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  Understanding Cooperatives: Wisconsin Edition
Local Unit – Cooperatives in Wisconsin
Objective 

1) Identify the historical role of cooperatives in Wisconsin

2) Introduce students to the economic principles at work in contemporary cooperatives

3) Familiarize students with major cooperative industries in WI

After completion, the student should: 

1. Be able to write a short paragraph describing how cooperatives spread utilities to the countryside 

2. List at least 5 industries with a strong cooperative presence

3. Explain the ‘multiplier effect’ and its implications for local economies

Instructor Directions 

1. The local unit serves as an introduction to cooperatives, and thus overviews material covered in other units in more detail. Use it to engage students, and also to talk about the history, economics, and present-day business presence of co-ops in WI. 

2. Lead the discussion with the following Guide, referencing the two slideshows as appropriate.

3. Conduct the Mini Quiz.

4. Move on to unit 1.

Discussion Guide

Corresponding slides are in parenthesis with associated discussion points, denoted "S" for slide and by number. 

Introduction (S 1-1)

1. What is a cooperative business? Historically, communities have worked together to meet their needs for resources, products, and services. While a variety of types of businesses today work towards meeting our needs, co-ops follow unique principles

2. Rochdale Society of Equitable Pioneers wrote the first version of the Cooperative Principles in Rochdale, England (1844). The current (1995) version:

· Voluntary and Open Membership

· Democratic Member Control

· Member Economic Participation

· Autonomy and Independence

· Education, Training, and Information

· Cooperation Among Cooperatives

· Concern for Community

(more about this in later units – just introduce here)


Brief History (S 1-2)
3. Legend has it, Ann Pickett of Lake Mills started the first WI co-op in 1841. She pooled milk from neighbors’ farms to make cheese; proceeds were returned to her neighbors in proportion to the amount of milk they provided.

4. Initially, the government was hostile or indifferent to cooperatives. But in 1887, Wisconsin became one of the first states to legalize cooperative business. Made into federal law in the Capper-Volstead Act in 1922.

5. Cooperatives flourished under the federal support of the Roosevelt Administration in the 30s and 40s.

6. Focus on Rural Utilities – co-ops formed the first electric and telecom infrastructure for rural communities; co-op utilities also connected rural and urban communities. Today, much of the energy in the Midwest is produced and distributed by cooperatives. 

7. While agricultural cooperatives lost territory to corporate farms in the 20th century, new market emphasis on organic food has helped fuel interest in cooperatives in dairy and other agricultural industries.

8. Cooperatives Today: Key statistics are on the slideshow (2.7 million cooperative memberships in WI, second most in nation, 30,000 local employees, etc). 


Types of Co-ops (S 1-3)

9. The slideshow will profile list the industries with cooperatives in Wisconsin and include brief ‘Case Studies’ of local co-ops. Plan to read the following list of industries, and to feature particular case studies as time permits. Notable histories or trends are mentioned in the following list, and elaborated in the slideshow. 

10. Industries with cooperatives:

· Electric


- Most rural areas in WI didn’t have electricity until President Roosevelt created 
the Rural Electrification Administration in 1935.


- Today, there are (1) Generation & Transmission Co-ops that create and send 
power via the transmission grid, and 


- (2) Local distribution co-ops that send G&T power to businesses and households

· Grain, Farm Supply, and Fuel
· Dairy


- 83% of milk Wisconsin farmers sell is marketed through dairy cooperatives

· Farm Credit & Credit Unions


- Credit unions are popular across the country for protecting the interests of 
patrons without being driven by profit. 

· Town Mutual Insurance

· Food


- Food cooperatives, such as co-op grocery stores, have historically raised the 
profile of cooperative principles in metropolitan areas. Today, they form an 
important part of the organic food movement.
· Consumer

· Telecommunications


- Another utility that has played a pivotal role in connecting rural and urban WI 
communities.

11.  Next Generation Co-ops help cooperatives weather unstable markets. NGCs aggressively created new markets. Over time, new ‘hybrid models’ emerged that allowed outsider investors (non-members) to raise capital, and to receive some of the tax benefits of LLCs. In 2010, these models are changing and new ones are emerging rapidly.

Wisconsin Cooperatives in the National Context (S 2-1)

12. Cooperatives are often small, but their cumulative effect on the economy is large

· In the United States, 29,000 co-ops generate $650+ billion in revenue annually

· But how do they affect local communities?


Co-ops and Local Economies (S 2-2)

13. The local multiplier effect appears when money circles through a local economy. 

· Here’s an example: M. spends $1,000 at a cooperative grocery store in Antigo in a year. Rather than $500 going to salaries and supplies and $500 being sent to pay owners in New York, all $1,000 is disbursed to cooperative members (employees, patrons, suppliers, etc.)

· These Wisconsinites all choose to buy products from stores in their town, many of them cooperatives

· M’s $1,000 of goods produced $1,000 of revenue, which immediately was used to produce another $1,000 of goods and $1,000 of revenue. Through the local multiplier effect, the community of Antigo enjoys $2,000 of goods and $2,000 of revenue from an initial sum of $1,000. From the perspective of the community, money seems to multiply as it cycles through local businesses

· Cooperative business creates the multiplier effect by keeping money within a community.

14. How does the structure of cooperative business encourage positive economic impact?

· Dividends and cooperative ownership contribute to the local multiplier effect.

· Meeting local needs.

· However, many co-ops do not last forever.

15. Discussion: How are popular perceptions important to any business? What sort of perception do your students have of co-ops? (S 2-3)
