as 
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energy and water. In order to do this, they channel private funds directed to this kind of 

sustainable activities. 

 

A concrete example of savings and credit cooperative that is currently promoting 

environmental sustainability is FUCAC. Since 2012, they have shown a reduction of the 

20% of electric energy consumption on winter months. Within its facilities, this 

cooperative has eco-efficient equipment such as luminaries and air conditioned. Besides, 

they are introducing LEED certification criteria in the design. 

 

FUCAC is also committed to the introduction of sustainability into its mission in order to 

offer its clients financial services that promote sustainable projects and enterprises. That 

is why it carried out environmental impact assessment on credits granted to companies. 

 

Other remarkable sustainability activities carried out by FUCAC are: paper recycling, 

raising member awareness, promotion of environment friendly projects and awarding 

green management companies.10 

 

On the other part, International Cooperative Alliance has made available for the global 

cooperative sector the technological platform COOPSFOR2030 with the purpose of 

providing more knowledge about SDG and encouraging cooperatives to commit 

themselves to contribute to the achievement of the SDG related to the protection of the 

environment. At this platform there can be found several examples that are 

complementary to the ones mentioned in this document, which are part of the thematic 

area: Cooperatives in the natural resources management: water and energy. 

 

 

Translated by Tania Giacomelli 

 for Abrapalabra Linguistic Services Cooperative 

                                                            
10 Sostenibilidad Ambiental Cooperativa, Cinco Experiencias Cooperativas en América Latina, Autor: 

Cooperativa de las Américas. 
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