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THE CHALLENGE OF REGIONAL INTEGRATION 

Abstract:   The cooperative integration experience in the region is clearly limited. It is 

mainly related to the representation activity. The whole Social and Solidarity Economy 

integration is practically unreal in the region. With the increasing globalization, 

supranational integration results in one of the most urgent challenges for cooperatives 

and the social economy sector to offer a possible and sustainable alternative to a 

harmonious and fair development. 
 

Author1: Dante Cracogna. PhD in Law. Commercial Law, Assistant Professor at the 

University of Buenos Aires. President of the Committee on Cooperative Law of the Co-

operatives of the Americas. 
 

1. Introduction. Historic and Doctrinaire Framework 

Integration, or cooperation among cooperatives, is a natural manifestation of the growth 

of the cooperative movement since it constitutes a transformation from cooperation 

between people into cooperation between organizations of a similar nature. Then, it is 

not a formula or mechanism different from the one that originates cooperatives, but a 

simple extension or projection to higher levels, aiming at achieving what seems 

impossible for each cooperative in isolation. This was the case when the first 

cooperatives were able to consolidate themselves and to focus on increasing and 

strengthening their development to best serve the needs of their current and potential 

members, whom they also wanted to serve. 

That natural manifestation of the cooperative activity that favors its strengthening and 

expansion was explicitly recognized as a principle in the declaration written by the 

International Co-operative Alliance (ICA) in 1966. There it was stated that "All 

cooperative organizations, in order to best serve the interests of their members and their 

communities, should actively cooperate in every practical way with other cooperatives 

at local, national and international levels" (Principle 6). In a similar way, the Statement 

on the Co-operative Identity, passed during the ICA's Centennial Congress (1995) 

recognizes the following as Principle 6: "Cooperatives serve their members most 

effectively and strengthen the cooperative movement by working together through local, 

national, regional and international structures". 

The reference document about the Statement passed at Congress in Manchester, 1995, 

states that the importance of integration has never been so significant and that 

cooperatives will only reach the full development of all their potential through the 

effective application of integration, even when having reached a significant level of 

success. 
 

 

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 Co-operative Confederation of Argentina. 
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2. Cooperative Integration Manifestations 

As in England, the birthplace of the modern cooperative movement, cooperative 

integration is usually manifested in two different and parallel ways. One of them is the 

representative or unionist nature of integration, oriented to the defense of the 

cooperative movement and to spreading and training, and the other is economic 

integration, the one expressed through common operations and businesses or the 

reciprocal provision of services. The former tends to develop more easily and faster than 

the latter for understandable reasons: the economy and the resources of the cooperatives 

involved are not directly affected, since the maintenance cost is low, and it is 

concentrated in ideological or conceptual aspects on which there is usually general 

agreement. 

At the national level, this situation is clear and it tends to be explicit in multiple and 

diverse structures and representative organizations at the local, regional or national 

level. Frequently, said organizations tend to overlap or to be overabundant; however, 

they are generally members of a national apex organization. Sometimes, the cooperative 

legislation structures a form of compulsory representative organization that has its end 

at a unique national entity. In this case, it should be considered that the integration does 

not result from the voluntary decision of the cooperative movement, but from the legal 

imposition, and to legitimate that imposition, it is necessary that the cooperative 

movement assumes it and genuinely adheres to it. 

At the regional level, representative integration has a long tradition started during the 

60s with the creation of the Organization of the Co-operatives of Americas (OCA), 

followed by the International Co-operative Alliance for the Americas (ICA Americas), 

today the Co-operatives of the Americas, a region of the ICA. It is necessary to add the 

Latin American Confederation of Savings and Credit Cooperatives (COLAC), the 

Confederation of Cooperatives of the Caribbean and Central America CCC-CA), and 

the Latin American Confederation of Cooperative Workers (COLACOT). 

These organizations generally embrace the national apex organizations, however, they 

also include smaller organizations and even primary cooperatives. 
 

3. Economic Integration 

In contrast to representative integration, the existence of permanent economically 

integrated organizations is not known. However, some of the stated organizations have a 

committee or commission fostering said integration, particularly in specific cooperative 

sectors, as it is the International Cooperative and Mutual Insurance Federation (ICMIF 

Americas). Likewise, the experiences of common activities or businesses among 

cooperatives at the regional level are limited. 
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There are external reasons that explain the absence of this integration to some extent. 

They are related to the legislations, regulations and economic policies of the different 

countries in the region, according to which the cooperatives operate. In fact, economic 

integration within each country has certainly a unique context, with the same standards 

and policies, while within a region these regulations vary considerably from one country 

to the other.  Therefore, it is frequently difficult to establish economic relationships -

whether occasional or permanent- due to the existing asymmetries at the regional level. 

Nevertheless, the appointed difficulties become worse due to the lack of interest or 

strategic vision of cooperatives, which do not visualize the region as an attractive space 

to carry out economic integration. It is important to consider that, in the same scenario, 

capital companies function on an increasing intensity basis, developing different 

mechanisms for business integration or collaboration, which proves that strategies were 

found to overcome said difficulties. Even though said companies usually have some 

advantages that cooperatives cannot even have, it cannot be noticed an intention of the 

latter to go beyond the national borders to have access to broader fields of economic 

activity together with other cooperatives. 
 

4. Joint Structures and Business among Cooperatives - Some experiences 

Representative integration may -and should- constitute a solid base to develop economic 

integration since, otherwise, it would remain just at the level of discourse and simple 

declarations. That one allows cooperative leaders and executives to get to know each 

other and to build up relationships to move forward in the field of business with security 

and mutual confidence. 

Said advance may be made in different ways according to the particular situations and 

needs of the cooperatives involved. It is important to remember that there is not a 

unique integration model, but integration moves in different ways and is flexible in 

relation to the possibilities emerging from the target activity and the context of the 

countries involved. However, in any case, initial activities can be attempted so as to 

gather experience for future developments, consolidating learnings that promote new 

and more complex actions. Basically, a first step may entail common operations on the 

basis of limited agreements and then move to constitute structures permanent in nature, 

intended to last and to be developed. In this field, if necessary, cooperative joint venture 

enterprises may be set up in order to carry out activities otherwise impossible or highly 

difficult to execute. 

Despite said internal and external difficulties, some experiences have been materialized 

at the regional level that permit to discover perspectives of greater activities. Among 

them, a significant one is the case of insurance cooperatives involved in the creation of 

cooperatives for that activity in different countries or that jointly organize reinsurance. 
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In any case, the committees or sectoral organizations existing at the center of the 

Cooperatives of the Americas (credit and finance - COFIA; agriculture; public services; 

housing; consumer; worker- CICOPA Americas) constitute a real platform to plan and 

generate economic integration programs on the basis of the knowledge of its members 

and the analysis of their common needs and possibilities. 
 

5. Regional Integration Agreements -Transnational Cooperatives 

There are diverse economic integration agreements with different scope levels: The 

Andean Pact, MCE, SICA, Mercosur, CARICOM, etc. that contemplate the creation of 

free-trade areas, customs unions and other forms of integration. Among them, the free 

circulation of goods and services or the freedom of establishment for companies provide 

the cooperatives with the opportunity of carrying out their own economic integration 

processes. 

In the institutional framework of these agreements, specific cooperative work groups 

have been created, as it is the case of the Specialized Meeting on Family Farming of 

MERCOSUR (REAF) that, jointly with governmental official bodies for cooperatives, 

aim at promoting cooperative integration within Mercosur. 

A significant example of this joint effort is the writing of the Statute of Mercosur 

Cooperatives which consist in a legislative bill for members States, which will enable 

the creation of transborder cooperatives in this economic integration space; that is, 

primary or secondary cooperatives formed by members from two or more countries.  

This Statute was appropriately approved by the Mercosur Parliament and is pending to 

be incorporated into the national legislations of the Member States, except for Uruguay 

since it has already done it. The sanction of similar regulations on the different 

integration agreements may effectively contribute to the transnational development of 

cooperatives. 
 

6. Harmonization of the Legal Framework 

A condition that may positively contribute in the promotion of cooperative integration at 

the regional level is the harmonization of the legislation regulating cooperatives in 

different countries. In this way, with a regime that deals in a similar way with 

fundamental aspects of the organization and functioning of cooperatives, the possibility 

of activities in common -whether occasional or permanent- would easily result feasible. 

In 2008, the ICA Americas updated the Project of a Framework Law for Cooperatives 

in Latin America, which had been first designed by the Organization of the 

Cooperatives of the Americas. Said document, resulting from the efforts of a group of 

experts from different countries in the region and widely consulted before its final 

approval, constitutes a significant orientation element to update the related legislation, 

considering the most valuable legislative experiences. 
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The Framework Law approved by the ICA Americas in 2008 was already used as a 

consulting and reference resource in different countries at the moment of amending 

specific legislation. It was also approved by the Latin American Parliament in 2012 and 

recommended to the national parliaments. 
 

7. Common Strategies for Influence 

Integration requires an institutional legal framework favorable for its implementation. 

For its success, it is fundamental to carry out appropriate tasks to have an influence 

before governments and regional integration bodies. The economic activity at the 

regional and international level is mainly monopolized by the biggest capital companies 

that comfortably operate in this space. For cooperatives to have access to it and be 

successful in the competition with these companies, it is fundamental to have 

appropriate legal and institutional frameworks that do not place cooperatives in an 

unfavorable position compared with the rest of the companies. 

In order to develop this influential action, it is convenient to design a common strategy, 

as it arises from the document that has been appropriately approved by the Cooperatives 

of the Americas, which constitutes a valuable orientation resource, and also to consider 

the documents from international organisms related to cooperatives, among which the 

following are essential: 56/114 Resolution of the United Nations General Assembly and 

its Annex about creating a favorable environment for the development of cooperatives 

and the ILO Recommendation No 193 concerning the Promotion of Cooperatives. 
 

8. Basic Values for Integration  

Integration requires a favorable environment to be successful. However, its basic 

requirement is the strong and decided will on the part of the cooperative organizations 

based on cooperative values. It may seem redundant, but integration is based on 

integrity, openness, social responsibility and concern for others. Without these values, 

and the addition of transparent negotiations and agreements, its effective realization 

results impossible. This is not only about providing appropriate legal and economic 

mechanisms but sincerely believing in these values to finally move forward to the 

technical aspects. The latter may seem a success warranty, however, they are not 

sufficient without a substantial support on values. It is then convenient and necessary to 

take advantage of the existing representative integration experiences in order to get 

reciprocal knowledge among cooperatives and deepen the promotion of common values 

to put them into practice through economic integration. In this way may integration 

result full and fruitful. 
 

9. Conclusion - Regional Integration of the Social and Solidarity Economy 

The configuration of a distinguished sector of the social and solidarity economy requires 

that the different organizations involved recognize themselves as an integral part of it, 

and that they relate among each other in order to strengthen their presence and action 

within the society at the national, as well as the regional, level. 
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As regards mutuals, entities of a nature similar to that of cooperatives, there are usually 

no organic bonds at the national level, even in cases in which they are included in the 

same legislation. On the other hand, in some countries, there is not a specific legislation 

for them. Regarding the civil association, they may be abundant, but they do not have 

their own integration organizations, so it is difficult to build non-isolated relations. 

Mutuals, in turn, have two regional organizations -the American Mutual Alliance 

(AMA) and the Organization of Mutual Entities of the Americas (ODEMA)- both of a 

representative nature, which have not an organic relation with the cooperative 

movement. 

At last, to move forward in a positive and concrete way in the path towards the regional 

integration of the Social and Solidarity Economy, it is fundamental to lay the 

foundations for cooperative integration.  If cooperatives are not capable of effectively 

integrate themselves, beyond the simple declaration of the common aspects they are 

identified with, it seems impossible to fulfill the integration with other organizations 

just with a few general binding elements, and without a shared nature. 

To conclude, it is significant to remember some paragraphs of the report written by the 

commission on co-operative principles of the ICA Congress at Vienna, 1966, more than 

50 years ago. "(...) there is every reason of principle and practical advantage why the 

Co-operative Movement should break through the material and mental barriers of 

conventional nationalism into a new era of international co-operation. (...) Rather must 

we expect that, served by modern technical devices, the capitalist enterprise will tend to 

continue its evolution towards oligopoly and monopoly, not in national markets only, 

but on the international plane in new multi-national economic units called free-trade 

areas or economic communities. The competition which survives will be not the 

competition of the greater against the smaller, but the competition of the greater 

amongst themselves.   The Co-operative Movement is potentially among the greatest. It 

needs only to concentrate its power in large units by applying consistently without 

restriction, from the local to the international plane, the principle of co-operation among 

co-operatives, to make its greatness manifest and to act successfully against the 

monopolies".  

 

 

 

Translated by Sabrina Eliana Nieto 

for Abrapalabra Linguistic Services Cooperative 
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