FROM CRISIS TO OPPORTUNITY: How the worker co-op movement is a response to both economic, and environmental crisis.  

Keynote: Elizabeth May

(Introduced by Yuill Herbert)

One of my finest moments was walking in Seattle in 1999 with the wonderful slogan of   “Turtles & Teamsters.”  The movement that took on Seattle and Quebec City has largely won. John Ralston Saul was right to say that “(corporate) globalization has died”.  The collapse of the stock market last September showed that the most significant enemy of capitalism is capitalism itself.  

What is the synergy we can have between the co-op movement and setting up the green economy of the future?  There are shared characteristics of the green economy and a social justice economy.  It’s not the Green Party’s vision to have Shell own all the solar panels and wind turbines.  The other aspect is that a green economy should be based on resilient communities.  This is straight from Homer-Dixon’s work. 

We know for sure that the climate crisis will cause some natural disasters, as it did in New Orleans.  Canadians wondered if that kind of thing could happen here?   I think not, because we don’t have the level of social disintegration as there.  Also I don’t think that in Canada we could imagine evacuation by vehicles and leaving the poor people behind.   This resiliency is part and parcel of the co-op movement.

This also fits with decentralization. Example, in Denmark one quarter of the electricity generated comes from wind.  The wind turbines are largely owned by housing co-ops.

We need resilience of the community, in the spirit of Jane Jacobs’ idea of knowing the people in your community.

The more we can put out there the potential of the co-op model, the more it is shown that the corporate globalization model is not the only way of doing things.  

It is exciting to imagine how we could work together more; how can we make worker co-operative’s better known, forest products (especially in Quebec); housing co-ops too; grocery stores, credit unions, etc.  People don’t recognize the important distinction between a credit union and a bank.  It’s great that we have the Coady Institute, with the student body coming from the global south.  We need that for Canadian residents too.  

Q&A:

Yulll: It seems that the idea of economic growth can no longer continue?  
A: I think we need to end economic growth.  It’s the economy of the cancer cell.  Nicolas Sarkozy in France hired 2 economists, including Joseph Stiglitz.  They recommended that France reduce its GDP.  We no longer need a casino economy, particularly where you’re not doing anything real but rather spinning around other people’s debts.  Peter Victor argues that we would all be better off if it were a steady state economy.  We need to build an econ that actually builds things.  Global Economy as if People Mattered: that’s the next book we need to write, maybe Elizabeth along with Yuill.

Mark: Can you raise the co-op model in your election campaign?  
A:Yes, I’ll put it on the list of things that I will definitely raise in the leader’s debate and in other forums.

David: I know that the Green platform reflects environmental values, but some co-op acts prohibit political contributions.  There is nothing that stops the Green party from making co-ops and co-operation a key message.  
A: I don’t think that it’s appropriate for the co-op movement to align with any party.  However we need to work more together informally.  The Green Party has no research budget.  For those of you who already have my e-mail address, share it with others.  If you find a good study, please share it with me.  If you want a press release out, write it for me and submit it to me.  I invite you to do things such as writing parts of our platform.

Colin: We are seeking to have the worker co-op movement grow dramatically, & feel that it (the economy) may need more of a collapse – hope not.  What do you think it would take to grow the movement (worker co-ops and co-operatives) more quickly?  
A: I know little about this.  The fair trade coffee movement: it’s hard to grow fast.  Regarding organic produce, it’s no longer local.  It’s tricky to get there from here.  We need more education in the business schools.  This is essential.  Regarding environmental failure, Copenhagen is 8 days away. Our government is working diligently to create a failure.  I will be there.  If there is a claim that this was a measured success, we need to blow the whistle on fraud.  I beg this of you; to keep working on this issue – need lots of attention on blogs and websites.  CBC radio host Jian Ghomeshi will host Al Gore, you should all phone in and praise it wildly.  Tomorrow, Jim Prentice is on Ana Maria Tremonti. There are many paid oil companies posting up comments etc.
Francis: Where do you stand on how much politicians make? 
A: With the economic crash, for the first time we’ve had a discussion that some people are being paid too much.  It is very difficult with government, I don’t think that people in government need good salaries.
Hazel: How do we build the Blue-Green Economy? 
A: There is so much government policy that we could use, example tax policy etc.  Although I don’t see any real likelihood, we could use pricing signals, fiscal policy, etc. because we see the benefits of it. Otherwise it will remain fringe.  It would be wonderful to start a bunch of web sites that are worker co-op instruction manuals.  Also something oriented to women would be beneficial.  Ursula Franklin said that the women’s way of organizing is potluck dinners.  But I suggest you use stealth too, create some snazzy websites which will bring people in who want to start businesses.

COLIN: Suggestion to get Henry Mintzberg, former professor at McGill (business strategy) who is interested in co-ops too, to be a keynote speaker.

