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THE COOPERATIVE MOVEMENT AND FAMILY FARMING: 

CONTRIBUTIONS OF THE SECTOR AND CHALLENGES 
 

 
Abstract:  The associative cooperative model presents favorable characteristics for the 

family farming (FF) segment to increase its business efficiency, the equity in decision 

making, the distribution of benefits among members, and suitable conditions for rural 

innovation. In spite of that, there are still issues that hinder the inclusion of FF into the 

movement, such as the improvement of the legislation, a stronger  role of the state in the 

promotion of the cooperative model and in the provision of instruments for development, 

financing and capitalization; the improvement of statistics and registration of 

cooperatives, technical assistance and institutional strengthening, the development of 

skills to maximize the impact on public policies that are relevant to the sector, production 

innovation, business and management development, among others. 
 
 
 

This paper has been prepared by the FAO Regional Office for Latin America and the 

Caribbean, in the context of a joint project with the Specialized Meeting on Family 

Farming of MERCOSUR (REAF) and the Network of Agricultural Cooperatives of the 

International Co-operative Alliance for the Americas (ICA Americas) regarding the issue 

of the cooperative movement and family farming. 

In view of that and considering that the FAO rules of protocol for official publications 

have not been followed, this text is only a discussion paper for the meeting of agricultural 

cooperatives to be held during the V Cooperative Summit of the Americas, “The 

Cooperative Movement at a Time of Global Challenges.” 
 

 
 

Author1: Paper written by Alberto Ramírez, consulting professional, and revised by Luiz 

Carlos Beduschi, Officer of the Office of Rural Territorial Development Policy of the 

FAO Regional Office for Latin America and the Caribbean, and Lautaro Viscay, 

Technical Secretary of REAF. 

I. Introduction 
 
 

The objectives of this paper, prepared for the V Cooperative Summit of the Americas, 

“the cooperative movement at a time of global challenges”, are to make a brief description 

of the contributions of the cooperative model to the Family Farming (FF) segment and to 

discuss the challenges and gaps that prevent this segment, essential for the Latin American 

rural world, from adhering to the cooperative movement in full. 

 
 

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

Cooperatives of the Americas or the Co-operative Confederation of the Argentine Republic. 
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Out of the more than the 133.5 thousand cooperatives in the continent, almost 34 thousand 

belong to the forestry, agriculture and livestock sector. 
 
 
 

Table 1. Number and distribution of agricultural or rural development cooperatives in 

Latin America and the Caribbean 2 

 

 
 
 
 

SUBREGION 

 
 
 
TOTAL COOPERATIVES 

 

 
AGRICULTURAL OR RURAL 

DEVELOPMENT 

COOPERATIVES 

PERCENTAGE CORRESPONDING TO 

AGRICULTURAL OR RURAL 

DEVELOPMENT COOPERATIVES OVER 

THE TOTAL NUMBER OF 

COOPERATIVES 
SOUTH AMERICA 87.267 16.888 19.4% 

CENTRAL AMERICA 34.493 10.778 31.2% 

THE CARIBBEAN 11.809 6.083 51.5% 

TOTAL 133.569 33.749 25.3% 

Counting the members of all the types of cooperatives, there are almost 50 million 

cooperative members in all Latin America. Out of the total, 12.8 % belongs to the 

agricultural cooperative sector. 

Without a doubt, the attempt to express in numbers the regional dimension of the 

movement is the main challenge of whoever wants to analyze it. The reasons are varied, 

but the main one is that there has not been enough investment for the creation of detailed 

records, database updates and, of course, conducting cooperative census in the countries 

of the region, except for some countries. 

As regards FF cooperatives, the situation is even more negative, considering that only 

some countries know the exact number of cooperatives belonging to this category. An 

example of this is what happens in the countries of MERCOSUR, in which accurate 

statistics are scarce: 
 

2 Sources of information: South America AR: National Institute of Social Economy (INAES). 2008; BO: National Cooperative 

Assessment of Bolivia. National Confederation of Cooperatives of Bolivia (CONCOBOL); BR: Lopes de Freitas, Márcio. 2012. 

Organization of Cooperatives of Brazil (OCB); CH: National Directory of Cooperatives, DECOOP (2014).; COL: Agricultural 

Cooperative Sector of Colombia. Observatory of the Confederation of Colombian Cooperatives. 2008; EC: Sub Office of Social and 

Solidarity Economy, Ministry of Social and Economic Inclusion of Ecuador; UY: National Census of Cooperatives and Rural 

Development Associations, 2008; PY: Categorization of Cooperatives, 2011, National Institute of Cooperativism (INCOOP); PE: 

Ministry of Production, 2010. ILO, 2012; VEN: Cooperative Census, 2006, National Institute of Statistics and the National 

Cooperative Supervisory Institute (SUNACOOP). In the case of Venezuela, the registered cooperatives are the ones considered active 

in relation to production. The sum of the “active ones, but without production” amounts to 47,993. 

Central America and the Caribbean: CR: III National Cooperative Census: Situation of the Cooperative Movement in Costa Rica. 

2008. National Institute for Cooperative Development. 2008; ES: Inventory of Production Cooperatives in El Salvador. Central 

American Bank for Economic Integration (CABEI). 2009; MX: Social Development Fund of the Federal District Government, 

National Institute of Statistics and Geography (INEGI), 2009; GUA: Statistics of the Cooperative Sector. National Institute of 

Cooperatives (INACOP). 2010; HN: Cooperatives of Honduras and their Institutions for Inclusion (2002 a 2004). Central Bank of 

Honduras; PN: Panamanian Autonomous Cooperative Institute; NI: (1) Number of cooperatives retrieved from: Inventory of 

Production Cooperatives in Nicaragua. CABEI. 2009. (2) No. of cooperative members: Assessment of the Social Economy Sector in 

Nicaragua. International Co-operative Alliance for the Americas (ICA), 2007; BE: CABEI. Inventory of Production Cooperatives. 

2009; CU: No. of cooperatives: Socioeconomic Panorama of Cuba, 2011. National Office of Statistics and Information. 2008, No. of 

cooperative members: Cooperatives Under the New Cuban Economic Model, 2012. C. Piñeiro; Jamaica: Department of Co-

cooperatives and Friendly Societies (DCFS), Annual Report 2008-2009, Ministry of Industry, Investment &Commerce (MIIC) of 

Jamaica; RD: Inventory of the Rural Financial Entities in the Dominican Republic. CABEI, 2008. 
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Table 2. Cooperatives belonging to the Family Farming (FF) segment in 

Latin American countries.3 

 
 
 
 

REGION AND COUNTRY 

 

 
NUMBER OF 

FF 

COOPERATIVE

S 

 

 
NUMBER OF FF 

COOPERATIVE 

MEMBERS 

Argentina -- 97.600 

Brazil 1.173 -- 

Chile 54  
Paraguay -- 6.409 

 
II. The Contributions 

The multiple benefits of the cooperative model for family farming workers regarding 

production and commercialization are well known and have been described in full. Two 

words that summarize the contributions to society of this model of corporate management 

are EQUITY and EFFICIENCY. 

The global scenario is a challenging and complex one, with a tendency to exclude FF 

workers from the current agri-food value chains. The sustained process of opening up the 

market takes place under a vertical, concentrated and competitive economic model with 

respect to the organization of the production chains. The aspirations of this sector to 

include their agri-food products are becoming much more complex as a consequence of 

that model. However, the cooperative movement, as one of the most remarkable 

expressions of the social and solidarity economy, is an alternative for the integration of 

the most neglected productive sectors into the process of globalization, especially as a 

mechanism that allows for a better distribution of income inside the value chain, and that 

advances towards the eradication of poverty and inequality in rural areas. 

In most of the countries of the region, the socioeconomic profile of FF cooperative 

members, taking into account the average production area and the gross annual income, 

does not seem to qualify them as potential “clients” for other processes of integration. In 

view of this situation, cooperatives have given their members the place to express 

themselves, to commercialize their products, to learn, to acquire supplies and to access 

credits and other services. In that sense, cooperativism is not only an efficient business 

model, but also a truly prevailing alternative for socioeconomic inclusion. This is 

especially the case of countries that show high rates of economic growth and are in need 

of collective instruments to continue the process of social mobility of their citizens, which 

will reduce the inequality gap. 
 
 
 
 

3  Source: Serón,  F.  2015.  FAMILY FARMING COOPERATIVES (FF) IN 

MEMBER COUNTRIES OF MERCOSUR 

http://www.reafmercosul.org/component/k2/.../208_22d5d9fd0255da62d209cf0722f24a94  
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In terms of its contributions to food and nutrition 
security (FNS), a high percentage of the food 
produced in Latin America and the Caribbean 
comes from FF. For example, in Central America, 

this sector produces more than 70% of the food4.  
The same occurs in other countries outside the 
region, such as the USA, where 84% of the food is 

produced by FF5. 

In this context, the cooperative movement is one 

of the ways to achieve food security in the 

continent, while also solving problems that come 

up in the food markets, since it arises as an ad-hoc 

model for this production segment. 
 
 
 

III. The Challenges 

However, for all that to succeed, there are still 

some challenges that the cooperative sector has to 

face in relation to FNS, the rural world and gaps so 

that the FF segment can fully and massively adhere 

to the cooperative model. Some of them are 

mentioned below. 

1. Legislation 

One clear and decisive option for countries is the 

establishment of specific legal frameworks in 

favor of cooperativism. There should be a 

tendency towards writing Laws and rules that 

foster the rapid creation and functioning of 

cooperatives.  Said legal arrangements should not 

be confined to legislation related to the creation 

and management of cooperatives, but rather also 

include other complementary legal frameworks 

such as: 

COOPERATIVES SUPPLY 

NATIONAL MARKETS IN 

SUSTAINABLE WAYS 

 
THE CASE OF COLUN, 

AGRICULTURAL AND DAIRY UNION 

COOPERATIVE LIMITED, CHILE 1 

 
It was formed in 1949 with the goal of creating 

a cooperative for the processing and 

commercialization of milk in the market, as 

well as providing supplies and services to its 

members. Nowadays, COLUN has 730 

members, and none of them can have more 

than 10.5% of the total property. It has the 

largest plant of dairy products of Chile. A wide 

range of products are processed in there, such 

as different types of cheese, butter, fluid milk 

and manjar, among the most important ones.  

Moreover, during the last years, it has spread 

nationwide with the production of fresh 

products such as yogurt and quesillo, which 

used to only be distributed in the south of the 

country. 

COLUN has become the main dairy industry at 

the national level. In 2017, it produced 1,132 

million liters of fluid milk, which represents 

27.6% of the total national production of that 

year. 
2. Though this cooperative allocates part of its 

production to the export of dairy products, its 

main market continues to be the national one. 

Therefore, its role in the production of part of 

the 2.2 million liters that the Chilean people 

consume is undoubtedly relevant. In addition, 

the technological advances made allow for the 

distribution of a high-quality product. 

 
1 Information retrieved from the COLUN 

Official Website on May 21, 2017. 

http://www.colun.cl/quienes_somos/indicador 

es.html. 
2 Milk Bulletin. 2017. Office of Agricultural 

Studies and Policies (ODEPA). Government of 

Chile. En http://www.odepa.gob.cl/wp- 

content/uploads/2018/01/Boletin-de-la-leche- 

2017.pdf 

 
4  UNECLAC/FAO/IICA. (2013). Perspectives on Agriculture and Rural Development in the Americas. Executive Summary. In: 

http://repiica.iica.int/docs/b3165e/b3165e.pdf 

 
5FAO. 2014. Family Farmers: Feed the World, Care for the Planet. In http://www.fao.org/docrep/019/mj760s/mj760s.pdf. 
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- Ensure actions with the force of law that support their formation, as well as its 

functioning in the market (financing, technical assistance, access to markets, 

among others). 

- Management (institutional strengthening and professionalization). 

- Tax benefits to cooperatives (general income or tax laws). 

- Formulating a new generation of promotion policies that foster the creation of 

social learning processes. An example of this is the program of public purchases 

from family farming of the Brazilian School Feeding Program. Since 2009, the 

law determines that 30% of food purchases at the national level should be made 

from family farming. This is a business opportunity that promotes cooperativism, 

turning it into an organizational model that enables the sector to face this challenge 

of the market. 
 
 
 

2. Stance Regarding State Institutions and Instruments for the Development 

of the Cooperative Movement 

The socioeconomic role of the cooperative movement is widely known by public agents, 

but there are institutional shortcomings at the moment of giving specific support to 

cooperative processes.  There is still an important gap in terms of the presence of 

instruments of public policies aiming at its promotion, especially regarding training and 

investment.   There are still countries in the region that do not have public institutions 

dedicated to the promotion of the model, but rather dedicate themselves only to 

registration and oversight due to the scarce resources and the field of action stipulated by 

the law.  One example of the contributions that these institutions can make is the case of 

the National Cooperative Institute of Uruguay (INACOOP), a non-state entity under 

public law and created by the law that has funding available  for cooperative promotion, 

development, research and education, among others6. 

3. Statistics and the Registration of Cooperatives 

In general terms, all the countries in the region have some type of state institutions in 

charge of carrying out a statistical monitoring of the national cooperative movement.  

Most of them are offices inside the Ministries of Economy, Cooperative Institutes or 

National Institutes of Statistics. However, the information available to cooperatives 

associated with the rural field is still “hidden” inside statistics that, in general, are 

organized according to production sectors. There is also a network of national 

nongovernmental cooperative organizations (federations and confederations) that provide 

important information of their members. 

 
 
 
 

6 Source: http://www.inacoop.org.uy/institucional/ 
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The Challenge of the 

Integration of Vulnerable 

Sectors 

The Panamanian Case. 
 

According to statistics provided by the 

Panamanian Autonomous Cooperative 

Institute (IPACOOP), by the year 2010, 

Panama had a total amount of 522 

cooperative companies belonging to all 

fields..  Out of them, 42 have an active 

role in indigenous territories, making 

contributions to the integration of sectors 

historically marginalized from the rural 

and economic development processes. As 

regards gender, although out of the total 

number of members of all kinds of 

cooperatives 50.3% are women, the 

challenge is to reach those numbers in 

rural and agricultural cooperatives, 

where women involvement 

1 Panamanian Autonomous Cooperative Institute 

(IPACOOP). 2010. Reports of the Quarterly 

Provincial Cooperative Assessment. Source: 

https://www.aciamericas.coop/IMG/pdf/est_panam 

a.pdf 

 

A special mention should be made with regard to 

the existence of cooperative records in most of the 

countries of the region, which facilitates the 

contact with institutions in a relatively fluid way. 

However, in most of the countries there is no 

updated record of the situation of cooperatives. In 

fact, census or cooperative inventories are only 

available in some cases. 

4. Instruments for Financing and 

Capitalization 

One of the central needs of agri-food and FF 

cooperatives is the access to financing. This issue, 

which has not been sufficiently developed yet, 

presents three possible solutions related to the 

innovation of financing and support instruments 

coming from 

(i) the private sector, (ii) state institutions and 

(iii) the cooperative movement itself, namely, the 

savings and credit sector. As regards the latter, in 

2015 in Panama, during the XIX Regional 

Conference of Cooperatives of the Americas7, the 

need to establish relationships inside the 

cooperative movement to solve that type of 

problems emerged as a challenge. The goal was to 

develop processes of mutual cooperation inside the 

movement. 

5. Technical Assistance and Institutional Strengthening 

In many Latin American countries, there are still important training needs, especially in 

the technical and productive field.   In most of the cases, the training to which members 

can have access is financed by external support entities, such as state institutions, 

cooperative federations, NGOs and international cooperation organizations.  The 

challenge remains that those training processes be carried out, at least partially, by the 

cooperatives themselves, therefore promoting an active involvement in the issue and 

internalizing it as part of the organization policies and practices.   
 
 
 
 
 

7CONCLUSIONS OF THE XIX REGIONAL CONFERENCE OF COOPERATIVES OF THE AMERICAS“Closing gaps towards the 2020 vision”. In 

http://www.aciamericas.coop/squelettes/conferencia2015/ConclusionesPanama2015.pdf 
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One powerful example of this is the case of the Agricultural Technological Center in 

Paraguay (CETAPAR), a research station located near Ciudad del Este. It provides 

specialized technical services for the production and sale of improved seeds, soil and 

plants analysis, the training of agricultural technicians, extension activities in its 

experimental field, research and tests. CETAPAR is managed by a Foundation whose 

directorate is made up of federations of the cooperative movement of Paraguay8. 

Another relevant issue is the need of support in technical training for members in the 

management area, and the acknowledgment of the changes in the local and global 

scenarios that affect the agricultural sector. 

As regards institutional strengthening, it is necessary to look for mechanisms for the 

development of collective business management, administration processes, monitoring, 

transparency and management, among others. 
 
 
 

6. The Integration of Vulnerable Sectors 

The inclusion in the cooperative movement of certain social groups like women, youth 

and native peoples is a pressing need. These process must be supported by public policies 

that allow for and promote cooperativism, as well as the socioeconomic integration of 

these sectors.  There are countries where the involvement of women in rural cooperatives 

is very low.  For example, in Central America in some countries the cooperative 

movement includes only one woman for every 100 men9. This integration, aiming at 

gender equality, should also take place at the power and decision-making levels of 

primary and secondary cooperatives. 
 
 
 

7. The Participation in Public Policies Directed towards the Agri-food and 

Rural Sector 

The involvement of the agricultural cooperative movement in policy-making for the 

sector should be encouraged through the generation of more formal instances of 

communication with public institutions. The sector should always be present in the 

agenda of public-policy discussions. One possible way to do this is to legally strengthen, 

facilitate and foster the creation of cooperative federations and unions with the political 

representation of each sector. 
 

 
8 Source: https://www.jica.go.jp/paraguay/espanol/activities/c8h0vm0000ccs175-att/activity21_02.pdf 

 

9CABEI. (2009). Inventories of cooperatives for Panama, Costa Rica, Belize, Honduras, Nicaragua, El Salvador, Guatemala y the 

Dominican Republic. Tegucigalpa. Central American Bank for Economic Integration. 
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8. The Inclusion of New Activities in the 

Sector 

Considering that the cooperative movement is a 

powerful instrument for socioeconomic 

development, it is necessary to focus on the 

inclusion in the movement of production activities 

that are not generally visible in social demands, such 

as agritourism, craftwork, rural tourism, artisanal 

fishing, among others. 

9. Strengthening Strategic Links with other 

Forms of Social and Solidarity Economy 

It is necessary that the cooperative movement 

fosters public and economic relationships with other 

forms of social and solidarity economy. Many of 

them are new ones, such as B Corps, social 

enterprises, cooperatives belonging to other sectors 

like consumer cooperatives, etc. 
 
 
 

10. Technology, Process and Management 

Innovation 

Technical and technological innovation is a 

challenge itself, which, if achieved, provides a way 

to consolidate processes able to include new forms 

of conducting cooperative production and 

management processes. The fields in which 

innovation becomes necessary are varied: technical 

and productive processes, market intelligence and 

administrative management, to mention a few. 

One of the remaining challenges related to this issue 

is the significant gap in the use of ICTs made by 

cooperatives. In Central American countries, for 

example, more than 70% of agricultural or livestock 

cooperatives do not have digital systems to manage 

the business10.

 

INNOVATION IN 

COOPERATIVES 

The Case of Central America and the 

Caribbean 
 

A study carried out in 2008 by the Central 

American Bank for Economic Integration 

(CABEI) analyzed a total of 398 primary and 

secondary cooperatives in all the countries of 

the region. The study showed that, on average, 

74.75% of the survey institutions did not use 

computer systems for management control, 

including management accounting, production 

management, etcetera. This sheds light on the 

fact that the use of technology for cooperative 

development is still a pending issue. 

However, the same study also found that the 

crops for export like cacao and coffee have a 

strong penetration in fair trade and organic 

farming, which means that this is an innovation 

in the market field. 

An outstanding example is the case of the 

Dominican Republic, where the largest part of 

the coffee production generated by cooperatives 

goes to fair trade (49.5%) and to the organic 

food market (9.6%).   With respect to cacao, 

almost the entire production goes to fair trade 

(89.94%). Also, the cacao produced is, in most 

of the cases, organic cacao (98.69%)1. 

1CABEI (2009). Inventories of cooperatives for 

Panama, Costa Rica, Belize, Honduras, Nicaragua, El 

Salvador, Guatemala y the Dominican Republic. 

Tegucigalpa. Central American Bank for Economic 

Integration. 

 
 
 
 

10 CABEI. (2009). Op.Cit. 
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This is, undoubtedly, a weak point at the moment of implementing efficient 

administration processes. 

One of the ways to trigger innovation processes seems to be the relationship of FF 

cooperatives with state research and development systems. 

The International Co-operative Alliance (ICA) mentions in its “Blueprint for a Co-

operative Decade”11 that innovation should also come from the management sector, 

including this element into their strategy to achieve model sustainability. An example of 

this is the need to introduce new models for the management of cooperatives that reflect 

the cooperative democratic values. Another innovative element is the implementation of 

mechanisms for the non-economic valuation of results, such as the application of the 

“Social Return on Investment” (SROI) method. 

11. Access to New Markets 

Organic food markets, fair trade and e-commerce are some of the market innovations that 
could be interesting for family farming cooperatives.  Nonetheless, the degree of adoption 
of these methodologies is still very low. For example, in Central American countries, they 
are applied in no more than 15% of the staple products considered essential for food 

security12. 

Although it is true that there has been a gradual increase in the number of rural 

cooperatives that have exports as a target market due to consumers’ needs, this is not an 

achievable goal for every cooperative. 

Regarding this aspect, the relationship and integration that there should be between the 

agricultural and consumer sectors is crucial. 
 
 
 

12. Tax Incentives 

Finally, another domestic issue often debated in countries is the concern about tax 

incentives or exemptions for cooperatives. This form of corporate business governance 

should be tangibly encouraged due to its socioeconomic role in the equitable distribution 

of income. 
 

 
 
 
 
 

11 International Co-operative Alliance (2013). Op.Cit. 
 

12 CABEI. (2009). Op.Cit. 
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In the context of MERCOSUR, the different tax categories susceptible to those benefits 

are:  A) wealth tax; b) income tax, and c) transaction tax. 
 
 
 

IV. Conclusions 

Successfully overcoming the challenges that the Latin American cooperative movement 

is facing, a combination of efforts coming from state entities is necessary, with  a set of 

policies aiming at the development and promotion of cooperatives, as well as the creation 

of suitable conditions for social inclusion. All of the above should be built through agreed 

upon communication channels and trigger processes inside the movement itself to 

improve cooperatives, with the clear intention of changing and innovating. Only then will 

it be possible to consolidate the cooperative movement as a key agent for the development 

of family farming in Latin America. 

 

Translated by Rocío Piñero 

for Abrapalabra Linguistic Services Cooperative 
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