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1. Executive Summary 

This study examines the impact and success of Quebec’s Co-operative Investment Plan (CIP) and 

explores the potential for a similar plan at a pan-Canadian level. In a period of recession and 

economic downturn, the creation of this plan on a Canadian level would be a spur to job creation 

and community economic development involving a partnership between government and the co-

operative business sector.  

The Co-operative Investment Plan in Quebec (Régime d'investissement coopératif) was created by 

the provincial government in 1985 to encourage equity investment in particular types of co-

operative organizations, mainly agricultural, worker, and worker-shareholder co-operatives. The 

plan is currently structured as an income tax deduction offered to members and employees of 

eligible co-operatives who invest in their co-operative under the plan.  

 

In recent years, the CIP has generated between $25 and $32 million annually in equity capital 

invested in co-operative enterprises in Quebec. Total CIP-related co-operative investment over the 

life of the plan is now approaching the $500 million mark. 

In 2007 alone, CIP-related investments in agricultural co-operatives totalled $17.48 million, 

representing 54% of the $32.5 million total CIP-related investments made that year in the 

province's co-operative businesses. This constitutes an average of $460,065 raised per co-

operative among the 38 agricultural co-operatives that issued preferred shares under the plan that 

year.  

This study describes how Quebec's CIP works, identifies its benefits and costs, and assesses how 

well it meets its goals. It also considers the potential for a similar plan nation-wide. The study was 

carried out by the Agricultural Co-operative Development Initiative (Ag-CDI) and the economic 

development consultancy firm Millier Dickinson Blais. Background data were collected from many 

sources and interviews conducted with representatives of the co-operative and agricultural 

sectors as well as relevant government officials.  

 

1.1  Co-opera t ives  in  Canada 

For over one hundred years, Canada’s co-operatives have proven themselves to be sound 

and sustainable economic players. They have often arisen in tough economic times and in 

regions where challenging conditions are a way of life. With deep roots in their 

communities, co-operatives have faced global economic forces, yet continued to create 

local economic opportunities, employment, and access to goods and services, all the while 

building stronger communities through local ownership and control.  

Agricultural co-operatives, in particular, play an important role in rural communities across 

Canada as generators of economic activity, and in many cases as innovators in their 

industry.  Today, there are more than 1300 agricultural co-operatives in Canada, serving  
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over 325,000 active members. These co-operatives employ close to 30,000 people, they 

hold almost $6 billion in assets, and generate over $12 billion a year in revenues.1 

Yet for various reasons, access to investment capital represents a persistent challenge for 

these enterprises. This study was undertaken by the Agricultural Co-operative 

Development Initiative (Ag-CDI) as one step to address that challenge.  

 

1.2  Benef i ts  and Costs  of  Quebec's  CIP 

The research shows that the CIP program is widely regarded in Quebec as a success, and is 

now an established part of the provincial government's economic development strategy. It 

is recognized as instrumental in ensuring adequate capitalization for many of Quebec’s co-

operatives, which are key players in economic and social development, particularly in rural 

areas and the agricultural sector. 

Since new CIP arrangements were introduced in 2004, over 25% of eligible co-operatives in 

Quebec have been approved under the plan. Approximately 8,000 co-operative members 

invest in their Quebec co-operatives through the CIP each year, more than 40% of them in 

the agricultural sector. 

The multiple benefits offered by the CIP flow not only to co-operatives and their members, 

but to their communities and regions. The plan gives co-operatives access to a stable 

source of capital that is both less expensive and less administratively cumbersome than 

capital from outside sources. It boosts the motivation and involvement of members of the 

co-operative as well as its financial base, leading to stronger, more dynamic enterprises. 

The increased equity capital gives co-operatives greater flexibility and autonomy, enabling 

them to be more innovative and responsive and enhancing their ability to compete in fast-

changing markets like those in the value-added agricultural sector.  

Improved capitalization enables participating co-operatives to open up entire new areas of 

wealth production, creating new jobs and new market opportunities. This increased 

economic activity produces major multiplier effects and boosts tax revenues for all levels of 

government. For agricultural co-operatives, the financial strength and stability facilitated 

by the CIP allows them to improve benefits to their farmer members, such as higher 

patronage dividends, broader and more secure markets, better prices for products, and 

improved access to processing, transportation or storage. In addition, each member 

investor enjoys the immediate benefit of the CIP tax deduction. With the ability to raise 

capital locally through the CIP, these co-operatives are better able to compete in their own 

right and avoid consolidation with large outside entities, keeping money and jobs in the 

community.  

                                            
1
 Source: Co-operatives Secretariat, 2004 data adjusted to reflect recent changes in the sector. 
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Capital invested in Quebec co-operatives under the CIP in 2007 totaled more than $32 

million. The provincial government estimates the fiscal cost of the plan for 2007 at $8 

million, representing tax revenues relinquished through the CIP's income tax deduction.  

In assessing the economic significance of Quebec's CIP, the central focus is on economic 

development through job creation, income stabilization, market access and enhanced 

financial security, rather than direct financial return on investment. CIP investments enable 

co-operatives and communities to create significant entrepreneurial and employment 

options in areas where traditional market strategies are less successful. 

The tax deduction is clearly the key to the CIP's ability to generate capital for co-operative 

enterprises. For reasons outlined in this report, co-operatives, particularly those in the 

agricultural sector, do not tend to attract investment from the general public or from large 

investment funds. Quebec's CIP incentive enables these co-operative businesses to tap into 

a uniquely appropriate source of investment dollars: their own members.  

 

1.3  The  Poten t ia l  for  a  Canada-wide CIP In i t ia t ive 

The success of Quebec's Co-operative Investment Plan, together with the need for effective 

economic development strategies in a challenging global economy, has led to growing 

interest across Canada in a potential CIP-type initiative at the federal level.  

Since 2002, when a comprehensive study by Ernst & Young examined the rationale for a 

federal CIP program and explicitly recommended it, co-operatives and farm organizations 

at all levels have added their voices to the chorus of support. The message has been loud 

and clear from local co-operatives like the Peace Country Tender Beef Co-op and the 

Societe co-operative agricole d l'Ile aux Grues, to provincial and regional co-operatives like 

the United Farmers of Alberta and Co-op Atlantic. The Canadian Federation of Agriculture 

also took a strong position in support of a federal CIP program when it made the CIP the 

sole focus of its 2007 pre-budget submission to the federal government.  

A December 2004 report by the House of Commons Finance Committee, endorsed by all 

four major parties, summed it up as follows: "In the Committee's view, it is important that 

all Canadian businesses -- including co-operatives -- operate on a level playing field and 

within a tax regime that enables them to meet their needs in order that they and the 

Canadian economy can grow and prosper... The Committee recommends that the federal 

government immediately... create a Co-operative Investment Plan that would encourage ... 

members and employees to invest in their agricultural co-operatives through allowing 

them to deduct their investment up to a fixed percentage of their gross income." Since that 

time, support for a federal CIP has continued to grow in all quarters. 
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This study reinforces the conclusion that such a program would be widely welcomed, 

particularly as a tool for maximizing economic benefits and job creation in rural and 

agricultural regions. The impressive evidence from Quebec suggests that a similar federal 

initiative could indeed have an major positive impact on co-operatives and communities in 

terms of economic development, sustainability and employment, especially in Canada’s 

rural and agricultural regions.   

A CIP-type program at the federal level appears to be quite feasible. Fiscal measures such 

as the CIP tax deduction are well established means for supporting desired economic 

activities and initiatives and filling gaps where the standard mechanisms of the market may 

be seen as less effective. Moreover, the Quebec experience shows that even in tough 

times, agricultural co-operatives can count on their members' support. The CIP helps to 

both increase that support and make it more effective in terms of economic development  

Estimates based on the Quebec experience suggest that a Canada-wide CIP-type program 

would generate approximately $4 of new investment in participating co-operatives for 

every $1 of tax revenue given up by the government. This is based on the Quebec 

government’s estimate that in 2007 the plan cost $8 million in foregone tax revenue, for 

$32.5 million in investments through the CIP program. The new profits and wages arising 

from this increased investment would of course be taxable, and the plan, once established, 

would likely achieve its economic development goals at little or no net cost to the public 

purse. 

For over a hundred years, Canada's co-operatives have proven themselves to be effective 

and enduring players on the economic stage. As sustainable community-owned businesses, 

co-operatives can be key drivers of economic development. In the face of global economic 

forces, they can offer local opportunities, access to goods and services, and community 

involvement and control. In a discouraging job market, they can provide local employment 

and numerous other economic benefits. Co-operatives are part of the solution.  

But in working to fulfill this role, co-operatives need dependable access to capital. That is 

why a federal CIP-type program is now more important than ever. Such an initiative by the 

federal government would help to level the playing field between co-operatives and other 

businesses, and provide major benefits to a wide range of sectors and communities 

throughout the country. Quebec's successful Co-operative Investment Plan surely belongs 

on the list of fiscal "best practices". At a time when local economies across Canada need all 

the stimulus they can get, a similar program at the federal level would be welcomed by all. 
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2. The Co-operative Investment Plan in Quebec 

2.1  P lan Overv iew 

Quebec's Co-operative Investment Plan (Régime d'investissement coopératif) is a tax 

incentive program designed to increase equity capital investment in eligible co-operatives 

and co-operative federations in the Province. It is directed primarily at producer and 

worker co-operatives, certain multi-stakeholder or solidarity co-operatives, and some co-

operative federations that meet the plan’s eligibility criteria. By offering personal income 

tax deductions for the purchase of preferred shares issued under the CIP, it aims to 

encourage members and employees to invest in their co-operatives.  

Once established, the CIP has generated between $25 and $30 million annually in total 

capital invested in Quebec's co-operative enterprises, averaging more than that in recent 

years. Total CIP-related co-operative investment over the life of the plan is now 

approaching $500 million. 

Created in 1985 by the provincial Finance Ministry, the plan is now administered by the 

Ministry of Economic Development, Innovation and Exports (Ministère du Développement 

économique, de l’Innovation et de l’Exportation or MDEIE). This Ministry issues and 

revokes eligibility certificates for co-operatives, oversees their investment activities, 

including the issuance and buy-back of CIP-qualified shares, and receives annual reports 

from approved co-operatives detailing investment activities under the CIP. Revenue 

Québec deals with requirements related to member/employee income tax returns. The 

provincial securities authority (Autorité des marchés financiers) is responsible for 

protecting CIP investors. The CIP is regulated by Québec’s Loi sur le Régime 

d'investissement coopératif (L.R.Q. chapitre R-8.1.1) passed by the National Assembly on 

December 6, 2006.   

Several tools assist stakeholders with the implementation of the CIP. A revised program 

guide explains in detail the plan’s components and includes all relevant forms for applying 

to the CIP. Training is also provided by the MDEIE through targeted sessions and 

distribution of training/learning manuals to co-operative development organizations and 

sector federations.  

The following details of  the program’s mechanics are drawn from the Quebec government 

publication "Guide d’information sur les measures fiscals destinées aux coopératives et aux 

fédérations de coopératives", which is posted on the plan's website.2  

 

                                            
2 www.mdeie.gouv.qc.ca/fileadmin/sites/internet/documents/publications/pdf/Entreprises/cooperatives/ric_dec2008.pdf  
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2 .2  How Quebec's  C IP  Works   

The CIP is a tax deduction offered to members and employees of eligible co-operatives 

when they buy preferred shares in their co-operative. The deduction equals 125% of the 

total value of the shares purchased by that investor under the plan in a given year. It is 

applied to provincial personal income tax, at the applicable rate based on the individual’s 

taxable income.  

Briefly, this is how the plan is implemented: 

• The co-operative applies for and receives a certificate authorizing it to issue 

preferred shares under the CIP; 

• The co-operative invites its members and employees to invest by purchasing 

those shares; 

• Members and employees purchase preferred shares issued under the CIP; 

• The co-operative uses the capital thus acquired for working capital, project 

funding, etc; 

• The member or employee files their annual provincial income tax return, and 

claims a tax deduction equal to 125% of the amount they invested that year 

under the CIP. 

The CIP is not offered to the general public; it is explicitly designed for co-operative 

members (users of a co-operatives services or employees of eligible co-operatives). Like 

any private enterprise share, the preferred shares issued under the CIP constitute risk 

capital and are not guaranteed. Given the absence of a secondary market, they do not have 

liquidity, and cannot be considered retirement savings investments.  

Various other restrictions apply. The deduction cannot exceed more than 30% of a person’s 

adjusted net income for the tax year. If circumstances arise in which the deduction would 

exceed the amount allowed (for example, if personal income is significantly lower than 

anticipated at the time of the investment), the deduction can be pushed back for up to five 

years.  

In order to ensure that the CIP incentive actually results in increasing the permanent 

capital of the co-operative or federation involved, preferred shares issued under the plan 

must be held for a minimum of 5 years. Even after the 5-year minimum is up, buy-back of 

these preferred shares is at the co-operatives discretion. Certain exceptions to the 5-year 

minimum are specified in the CIP legislation (for example, if a member resigns, retires or 

dies), subject always to the discretion of the co-operatives board of directors and the 

conditions set out by law. In those cases of buy-back, the member's tax deduction is 

adjusted accordingly in subsequent tax years.  
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A member/employee may buy shares over several months or years, as long as they respect 

the co-operatives by-laws with regard to share issuance. No special provisions are made for 

“one-time only” investments, nor are there any obligations or requirements to make new 

investments annually. 

 

2.2.1 Criteria 

Co-operatives eligible under the CIP include worker co-operatives, worker-shareholder co-

operatives, producer co-operatives (mainly agricultural), and certain types of multi-

stakeholder co-operatives and co-operative federations. (See Appendix C for a brief 

overview of these different types of co-operative.) The co-operative must meet the 

following criteria: 

• The co-operative has completed at least one fiscal year or is able to demonstrate the 

ability to satisfy all eligibility criteria by the end of the current fiscal year; 

• The co-operative conforms to all provisions under existing co-operatives legislation; 

• The co-operatives administration is carried out in Québec; 

• More than 50% of its wages are paid to employees of businesses located in Québec; 

• The majority of the co-operatives assets are located in Canada; 

• The proportion of the co-operatives assets which belongs to its members (i.e. all 

shares, reserves, operating surpluses before distribution, etc) is less than 60% of its 

total assets. (Worker and worker-shareholder co-operatives excepted, and others 

may request an exemption in cases of expansion or development projects); and 

• The co-operatives total assets, exclusive of all shares issued under the CIP are equal 

to at least 80% of what the total assets were on April 23, 1985. 

 

In order for an investment to qualify for the tax deduction under the CIP, the investor must 

meet the following criteria: 

• be an individual member or employee of a co-operative approved under the CIP, or 

of an organization or company that is a member of an agricultural co-operative, or an 

individual share-holder of such organization or company (certain restrictions apply); 

• be a user of the services offered by the co-operative. 
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The share must meet the following criteria to qualify: 

• it must be a preferred share being purchased for the first time by an eligible investor; 

• interest must be non-cumulative, with a maximum rate set in advance by the Board 

of Directors, payable annually when the Board decides the co-op's financial situation 

allows; 

• its minimum term is 5 years, except in cases of death, retirement, resignation, etc. 

 

The MDEIE may revoke a co-op's CIP authorization certificate if any of the following 

conditions apply: 

• One of the required eligibility criteria is no longer applicable; 

• Preferred shares are issued to persons not eligible under the CIP; 

• False statements are made or required information is not disclosed to the MDEIE; 

• Failure to submit documentation as required under the CIP; 

• Annual reports are not filed within a reasonable timeline; 

• Dissolution, liquidation or business closure; 

• Abuses of the Co-operative Investment Plan; or 

• Failure to implement or develop any restructuring program as instructed by the 

MDEIE. 

 

2.2.2    Procedures 

Investments are made through the acquisition of preferred shares by a member or 

employee of the co-operative, and can be made at any time during the calendar year, 

unless otherwise specified in the co-op’s by-laws. Member investors can acquire preferred 

shares under the CIP during subsequent years, as long as the co-operative is still eligible 

and program requirements are respected.  

It is relatively simple for a co-operative to apply to the Co-operatives Branch of the MDEIE 

for a certificate authorizing its participation in the CIP.  
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The following documents must be submitted: 

• A written request for approval to issue preferred shares recognized under the CIP; 

• A copy of the co-operatives most recent annual report, if not previously filed with the 

Branch, or any other documents as requested if it has not completed its first fiscal 

year; 

• An excerpt of the co-operatives by-laws authorizing the issuance of preferred shares; 

• A copy of the board of directors resolution outlining terms of the issuance of 

preferred shares; 

• A certificate signed by 2 directors attesting to the type of co-operative, its sphere of 

operation and the location of its assets; 

• A certificate signed by the co-op’s financial auditor attesting that the proportion of 

the assets which belongs to members (i.e. all shares, reserves, operating surpluses 

before distribution, etc) is less than 60% of total assets (except for worker and 

worker-shareholder co-ops); and 

• A certificate from the auditor regarding the retention of assets, for co-operatives 

established prior to April 23, 1985. 

Once approved, the co-operative must submit annual reports as required under the CIP 

guidelines. These reports include declarations to Revenue Québec and to each individual 

investor of all activities undertaken in relation to the CIP, as well as an information report 

to the MDEIE. 

In an effort to ensure the integrity of the Plan, severe penalties and special tax rates of 30% 

or 50% can be levied for non-compliance. 

 

2 .3  Evolu t ion  of  the  C IP in  Quebec 

Initially established in 1985, the Co-operative Investment Plan (CIP) was created to 

facilitate and encourage investment in co-operative organizations in Quebec. Good use was 

made of the plan across the province. In the years between 1998 and 2002, approximately 

200 co-operatives held CIP certificates, with up to 10,000 member investors in each year 

buying preferred shares, and annual CIP-related investment ranging between $23 million 

and $36 million. 
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In 2003, due to pressure to reduce mounting deficits, the Minister of Finance initiated a 

complete review of all business support programs offered by the Province. As part of this 

rigorous review, the Minister imposed a moratorium in June 2003 on the issuance of new 

subscriptions to the CIP. Worker and worker-shareholder co-operatives were exempted, 

but the tax deduction offered to their member investors under the CIP was reduced from 

150% to 125%. 

These measures led to a reduction of $17.6 million in total CIP-related investments in co-

operatives from 2002 to 2003, the year during which the moratorium took effect. Figure 

2.1 shows CIP-related investments in the period leading up to the moratorium, and the 

dramatic drop in 2003. 

Figure 2.1 – Annual Investments (CIP) – 1997 to 20033 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Cooperative development organizations and others opposed the moratorium, pointing to 

the positive impact of co-operatives on the rural economy and their contribution to 

economic prosperity and opportunity for many communities and farm families in Quebec.  

In March 2004, in recognition of these factors, the Minister of Finance reinstated the Co-

operative Investment Plan, with a number of changes. Under the "new CIP", the personal 

income tax deduction was reduced from 150% to 125%, and reporting was improved to 

enable better evaluation of the plan's impacts. The government also introduced the 

"Ristourne à impot différé", a measure to assist in the capitalization of co-operatives by 

deferring taxes on co-operative dividends paid in the form of shares to co-operative 

members until the member cashed in the share. 

                                            
3
 Le Régime d’investissement coopératif – Résultats de l’émission 2006 et retrospective 1997-2006 
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Following the reinstatement of the CIP, total investments in co-operatives under the plan 

increased again by $6.5 million, bringing average annual CIP-related investments close to 

pre-moratorium levels. 

Figure 2.2 – Annual Investments (CIP) – 2003 to 20064
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

2.3.1    Participating Co-operatives 

Of the 210 co-operatives that have received CIP certificates between the reinstatement of 

the program in 2004 and the end of 2007, over 80% were approved during the first two 

years, 2004 and 2005. In 2004, most were agricultural co-operatives, while in 2005 worker 

co-operatives were the largest segment. More than 80% of co-operatives participating in 

the new CIP had also participated in the earlier version of the plan. A large majority of 

participating co-operatives are located in rural and resource-based regions of the province. 
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 Le Régime d’investissement coopératif – Résultats de l’émission 2006 et retrospective 1997-2006 
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Table 2.1 – CIP Certificates Issued – 2004 to 20075 

Type of Participating Co-operative 2004 2005 2006 2007 
Total 

Issued 

Co-operative Federations 1 0 0 0 1 

Producer Co-operatives (primarily agricultural) 38 8 2 1 49 

Worker Co-operatives 31 59 9 1 100 

Worker/Shareholder Co-operatives 9 39 12 0 60 

Multi-stakeholder Co-operatives 0 0 0 0 0 

Totals 79 106 23 2 210 

 

Since the launch of the new CIP, close to one-third of eligible Quebec co-operatives 

have been approved for investment under the plan – a strong indication of the need 

for capital within the co-operative sector. Of the 210 certificates granted under the 

new CIP to the end of 2007, only 18 were revoked, and those were largely due to 

dissolution, liquidation, or business closures. 

 

Table 2.2 – Certificates Issued and Active under CIP by Type of Co-operative, 2004-20076 

Type of participating Co-operative Issued Revoked Active 

Co-operative Federations 1 0 1 

Producer Co-operatives (primarily agricultural) 49 0 49 

Worker Co-operatives 100 10 90 

Worker/Shareholder Co-operatives 60 8 52 

Multi-stakeholder Co-operatives 0 0 0 

Totals 210 18 192 

 

Participating co-operatives are generally representative of the co-operative sector 

in Quebec in terms of regional distribution, with 32.8% located in resource-based 

rural regions of Quebec, 42.7% in the central rural regions of the Province and the 

remaining 24.5% located in the urban regions of Montreal/Laval and Quebec City. 

The proportion from rural regions was even higher in 2007.7 
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6
 Le Régime d’investissement coopératif – Résultats de l’émission 2006 et retrospective 1997-2006 

7
 Le Régime d’investissement coopératif – Résultats de l’émission 2007  
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Figure 2.3 – Valid CIP Certificates (by region) – 2003 to 20068 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The types of co-operative making the greatest use of the CIP vary from region to 

region. In resource-based regions, members of worker co-operatives are the most 

active (72%) in adopting the CIP. Many of these are start-up or emerging businesses 

– forestry worker co-operatives (31.7%) and other worker co-operatives (39.7%) 

which require substantial initial capital investments.  

In the central rural regions, 43% of CIP-approved co-operatives are agricultural. In 

the urban regions, worker and worker-shareholder co-operatives make up a larger 

proportion of participating co-operatives. 

  

                                            
8
 Le Régime d’investissement coopératif – Résultats de l’émission 2006 et retrospective 1997-2006 
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Figure 2.4 – Types of Co-operatives with Valid CIP Certificates, by Region – 2003 to 

20069 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

2.3.2 CIP-related Co-operative Investments 

In 2007, investments in co-operatives by their members and employees under the CIP 

totalled $32.5 million. Of the 223 Co-operatives with valid CIP certificates, 165 (74%) issued 

preferred shares to a total of 7,884 member and employee investors during the year.10 

 

                                            
9
 Le Régime d’investissement coopératif – Résultats de l’émission 2006 et retrospective 1997-2006 

10
 Le Régime d’investissement coopératif – Résultats 2007 
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Agricultural co-operatives have accounted for more than 50% of all CIP investments to 

date. Over the four years following the CIP's reinstatement, from 2004 to 2007, the total 

investments in co-operatives under the plan come to over $118.5 million, of which more 

than $66 million has been in the agricultural sector. The data for 2007 show CIP-related 

investments of $17,482,456 in agricultural co-operatives, accounting for 54% of the year's 

overall total.11 

The average investment figures for agricultural co-operatives are also significantly higher 

than for those in other sectors. In 2007, the average CIP-related investment for each of the 

38 agricultural co-operatives participating was over $460,000 compared to the overall 

average of $196,795. Average CIP investment per investor for agricultural producer co-

operatives that year was $5,146, while the overall average per investor was $4,119.12 

 

2.4  Benef i ts  and Costs  of  Quebec's  CIP 

The CIP program is widely regarded within Quebec as an on-going success. Its 24-year 

record as a program supported by governments of different political stripes, its 

continuation in 2004 after a full review, and its inclusion in the government's official co-

operative development policy,13 all speak to the recognition it has earned.  

This official support reflects the significant and continuing embrace of the CIP by eligible 

co-operatives, particularly agricultural co-operatives. Approximately 8,000 members invest 

in their co-operatives through the CIP each year, more than 40% of them in the agricultural 

sector. This represents sizable annual totals in equity investments – over $32 million 

invested in participating co-operatives in 2007, 54% of it in agricultural co-operatives.14 

The Quebec government’s "Horizon 2005" Policy on Co-operative Development highlights 

the important role of co-operatives in the province's economy and cites as a primary 

objective "to speed up development of co-operatives by supporting their diversification 

into new sectors".15 The policy explicitly includes the CIP in its list of measures to improve 

financial resources and support services available for co-operative development purposes.  

By providing cooperatives with financial capital they needed to adapt, innovate and expand 

their operations, the CIP helps those businesses hold their own and thrive in very 

competitive and fast-changing markets, particularly those in the agricultural sector.  
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 Le Régime d’investissement coopératif – Résultats 2007 
12

 Le Régime d’investissement coopératif – Résultats 2007 
13

 "Politique de développement des coopératives – Horizon 2005" (voir "Politiques" www.mdeie.gouv.qc.ca )   
14

 Le Régime d’investissement coopératif – Résultats 2007 
15

 "Politique de développement des coopératives – Horizon 2005" (voir "Politiques" www.mdeie.gouv.qc.ca) 
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The resulting increase in economic activity is crucial in regional economic development 

terms, particularly in creating and maintaining jobs in rural areas where employment 

opportunities are scarce. In turn, both federal and provincial governments receive 

increased tax revenues as a result of the co-operatives' enhanced economic activity and 

the spin-offs thus generated. The government statistics already cited bear out the plan’s 

overall success and its significant uptake by co-operatives and their members, particularly 

in the agricultural sector. The MDEIE's 2007 report on the CIP concludes: 

"The results from 2007 indicate again that the CIP is doing well at meeting the 

needs of targeted co-operatives. Almost all the figures show an increase over 

2006, notably the investment totals and average amounts invested. This measure 

undeniably has a beneficial effect on the development and growth of Quebec's co-

operatives. The 200-plus co-operatives which benefit from the plan have 

significant economic weight in the co-operative sector. Although they represent 

less than 20% of all non-financial co-operatives in Quebec (other than housing), 

they hold close to 80% of the assets and about 85% of the total turnover. [For 

these co-operatives] the influence of the new CIP can already be seen. From 2005 

to 2006, the overall value of their net fixed assets grew by nearly $20 million, and 

the total of their members' holdings went from $569 million to $603 million, a net 

increase of $34 million. Their overall capitalization went from 41,8% to 43%."16 

 

What does this successful program cost the Quebec government in administration and in 

foregone tax revenues? The CIP is part of a larger group of business support programs 

which receive an overall annual allocation in the provincial budget. As a result, there is no 

tracking mechanism specifically for the CIP, and thus no precise data on the exact fiscal 

cost of the plan. However, for planning purposes, the Quebec Ministries of Finance and 

Revenue utilize a notional projection of fiscal cost based on the total of the previous year’s 

CIP-eligible contributions. The projection varies from year to year, from a low of 16% of the 

contributions in 1986, the first year of the program’s existence, to a high of slightly more 

than 20% in 2007.  

Currently, the Quebec government estimates the CIP's fiscal cost for 2007 at approximately 

$8 million, and for 2008 and 2009 at $9 million annually17. These cost estimates are arrived 

at through the use of various models and data sources, as outlined in the same Quebec 

Ministry of Finance document. The plan's administrative costs are minimal, approximately 

$50,000 a year.18 

  

                                            
16

 Le Régime d’investissement coopératif – Résultats 2007 
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 "Dépenses fiscales, édition 2008" p. A.46  www.finances.gouv.qc.ca/documents/autres/fr/AUTFR_DepensesFiscales2008.pdf  
18

 Personal communication with Sylvie Richard of MDEIE 
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Looking at the figures for 2007 – with over $32 million in new investment resulting from an 

estimated $8 million in foregone tax revenues – the ratio that emerges is better than 4 to 

1.  Moreover, the multiple economic benefits arising from the enhanced access to capital 

facilitated by the CIP quickly translate into significantly increased revenues for all levels of 

government. Any estimate of the fiscal cost of the plan should therefore also be assessed in 

the light of the positive fiscal gains which result from the increased economic activity 

stimulated by the CIP. 
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3.  Co-operative Sector Experience with the CIP 

In order to develop a comprehensive assessment of Quebec's Co-operative Investment Plan, the 

study sought to complement the official record and statistics with perspectives arising from direct 

practical experience with the plan. Surveys were conducted via telephone interviews, mostly in 

French, with representatives of key co-operative sector organizations in Quebec and with 

managers and members of a range of Quebec agricultural co-operatives. The following summaries 

present the experience and insights of these people, who are directly involved with the operation 

of the CIP through their work in the sector it is designed to benefit. Responses in each category 

have been aggregated and summarized so as to preserve their anonymity while ensuring the 

essential material from those responses is presented. 

 

3 .1  Quebec  Co-opera t ive Sec tor  Organiza t ions 

This section summarizes survey responses from the following Quebec co-operative 

organizations: 

• Conseil Quebecois de la coopération et de la mutualité 

• Fédération des coopératives de développement régional du Québec 

• Coopérative de développement Centre-du-Québec/Mauricie 

• Coopérative de développement régional Saguenay-Lac-St-Jean/Nord-du-Québec 

• Coopérative de développement régional de la Montérégie (l'Intercoopérative) 

The Conseil québecois de la coopération et de la mutualité supports social and economic 

development by fostering the co-operative movement in Quebec. Its mission is to create 

dialogue between various sectors of Quebec’s co-operative movement and their partners, 

to represent and support the interests of Quebec’s co-operative movement, and to 

promote the benefits of co-operatives for their members and the population in general. 

The Fédération des coopératives de développement régional du Québec represents the 

province's network of Coopératives de Développement Régional (CDRs). It represents and 

promotes the interests of the CDRs in Quebec, providing information to its member 

organizations and offering ways to share information within the network and with the 

public. It also offers co-operative development services to established and emerging co-

ops. 
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The Coopérative de développement régional Centre-du-Québec/Mauricie offers services to 

co-operatives in its designated regions. Since its creation in 1996, the CDRCQM has 

supported the development of 170 co-operatives, which have created over 1,500 jobs. 

Likewise, the Coopérative de développement régional Saguenay-Lac-St-Jean/Nord-du-

Québec, with 120 member co-operatives, and the Coopérative de développement régional 

de la Montérégie (l'Intercoopérative), are regional organizations with mandates similar to 

that of the CDRCQM.  

 

Question 1:  How significant or important is the CIP in helping co-operatives 

raise development capital? 

 

All respondents to the survey recognize the importance of the CIP. Each organization 

affirms the obvious impact of co-operatives being able to access a willing pool of 

investors without going through a rigorous securities 

approval process. The capital provided through the CIP is 

also less intrusive than traditional venture capital. 

Access to capital is seen as a continuing challenge for co-

operatives. While those interviewed state that other 

sources of capital can be secured, often the application 

process and due diligence requirements becomes 

burdensome for co-operatives. Moreover, costs for other 

sources of capital are also higher than for capital raised 

through the CIP. 

The CIP is deemed an important element in sustaining 

co-operatives for the long term. Financial commitment 

from the membership offers greater potential for 

survival in a very competitive environment, an 

observation supported by recent research attesting to 

longer survival rates of co-operatives when compared 

to traditional business models.19 

 

 

 

 

 

                                            
19

 Survival Rates of Co-operatives in Quebec, www.coop.gc.ca/pub/pdf/surv_e.pdf 

“The CIP plan draws from 
an established community 
(of common interests) that 
is collectively seeking to 
pursue opportunities for 
improved prosperity” 

“Investments are based on 
an individual’s knowledge 
of the resources required 

and how new funds (equity) 
can best be applied in their 

co-operative.” 
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“The CIP helps co-operatives prosper in a 
constantly changing world market 
environment. It helps smaller; less 

capitalized co-operatives maintain market 
presence without the need to seek 

consolidation with larger producers.” 

 

Question 2:  At what stage do you consider development capital being 

crucial to helping co-operatives succeed? Do you believe development 

capital is readily available to emerging, growth, or mature co-operatives?   

If not, what other options would co-operatives rely upon to capitalize their 

projects or ventures? 

 

Development capital is considered crucial at each development stage. The specific 

purposes may differ, but each development stage requires access to capital to help 

the co-operative sustain its operations. While emerging co-operatives require capital 

for start-up (i.e. to purchase equipment, to initially set-up), growing co-operatives and 

mature co-operatives are no different.  

Growing co-operatives must rely on a healthy 

working capital that will ensure that they are 

able to meet increasing customer demands.  

Mature co-operatives need equity to innovate 

and upgrade in order to remain competitive. 

Most respondents agree that different forms 

of development capital are available to co-

operatives.  However, access for co-operatives 

to these other forms of capital is considered much more difficult and cumbersome 

administratively than member equity raised through the CIP program. Moreover, 

venture capital or equity equivalent capital often costs in excess of 20%, whereas the 

cost of equity raised from a co-operative’s membership, notably through the CIP, is 

often marginal. 

 

Question 3:  Do you feel the CIP is used to its maximum potential?  How 

would you rate the importance of an investment plan for co-operative 

development and the success of existing co-operatives? 

Overall, respondents believe that the CIP is 

being well used for capitalizing agricultural 

co-operatives, but many think it could be 

stronger in other sectors. They see the CIP 

as an effective community economic 

development tool that helps mobilize 

capital in more rural areas of the province. 

They consider it a key development tool for 

fostering co-operative development.  

 

“Use of the CIP is stronger in more 
regional [peripheral] areas of the 
Province, indicating a stronger 

recognition and understanding of the 
Plan.  This could also imply that a much 

greater need exists in rural 
communities.” 
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They also emphasize its positive impacts on 

individual producer livelihoods. Not only can these 

farmer members benefit from more secure sources 

for their inputs, they often get a better market price 

for their products as well as the potential for higher 

return from value-added processing. 

 

Question 4:  What are the most pressing concerns for co-operatives when 

considering development capital (risk capital)? 

The most pressing issue for co-operatives seems to be sufficient capitalization. While 

problems of access to capital can be overcome, many existing co-operatives are constantly 

in need of better capitalization and enhanced working capital. Projects are better funded 

when a co-operative has healthy member equity. 

 

Question 5:  What limitations do you see with the CIP?  What are the 

negative impacts, if any, of the CIP as a program? 

The major concern about the CIP involves the public nature of the 

plan. The program is at the mercy of public policymakers that may 

choose to stop or change the terms of the CIP at any time. The CIP 

could be removed as a continuing provincial plan at any time, 

leaving co-operatives scrambling for other sources of equity. The 

moratorium placed on the plan in 2003 was cited as a prime 

example of the changes that can occur within a public plan. 

 

Question 6:  From an operational point of view, what impacts, both negative 

and positive, can you attribute specifically to the CIP as a co-operative 

development plan?  What benefits and what costs?  Please differentiate 

between costs related to start-up and implementation phases, and costs 

related to administering/operating the plan. 

Direct positive impacts of the CIP include co-operative development, financing, and 

member engagement.  

  

 

“Members that are actively 
involved in financing their co-
operatives often demonstrate a 
stronger commitment to their 
(co-operatives) activities.” 

 

“The moratorium forced 
co-operatives that relied 
on the CIP to possibly 
seek other sources of 

capital.” 
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The CIP is a unique program that helps co-operatives increase 

their role through investments from their membership, 

compete better in very competitive markets, and ensure that 

benefits, both financial and non-financial, remain within the 

communities they serve. Through the CIP, co-operatives have 

access to sufficient capital to grow and prosper. This includes 

the working capital needed to enhance their business 

operations and secure the assets (i.e. equipment) they need to 

compete in their marketplace. 

Financially the CIP offers the opportunity for members to prosper by helping their co-

operatives finance their operations. Besides the initial personal benefit of the tax 

deduction, the CIP can strengthen the co-op's ability to offer increased patronage 

dividends and get better value for their members in the marketplace. The plan provides co-

operatives with capital that is less expensive than other alternatives, and the potential for 

greater long-term financial stability with regular investments from the membership. 

Finally, through its tax incentive, the CIP encourages co-operative members to get more 

involved in the success of their collective business. 

 

3 .2  Managers  of  Quebec Agr icu l tural  Co-operat ives 

Interviews were conducted with management staff of 14 Quebec-based co-operatives 

eligible to use the CIP program: 

 

• Coop Fédérée 

• Agropur coopérative 

• Agrilait Coopérative agricole 

• Nutrinor, Coop agro-alimentaire du Saguenay Lac St-Jean 

• Société coopérative agricole de l’Assomption 

• Société coopérative agricole du Sud de Montréal 

• Unicoop Coopérative agricole 

• Coopérative de services agricoles d'Abitibi-Ouest 

• Coop des Cantons, Coopérative agricole 

• La Societé coopérative agricole de Montmagny 

• Purdel, Coopérative agro-alimentaire 

• Cooplus, Coopérative agricole Champlain-Laviolette 

• Coopérative agro-alimentaire des Vallées, Outaouais-Laurentides 

• Coop des deux rives, coopérative agricole 

 

 

“Financial gains 
from member 
investments 

remain at the 
local or regional 

levels.” 
 



The Co-operative Investment Plan (CIP) Page 23 

 

 

Overall reaction to the Cooperative Investment Plan amongst co-operatives surveyed is 

very positive. Most report varying uses of the funds raised through the plan, and 14 of the 

15 indicate a strong link between their co-op's success and CIP-linked investments from 

their members. 

 

Question 1:  How significant was the CIP in helping the co-operative raise 

development capital? 

While capital raised through the CIP is not the only significant source of funds for their co-

operatives, 13 of the 15 respondents report that annual contributions from members 

represent an easily accessible source of capital which contributes to the overall financial 

stability of the co-operative. Specific examples of benefits include a healthier balance sheet 

where the share capital facilitates access to term or 

debt capital, less dependence on more costly capital 

like traditional venture capital or subordinated debt, 

and more flexibility for the co-operative in the use of 

funds raised from its members through the CIP. 

 

Question 2:  At what stage of development would you consider your co-

operative to be (emerging, growth, mature, or declining)?  Provide a brief 

explanation as to the challenges the co-operative faces in relation to risk 

capital and the role the CIP plays in securing the funds needed to capitalize 

the venture. 

Of the 15 co-operatives surveyed, 11 identify themselves as mature, generally indicating 

strong market penetration and a proven business model, often accompanied by continued 

growth. 2 respondents are unsure which development stage their co-operatives are in. The 

other 2 co-operatives are in the growth stage of development, and are experiencing 

average growth exceeding what they had expected. Both of these respondents see a strong 

link between the capital they are able to raise through the CIP and the ability of their co-

operatives to finance their own growth, increasing their capacity through capital 

expenditures.   

As for the challenges these co-operatives face in regard to risk capital, these can be 

summarized under three headings: access, cost, and process. 

  

“The CIP allowed our co-
operative to establish a 
strong working capital 

without needing to rely on 
debt financing to operate.” 
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Access to capital 

While equity investments are often made in co-

operatives, people often see the unique nature of co-

operative governance and share structure as a deterrent. 

Co-operatives often have to spend valuable time and 

energy educating potential investors on the merits of co-

operative ventures when that energy could be directed 

to more productive activities. While co-operatives in 

Quebec are increasingly recognized in the market place, 

investors are often unconvinced of the business case. Respondents note the need to 

educate investors about potential rates of return, the business viability of co-operatives, 

and their use of retained earnings (surpluses), including the allocation of patronage 

dividends to member owners. 

 

Cost of risk capital 

For most respondents, the costs involved in acquiring equity 

equivalent capital can be a hindrance when funds are needed for 

capital projects or working capital. Moreover, negotiations with 

sources for such funds may stall over requirements for oversight 

into the co-op's operations, with possible negative impacts on its 

activities, its control over use of funds, reporting requirements, etc. 

 

Process to Raise Funds 

In raising equity or equity equivalent capital, the process itself can present problems. A 

majority of co-operatives surveyed noted that the complicated application and due 

diligence processes required by most equity or 

equity equivalent sources oblige them to gather 

and submit information that is not necessarily 

readily available. Moreover, the process takes time 

that could be spent on strengthening the co-

operative venture. Slow turnaround also hinders 

the co-ops' ability to raise needed capital. 

 

  

 

“Once set up to offer 
preferred shares under the 

CIP, investments can be made 
with ease and at any time.  
The co-operative is not 

required to go through a 
long process to meet its 
financing requirements.” 

 

“CIP investments 
provide an inexpensive 
source of funding for 
the co-operative.” 

“[The CIP] provides the 
co-operative with access 
to an immediate pool of 
resources, with an initial 
benefit [tax deduction] 

not costing the co-
operative any money.” 
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Question 3:  What stage, if any, do you feel the CIP is best designed to raise 

capital for in co-operative organizations? How likely is the plan to assist 

emerging and growing co-operatives? 

All respondents feel that CIP investments should not be attributed to any particular 

stage of development. Capital is required at each stage for varying purposes and each 

stage benefits from capital investments by the membership. 

 

Some also note significant intangible benefits of the CIP 

related to direct participation by member investors in their 

co-operatives financial viability. While membership itself 

may be limited to a single member share, further 

investments enhance the member's sense of ownership 

and engagement in the activities of the co-operative.  

 

In the case of agricultural co-operatives, increased capital investments by member 

producers may help improve the agricultural outputs going through the system. While 

no data are available to substantiate this idea, there is a sense that with more of their 

own capital risked in the co-operative venture, member producers are more inclined 

to go the extra distance to improve their agricultural output and utilize the services 

their co-operatives provide. 

 

Question 4:  What are the most pressing concerns for the co-operative when 

considering development capital (risk capital)?  Consider access to capital, 

sufficient capitalization, capital to pursue development opportunities 

(working capital), etc.  

Many respondents representing mature co-operatives note that trends in the 

agricultural sector (e.g. centralisation or consolidations, increased competition, need 

for volume) create a constant need for sources of capital. In order for these co-

operatives to innovate and evolve to keep up with market trends, they must be able 

to access capital quickly and effectively without jeopardizing their ongoing activities. 

For co-operatives in the growth stage, access to equity capital to secure capital assets, 

finance growing operations and penetrate markets effectively is a key element in 

ensuring success. The unique nature of co-operatives can sometimes compound these 

cash requirements.     

 

 

 
“Members that have 
investments in the co-

operative are more likely 
to take an interest in the 
co-operative and in its 

activities.” 



The Co-operative Investment Plan (CIP) Page 26 

 

 

Question 5:  What other sources of capital, if any, were available to the co-

operative for development purposes?  If others were available, what 

advantages or disadvantages did you see in pursuing the CIP in comparison 

to other sources of capital?     

Other sources of capital for the co-operatives surveyed include debt capital through 

local credit unions, Farm Credit Corporation (FCC) financing programs and 

Investissement Québec. The main advantages to the CIP approach to raising capital 

include the opportunity to engage the membership in the co-op's financial viability, 

and the ability to demonstrate to members how the capital raised benefits the co-

operative and in turn increases their ability to market their products.   

Although expressed in various ways, the need to target multiple potential investors 

remains the primary disadvantage of using the CIP to raise capital. When a co-

operative needs a substantial amount of money, the fundraising process requires 

more internal record-keeping and administration than in the case of traditional forms 

of capital available through a single investor or funding 

partner. 

 

Question 6:  How would you rate the CIP in terms of 

attracting investment capital to your co-operative?  

How important was the CIP in capitalizing your co-

operative? 

The unique enabling feature of the CIP in attracting investment 

capital remains the tax deduction incentive. All respondents 

said the tax deduction almost sells the investment for them. Combining the tax credit 

with Quebec’s deferred tax program for patronage dividends (Ristourne à impôt 

différé) makes investing in their co-operative more than advantageous for members.  

Respondents note how easy it is to make the case for 

member/producers investing in their future while 

reaping immediate benefits though the tax deduction. A 

majority report that initial investments through the CIP 

are secured with limited effort. The co-operatives also 

point to the provincial government's CIP guide as an 

important tool for educating potential member 

investors on the merits of the plan. 

 

 

 

“Funds raised through the 
CIP allow the co-operative 
to pursue new development 
opportunities, or to become 
more effective in the services 
it provides [to its members].” 

 

“Investments as a 
result of the CIP 

plan are 
fundamental to 

the success of the 
co-operative.” 
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Question 7:  What limitations do you see with the CIP?  What are the 

negative impacts, if any, of the CIP as a program for raising risk capital? 

What difficulties did you encounter when initiating the plan? 

No substantial comments were made in response to this question. Co-operatives are 

already tightly regulated in terms of requirements for reporting to their members and 

the provincial government, both on active memberships and on levels of member 

capital invested. Yearly audited financial statements outlining the co-op's financial 

performance are the norm. Co-operatives essentially see the CIP as simply another 

process to administer within their regular member relation activities. 

 

Question 8:  Did you encounter any difficulties once the plan was launched?  

How did you communicate your intentions to raise capital through your 

membership via the CIP program? 

The biggest problem for co-operatives since the launch of the first CIP was the 

moratorium placed on the program in 2003 and the subsequent change to the tax 

deduction from 150% to 125%. These changes made the program somewhat less 

attractive for members, and limited the co-operatives' 

ability to recapture some of their initial investment 

dollars. 

12 of the 15 co-operatives surveyed use their regular 

internal communications tools to communicate their 

intention to raise capital. Announcements are also 

made at AGMs and other regular meetings. Surprisingly, 

most state that the demand for investment 

opportunities comes directly from individual members 

seeking to benefit from the CIP tax deduction.  

 

Question 9:  How would you rate your co-operative's ability to raise other 

sources of capital, particularly development or risk capital?  How difficult is 

it to raise other risk capital in comparison to the CIP program? 

Over half of the co-operatives surveyed rate their ability to raise capital from other 

sources as fair to good, but many note difficulties with the application, due diligence 

and reporting requirements in non-CIP processes. By comparison, the CIP is relatively 

simple for a co-operative to initiate, with a streamlined application process to obtain 

the eligibility certificate.  

 

“The moratorium made the 
co-operative seriously 

consider its future funding 
requirements.  A form of 
dependence was created 
with regards to the CIP.” 
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Furthermore, securing investment from an already well-informed membership avoids 

the need to educate the potential investors on the merits of co-operative model. The 

CIP's annual reporting requirements are reasonable, which also helps make the CIP 

administratively attractive. A strong and vibrant co-operative movement supported by 

regional co-operative development organizations is seen as instrumental in all of this.  

The remaining respondents report that their co-operatives are able to raise needed 

capital through their membership or through access to debt capital, and so have not 

recently pursued other sources of capital. They are therefore unable to rate their 

ability in this regard.  

 

Question 10:  How would you rate your co-operatives financial capacity to 

sustain and grow its business as a result of the CIP? 

A majority of respondents report that their co-operative is more inclined to grow and 

prosper as a result of the CIP.  87% state that the equity 

raised through the plan has helped capitalize their 

operations and sustain their activities. They appreciate 

being able to rely on investments from the membership, 

minimizing the time spent convincing other investors of 

the merits of the co-operative model, and allowing them 

to focus instead on the business activities and 

opportunities at hand. 

 

3.3  Members  of  Quebec  Agr icu l tura l  Co-opera t ives 

Telephone interviews were conducted with members of the following 14 Quebec-based co-

operatives who have used the CIP program: 

 

1. Coop Fédérée 

2. Agropur coopérative 

3. Agrilait Coopérative agricole 

4. Nutrinor, Coop agro-alimentaire du 

Saguenay Lac St-Jean 

5. Société coopérative agricole de 

l’Assomption 

6. Société coopérative agricole du Sud de 

Montréal 

7. Unicoop Coopérative agricole 

8. Coopérative de services agricoles 

d'Abitibi-Ouest 

9. Coop des Cantons, Coopérative agricole 

10. La Societé coopérative agricole de 

Montmagny 

11. Purdel, Coopérative agro-alimentaire 

12. Cooplus, Coopérative agricole 

Champlain-Laviolette 

13. Coopérative agro-alimentaire des 

Vallées, Outaouais-Laurentides 

14. Alliance Coop, Service 

d’approvisionnement à la ferme 

 

 
“Investments helped 
us secure the funds 
need to acquire new 
equipment to better 

serve our 
membership.” 
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Question 1:  How significant was the CIP in helping your co-operative raise 

development capital? 

Co-operative member investors consider the role of the CIP essential in helping their 

co-operatives raise the capital needed to improve capacity and sustain operations. A 

majority of respondents feel a strong level of engagement with their co-operative as a 

result of their participation in its financing.  They also believe the capital raised from 

the membership was important to their co-operative’s 

health and ensured a commitment to supporting and 

fostering its business activities. They see the CIP as a 

mechanism not only to capitalize co-operative 

ventures, but also to engage the membership in 

sustaining the co-op’s capacity to meet its financial 

challenges. By pooling their capital, individual 

producers have the opportunity to achieve a better 

return by collectively adding value to their products. 

 

Question 2:  What stage of development would you consider your co-

operative to be at: emerging, growth, mature or declining?  Provide a brief 

explanation as to the challenges you consider most important for your co-

operative in relation to risk capital and the role CIP plays in securing the 

funds needed to capitalize the venture. 

Of the 14 member investors surveyed, 10 place their co-operatives between the 

growth and mature stages of development. 7 of them report their co-op's consistent 

growth, both in total assets and in revenues.  

Five respondents highlight the longstanding presence of their co-operative over the 

years as a strong and viable business and an important employer in their community; 

these co-operatives are still experiencing some growth in the mature stage of the 

business life cycle. Another respondent's co-operative is in the emerging or early 

growth stage; it needs more seed or start-up capital that can best be secured through 

member investments under the CIP. 

 

 

 

 

 
“Investment in my co-

operative was important 
[because] we rely on the 

services it provides.” 

 

“My investment means that the 
co-operative does not constantly 

need to seek finances from 
outside the system.” 
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Question 3:  How do you rate the CIP as an investment tool?  How important 

is the fact that you are investing in a project from which you will directly 

benefit/where you have an opportunity to influence the outcome as a 

member/owner? 

For a majority of the member investors interviewed, the initial CIP tax deduction was a 

strong contributing factor to their decision to invest in their agricultural co-operative. 

For a minority, the CIP was one of a number of considerations in that decision. When 

prompted, respondents agree that the CIP offers a unique way for them to participate 

in the marketing of their products. They also note the importance of being able to 

secure services through their co-operative. 

All respondents agree that the CIP offers a great opportunity for members to 

participate in the capitalisation of their co-operative, and that it was a motivating 

factor for their own participation in their co-op's success. They see their investment as 

a means to improve their ability to market their products, and to ultimately enhance 

their personal earnings.  

 

Question 4:  What are the most pressing financial concerns for your co-

operative: access to capital, sufficient capitalization, capital to pursue 

development opportunities (working capital), or other?  How does the CIP 

help your co-operative address these concerns?  

Most of the people surveyed see the need to remain competitive as the most pressing 

concern for their co-operative. 9 respondents say the viability of their co-operative is 

directly related to their ability to compete in a 

constantly changing and ever broader marketplace. To 

stay competitive, agricultural co-operatives need 

sufficient levels of capital to support innovation. 

For a few of the other respondents, the most pressing 

issue is the financial 

viability of their co-

operative. When 

prompted, they recognized 

the importance of 

sufficient capitalization and easier access to capital as 

precursors to the co-op's overall financial health. For the 

rest, access to capital is their co-op's biggest concern.  

 

“I know what investing in my 
co-operative means, that the 
funds will be used in ways that 
will help me achieve not only 

personal gains, but provide me 
with access to services needed 

to harvest.”  

“I don’t expect or need 
immediate returns.  

Immediate benefit is 
achieved through the 

personal tax deduction. 
Investment returns are 
only for the long term.” 
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The overall feeling is that competition within the industry requires agricultural co-

operatives to constantly innovate and become more efficient and effective in 

production and marketing. 

All respondents see the CIP as instrumental in addressing these concerns, particularly 

as a means to self-sufficiency. They also feel less at risk investing in their co-operative 

than they would, investing in other forms of risk capital such as mutual funds.  

 

Question 5:  What limitations do you see with the CIP?  What are its 

negative impacts, if any, as an investment tool?  Do you consider the 

investment as part of your overall retirement planning strategy? 

Most of those surveyed see few limitations to the CIP. Many feel that the CIP offers a 

shorter-term benefit through the tax deduction, and the potential for a more secure 

options or channels for selling their products. Most do not look at the CIP as part of 

their retirement planning strategy, but believe their CIP investments provide other 

benefits more than direct investment returns. 

 

Question 6:  How important is the CIP to securing markets for your 

products?  How would you rate your ability to sustain your livelihood 

without this market?  What costs did you incur as a result of your 

participation in the CIP? 

Producer-members see an indirect benefit of the CIP in the development of markets 

for their products. Respondents indicate that the plan has helped ensure a more 

stable and sustained livelihood, less` influenced by outside factors. While they 

recognize that their CIP investments cannot guarantee income, several attribute more 

stable income opportunities to their investments in co-operatives that receive or 

process their products. 

 

Question 7:  How would you rate the results of your financial participation in 

the co-operative’s ability to sustain and grow its business as a result of the 

CIP? 

A majority of the respondents believe that their participation in the capitalisation of 

their co-operative under the CIP has been instrumental in their co-operative securing 

the funds needed for continued success.  9 respondents suggest a direct link between 
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member investments and the co-operative’s ability to meet changing market 

demands, whether through developing improved distribution and supply networks, 

improvements to capital infrastructure or acquiring new equipment. The remaining 

respondents agree that investments made through the CIP program have more than 

likely contributed to the success of the co-operative, but are unable to make direct 

links between the contributions made under the CIP and the performance of their co-

operatives. 

 

Question 8:  What other benefits did you realize through your participation 

in the CIP?   

Other benefits of CIP participation mentioned by respondents include potential for 

better prices for their products, and increased patronage dividends, which also qualify 

under the Province’s co-operative dividend tax deferral program (Ristourne à impôt 

différé).  

Respondents also noted that their CIP 

investments can lead to other benefits as 

well, such as help with marketing their 

products and access to facilities or 

infrastructure that improve their output. 

 

Question 9:  How do you gauge the CIP from a risk management point of 

view? 

Although their investments in their co-operatives are not generally considered part of 

their retirement planning strategies, member-investors view their contributions made 

through the CIP as less risky than more traditional retirement investments like mutual 

funds. The overall feeling is that investments in their co-operative are less volatile 

than other forms of investment.  

 

 

 

“Investment is to help the co-
operative offer better services 

more effectively. Services offered 
will also cost less for me.” 
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4. The Potential for a Canada-wide CIP Initiative 

The example of Quebec's successful Co-operative Investment Plan, together with the rising need 

for effective economic strategies in a difficult economy, has led to growing interest in a CIP-type 

initiative on a national scale. Over the past several years, organizations representing both the co-

operative movement and the agricultural sector across Canada have demonstrated their support 

for such a plan in public statements and formal submissions to government, backed up by data 

and studies.  

As early as 2002, the two nation-wide co-operative organizations, the Conseil canadien de la 

coopération (CCC) and the Canadian Co-operative Association (CCA), commissioned an extensive 

study by the firm of Ernst & Young to examine the special challenges facing agricultural co-

operatives in regard to capitalization. The final report specifically recommended the establishment 

of a federal Co-operative Investment Plan modeled on Quebec's CIP.20 

The Ernst & Young report also provided a detailed rationale for directing such a program 

specifically at co-operatives. "Whereas public companies can raise money from a wide pool of 

investors through the sale of stock," they said, "[agricultural] co-operatives must rely on their 

farmer members, who are often financially constrained. [When] co-ops seek outside funding 

sources ... they have more difficulty attracting financing since investors typically perceive them to 

be higher risk and often do not understand their structures."21  

Capitalization is a challenge for co-operative businesses primarily because co-operatives are 

owned by their members and their shares are not traded, as is the case for investor-owned 

businesses. The co-operative business model, with its one-member, one-vote rule, fosters broad-

based local ownership and control of agricultural and other enterprises. It is the members, rather 

than outside investors, who own the co-operative's equity shares. In addition, co-operatives 

typically distribute profits on the basis of how much business a member-owner conducts with the 

co-operative, rather than on how many shares he or she may hold. These differences mean that 

for co-operative ventures, the incentives that traditionally attract risk capital are limited.  

In the case of agricultural co-operatives, which draw their membership from the farm community, 

capitalization ability is further reduced by out-migration to the cities and the aging of the farm 

population. As farmers retire and withdraw their share capital from the co-operative, fewer new 

farmers are there to replace it.22 

  

                                            
20

 Canadian Agricultural Co-ops – Capitalization Issues and Challenges: Strategies for the Future, Ernst & Young, Nov. 29, 2002, 

http://www.coopscanada.coop/pdf/GAP/CARD/FinalReportNov29.pdf  
21

 Ibid. 
22

 Canadian Federation of Agriculture, submission to Pre-Budget consultations, 2007 
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Yet, as the Ernst and Young report pointed out, an agricultural co-op's financing requirements 

have increased rapidly, due to globalization, consolidation, technology, food safety and 

environmental requirements, and intense competition. In these circumstances, the obvious 

avenue for a co-operative to acquire the equity capital it needs is through more member 

investment. Government policies that encourage such equity investment can play a vital role in 

the development of co-operatives, communities, and regional economies. 

Recognition of all these elements has led to a groundswell of support in all parts of Canada for a 

federal co-operative investment plan. National and regional agricultural co-operatives and the co-

operative associations have whole-heartedly endorsed the idea. In 2004, many of these 

organizations, including Quebec's La Co-op Fédérée, Agropur, the United Farmers of Alberta, Co-

op Atlantic, the Canadian Co-operative Association, the Conseil canadien de la coopération, and 

other local and provincial groups, made submissions to the House of Commons Standing 

Committee on Finance arguing for federal tax measures to strengthen Canada's agricultural co-

operatives.23  

The Standing Committee on Finance issued a report in December 2004 that was endorsed by all 

four major parties at the federal level. The Committee recommended that "the federal 

government ... create a Co-operative Investment Plan that would encourage agricultural co-

operative members and employees to invest in their agricultural co-operatives through allowing 

them to deduct their investment up to a fixed percentage of their gross income." They stated that 

in the view of the Committee, "it is important that all Canadian businesses – including co-

operatives – operate on a level playing field and within a tax regime that enables them to meet 

their needs in order that they and the Canadian economy can grow and prosper."24 

When consulted by the Committee, the federal Department of Finance had suggested that tax 

measures might not be the answer to capitalization problems not caused by the tax system. The 

Department also remarked that programs like the CIP might "provide a tax advantage to co-

operatives that would not be available to other businesses." The Committee's subsequent decision 

to recommend such a plan in its final report reflects the understanding, documented in the 

presentations it reviewed, that there is in fact a current imbalance in the other direction. The tax 

measures it recommended, endorsed by members of all parties, would help ensure what it called a 

"level playing field" by countering the current disadvantages that agricultural co-operatives face as 

compared to other businesses. 

  

                                            
23

 Study on Small Business Tax Measures: Canada's Agricultural Co-operatives, Report of the Standing Committee on Finance, House of Commons, 

December 2004. 
24

 Ibid.  
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Canada's current Prime Minister Stephen Harper, speaking as Opposition Leader in January 2005 

to a meeting of the Coop Fédérée in Montreal, added his support to that organization's proposal 

for a national CIP. "This proposal makes sense," he said. "Co-ops are important business hubs for 

thousands of Canadians in all parts of the country. This proposal can provide millions of dollars of 

strategic investment in Canada's regional economies. It has the potential to give co-ops and their 

members a much greater opportunity to strengthen and expand their operations. [It] will have 

significant paybacks in the future."25 

Farm organizations have been vocal in their support for a federal CIP-type program. In addition to 

the agricultural groups that made presentations to the 2004 hearings of the Commons Finance 

Committee on the subject, the Canadian Federation of Agriculture (CFA), which represents farm 

federations in every province, has assumed a lead role in urging the adoption of such a measure. 

In fact, the CFA made the proposal for a CIP-style program the focus of its 2007 pre-budget 

submission to the federal government. Describing agricultural co-operatives as "significant farm 

income and rural development tools" and "extremely effective mechanisms to achieve economic 

efficiency", the Federation outlined the capitalization challenges these co-operatives face and 

cited the success of Quebec's CIP in helping to meet those challenges. It recommended "the 

adoption of a Canadian Co-operative Investment Plan, applied to federal income taxes, spurring 

capital investment in rural development, innovation and improving agricultural incomes."26 

The CFA also offered an estimate of the cost of such a plan at the federal level.27 Using their 

approach and average figures from recent years, it is possible to calculate that a national CIP 

program, once established, would attract approximately 24,000 member or employee investors 

from across the country, generating approximately $89 million annually in new equity for 

participating co-operatives. Given that individuals with different income levels are taxed at varying 

rates, the resulting impact on federal tax revenues is difficult to assess with precision, but 

assuming a 125% tax deduction on an average investment of $3700, and a hypothetical tax rate of 

20%, the average tax saving could amount to approximately $925 per investor, meaning a total 

fiscal cost to the federal government of about $22 million in foregone tax revenue.  

This works out to a ratio of $4 of new investment for every dollar given up by the government in 

tax revenues ops – the same favourable ratio calculated for the Quebec CIP (see Section 2.4 

above). A simpler calculation can be made by multiplying Quebec's 2007 CIP figures by four to 

reflect relative population. This would mean an estimated $130 million in new investment across 

Canada for an estimated fiscal cost to the federal government of $32 million.    

                                            
25

 Conservative Party press release, January 20, 2005 
26

 "One Small Step Forward", Canadian Federation of Agriculture, submission to the Standing Committee on Finance,  federal pre-budget 

consultations, September 2007 
27

 "One Small Step Forward", Canadian Federation of Agriculture, submission to the Standing Committee on Finance,  federal pre-budget 

consultations, September 2007  
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Co-operative sector organizations have repeatedly urged the creation of a Co-operative 

Investment Plan along the same fiscal lines as the Quebec CIP. In its August 2008 pre-budget 

submission to the Finance Committee, the Canadian Co-operative Association cited the joint 

recommendation of seven national-level co-operative organizations that the government 

"establish a Co-operative Investment Plan [to] encourage investment in co-operatives... A CIP will 

significantly assist co-ops in raising capital for their businesses. The resulting influx of capital will 

be used to expand employment, increase economic activity, and branch out into value-added 

areas of business."28  

"The dynamism of Quebec's co-operative movement is enhanced by the strong partnerships that 

exist between their co-operatives and their governmental institutions," says Carol Hunter, 

Executive Director of the CCA. "The CIP is a good example of that mutually beneficial relationship. 

We would like to see co-operatives in all parts of Canada enjoy that kind of relationship with 

government.”  

In its presentation to the pre-budget consultations of December 2008, the CCA again 

recommended the establishment of a federal CIP.29 

The Conseil canadien de la coopération et de la mutualité (CCCM, formerly the CCC), which 

represents francophone co-operatives across Canada, has long promoted the idea of a federal 

program modelled on the CIP. The CCCM points to the major economic benefits the Quebec plan 

has generated, especially in rural regions of the province. In addition to the CIP's direct impact on 

capitalization of producer and worker co-ops, the CCCM estimates a leverage effect amounting to 

more than a billion dollars to date.30 

"The current environment for co-operatives is going through profound changes," says Brigitte 

Gagné, the CCCM’s Executive Director. "Access to capital is certainly the biggest challenge facing 

us. A CIP at the federal level would use a tax initiative to increase the permanent capital of certain 

co-operatives and co-operative federations that need more capital of their own to pursue their 

development. We believe this would be a significant recognition of the contribution of co-

operatives to Canada's economic development." 

 

  

                                            
28

 Canadian Co-operative Association, Pre-Budget Submission for the Standing Committee on Finance, August, 2008. 
29

 "Revitalizing Canada's Economy: Co-operatives Are Part of the Solution", Canadian Co-operative Association, pre-budget 

consultation brief, December 2008. 
30

 Personal communication, Brigitte Gagné, Executive Director, CCCM, March 2009. 
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5. Conclusions 

The current economic environment is challenging Canadians to find solutions that both stimulate 

economic activity and job creation, and sustain growth over the long term. An investment in co-

operatives is one such solution. 

Co-operatives have often arisen during hard times. When economic conditions get tough, people 

search for or create alternatives that work. For more than one hundred years, co-operative 

enterprises have proven themselves to be sustainable and effective instruments of economic 

development. In rural areas and in the agricultural sector in particular, co-operatives are major 

players, providing services, creating jobs and generating wealth, using a business structure that is 

owned and controlled by local stakeholders.    

At the same time, their community-based democratic member-ownership structure and other 

factors make co-operatives unique in terms of investment and capitalization. Communities, 

governments and the co-operative sector therefore seek effective ways to facilitate the 

investment that co-operatives need in order to continue to expand their economic and societal 

success. That is what Quebec's Co-operative Investment Plan (CIP) is designed to do.  

The purpose of this study was to assess the role and effectiveness of the CIP in Quebec and to 

consider the potential for a similar program across Canada. The following sections present the 

study's conclusions, first concerning the existing Quebec CIP, and secondly regarding a potential 

CIP-type initiative at the federal level. 

 

5.1  The  Success  of  the C IP  in  Quebec  

Quebec's Co-operative Investment Plan, now in its 24th year, involves a tax deduction 

incentive for equity investments members or employees in eligible co-operatives. The 

longevity of the plan, the statistical data, and the results of the survey conducted as part of 

this study all confirm the plan's ongoing success. Key evidence of this success includes:  

• significant and continuing participation in the CIP by eligible co-operatives, particularly 

agricultural co-operatives;  

• sizable equity investments in participating co-operatives during every year of the 

program (over $32 million in 2007, 54% of it in agricultural co-ops); 

• continuing buy-in by co-operative members/employees (approximately 8,000 members 

invest in their co-operatives through the CIP each year, more than 40% of them in the 

agricultural sector); 
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The plan is highly regarded in Quebec by government, co-operative managers and 

members, and the agricultural sector. Its continuing popularity is due to the multiple 

benefits it offers at all levels.  

• It provides co-operatives with access to a stable source of needed capital that is both 

less expensive and less administratively cumbersome than capital from outside sources; 

• It boosts the motivation and involvement of co-operative members, leading to 

stronger, more dynamic enterprises; 

• Job creation and economic stimulus flow from the increased strength and viability of 

participating co-operatives; 

• The plan increases the flexibility and autonomy co-operatives enjoy in their use of 

funds, enabling them to be more innovative and responsive to their members and their 

communities; 

• The CIP provides cooperatives with financial resources needed to hold their own and 

advance in very competitive and fast-changing markets; 

• Enhanced financial strength and stability enables co-operatives to improve benefits to 

their members (e.g. patronage dividends, broader/more secure markets, better prices 

for products, access to processing, transportation or storage);  

• Member investors receive the immediate benefit of the tax deduction for each 

investment they make in their co-operative under the CIP; 

• By simplifying and facilitating the capitalization process, the plan frees up time and 

energy that a co-operative otherwise has to spend on the complex process of seeking 

outside capital; 

• The ability to raise capital locally enables co-operatives to avoid consolidation with 

large outside entities, and keep money and jobs in the community. 

 

Clearly, the CIP is an important tool for economic development in Quebec, particularly in 

small and rural communities, where co-operatives are major economic drivers. The plan's 

benefits are particularly important in sectors like agriculture, which are under stress from 

trends related to globalization, industry consolidation and economies of scale and which 

are often bypassed by traditional investment. 

The central focus of the CIP is on economic development, particularly in regions and 

sectors which are at a disadvantage in terms of the usual capitalization criterion of direct 

return on investment. The CIP enables co-operatives and communities to create significant 

economic impacts where traditional market strategies are less effective, through job 

creation, income stabilization, market access and enhanced financial security.  
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Finally, it is clear that the tax deduction is the key to the CIP's ability to generate capital for 

co-operative enterprises. As noted elsewhere in this report, co-operatives, particularly 

those in the agricultural sector, do not tend to attract investment from the general public 

or from large investment funds. The CIP's fiscal incentive enables these co-operative 

businesses to tap into a uniquely appropriate source of investment dollars: their own 

members. With the CIP, these member investors benefit from their investment both 

through the income tax deduction they receive individually and through the increased 

success of their co-operative enterprise. As they benefit, so does the economy. 

 

5.2  The  Poten t ia l  for  a  Canada-wide CIP 

The broad national consensus among co-operative and agricultural organizations across the 

country in favour of a national CIP is evident in the groundswell of support the idea has 

garnered in recent years. Studies and statistics have documented the effectiveness of co-

operatives as engines of economic development, and have highlighted their unique 

capitalization challenges. A series of well-researched briefs have been presented to 

government by farm groups, co-operative associations, and agricultural co-operatives from 

all parts of the country, laying out the many reasons why a tax deduction plan to 

encourage member investment would benefit all involved. Members of all political parties 

have endorsed the idea, with the House of Commons Standing Committee on Finance 

formally recommending the measure to the government.  

There is little doubt about the desirability of a federal CIP-type program, particularly as a 

tool for maximizing economic benefits and job creation in rural and agricultural regions. 

The impressive evidence from the plan in Quebec suggests that a similar national initiative 

could have an major positive impact on co-operatives and communities in terms of 

economic development, sustainability and employment, especially in Canada’s farm 

communities.  

Such a program at the federal level would also appear to be quite feasible. Fiscal measures 

such as the CIP tax deduction are a well established means to support desired economic 

activities and initiatives and fill gaps left by the standard mechanisms of the market. The 

Quebec experience shows that even in tough times, agricultural co-operatives can count on 

their members' support, and the CIP both increases that support and makes it more 

effective in economic development terms.  
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Estimates of the fiscal cost of such a national-level CIP show that every $1 of foregone tax 

revenue would generate approximately $4 of direct new investment in participating co-

operatives. The profits, wages, and additional economic benefits arising from this increased 

investment would of course also be taxable, suggesting that once established, a Co-

operative Investment Plan at the national level would be a success in both economic and 

fiscal terms. 

Quebec has done a good job of educating its citizens about the CIP, laying the groundwork 

for its broad acceptance in that province, but other Canadians are generally unaware that 

any such program exists anywhere. In creating a nation-wide CIP, that lack of awareness 

would have to be taken into account, along with the limited level of public understanding 

of how co-operatives function and the important role they play in the economy and 

society.  

Support for a federal Co-operative Investment Plan comes from all regions of Canada, from 

co-operative organizations, from the agricultural sector, and from all political parties. The 

widespread enthusiasm for the proposal is well grounded in fact, and particularly in the 

years of experience with the CIP in Quebec. It does indeed make sense. 

To conclude, a Canada-wide program modeled on Quebec's Co-operative Investment Plan 

would be welcomed by all sectors involved. It would help to level the playing field between 

co-operatives and other businesses which currently have the advantage in terms of access 

to capital. It would cost the public purse little to begin with, and less over time. Such a 

program would provide major benefits to a wide range of economic actors across this 

country, particularly in rural and agricultural regions, and in the many communities where 

co-operatives are key drivers of economic development. The Province of Quebec has 

provided Canada with a textbook example of a "win-win" program, and Canada would do 

well to take it up.  
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Appendices 

In undertaking a review of the CIP and assessing whether a similar program could or should be 

created in other jurisdictions across Canada, it is important to have some understanding of the 

context in which the plan mainly operates and the co-operative enterprises it is designed to assist. 

These Appendices provide a brief description of the rural reality that gives rise to the main issues 

addressed by the study. They then look at the co-operative sector in Canada as a whole, with a 

particular focus on agricultural co-operatives, and go on to examine the various forces that have 

contributed to a vibrant and sustained co-operative sector in Quebec.  
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Appendix A:  The Rural and Agricultural Context 

 

The ability of rural regions to sustain their local economies is an ongoing challenge in economic 

development. The problems are the cumulative result of numerous factors, including unstable 

markets for most products of farming, forestry and fishing; the cost-price squeeze as input costs 

rise and prices for products drop; corporate take-over’s of smaller local businesses resulting in 

near-monopoly powers for a handful of distant suppliers and markets; and spiralling depopulation 

as younger people migrate to urban centres in search of economic opportunities.  

Market forces and mechanization in agriculture have led to more and more large industrial-style 

farms shipping products huge distances, making it difficult for smaller family farms and locally-

based value-added processing or marketing enterprises to survive. However unsustainable large-

scale industrial agriculture may be in the long term, environmentally and even economically, 

corporate consolidations and notions of cost efficiencies and "economies of scale" still dominate 

the rural reality in Canada today. As a result, many rural communities are left at the whim of 

decisions made in other places by entities far removed from any sense of local context or 

commitment.  

Farm people across Canada are confronting these trends through grass-roots organizing, some 

farm organizations, the growing "local foods" movement, and, in numerous cases, through co-

operatives. For many rural people, co-operatives and credit unions (financial co-operatives) 

represent practical and positive avenues for the economic and social survival of their farms and 

communities. 
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Appendix B:  The Co-operative Sector 

A co-operative can be described as "an autonomous association of persons united voluntarily to 

meet common economic, social and cultural needs and aspirations through a jointly-owned and 

democratically-controlled enterprise." Co-operatives employ some 100 million people worldwide, 

with total membership approaching the 1 billion level.31 

Co-operatives are defined by seven "co-operative principles", which include member economic 

participation and democratic member control through a one member/one vote system, as 

contrasted with other types of corporation where control is determined by the number of shares 

held. Canadian jurisdictions have specific legislative definitions and procedures for co-operatives. 

Co-operative enterprise, where ownership is vested in the community, creates an economic 

environment that is conducive to stability and sustainability. Groups of people with a common 

interest set the priorities, direct the enterprise, and share the benefits. The one-member/one-vote 

system helps the co-operative serve collective rather than individual needs, and ensures that 

people, not capital, control the organization. Surpluses or profits are shared among their member-

owners on the basis of how much they use the co-op, not on how many shares they hold.  

Modern co-operatives trace their origins to the creation of the Rochdale Society in the north of 

England in 1844. The first Canadian co-operative was probably a credit union (caisse populaire) 

founded by Alphonse Desjardins in 1900, with initial membership contributions totalling about 

$26. Today, there are more than 8,800 co-operatives in Canada, employing some 150,000 people 

and holding more than $210 billion in assets.  

The survival rate of co-operative enterprises is almost twice that of investor-owned companies, 

according to a study on Quebec co-operatives first conducted by the provincial government in 

1999 and repeated in 2008. The study data showed co-operatives had a five-year survival rate of 

64%, compared to the typical investor-owned corporation’s 34% chance of making it to year five 

and a ten-year survival rate of 46% compared to 20% for investor-owned corporations.32 

Until recently, the Co-operatives Secretariat of the Government of Canada conducted an annual 

survey of co-operatives across Canada – with 2004 being the most recent year for which statistics 

are available. Based on the 2004 figures, the Canadian co-operative and credit union associations 

now estimate that Canada has 8,800 co-operatives, serving almost 17 million members across 

Canada and employing more than 150,000 people. Together, Canada’s co-operatives and credit  
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unions hold $275 billion in assets, which is owned and controlled by the members and 

communities they serve.33   

 

B . 1  Ag r i c u l t u r a l  Co - ope r a t i v e s  

Agricultural co-operatives have long been important contributors to Canadian agriculture 

and rural development. These farm supply, marketing and producer co-operatives are 

community-based organizations, focused not only on the bottom line, but also on the 

needs of their members and the quality of life in their communities. Successful agricultural 

co-operatives play a critical role in improving primary producers’ ability to negotiate input 

prices and market their products, generating wealth and offering their communities 

increased economic self-sufficiency. There are more than 1300 agricultural co-operatives in 

Canada today, serving over 325,000 active members. These co-operatives employ close to 

30,000 people; they hold almost $6 billion in assets, and generate over $12 billion a year in 

revenues.
34

 

Agricultural co-operatives provide a way for primary producers to pursue common 

interests, share economic risks, and achieve economic benefits that they could not achieve 

separately. Individually, farmers are restricted by their limited resources, both human and 

financial. Working together in agricultural co-operatives, they can improve their 

competitive market position and income situation. By controlling input costs and/or output 

prices, agricultural co-operatives help their farmer members achieve economies of scale, 

find markets, negotiate fair prices and reduce business costs.  

In broader economic terms, agricultural co-operatives offer farm people opportunities to 

channel investment back into their communities and engage in value-added innovation. 

Surplus generated by the co-operatives is returned locally and shared among participants, 

so more money stays and circulates in the community. Agricultural co-operatives also 

represent a relatively stable source of jobs in rural communities, fostering social cohesion 

and inclusiveness and a positive economic environment. 

Among the different types of agricultural co-operatives in Canada, roughly 60% are 

producer co-operatives, including feeder, grazing, agricultural machinery and animal 

reproduction co-ops. Farm supply co-operatives provide farmer members with inputs such 

as fertilizers, pesticides, animal feed, seeds, building materials and petroleum products. 

They represent slightly less than 4% of the total number of non-financial co-operatives, but  
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have total revenues in the range of $4 billion. Marketing co-operatives represent only 2.6% 

of all non-financial co-operatives in Canada, but their annual revenues, over $5 billion in 

agricultural products marketed world-wide, make up 28% of total annual revenues of non-

financial co-operatives.35 

The importance of co-operatives in Canadian agriculture can hardly be over-estimated. The 

Wheat Pools in the Prairie Provinces were for years among the largest and most successful 

co-operatives in the world. In Quebec, La Coop fédérée, founded in 1922, is now made up 

of 95 co-operatives working to meet the needs of both agricultural producers and 

consumers. As a wholesaler, La Coop fédérée supplies farmers in Quebec, Ontario and New 

Brunswick with the goods and services required to operate their farms. Through its 

subsidiary, Olymel L.P., the co-operative processes and markets pork and poultry products 

in local and international markets. La Coop fédérée and its affiliated co-operatives employ 

nearly 17,000 people, with total annual sales of close to $5 billion.
36

 

Agropur is a Quebec-based dairy co-operative with 3,783 dairy farmer members and over 

5,000 employees. The co-operative processes over 2.7 billion litres of milk annually in 26 

plants located throughout Canada, the United States and Argentina. After 70 years, 

Agropur now generates annual sales of more than $3 billion and is considered Canada’s 

industry leader. The co-operative remains faithful to its roots, responding to the needs of 

dairy farmers while continuing to expand its influence internationally.37 

 

B . 2  Co - ope r a t i v e s  i n  Quebe c  

Quebec's co-operatives play a major role in the economy of the province and the country. 

In 2006, Quebec co-operatives employed some 81,000 people, and had a total membership 

of 7.7 million - slightly more than the Provincial population (as many people are members 

of more than one co-operative.) The 2,645 non-financial co-operatives made approximately 

$9 billion in sales.38 Indirect benefits were also generated by co-operative enterprises 

through transactions with Quebec suppliers and distributors, and through consumer 

purchases by co-operative employees.  

Behind this impressive record is a long history.39 Co-operatives in Quebec are rooted in the 

late 1800s, when people joined together to provide mutual insurance against fire, or to 

share agricultural skills. At the start of the 20th century, Alphonse Desjardins developed  
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and promoted a co-operative credit and savings model that would see more than 160 

credit unions established in the province by 1920. Many Roman Catholic clergy in Quebec 

saw co-operatives as a way to mobilize farmers and fisher people. In 1908, a legal regime 

was put in place to facilitate the establishment of co-operatives. With new co-operatives 

being formed and new opportunities being identified, a federation of agricultural co-

operatives was created in Quebec in 1922. Still active today as the Co-op Fédérée, the new 

federation benefited members by diversifying their activities and improving their incomes.  

The "golden age" of Quebec's co-operative movement, coinciding with the Great 

Depression and the Second World War, saw tremendous expansion in co-operative 

numbers, membership and fields of endeavour. Movement leaders came together at the 

provincial level in 1940 to form an organization which has evolved into the Conseil 

québécois de la coopération et de la mutualité.  

For agricultural co-operatives, this was followed by a period of consolidation. In 1948, the 

total number of agricultural co-operatives reached a peak of 645, with some 66,000 active 

members. Although those numbers began declining as a result of consolidations and the 

population shift towards the cities, total revenues for agricultural co-operatives continued 

to grow, indicating their continuing strength as part of the Province's rural economy. 

The Quiet Revolution of the 1960s brought a shift to the state as a more central force in 

Quebec's economy and society. The provincial government actively encouraged bottom-up 

development efforts at the local level, including new plans to support the creation and 

growth of co-operatives, recognizing that they offer strong potential for job creation and 

regional development.  

In 1980, the Quebec government organized a Co-operative Summit, which led to numerous 

important initiatives. The Province helped finance a new organizational structure to 

promote and support the co-operative model: Regional Development Co-operatives 

(Coopératives de développement regional, or CDRs), with a mandate to promote and 

support co-operative development and to encourage cooperation among co-operatives 

within each region. The provincial Co-operatives Branch (Direction des co-opératives) was 

brought under the guidance of the ministry responsible for economic development. And in 

1985, the Co-operative Investment Plan (CIP) was established – the focus of this study.  

The 1980s also saw important amendments to Quebec’s co-operative legislation that led to 

the introduction of worker-shareholder co-operatives, which linked employee investments 

with other shareholder investments to increase capitalization levels. In the 1990s the 

government officially recognized "solidarity" co-operatives, which embrace co-operative 

members, users/consumers of the co-operative’s services and products, and associate 

members (community organizations, other co-operatives, private corporations) who share 

a common interest in the activities of the organization. 

During the 1980s and '90s, Quebec's agricultural co-operatives were seriously affected by 

market forces such as mergers, acquisitions and "rationalizations". In response, agricultural 

co-operative federations extended their presence into new areas of the agri-food sector,  
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through partnerships with private enterprise and through acquisition of competitors, 

notably in value-added activities, particularly chicken and pork processing, marketing and 

dairy production.  

These expansions were the result not only of market pressures and opportunities in the 

agricultural sector, but of strong engagement by co-operative members, evident in 

increased membership numbers and major member investment in agricultural co-

operatives throughout this period.  

Co-operatives are now well recognized throughout Quebec as important contributors to 

the economy and to society as a whole. With double the survival rates of share 

corporations after five and ten years, Quebec's co-operatives have clearly demonstrated 

their economic stability.40 Their role is especially important in rural areas of the Province, 

with more than 75% of the Province's co-operatives located outside the major 

metropolitan centres.41 These co-operatives provide needed services and products to non-

urban populations while retaining local control and governance and creating significant 

employment and prosperity for many families. At the same time, they face ongoing 

challenges, particularly when it comes to long-term financing and access to capital - 

challenges which the Province's Co-operative Investment Plan is designed to help meet.  

These elements, then, form the context in which Quebec's CIP operates: a rural and 

agricultural sector struggling with persistent challenges, a well-established tradition of co-

operative enterprise, various forms of governmental support for co-operatives as agents of 

economic development, and an ongoing need for capital investment to enable co-

operatives, particularly in the agricultural sector, to continue to thrive. 
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Appendix C:  Types of Co-operative Eligible for Quebec's CIP 

Producer Co-operative: This type of co-operative typically operates in industries such as 

agriculture, forestry, fisheries and arts and crafts. The co-operative provides services for its 

producer members, such as product marketing, processing, and provision of supplies necessary 

for the members' economic activities (e.g. farm inputs).  

Co-operative Federation: This type of co-operative is owned by a group of similar member co-

operatives (e.g. agricultural co-ops) and its purpose is to provide services to the member co-

operatives to ensure their success and long-term sustainability. Services can range from 

financial management and training to research and development of new products and new 

markets. Québec has a large network of co-operative federations that assist development in all 

sectors of the economy, including agriculture.  

Worker Co-operative: This type of co-operative is owned by its employee-members, whose aim 

is to create secure employment and to control the management and governance of their 

enterprise. Several very large worker co-operatives operate in the Québec forestry sector.  

Worker-Shareholder Co-operative: In this case, employees form a co-operative for the purpose 

of acquiring voting shares in the corporation that employs them.  

Multi-stakeholder Co-operative: The membership of this type of co-operative includes 

different categories of stakeholders who share a common interest in the business or 

organization, e.g. clients, employees, investors, and other organizations. In Québec, these are 

known as coopératives de solidarité, or solidarity co-operatives.  
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Appendix D:  Notes on Methodology 

To undertake the examination and review of the Co-operative Investment Plan at the centre of 

this research initiative, the Project Team undertook a multiphase research effort focused on 

four principal areas of activity: 

 

1. A detailed historical review of the Co-operative Investment Plan in Quebec, 

designed to provide insight into the function, form and focus of the CIP.  Given 

the geographic focus of the CIP, this work was conducted primarily in French, and 

included consultation with Quebec government officials, as well as detailed 

review of documents and reports produced by a range of Quebec government 

ministries and agencies.  

 

2. A series of focused and targeted interviews with leading co-operatives and co-

operative sector organizations familiar with the history and performance of the 

CIP initiative.  Again, given that most of these organizations operate in Quebec, 

the bulk of this research was done in French. 

 

3. A series of focused and targeted surveys of co-operative members who had 

invested in co-operatives through the CIP Plan.  Again, this work was conducted 

in French. 

 

4. A financial analysis of the CIP plan in Quebec and its relative attractions from an 

investment and economic development perspective.  The bulk of the sources 

used for this research were English-language sources. 


