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Community Co-operatives: A Revolutionary 
Model of Rural Community Revitalisation 

 

Phyllis Winnington-Ingram 
 
The Goal? Reduce politicians and save money. The Means? 
Amalgamate rural townships into municipalities. The 
Consequences? Loss of local identity, self-determination, and 
services. 

The Muskoka District, covering 4,000 square km north of 
Toronto, began amalgamations in 1970. Twenty-five 
townships converged into six municipalities, each covering up 
to 30 square km and housing up to one town and three 
villages. 

The long-term effects have been painful. Small 
communities were left without a voice. Taxes paid saw few 
services returned. Rural Canadians were dependent on local 
councillors to present their views, yet rare were community 
meetings to identify needs and wants. 

In too many places, the lingering result was anger and 
apathy. Without a cohesive voice to clearly articulate their 
concerns, these places literally found themselves, "out of 
sight; out of mind." 

Villages and small communities began to look for options. 
How could they gain unity and self-reliance? How could they 
influence their future and the future of their children? How 
could they initiate and implement economic development in 
their small rural areas? 

The Community Co-operative Model addresses these 
issues. Described as "people coming together to help 
themselves," this model recognises the unique value of rural 
hamlets, villages, and small towns, and the importance of 
utilising and funnelling each community members' strengths 
and talents to promote economic and social well-being. 

Back in 1994, in the midst of the recession, the town of 
Gravenhurst (population 9,000) lost all of its major industry. I 
initiated the formation of the Gravenhurst Food Co-operative 
to provide healthy, affordable food and a revenue generating 
business. But as the co-operative developed, members 
wanted to address community issues and struggled to find an 
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there had been no means of identifying a body through the 
funeral process. This poor management system could lead to 
mistakes. Processes for recording had been instituted. The 
monument production division had been poorly organised and 
had produced poor quality work and made mistakes. Since 
this was reorganised, sales of monuments have risen. Other 
new management systems are discussed below. 

For F1 a major innovation has been the launch of the 
internet site in January 2000 with relatively low start-up costs. 
It is not primarily intended that people should buy online. 
Some customers have gone 60 per cent towards a purchase 
and then “feel the need to see a funeral director”. It is 
primarily used as an ‘after service’ where customers can 
review products in their own home subsequent to arranging 
the service. In this way “the internet is there to complement 
our existing funeral directors”. Arranging a funeral is “the 
worst time of your life” and customers end up saying “Just 
give me the basics”. However, the internet gives a chance to 
reflect on your decisions and this offers better customer care. 
“You can sit there and browse coffins without feeling guilty.” 

In terms of column inches in newspapers the “PR has been 
phenomenal” and far more cost effective than a conventional 
advertisement. There has also been radio and TV coverage. 
The reason for the attractiveness of the web site for the 
media - the manager said “It gave them somewhere to hang 
their hats.” 

Additionally the web site gives feedback on customer 
browsing “it’s an interesting way of doing cheap market 
research”. The amount of interest in, say, new products can 
be measured. 

F2 also has a developing internet site and the funeral 
service has a presence. 

But for F2 the major innovation is their Bereavement 
Aftercare Services. The manager has established that only 
4.6 per cent of their commissions resulted from direct 
advertising in the local media. Four years ago part of this 
budget was diverted to establish a bereavement service. A 
qualified staff member was employed to offer free counselling 
to the bereaved regardless of which funeral director they 
engaged. The service has grown to include: 
 

• 24 hour bereavement support telephone line staffed 
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The two cases researched are based in strong regional 
societies. 

F1 Funeral Service sees itself as successful and innovative. 
Market share based on death rates has been increasing. The 
co-operative has expanded by acquisition. Some of the 
reasons for their general success are discussed below but the 
establishment of a web site and the success in generating 
immediate media coverage are key examples of innovation. 

For F2, the primary reason for success had been the 
bereavement care services. “We’ve raised our standard 
considerably but the unique aspect for us is our bereavement 
support services.” 
 
1. The local market is clearly important since: for F1, 90 per 
cent of trade is generated by word-of-mouth. Placing 
advertisements in the media is costly and largely ineffective. 
The establishment of a web site was seen as a low cost way 
of delivering added customer benefits with considerable 
public relations spin-offs. 
 
2. Both F1 and F2 had developed well-managed 
businesses. 
 
The F1 management team go (irregularly) to visit all trade 
areas and discuss matters with staff however trivial. In this 
case:  
 

Perception is reality that’s the ethos so that even if 
everything they are saying is rubbish there’s obviously 
a problem somewhere in communication so it gives us 
a chance to address it. 

 
F1 Managers are encouraged to be innovative, as for 
example in the case of the web site trial, and there is a good 
staff suggestions scheme. Staff are recompensed for good 
ideas that may relate to any area of the business. A panel of 
judges including members from all levels in the business 
reviews staff suggestions. 

F2 had introduced improved management practices and 
a refurbishment of outlets was almost complete. The manager 
gave two examples of raising standards. Before her arrival 
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appropriate structure. It was during this process, in 1996, that 
the Community Co-operative Model was born.  

This newly formed, first of its kind, community co-operative 
began to partner with local agencies in various projects which 
successfully brought the first Community Internet Site to 
Muskoka, a pre-natal nutrition project named 'Great 
Beginnings,' later to be replicated in five other communities, 
and a Youth Drop in Centre. 

In 2001, Muskoka had four community co-operatives, and 
two District/County Associations, with an increasing number 
of enquiries from communities considering implementation of 
this innovative model. The word is definitely out.  

Rather than live on the margins, communities can take 
charge of their future. When the phone company failed to list 
them in the yellow pages, the residents of Honey Harbour 
(population 400, year-round) launched a community co-
operative. It developed and distributed a brochure of 
businesses and services that directed visitors and locals to 
local amenities. 

Rather than wait for outside investors, townsfolk can buy 
individual shares to form a community-owned business. For 
example, if a general store, often the anchor of small villages, 
is about to go under, the community can look at purchasing 
and operating it as a co-operative.  

Working collectively to facilitate entrepreneurs, a 
community can act on opportunities and move forward. 

 
The alternatives 
 
As the rural communities in Muskoka searched for answers 
following amalgamation, they naturally considered many 
models. But each, despite their strengths, had disadvantages. 

Women's Institutes, Cottage and Ratepayers' Associations 
are special interest groups, not representative of the whole 
community.  

The Healthy Community Coalition Model, with its emphasis 
on collaboration between agencies, organisations, municipal 
councils, and businesses, works well for urban areas at a 
District or County level. Rural hamlets do not have these 
potential partners. Additionally, this model's activities are 
motivated primarily by altruism, whereas community 
co-operative initiatives benefit its members. 
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Social Planning Councils provide wonderful research and 
planning tools. But Muskoka's Council, despite participation 
from a large number of agencies, had no rural community 
representation. Since priorities were often based on the 
perceived needs of those agencies present, communities not 
represented received little or no programme dollars. 

Neighbourhood Associations tend to be very task-oriented, 
focussing on one or two issues. They are less likely to live 
past the original members and are unable to apply for funding 
opportunities, since they are unincorporated. 

Traditional co-operatives tend to be end-oriented. They 
usually have narrow mandates with one outcome, such as 
food co-operatives, nursery co-operatives, credit unions, etc. 
This is limiting and requires the creation of a new board for 
each initiative. 

 
Advantages of the community co-operative 
 
By contrast, the community co-operative model is a multi-
purpose umbrella that can meet the diverse social and 
economic needs of rural communities without creating 
another level of government. With a holistic approach, 
viewing the community from birth to death, this inclusive, 
democratic structure can call meetings, identify local needs, 
advocate common interests, and create local solutions, as 
well as partner with organisations, political bodies, and 
funding agencies. 
 
Independence and versatility 
 
As an incorporated structure, a co-operative can move ahead 
independently and out-live its founding members. 
Co-operative nursery schools are a wonderful example. 
Whereas ad-hoc nursery groups frequently collapse once the 
children of founding members enter school, many nursery 
co-operatives are still operating in Muskoka after over 30 
years. As a corporation, the co-operative can own local 
assets, sell them, and reinvest revenue. 

The community co-op model's flexibility is a useful feature 
in small, rural communities with shifting demographics and 
needs. The goal of the co-operative is to support a broad 
range of projects through partnerships with churches, 
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For T1, this doesn’t seem at all important. The co-operative 
has traded in the area for 120 years and has a membership of 
some 30,000. It takes an active part in the local community 
rather than the wider regional area in which the travel 
business trades. This is very much at a co-operative rather 
than departmental level. The manager saw the membership 
and its committees as mostly separate from the general 
business management of the Society. “The Society takes 
care of all of that” he said. 

In terms of the travel centre business the manager thought 
that membership was becoming less important. He pointed 
out that nearly ten times as many holidays were booked in the 
previous year as the co-operative has members. Members 
get no special treatment. 

For T2, there is a more positive approach: management 
encourages branches to be involved in local community and 
financial support is available for this. Staff are, however, not 
generally members of the national Society. Members can have a 
special holiday package (for instance discounts or special 
rates on car hire) and receive a dividend if they book directly. 

However it appears that a theme of “ethical selling” has 
emerged in both cases, implicitly in T1 but overtly in T2, with 
their emphasis on open honest impartial advice to customers. 
 
Summary 
 
Geographical dominance has served the T1 co-operative well 
in the recent past. If the manager’s assessment of a market 
that alternates between price consciousness and customer 
benefits is correct then their customer care innovations are 
not consistently of prime importance. In a clearly changing 
market the constant review and willingness to adapt must be 
their most valuable asset. 

T2 seem clear that their open and honest approach has 
underpinned their success. It has done so both by motivating 
staff and managers and by giving a clear business offer to the 
customer. However, there are also many feedback 
mechanisms that have influenced the co-operative’s business 
practices and clearly informed the changes they have made. 
As the manager argued these seem inseparable. 
 
2.4 Funeral Services 
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business. Lots of opportunities for people to feed back 
to us if they don’t like something or they think that 
something is not good and I very much value those 
mechanisms in our business because that’s the route 
to making sure you have staff who want to work with 
you and want to work along with you to achieve the 
business objectives. 

 
To this end she said: “We try not to be hierarchical”. For 
instance the head of operations holds ‘lets-do-it-better circles’ 
once every eight weeks. Anybody can, and I was assured a 
range of people do, apply to join one.  

Motivation of staff is mostly through the honesty policy.  
 

Staff are quite proud of selling what the customer 
needs and wants rather than what the parent tour 
operator is telling them they ought to sell. 

 
The manager knows this from her visits to branches. Staff are 
proud she said “because this is morally and ethically right”. 

Staff do visit and report back on resorts but on average 
only once every two years. However, staff turnover level is 
just over 20 per cent whereas the industry norm is 40 per 
cent. 

There is a high demand for able sales staff as the travel 
industry grows. T2 has mostly in-house training, increasingly 
for new entrants, but they encourage staff to take NVQs. 
 
3. These factors helped develop strong customer loyalty. 
 
4. The business performance was enhanced to a limited 
extent through economic co-operation between 
co-operatives. 
 

T2 has a managed service partnership (like a franchise 
including training and branding) with other smaller 
co-operatives in ten regions. This improves the national 
society buying power and national coverage. 
 
5. Co-operative ethos. 
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community police, volunteer fire departments, women's 
institutes, cottage associations, and other grassroots 
organisations. Because of this, duplication of initiatives and 
resources is avoided. 

With the ability to initiate, partner, and follow through on 
solutions, a community co-operative can be pro-active and 
action-oriented, creating a positive working relationship with 
all three levels of government. 
 
Unity 
 
The ultimate goal of the co-operative is to promote unity 
within the community, creating an atmosphere of tolerance, 
thoughtfulness, and consideration. Membership is open to all 
local residents. Annual local community meetings bring 
members together to consider the future, identify current gaps 
and needs, and to suggest possible solutions. The directors 
are seen as facilitators, equal to other co-op members.  
 
Electoral process 
 
The electoral process for the board is key to this attitude of 
facilitation and equality. Under the traditional process boards 
tend to self-select, thereby representing a specific sector or 
group within the community. 

Under the community co-operative model, there are no 
nominations or electioneering. Each year, a list of the entire 
membership is sent to each individual member. They then 
select a number of appropriate board members, based on 
their availability and skills, taking into account the 
demographics of their community, the balance of gender, 
young and old, and new and lifetime residents. (It is only 
through such a balance on the board that the co-operative will 
have true synergy.) 

Those members with the most votes are then asked if they 
would be willing to sit on the board for a one-year period. It 
would be surprising for someone to turn down a position, 
since people are elected out of respect, not from a lack of 
choice. To date, for the eight years this model has been in 
effect, no board position on any co-operative in the Muskoka 
region has ever been declined. 
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Consultation & consensus 
 
A community co-operative makes its decisions through a 
process of consultation. The purpose of the consultation is to 
find the truth of any matter and, whenever possible, to 
achieve a consensus. 

This requires that individuals refrain from holding fast to 
personal opinions, simply to have their views prevail. Instead, 
they must approach the matter with a genuine desire to 
determine the right course of action. Members are 
encouraged to "put their ideas into the pot;" to focus on 
issues and not on individuals, organisations, or businesses; 
and to support the collective outcome. 

Achieving consensus takes time and is often a difficult 
matter for new members. If consensus cannot be achieved, 
the majority vote of a quorum prevails. The decision is equally 
valid and binding. 
 
Two Basic Structures 
 
The appropriate basic structure of the community 
co-operative depends on the size of the community and 
number of residing organisations.  

A mid-sized community with several service clubs and 
business associations would organise a second tier 
co-operative, with membership comprised of representatives 
from these organisations. 

This type of umbrella structure supports bi-directional 
feedback with each sector of the community sitting at the 
table - the municipality, service clubs, business associations, 
etc. This prevents issues from falling through the cracks and 
costly duplication of services and resources. 

When a community is small, such that it has little in the 
way of structured organisations, co-operative membership is 
comprised of individuals who live in the area. A representative 
of this grassroots co-operative would then sit as a 
representative on a regional structure at the district level. 
 
Developing a successful community co-operative 
 
Community co-operatives are formed only when a need has 
been identified. In Gravenhurst, it was the recession. For 
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manager - ‘a customer focus culture’, focused business goals 
and getting staff on board with the strong business 
proposition. She cautioned “don’t claim more than you can 
deliver”. With regard to customer orientation she said:  

 
Profit is of course important but there is a real 
understanding in the business that you don’t get profit 
unless the customer is happy. 

 

If you try and do one and don’t bother with all the rest it’s 
doomed to failure but if I had to pick one it would be 
customer focus as being the all-important. Because I think 
if you’ve got customer focus a lot of what you do will be 
right. 

 
b) Good management included good staff relations  
 
T1: Good staff relations were cited as important. “I’d hate to 
think we had a ‘them and us’ and I’m almost certain we don’t.” 
Considerable care is taken with new staff and, for instance, 
their line manager will take them for a drink and give 
particular care to settling them in. A significant number of the 
mostly young female staff leave to have children and return to 
work at the Travel Centre. Some respect for management 
seemed to be generated by noting that when the sales space 
was very busy the managers could sometimes be seen 
working with the customers. 

The travel department has, the manager thought, led the 
way in the co-operative in culture of constant review and 
positive staff relations. Although all staff are required to be 
members of the co-operative neither the manager nor the 
staff member thought that this was instrumental in good staff 
relations. 

All staff are required to train to NVQ level 2 ‘Customer 
Care’ and have the option to take level 3 and introduction to 
management skills courses. The business has ‘Investors in 
People’. 

Similarly for T2: The manager:  
 

Lots of opportunities for people to contribute to the 
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to Know’ in February ’98 and the business has grown 
significantly since ’98, through ’99 and through this 
year. 

 
As part of this initiative staff and customers may refer to ‘tell it 
like it is’ gazetteers that contain selected reports about resorts 
and holidays on offer. The reports are said to be selected on 
their informative quality rather than whether they are 
complementary to the resort. 

The co-operative monitors the success of this openness 
policy through a number of independently administered 
measures:  
 

• Customer service questionnaires. 

• ‘Mystery shopping’ where independent investigators 
book holidays with T2.  

• Complaint ratios. 

• Customer holiday reports. 

• Customer (potential customer and competitor’s 
customer) focus groups. 

 
These research measures show eight out of ten clients are 
satisfied with the service, and the co-operative scores highly 
on ‘knowledge’ of the holidays offered. The manager took this 
to relate strongly to the ‘right to know’ approach. 

Much store was placed on the independence of the 
national society from the major holiday providers. Most travel 
shops are linked to a travel provider and these holidays are 
sold in preference to competitors. T2 additionally aims to 
answer customer’s ethical concerns about holidays through 
the use of an environmental consultant. 

On the basis of this success the national society is 
engaged in a £20m rebranding the T2 outlets around the 
differentiating notion of ‘open honest impartial advice to 
customers’ including an ethical dimension. The rebranding 
deliberately retains the co-operative dimension in both the 
logo, which is similar to the Co-operative Bank’s, and with ‘Co
-operative’ as a secondary heading.  

T2 also compete on price by offering a discount of £10 
against a competitor’s holiday offer. 

A strong customer focus culture was cited by the T2 
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Honey Harbour, it was their sense of isolation. In Haliburton, it 
was the closing of their women's shelter, and for Ryde and 
Oakley, it was the closure of their schools. 

Membership size varies, depending on community 
demographics, and has not been a factor in the success of 
these co-operatives. Other factors are critical, however. 

Capacity Building: It is extremely important to teach people 
about co-operatives, how they operate, and how to carry out 
the electoral and consultation processes.  

Relationship Building: Partnership is crucial to this model. 
co-operative members have to be able to reach out to local 
politicians, organisations, and other groups and maintain a 
long-term relationship with them. 

Mentoring: It is important for communities considering this 
model to hear directly from other co-ops about the successes 
and pitfalls that they have experienced. Likewise, people who 
have been through the development process of a co-
operative must be encouraged and enabled to become 
mentors for other communities.  

Membership Development: One of the major struggles of 
community co-operatives is the expansion of membership. 
People are often too shy to discuss membership with others - 
even people who are benefiting from the co-operative's 
initiatives. Learning this assertiveness is very important to the 
co-operative's success. 

Human Resources: None of the co-operatives would have 
been able to survive the difficult periods without assistance 
from outside, experienced fieldworkers. When a facilitator can 
focus on one geographic area, she or he can develop the kind 
of relationships and local understanding necessary to identify 
opportunities and pitfalls. 

Political: While community co-operatives must avoid 
partisan politics, productive communications between the 
co-operative and its municipality are essential. The 
community co-operatives in Muskoka have developed 
relationships with their local political councils. In one instance, 
the mayor has promoted the model to other villages in the 
same township, stating that this is the only way these 
communities can truly gain some control over their destiny. 

 
Quick tips 
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In the course of developing these community co-operatives, 
we gained several valuable insights: 
 
• Start with a small group. Complete the administration 

portion of the development process before initiating any 
large projects. 

• Seed money makes a significant difference for 
co-operatives in their infancy. It gives them funds to 
develop events and lessens the financial pressure of 
starting an organisation. Each of the current Muskoka 
community co-operatives received $2,000 - but only 
after their bylaws were completed! 

• The board is not meant to do all the work. Board 
members often struggle with asking members to assist 
with tasks, yet people often enjoy being asked, and find 
satisfaction as a contributing member. 

• When charging for events or items, have a non-member 
cost, a member cost, and a participating member cost. 
Although people are encouraged to participate without 
additional incentives, you will find that members are 
phoning you asking for some sort of work for the extra 
reduction. This method also reduces the tension often 
felt by members "doing all the work." 

• Have fun. Without fun, enthusiasm is lost very quickly. 
In our experience, members often volunteer a large 
number of hours and need venues or events where they 
can kick back and relax. 

 
As we move through these turbulent times, imagination and 
courage is needed to develop new community based 
organisations that reflect the views and aspirations of the 
local community. The community co-operative model offers 
an organisational structure, to Canadians otherwise scattered 
and isolated in rural areas, which can implement and be 
accountable for targeted economic development and 
government initiatives.  
 
The residents themselves come to look at themselves as a 
whole, identifying their needs and developing local solutions 
with the government as a resource and partner. When rural 
municipalities are being amalgamated or restructured, the 
community co-operative alternative is both timely and 
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management systems.  
In addition to the feedback from customers, noted above, 

T2 have management systems that enable them to spot and 
quickly respond to difficulties and opportunities. For instance 
‘Lets do it better’ meetings between staff are aimed at 
highlighting poor practices. Recently, for example, staff used 
this opportunity to complain about aspects of the ‘mystery 
shopper’ system. On investigation a consultant’s methods 
and practices were found to be poor and changes were 
instituted. 

Because of the feedback from customers the newly 
launched flagship stores include crèches with bouncy castles 
and videos. They had also found for instance that different 
tiers of insurance policy upset customers. An offer of better 
insurance indicated the previous standard to be inadequate 
and they now have only one policy. 

T2 has also been innovative - they operate telephone 
holiday clubs for organisations including the Co-operative 
Bank. Call centres, ‘T2 online’ and digital TV capabilities have 
grown considerably. For instance they have a 23,000 sq ft call 
centre. However, “It’s small compared to where it’s going.” All 
these new services will be differentiated on the basis of open 
and honest delivery. 
 
a) This included good quality service: 
 
T1 have won awards for their service, and have been very 
innovative (see above); also: the manager interviewed added 
that their all round approach is characterised by:  
 

Honesty (and bluntness) - in the way we approach 
discussions with suppliers, the way we approach our 
staff and the way we approach problems with 
customers. 

 
For T2, customer-focused open and honest offer has been 
crucial to their success:  
 

Really since we’ve determined our strategy and gone 
with it, as in marketed the co-operative values and 
built our business position on it, we’ve grown market 
share. For example we launched our ‘Travellers Right 
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2. Both had developed well-managed businesses. 
 
For the regional T1 this means:  
 

doing the simple things extremely well - we are 
perfectionists - if you look at this year alone we’ve 
virtually taken twenty years of trading apart, looked at 
everything we do and put it back together again and if 
we thought it needed fixing we changed it. 

 
Being critical of their own performance and responding to it 
was reported as an important factor in business success.  

A deliberately interactive management structure has 
resulted in a number of innovations. For instance: 
 

• they had been the first among travel agents to offer 
discounting; 

• in the last three years a ‘familiarisation programme’ 
has been instituted by which all sales staff have been 
regularly sent to experience a resort to which 
customers go; 

• there are now facilities for customers (and/or their 
children) to view videos that include entertainment 
ones and others of their prospective destination; 

• they have set up ‘Paddington’, a travel management 
Intranet; 

• ‘floor walkers’ whose job it is to engage potential 
customers browsing brochures will bring free coffee 
and tea to the tables in the centre of the shop. 

 
The member of staff said she thought they do feel that the 
management values their opinions. 

A recent innovation is an internet site and a small but 
expanding call centre based at the headquarters. however 
growth in this business would inevitably bring them into 
competition with the national and global operators. Their 
policy of constantly reviewing and seeking improvement to 
their product, therefore, will become more important than the 
geographical dominance that has sustained them in the past 
decade. 

T2 has good management information arising from good 
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effective. 
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