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ARGUMENTS AND METHODOLOGIES FOR 

CONTINENTAL INTEGRATION 

Abstract: The V Cooperative Summit of the Americas invites us to debate “the strategies 

for cooperative integration as part of social and solidarity economy and for the dialog 

among the different social actors so that the regional cooperative movement can 

contribute to the construction of a sustainable development model”. In that context, the 

following reflections aim at sharing ideas and elements for the discussion based on the 

experience and the vision of the Argentine cooperative movement. Even though 

cooperative integration is a term of reference in our values and principles, especially the 

sixth one, we understand that it is necessary to reflect on the reasons that must move us 

towards continental cooperative integration at this time in our history, and the ways to 

do so. 
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ARGUMENTS 

 

1. The Need that the Objectives of the Charter of the OAS Be 

Reassumed: Economic Cooperation as a Basis for Peace. 

The Charter of the Organization of American States (OAS), signed in 1967, establishes 

among its principles that “social justice and social security are bases of lasting peace”, 

and that “economic cooperation is essential for the common welfare and prosperity of the 

peoples of the continent” (Art. 3). 

Together with the Charter of the United Nations (UN), adopted in 1948, it is part of the 

international treaties signed after the tough learning experience that humanity went 

through after two world wars: it is necessary to uphold the social rights of all human 

beings as a foundation for achieving peace. There is no peace without integral 

development, which is a concept that, in OAS terms, “encompasses the economic, social, 

educational, cultural, scientific and technological fields” (Art. 30). 

Achieving integral development is not only the responsibility of each state. As stated 

under Article 31: “Inter-American cooperation for integral development is the common 

and joint responsibility of the Member States, within the framework of the democratic 

principles and the institutions of the inter-American system”. 

This institutional frame was then improved in multiple inter-American treaties, such as 

the American Convention on Human Rights (the Pact of San José, Costa Rica), signed  
 

 

1 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 Co-operative Confederation of Argentina. 
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in 1969, or the Protocol of San Salvador of 1988, which both go in the same direction. 

That is, there is a history of a least 49 years of inter-American treaties that aim at turning 

the Americas into a peaceful region, understanding that “the true significance of 

American solidarity and good neighborliness can only mean the consolidation on this 

continent, within the framework of democratic institutions, of a system of individual 

liberty and social justice based on respect for the essential rights of man” (Preamble of 

the Charter). 

Unfortunately, we are now witnesses of enormous setbacks about these treaties. The 

expressions of chauvinism and warmongering are commonplace. In our continent, the 

worst example of this tendency is the wall that the US Government wants to build in its 

border with Mexico. 

The cooperative movement must be clear on this: every appeal to self-development at the 

expense of the exclusion of others and every measure leading to misery and violence in 

less-developed peoples violates international standards and threatens peace. 

Therefore, Cooperatives of the Americas, within the framework of the LXVI ordinary 

meeting of its Administrative Council Board, held in the city of Panama in February 2017, 

stated that it: 

repudiates the construction of the wall on the US-Mexico border as an 

ostensible sign of a xenophobic, racist and warmongering policy that 

promotes discrimination and protects the concentration of economic power 

in one territory to the detriment of global sustainable development. 

It also called upon all States parties:  

to fully respect the commitments made in the Universal Declaration of 

Human Rights, and the Charters of the United Nations and the OAS, in 

particular to the commitment to join efforts to ensure that international 

social justice prevails in their relations and for their peoples to achieve 

integral development, as indispensable conditions for peace and security. 

In this line of work, it is necessary that the cooperative movement appropriates the Charter 

of the OAS mandate in favor of international cooperation as an instrument for 

development and peace in the region: It must promote international cooperation as a 

primary responsibility of the States parties of the Charter and must ensure that cooperative 

enterprises and their integration bodies become vehicles for such international 

cooperation. 
 

2. The Need to Strengthen Latin American Integration on the basis 

of Integration Projects Driven by the Civil Society 

The different countries that make up the American continent are very heterogeneous in 

terms of their level of development and geopolitical weight. This inequality is 

acknowledged in the Charter of the OAS. 

In its Article 44, the States parties agree that “technical and financial cooperation that 

seeks to promote regional economic integration should be based on the principles of 

harmonious, balanced, and efficient development, with particular attention to the  
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relatively less-developed countries”. And in Article 42, they recognized that: 

the integration of the developing countries of the Hemisphere is one of the 

objectives of the inter-American system and, therefore, shall orient their 

efforts and take the necessary measures to accelerate the integration 

process, with a view to establishing a Latin American common market in 

the shortest possible time. 

In other words, from its very foundational moment, the OAS agreed on the need to 

integrate the Latin American subregion as part of the process directed towards generating 

favorable conditions for the development of the continent. 

On that road, multiple integration processes have taken place in the different subareas. 

For example, in the last decades the foundations of the Southern Common Market 

(Mercosur, for its Spanish acronym) in 1988 and, more recently, the Union of South 

American Nations (Unasur, for its Spanish acronym) have gained special importance for 

Argentina. 

In the case of Mercosur, its birth was the consequence of the return to democracy in the 

region after decades of military governments and extreme political instability. 

Unfortunately, this integration process has been influenced by the ups and downs in 

politics and particularly by the macroeconomic difficulties that affected each one of the 

economies that belong to this international organization. Nowadays, it is an experience 

that subsists with a marginal presence in the current agenda of the regional governments. 

More striking has been the cycle of birth, peak, and crisis of Unasur. In 2004, with the 

participation of the main South American countries, and considering the great ideological 

diversity of their governments, this body was born as a very ambitious program that, 

together with the specific objectives of energetic, infrastructure, financial and production 

integration, also aimed at the “consolidation of a South American identity by means of 

the progressive recognition of rights to the residents of each member state in any of the 

other member states, with the goal of achieving a South American citizenship”. 

In April 2018, barely 14 years after, Argentina, Chile, Brazil, Colombia, Paraguay, and 

Peru announced the “indefinite suspension of their participation” in Unasur. They left, in 

an almost agonizing situation, an organization that used to have a remarkable role in the 

defense of autonomy and political stability of the subregion. 

Inside of the cooperative movement, we need to respect those political processes that are 

led by the governments of the states parties that form each supranational organization. 

However, it is necessary to mention our enormous concern for theses setbacks affecting 

the economic, political and institutional framework in which we develop our projects. 

It is extremely difficult to imagine those continental integration process of the social and 

solidarity economy in the context of disconnected economies, divergent regulatory 

frameworks and volatile diplomatic relationships that are unable to consolidate regional 

integration as a state policy. 

The absence of political costs for the governments involved in these unpredictable 

integration processes is noteworthy. It gives us the impression that for the citizens in each 

nation these issues are unfamiliar, unrelated to their concrete needs. 

Analyzing this is fundamental to understand the weakness of Latin American integration, 

mailto:member@aciamericas.coop
mailto:internacionales@cooperar.coop


DISCUSSION PAPER 
3.1 SSE Integration in the Face of Global Challenges: 

Umbrella Organizations of the National Cooperative Movements, 
SSE Integration, and Cross-Sectoral Communication 

A. Guarco, E. Form, R. López, J. Orbaiceta & C. Basañes 

4 

Paseo Colón 38, 6th Floor, Office 6-10, San José, Costa Rica 
+506 40203540 member@aciamericas.coop 

Ecuador 374, Buenos Aires, Argentina 
+5411 2113 2107 internacionales@cooperar.coop 

 

 

and to reflect on the contributions the cooperative movement needs to work on. 

The civil society has had a marginal participation in regional integration. It has often been 

an issue for governments and not for the peoples. 

Mercosur has an Advisory Economic and Social Forum that intends to include the voices 

of the business and union sectors, and other organizations of the civil society. The 

cooperative movement has been part of that space from the beginning, from where it has 

promoted the formation of the Specialized Meeting of Mercosur Cooperatives (RECM, 

by its Spanish acronym) in 2001, where the representative organizations of cooperativism 

participate in tandem with their respective national promotion institutions. 

After 17 years, we have been able to achieve very little, though. We have not achieved 

significant goals in terms of the convergence of the national legislation, nor regarding tax 

issues, and in no way the coordination of actions to promote the integration of cooperative 

value chains at the regional level. 

Of course, the effort has not been in vain. The exchange of information that all this has 

made possible should be mentioned, as well as the generation of interinstitutional ties that 

have contributed to supporting the diversity of projects of the movement in the region. 

Also, we have continued working to achieve our so postponed Mercosur cooperative 

statute, which would allow us to create cross-border cooperatives. But this is far away 

from the expectations we had seventeen years ago. 

This weak experience of cooperativism in Mercosur is representative of the minor 

importance that the civil society has had in the different integration processes. 

If the civil society does not assume through their independent organizations a more 

important role in the regional integration process, we will then continue being 

subordinated to the ups and downs of intergovernmental disagreements, and everything 

indicates they will continue existing in this historical conjuncture. 

The cooperative movement, in communication with the rest of the social and solidarity 

economy movements, and with the rest of the agents of the civil society in the region, 

must be in a position to draw the attention to the cost of any delay in the integration 

process. And to do this, it should be clear about the projects of inter-cooperative economic 

integration that it wants to develop in each regional space, and the political and 

institutional framework that is necessary for doing it. 

Without projects of regional economic integration from the cooperative movement, there 

are no solid grounds to request advances from the governments in terms of political 

integration and macroeconomic coordination. There is also no way to make a significant 

contribution to the regional integration process that the continental integral development 

and the achievement of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) require. 
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3. The Need to be Integrated to Face the Challenges of a Globalized Economy 

The formation of the nation-states in our continent derives from the processes of 

colonization that began in the XV Century. For example, the Argentine history could not 

be told without mentioning particularly the strategies of the colonial powers of the Iberian 

Peninsula, Spain and Portugal, nor could we understand the formation of our nation-state 

in the XIX Century without mentioning the bonds with the hegemonic power at that time: 

Great Britain. 

Therefore, being part of a global economy is not news for our continent. The history of 

our countries has been more or less successful in terms of economic development, 

according to the more or less subordinate relationship we have built with those who hold 

the global economic power. 

What has changed in each historical stage are the ways in which the global economy, and, 

essentially, how power relations are built inside. 

As we have already discussed in the context of the IV Cooperative Summit of the 

Americas, in the global economy, these are the times of the hegemony of the financial 

concentrated capital. This happens as a consequence of the strong constraints on the 

autonomy of the nation-states –by means of external debt and instability caused by the 

lack of control over the financial flow–, the subordination of the real economy to the 

concentrated sectors of the financial system (financial valuation restricts the opportunities 

for productive investment in local development), and, above all, the extreme lack of 

territorial commitment from the economic power. 

The SDG will be subjected to how our countries across the continent will deal with our 

relationship with the global economy as it is structured today. 

The answer can never be isolation, nor a strategy confined to the borders of a country. 

This is basically true for the peoples that live in less developed countries, but also for 

more developed countries: if we are not able to build an economy in the hands of the 

agents committed to the territory, we will continue being subordinated to the financial 

valuation logic of capital. 

Just as those who, in the XIX Century, carried out the processes of liberation from the 

colonial subjugation had in mind the need to integrate the continent (Patria Grande, 

meaning a shared homeland for the South American history), today we cannot build an 

economy rooted in the territory if we do not do it at the continental level. 
 

4. The Need to Comply with the Recommendations from 

International Organizations regarding Cooperativism 

The last years have been rich in declarations and recommendations from international 

organizations about the policies that the nation-states need to develop in relation to 
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cooperativism. There is a clear national consensus on their contribution to sustainable 

development and social inclusion. 

The Recommendation No. 193 of the International Labour Organization (ILO), adopted 

in 2002, recognizes “the importance of cooperatives in job creation, mobilizing resources, 

generating investment and their contribution to the economy”, and also states that 

“globalization has created new and different pressures, problems, challenges and 

opportunities for cooperatives, and that stronger forms of human solidarity at national and 

international levels are required to facilitate a more equitable distribution of the benefits 

of globalization”. 

Ten years after, the UN General Assembly acknowledged the contribution of cooperatives 

to socio-economic development, especially their impact on the reduction of poverty, job 

creation, and social integration. On these grounds, it declared 2012 as the International 

Year of Cooperatives. Among other objectives, it aimed at encouraging governments and 

regulatory entities to apply policies, laws, and standards that would foster the formation 

and growth of cooperatives. 

In that sense, a report issued last year by the UN Secretary-General acknowledged the 

potential of cooperatives in achieving the Sustainable Development Goals and 

recommended governments a favorable legal framework for this type of enterprises. The 

document points out: 

Governments should review existing legislation and regulations to make 

the national legal and regulatory environment more conducive to the 

creation and growth of cooperatives, by improving existing laws and 

regulations and/or by establishing new ones, especially with regard to 

access to capital, competitiveness and fair taxation. 

The inclusion of these recommendations in each of our countries is a challenge that we 

need to face in a coordinated way, at least for three reasons. 

First, to improve the conditions and quality of our policies by increasing the resources 

which cooperativism has in each country. 

Second, to strengthen the legal framework and the tax treatment, and, in that way, to 

facilitate the development of convergent or even cross-border business projects. 

Third, to expand and to develop a better management of the financial and technical 

support to the cooperative projects from the states in the region. 

For instance, if we want to make progress in the defense of our agricultural production in 

the global markets, we need to develop continental strategies that necessarily require state 

support in this process. It is what we are promoting in the context of Mercosur, in 

communication with the Specialized Meeting on Cooperatives (RECM) and the 

Specialized Meeting on Family Farming (REAF). The defense of family farming and their 

cooperatives demands regional coordinated policies. 
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If we want the financial entities of the solidarity economy to share common strategies at 

the international level, its specific nature needs to be respected and promoted by all the 

states in the region. 

Similar observations can be made for each sector. It is extremely difficult to create 

common cooperative development projects in the region if we do not turn the obstacles 

that our cooperatives still have into active policies of promotion. 

The message should be clear: states must comply with the recommendations from the 

international organizations; the cooperative movements in each country need to be able 

to translate them in the terms of each national reality; and the continental cooperative 

movement should be integrated and in a position to hold this message on the basis of the 

experience and commitment of all the region. 
 

METHODOLOGIES 
 

1. Cooperatives of the Americas as the Key to the Promotion of 

Inter-American Economic Cooperation 

During 2017 we had an intense debate at the International Cooperative Alliance (ICA) 

regarding its organizational structure. From the region, we have strongly defended the 

regional space as key to create a global organization of the movement. 

(SEE the declaration on this issue of the Assembly in Uruguay) 

These expressions were then supported by the different sectors that form the Alliance, to 

be eventually endorsed by the chosen management in the Assembly of Kuala Lumpur in 

November 2017. 

After this debate, now it is necessary to debate on how to consolidate Cooperatives of the 

Americas as an important actor in the regional integration process. 

In accordance with what was expressed when analyzing the arguments in this historical 

conjuncture to boost regional integration, there are three roles that should be basically 

assumed by Cooperatives of the Americas: 

 To promote inter-American economic cooperation. 

 To promote and monitor the inclusion of the recommendations from 

international organizations in the public policies of the states of the region. 

 To promote the institutionalization of cooperative participation in the different 

instances of regional and subregional integration. 

The first point includes a) the policies of impact on nation-states that work on the 

economic cooperation initiatives in the continent complying with the Charter of the OAS 

as a basis for the development and peace in the region, and also includes b) the efforts to 

foster the active participation of cooperatives as a vehicle for such cooperation. 
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Doing so requires first to make a good diagnosis about the existing cooperative initiatives, 

so as to be in a position to drive projects that support cooperatives as instruments for 

social organization that facilitate and increase the impact of these initiatives. 

With respect to the second point, three related objectives must be achieved: A) that the 

cooperative movement in each country know the recommendations by the international 

organizations and how they would be applied in their respective national field; b) that 

Cooperatives of the Americas gather the technical means to monitor this process, and c) 

that the International Cooperative Alliance and its regional office provide technical 

support to states for the adoption of these recommendations. 

Finally, regarding the third point, it is necessary to promote that the participation of the 

cooperative movement in each of the instances of regional and subregional integration be 

formally and effectively acknowledged. One experience in this sense, even with the 

limitations already mentioned, has been the organization of the RECM in the context of 

Mercosur. 

Within the framework of regional cooperativism, the diagnosis about that participation 

should be spread, and ideas for its expansion and consolidation should be created. 
 

2. National Umbrella Organizations as a Foundation for Regional 

Integration Work 

Regional cooperative integration should be supported by the consolidation and 

integration of cooperativism in each nation. 

To that end, the existence of umbrella organizations is essential, i.e. organizations that 

assume the agenda on cooperative development in their country, and be interlocutors for 

the states and institutions involved in regional integration. 

It is also necessary that, at each national level, cooperativism be in a position to integrate 

its efforts with the rest of the agents committed to the sustainable development of their 

territory, so as to challenge the spaces where the interests of the globalized financial 

capital lie. 

As discussed in the IV Cooperative Summit of the Americas, we must recognize ourselves 

as part of the social and solidarity economy in all its forms, and from that point on we 

should be able to build a policy of alliance with small and medium-sized enterprises 

(SMEs), labor unions, universities, and with all the agents that are crucial to create the 

conditions for sustainable development from the territory. 

This agenda on integration and dialog among all the subjects committed to sustainable 

development in each country cannot be promoted by cooperatives or by Cooperatives of 

the Americas in isolation. What is important here is the existence of umbrella 

organizations of the national cooperative movement, the building of communication 

channels with the rest of the social and solidarity economy movements, and other 

instances appropriate for the context in each country. 

mailto:member@aciamericas.coop
mailto:internacionales@cooperar.coop


DISCUSSION PAPER 
3.1 SSE Integration in the Face of Global Challenges: 

Umbrella Organizations of the National Cooperative Movements, 
SSE Integration, and Cross-Sectoral Communication 

A. Guarco, E. Form, R. López, J. Orbaiceta & C. Basañes 

9 

Paseo Colón 38, 6th Floor, Office 6-10, San José, Costa Rica 
+506 40203540 member@aciamericas.coop 

Ecuador 374, Buenos Aires, Argentina 
+5411 2113 2107 internacionales@cooperar.coop 

 

 

 

3. The Territorial Construction of Common Cooperative Business 

Projects in the Region 

All the efforts made for regional cooperative integration make sense when they have an 

effect on the development of cooperative enterprising projects that are connected and/or 

complementary at the regional level, including the development of cross-border projects. 

In a symmetrical way, cooperativism will be an important player boosting integration for 

our countries, inasmuch as it would be able to carry out common business projects in the 

region. We have more than just the responsibility to claim for state policies for the 

integration of the different subregions: relying on our convergent, common and shared 

business projects, we need to be in the vanguard of a regional economic integration 

committed to sustainable development and the building of objective conditions for the 

achievement of peace. 

This requires reflection and perspective on each chain. The role of Cooperatives of the 

Americas, from its sectoral organizations and in communication with the members of 

each country, is to facilitate the approach to cooperative business integration in the 

different value chains and territories. 

The efforts of Cooperatives of the Americas to have an impact on the achievement 

of international cooperation should result in resources that may facilitate technical 

and financial support for the development of this type of projects. 

Many countries have made important advances in matters of integration, such as in the 

agricultural value chain. However, when cooperatives come out on the international 

market, they end up being subjected to the great global players in the sector, and even 

competing with each other. 

Except for some initiatives in the field of insurance and credit, there are almost no 

meaningful experiences of cross-border cooperation among cooperatives. 

In the field of savings and credit cooperatives, it is also necessary to join efforts. To give 

an example, the cooperative movement should have a clear stance on the expected 

role of multilateral development banks, their relationship with the development of 

social and solidarity economy, and their articulation with savings and credit cooperatives 

and other community financial institutions. 

Finally, it is necessary to study and strengthen the models of integration of the 

solidarity economy in each territory. Communication aiming at regional integration 

becomes stronger when there is a dialog between cooperative groups and mutual 

societies, both territorial. The extraordinary examples across the continent in that 

way should be valued and reinforced on the basis of inter-American cooperation. 

Fostering this agenda in a significant way goes beyond the current operating capacity of 

Cooperatives of the Americas. That is the reason for the importance of resorting to inter-

American cooperation and strengthening cooperative integration inside each country, so 

as to get the financial and political resources that these challenges require. 
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4. Economic Democracy for Sustainable Development: the 

Cooperative Mark 

Political democracy is out of question in our continent. This has not always been like that. 

The 1960s and 1970s were characterized by dictatorships and military governments of 

any kind. Today political democracy is a shared value. Even today –when the practice of 

political democracy seems threatened by the economic power and the media related to 

them– every political expression, to a greater or lesser degree of sincerity, makes a vow 

of their democratic beliefs.  

However, the case of economic democracy is different. There are still numerous social 

sectors and people of the ruling class that rely on the large multinational companies and 

the big investment funds as the engines of development. 

In addition, if we interpret attentively the Sustainable Development Goals, we will find 

that all the forms of doing business are treated in the same way. Multinationals, 

cooperatives, and family farmers are all entrepreneurs that can contribute to sustainable 

development. 

This corresponds with a widespread interpretation of social and solidarity economy and 

cooperativism as business forms aiming at giving answers to the marginalized groups of 

the system, assisting those who cannot be assisted by the for-profit business forms. 

At Cooperar, on the other hand, we support a vision shared by most of the members of 

the Alliance, in which the role of cooperativism is valuable to face the problem of the 

concentration of the economic power, which is part of the model that causes the 

degradation of the environment and social inequality. Cooperativism is, in this sense, not 

only a business model but also a movement for social transformation. 

Cooperatives help men and women –as producers, consumers or workers– participate in 

a democratic way in the decision-making process regarding what and how to produce and 

how to distribute it. 

In this respect, there is an important cultural battle that needs to be taken as part of the 

core ideas of cooperative integration.  

It is not about showing the advantages and contributions of the cooperative movement. It 

is necessary that the value of democracy in the economy reach the same weight and 

consensus that democracy has in politics. 

Democracy to have access to goods and services, democracy to manage enterprises, 

democracy to foster the enterprises of all women and men without the limitations caused 

by the current dominant presence of monopolies and oligopolies in most of the economic 

sectors. 

On this path, it is necessary to join efforts in the cooperative education and 

communication of every member of Cooperatives of the Americas, including a 

common vision towards democracy in the economy as a key and distinguishable 
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contribution of the cooperative business model to sustainable development. 

This is the basis for the promotion of inter-American cooperative projects in terms of the 

development of the cooperative model: its contribution to economic democracy as a 

necessary condition for sustainable development. 
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