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ABSTRACT 

Histoncally, co-operatives were established to combat the serious social, economic, 

and political ïnequalities found in industrial societies, that is, those based on the capitalist 

system. Today is no different. Co-operatives are an organkational form that can potentially 

provide the structurai bases for highly democratic and empowering relations to occur for the 

members who cosperate within them depending on their orientation toward 'collectivism' 

or 'bureaucracy ' . 

Evangeline Courts Housing Co-operative Ltd. was designed to provide quality, 

afTordable housing for low income families. It was initially started by a group of sole parent 

women with common life circumstances, experiences, and needs. By working together with 

a local resource group and facilitators trained in collectivist organization, the women were 

able to develop a set of common values and goals and a democratic fom of organization to 

achieve them. This fom lasted for a few years and then their struggies ensued as the 

collectivist form of organization began to change to a bureaucratic form which included 

being managed by professional property management groups. This process defied their 

goals of creating an ernpowering democratic community and they fought it tooth and nail. 

Their story is about the stmggle to maintain a democratic organizational form amidst 

the highly bureaucratic dominant capitalist relations fond in society. As the world struggies 

with large scale issues of democracy, members of this housing co-operative are fighting to 

define and entrench it within theu organization. Understanding this stniggie against 

professional managaial bureaucracy in favour of co-operative democracy aptly illiiminates 

the intricacies of democratic processes required for cokctive transfomative change to occur. 
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CHAPTER ONE 
~ O D U C T I O N  

This thesis explores how democracy is socialiy accomplished in a micro setting. 1 

analyse how members of one housing co-operative have struggled to achieve democracy in 

the context of bureaumatic organizational structures found within the cwperative and with 

respect to property managers and govemment. Because democracy is accomplished within 

social relations, this thesis examines such relations through an ethaographic case study of 

a particular housing CO-operative. It analyses the CO-operative's internai relations, those 

with managers, and relations with the government in light of the co-operative sector's stated 

principles, rules of organization, and theory, as well as, the initial collective ideals that the 

members of this housing CO-operative shared when they uiitiated the project. 

My honours thesis (Wack, 1993) was a rnacro study of social movement theory. 1 

anaiysed the theoretical strategies for collective action c o h g  fkom the "left" political 

spectnun as they work towards the goal of socialism. Specifically, 1 critiquecl a particular 

type of social movement theory called "radical democracy", given its emphasis on individual 

identity and the preoccupation with political theoretical concepts about democracy without 

any diaiechcal relationship to practice. 

This thesis attempts to understand issues of dernocracy in practice. It is a m i m  

analysis of a particular form of collective action, that is, of people working together in CO- 

operatives. My interest, given my previous research, is to study the intricacies of how 

democracy is (or is not) socially accomplished within srnail groups of people working 

together collectively to achieve common goals. My objective is to try to explore how the 
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concept of democracy is actuaiizecUsocially accomplished in order to identify çorne of the 

specifk ways in which it may be achieved. Another goal is to identify and articulate some 

specific defining principles of democracy. These could be used as guidelines for CO- 

operative rnembers or any other group of people who work together to achieve common 

goals. If1 c m  establish some of the specific ways in which democracy is achieved, the next 

step is to see if those ways can be incorporated into the procedures to ensure people work 

together democratically. 

1 chose to analyse the co-operative fonn of organization because of its theoretical 

stance towards and interest in democracy. 1 chose a housing CO-operative because 1 thought 

that it would best mirror small scaie society, that is, diverse people, with différent interests 

yet some common goals, who attempt to work together democratically. Also, 1 chose this 

specific housing CO-operative because 1 iive in it; 1 was a participant in something 1 wanted 

to systematically observe, record and analyse in order to understand and make decisions. 

The CO-operative was changing. Members like myself were struggling to keep the democratic 

ideals, goais, and purpose of the CO-operative (as developed in the initial stages) alive but 

various forces were working against us. The most significant factor was that Evangeline 

Courts Housing Co-operative (ECHC) changed nom being managed by the members 

themselves to being managed by an extemai property management group. Other CO- 

operatives were also hiring the senrices of extemal property managers. Members of ECHC, 

including myself, wanted to understand this new phenornenon because hiring managers was 

not a goal for a "member- run" CO-operative. 

This thesis documents and analyses those experiences and articulates some of the 
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positive and negative aspects involved with having extemal property managers in a housing 

co-operative. My research, therefore, has immediate use to a community of people. 1 had 

access to rich data because of my involvement in this community project. 1 made sure at the 

onset that members were aware of my thesis work, and many worked with me on it. We 

made collective decisions about what forms of action we would take as we struggied through 

these experiences together and took dennitive steps to try to have impact on what was 

happening. 

Finally, 1 wanted to add to the research alreaciy accurnulated about this particular CO- 

operative (Nadasdi, 1988; Seebold, 1992) to continue the documentation of members' 

experiences involved in this CO-operative. To the extent that I have done this, 1 hope it is 

useful to ECHC, housing CO-operatives in gened, the CO-operative sector, and anyone 

interested in understanding democracy in practice. 

Chapter two reviews the literature in co-operative studies and democratic and CO- 

operative theory. In chapter three I discuss my multi-method approach. This multi-method 

ethnographic case study methodology includes content analysis of CO-operative literature, 

semi-structured interviews, participant obsenrations, group discussions, and action research. 

Chapter four is the data collected, that is, the ethnographic case study. Chapter five provides 

an analysis of ethnographic case study data and chapter six presents a number of 

conclusions. 



CHAPTERTWO 
CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK 

AND 
LITERATZTRE RIEVIEW 

A Key Concepts 

A CO-operative is an organization designed to facilitate people working together to 

achieve common goals. There are many types of CO-operatives. What distinguishes them 

is the philosophicd values they are based on. A unique aspect about the co-operative fonn 

of organization is that it is adaptive to the members given the cultural, economic, and 

histoncal contexts in which the members h d  themselves (Craig, 1980:20). "[Tlhe creation 

of CO-operative institutions is a struggle, a sacrifice, and a series of obstacles that must be 

overcome" (Meinyk, 1 985: 1 48). The followhg are the key theoretical concepts related to 

the understanding of CO-operatives for the purpose of this thesis: mutual aid; adult education; 

empowerrnent; egalitarianism; participatory decision-making; and democracyY They are very 

briefly defined below but are developed M e r  in the literature review. 

Mutual aid is a concept that people with a common need will work together to 

achieve goals in a spint of CO-operation as opposed to competitively (Craig, 19935). 

Craig (1993) summarizes further: 

[Clo-operation is based on the premise that only the fittest survive, not 
individually, but as a species. The greater the development of mutual aid, the 
greater are the obstacles that any group can overcome, and the more they can 
develop, and conquer threats to their existence. The basic drive for sunival 
leads to mutual aid. (1 993 : 5 )  9 

Adult edtrcation is the idea that people can generate the solutions to their problems by 
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working together, fmt to identm their common diflnculties, and second, to develop ways in 

which these problems can be addressed; particularly through working in co-operatives 

(Craig, 199359). Adult education is but one form of empowerment. 

Empowrmnent "is basic to the idea of co-operation, where people work together to 

achieve goals that they could not achieve as  individuals"(Craig, 1993: 193). Empowerment 

a process that occurs both at a personal and at a political level. It is a process 
that involves changing power relations between individuals and groups and 
social institutions. At the sarne tirne, it is a process of personal change as 
individuals take action on their own behalf and then redefïne their 
understanding of the world in which they live. Self perception moves h m  
victim to agent, as people are able to act in a political and social arma and 
pursue their own interests (Shragg, 1993:iii). 

"It is generally agreed that co-operatives are organizational foms in which pec?!: can be 

Egalitarianism within co-operatives cm mean sirnply one member equais one vote 

or more broadly as necessary for cornmunity and for building "social property that 

encourages equality" (Melnyk, 1985: 1 12). Participatory democracy is a process where 

people in groups collectively make the decisions that affect their lives. 

Since co-operative organizations exist to serve people's needs, it follows that 
participation and dialogue are necessary to enable individual to specim these 
needs and to translate them into action. If the participation process is 
followed to its fullest extent, then the best possible decision for the group at 
a particular point in time is the one that emerges h m  this pmcess. Thus, the 
actual decisions are Iess important than the manner by which they are 
reached. In this setting, individuals gain meaning in theù lives and a 
fhlfilment of their belief systems through the simple act of co-operating. 
(Craig, 1 993 :67) 



Largely this is done through a procas of parricipatmy decirion-making which inchdes 

consensual, majonty, and proportional outcome voting and group deliberation 

(Gastil: l993:6). Democracy is participatory in this thesis and is deried in the following 

passage: 

Democracy embodies powemil philosophical principles that have never been 
fuily realized on large social scales. [. . .] Democracy connotes wide-mging 
liberty, including the fieedom to decide one's own course in life and the right 
to play an equal role in forging a common destiny. Democracy means social 
and civil equality and a rejection of discrimination and prejudice. It 
welcomes a wide range of perspectives and lifestyles, moving dinerent social 
groups toward peaceful coexistence or respectful integration. Democracy 
represents the ideal of a cohesive community of people living and working 
together and hding f&, nonviolent ways to reconcile conflicts. In sum, 
democracy embodies al1 three elements of the famous French Revolutionary 
slogan, "Liberté, egalité, hternité." (Gastil: 19935) 

B. Brief Historieal OveMew of Cwperatives 

Co-operatives began in the early stages of the Industrial Revolution to address the 

severe poverty and deprivation of the new communities of workers (Craig: l993:X). Robert 

Owen in Britain and Charles Fourier in France both elaborated their vision of a good society 

through co-operative models (Craig, 1993 Z). Later, the 'Rochdale Pioneers' were a group 

of people kom Rochdale England who fomed what many have called the fïrst co-operative 

and established a set of d e s  which have suice been organized into co-operative 'principles'. 

There are six p~c ip l e s :  1) open and volmtary membership; 2) democratic control; 3) 

limited interest on capital; 4) surplus eamings belonging to the members; 5) member 

education; 6) co-operation between co-operatives (Melnyk:1985:3). These original six 

principles are a reflection of the social philosophy which was the bases of their co-operative 



venture and senred to explain and guide their action. 

Mutual aid is a theory first developed by Peter Kropotkin in the early nineteen 

hundreds (Craig, 19935)- Kropotkin coilected historical evidence about clans and tnies, 

some species of animals and, by observing the a m a n  collectives in his native Russia, 

developed an argument against cornpetitive social Darwinism. Kropotkin argued that, for 

survival, people in need will organize themselves into groups for the mutual benefit of ali. 

In Nova Scotia, Moses Coady, together with J.J. Tompkins foundcrs of the Antigonish 

Movement, added to the theoretical understanding of CO-operatives by elaborating an 'adult 

educaîion' stance towards CO-operation (Mehyk: 1 985 :20). 

Through mal1 group discussion they were able to mobilize large segments 
of the population to launch econornic organizations for community 
improvernent. By 1934,952 study clubs had been formed in Nova Scotia and 
150 CO-operative enterprises had been set up. The movement touched 
fisherman, farmers, and miners through credit unions, CO-operative canneries, 
and marketing cosps. During the Depression the Antigonish Movement 
became an important regional vehicle of survival for ordinary people. 
(Mehyk, 1985:20) 

Currently, co-operatives are found throughout much of the world. In Canada, 

statistics collected in 1995 show that there were "5,412 non-hancial co-operatives having 

over 4.5 million members, a combined volume of businesses of $24.8 biUion and assets of 

$14.1 billion (Gagné and McCagg, lgW:I)." "More than 43 percent of d u i t  Canadians 

belong to at least one co-operative organization (Thordarson, 1 WO:8)." In Canada, in 1995 

there were, "1,946 housing CO-operatives reporting had combined assets of nearly $5.3 

billion and 107,000 members (Gagné and McCagg,l997:II)." In Nova Scotia, there are 

approximately 100 housing co-operatives (Gagné and McCagg, 1997:20). 



8 

Some in the co-operative movement have stresseci the importance of 'co-operation' 

as  a concept and as an organizational form which has the potential to make radical change 

towards the evolution of socialism in society. For instance M.L. Davies wrote, 

People are apt to think of Co-operation as a thrift movernent, or to associate 
it with the Army and Navy Stores. How iittle is it realised by economists and 
others that Co-operation is the beginning of a great revolution! The 
Movement shows in practice that there is nothing visionary or impossible in 
the aspirations of those who desire to see the Commwulty in control, instead 
of the Capitalists. (Davies, 193 1) 

Another writer at the tirne states that, "[CIO-operation is wholly constructive and 

evolutionary, never destructive or revolutionary. [. . .] The expansion of co-operation [CO- 

operative enterprises] is never sudden or cataclysmic. Old f o m  [capitalist enterprises] are 

neither destroyed nor discriminated against. They melt away as new and better forms [CO- 

operative organizations] grow up and prove their value (Warbasse, 1936:266)." 

Co-operatives have often been associated with socialist goals. By CO-operating on 

a small scaie, humans leam the skills necessary to co-operate on a larger scale. Co- 

operatives, then, can be conceived of as institutional structures that achieve a specific need 

(e.g. housing). They can also be a part of a socialist goal for a new society to the extent that 

they tie their specific experiences to the larger socioeconomic reality. Co-operatives c m  be 

an attempt to create in the present world what it may look like in a changed world; to create 

in the present working models of the types of institutionai structures and relations that people 

hope to see in the füturehetter society. By working towards that end now we are leaming, 

refinllig, and creating the basis which makes those types of societal changes possible because 

people can actually see and feel their existence. This perspective is reflected in the work of 



theorists in the following literature review. 

C. Literature Review 

Co-o~erative Social Philoso~hy: 

"Co-operatives are organizational structures that have evolved h m  the social 

philosophy of CO-operation" (Craig: 1993: 49). 

The principles that distinguish CO-operative from non-co-operative 
organizations are a translation of the philosophical values of the movement, 
rather than a literal statement of the values themselves. It is suggested here 
that the social philosophy of co-operation is founded on three basic value sets 
of equality, equity or econornic justice and mutual self-help. (1993:41, 
emp hasis mine) 

Co-operatives thus, are designed to be organizational structures that are consistent 

with the values of co-operation. Their structure and relations are based on the values of co- 

operation and in hun, those values are promoted and perpetuated through the structure and 

relations. Ideally, CO-operation is then ensured and persists because of the structure and 

defined relations. Co-operatives are not simply a means to an end they are both a means 

and an end. Co-operatives operate to serve members' needs (e.g. housing) but they also 

operate to ensure CO-operative relations. Ideal CO-operative relations have certain qualities 

such as adult education and M e r  they have a whole set of qualities related to 

'empowerment' which include education but also include gaining skills, being assertive, 

public speaking, sharing knowledge and learning, and participating in decisions that affect 

the local environment within CO-operatives. Al1 of these qualities have the benefit of 

enriching the lives of the members and are part and parcel of the co-operative package or 
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what Craig cails the 'co-operative logic'. This organizational fom and its d t i n g  social 

relations is qualitatively different h m  typical business organkations and their multing 

relations or as Craig calls it the 'bureaucratic logic'. 

Co-o~erative Potential : 

There are four basic traditional co-operative forms outlined in detail by Melnyk 

(1985): Liberal Democratic, Manllst, Socialist, and Comrnunalist. According to Melnyk 

(1 985: 1 O3), al1 four traditions share five principles: non-exploitation, democracy, 

utilitarianism, CO-operation over cornpetition, and group self-determination. Co-operation 

enjoys success when: "there are real needs that can be met; when the co-operative project is 

motivated by high ideals; and when its organizational fom is adaptable to a specinc 

situation" (p. 103). In a nutsheli, "cosps have to be histoncally relevant to surviveW(p. 105). 

Melnyk goes on to elaborate a multi-functional approach whereby numerous CO-operatives 

are collected under one umbrella organization and whose participants help each other in the 

creation of more and more CO-operatives. This is indicative of the Mondragon mode1 found 

in Spain. Based on that type of CO-operative system, he elaborates a selfkontained 

cornmunity of 'social CO-ops' which have a "mandate to relate to the wider society" (p. 139). 

The bases of these CO-operative communities are worker co-operatives where CO-operative 

ideals are taken into workplace organizations to achieve socially owned and controlled 

workplaces with al1 the benefits of democracy through participation as stated below. These 

CO-operatives are built with a view to the fûture and are part of a plan for the "creation of a 

worker- controlled society" (p.3 1). 
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In 1989, George Meiuyk and Jack Quarter elaborated more on the "worker ownership 

phenomenon" in Pariners in Entqrise. Here they tie co-operative formation with the 

promotion of "community economic development". In 1992, Quarter M e r  discusses all 

of Canada's "social economy" which is made up of community organizations which are 

"neither in the private sector or govemment-owned" (Quarter, 1992:iv) to show the extent of 

cornmmity support for socially controlled organizations. He documents some of the work 

people are doing within local economic development as M e r  proof of its growing 

application. 

A democratically controlled economy is in effect a social economy. It is an 
economy beholden to and controlled by the rnembers of society. Although 
CO-operatives and the various foms of non-profits differ kom each other, 
they ofien share the common feature of democratic control by their members. 
Both through education and investment in hinds, they have the opportunity 
to promote democracy more broadly in Canada, and thereby strengthen the 
social economy of which they are a part. (Quarter, 1992: 179) 

Democracy is used as a thread to weave together cornmunity groups including co-operatives 

into a new form of local economic development. 

Finally, Paul Willcinson and Jack Quarter (1 986) discuss the issues related to building 

a community controlled economy, using a Canadian example found in Prince Edward Island 

of an existing community of CO-operatives (like Mondragon) which they cal1 the "Evangeline 

Co-operative Experience". Here they detail three essential conditions for community 

economic development (as created through CO-operatives). They are: community 

consciousness, participation and self-reliance, and significant support orgaaizations. Each 

by itself will not work; they are al1 enhanced in relation to the others. Community 



consciousness "was created and maintained through delïberate efforts and an ongoing 

educational process" (p. 160). Participation required a "planned strate&' and "signincant 

human and financial resources" (p. 160). Self-reliant strategies were "utilized to develop 

local capacity and to increase the Wrelihood of a CO-operatives's success" (p. 160). 

Key to understanding co-operatives then, is that they are an organizational form 

which exist for various purposes from a uni-fûnctionai approach (e.g. to provide housing) 

to a very complex multi-bctional approach. They can be conceived of as a centre of 

community Life (social and economic) to satisfy immediate needs or as part of a growuig 

movement to radically alter society, albeit slowly. 

AI1 of these perspectives on the fiiture direction of CO-operatives can be summarized 

using the work of C. George Bene110 (1992). His writings are thoroughly embedded in the 

anarchist tradition, presenting a vision of a future society that contains political 

decentralization, econornic democracy through workplace democracy, and psychological 

development of individuals and communities through empowerment and community control. 

For him, it is "the high rise, power-ridden structure of society that must be changed not 

simply the exploiters who inhabit the top" (p.19). 

The basic problem is the problem of organization. Organization is power, 
which is what politics is about. Al1 organization is ultirnately political, and 
so the problem is to counter organized power with organization, but with a 
different kind of organization and a different kind of power. Both 
institutional change and attitude change are needed. The answer lies in a 
changed idka-structure where human association is a matter of face-to-face 
groups living and working together. Both the heart as well as the 
organizational form are involved. (p.20) 

Co-operatives are at least one attempt by some people to do just that. 



Cntiaues of Co-o~erative Potentiai: 

Despite the solid potential of CO-operatives, the reality has often been different. A 

number of studies of agriculhual co-operatives (see, e.g., Mooney, Roahrig and Gray: 1996; 

Rosa: 199 1 ; Taylor: 1990; Cole, Lacy, and Busch: 1986; Gray: 1985) show how these CO- 

operatives changed fiom placing members at the centre ofcontrol to being subsumed by both 

the larger econornic relations of agribusiness and the managerial practices which 

characterized it. Such analysis question the very possibility for CO-operatives to continue to 

exist, given the dominant capitalist socioeconomic reality. 

Two other studies focussed on the relationship of CO-operatives to the state. The k t  

detailed the problem of the worker CO-operative mode1 being used in Third World 

development projects; it questioned the rationale behind initiating projects that produced 

products that could not compete in the local, let alone global, economy and therefore 

required continued state support (Mayoux, 1992). The other focussed on the Canadian state's 

&if€ to social regulation and questions the impact of the state's diminishing socioeconomic 

responsibilities given government cutbacks (Leveque, h d r e  and Boti: 1990). 

Two other studies senously question the ability for CO-operatives to provide an 

alternative to capitaiist relations. In one case, the study questioned this possibility because 

landowners still own the land (Moderrom:1986). In another, a worker CO-operative was 

critiqued for its lack of participation, due again to the clash between cwperative and 

capitalist relations, especially after the organization increasingly hired more labour 

(Grunberg, 1 986). 

In general, solid critiques on co-operatives tend to be h m  Anarchist and Marxist 



14 

perspectives. Anarchist perspectives show how bureaucracy is underminhg co-operative 

existence. Marxist perspectives question whether co-operatives are pmviding real 

alternatives to capitaiist relations or whetber they can be a basis for real transfomative 

change of capitalism itself. 

Bureaucracv and Hierarchv: 

Rothschild and Whitt (198650-64) compared and contrasted ideal types of 

"collectivist" co-operative organizations with bureaucratic organizations in terms of 

authority, des, social control, social relations, recruitment, incentive structure, social 

stratification, and differentiation. Collectivist organizationi have the members as the locus 

of control achieved through participatory democratic relations which include participatory 

decision-making, shared idormation, shared skills, and a rejection of central authority (p. 

51). Authority "resides in the collectivity" (p.5 1) and "they seek to use as few d e s  as 

possible" (p.52). They are nin in an iaformal way with meetings characterized as discussions 

that build consensus and decisions that are "based on substantive values (such as equality) 

applied consistently " (p.53). Memben "reject bureaucratic justifications for authority " so 

no particula. group has decision-making authority (p. 5 1) and they "refuse to legitimate the 

use of centralized authority" @ .54). There is a requirement of "homogeneity", that is shared 

values (p.95). Relations are "personal" and intertwined with the whole scope of the project 

which takes into consideration a broad range organizationd goals based primarily on 

people's needs (p. 55). This affects the level of cornmitment because of the shared values 

and focus on personal relations helps ensure a sense of "shared purpose"(p.56). 
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"Egaiitarianism is a central feaîu.re1I and relates to the importance of shared knowledge, 

shared skills and a recognition and respect for individual differences in these regards (p.59). 

Because of this, members work to "minimi;ze" the differentiation between roles and tasks 

within the organization as a way for members to participate k e l y  and collectively in nmning 

it and knowledge and information are to be shared (p.61). Particularly interesting is their 

description of how knowledge is shared withui a hands-on leaming environment. 

Collectivist organizations . . . make every attempt to eliminate differentials 
in knowledge. Expertise is considered not the property of the individuai, but 
an organizationd source. Individuaily held knowledge is diaised and critical 
skills are redisûibuted through intemd education, job rotation, task sharing, 
apprenticeships, or any plan seen as  servùig this end (p.70). 

Finally, Roshschild and Whitt (1 986:64-7 1) characterke some of the constraints to 

achievingparticipatory democracy in these particular operational properties as: requiring 

tixne, being potentially highly emotive, requiring education or a democratic consciousness 

and understanding of democratic values, having difficulties given bureaucratic society, and 

requiring work to equalize individual differences. They admit that, "there are degrees of 

Bureaucrutic organizations are characterized by Roschild and Whitt (1 9 86: 50-64) 

as having highly formalized organizationd structures. This means authority ra ts  within the 

uidividual hierarchical roles or office positions; decisions are made at the top ofhierarchicai 

chain and imposed on down (p. 5 1). Their niles are many, very specific, and calculable so 

that appeals are related to the letter of the law (p.52-53). Behaviour is constrained by the 

d e s  and supe~s ion  of superiors (p. 52-53). This type of organization is noted for being 

formal and impersonal in its relations (p. 55). Members have specialized training within 
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their specifically defined roles and can leam more or advance through structureci changes 

such as promotions (p. 59). "Remunerative incentives are primary (p. 62)" and "prestige and 

privilege" are part of the system of hierarchy that "institutionalizes and justifies inequality 

(p. 59)". Jobs and hinctions are highly "segmented" and "specific" with howledge and 

"technical expertise exclusively held" (p.63). 

Democratic control is the foremost charactteristic of col1ectivist organization, 
just as hierarchical control is the defining ch-tenstic of bureaucracy. For 
this reason, collectivist organizations transform the social relations of 
production. Bureaucracy maximizes formal rationality precisely by 
centraiizing control at the top of the organkmtion; collectivist organizations 
decentralize control in such a way that it may be organized around the 
alternative logic of substantive rationality. (p. 6 1-64) 

These two ideal types show the vast difference in organizational structures and the resulting 

social relations within them. Co-operative organizations may or may not, in result, be 

"collectivist" organizations and they are achieved in degrees depending largely on their 

success at being controlled democraîically. 

This poses a problern with maintainhg CO-operatives through time particularly with 

those that have a changing mernbership, such as a housing CO-operative. Most people are 

already trauied in the dominant bureaucratie logic, with its own set of values and ways of 

relating that do not ensure democratic CO-operation. It takes special education and training 

in democratic co-operative logic. Co-operatives exist within the economic, political, and 

social context (structures) of the dominant capitalist culture. Trying to achieve co-operation 

within the traditionally dominant structures and relations is a very real problem which cannot 

be ignored. This problem is supported in the research (Mooney, Roahrig and Gray: 1996; 

Rosa: 199 1 ; Taylor: 1990; Cole, Lacy, Busch: 1986; Grunberg: 1986; and Gray: 1985). It is 



a constant issue that must be addressed but Uflfortunately has o h  gone unchecked. Craig 

There is a basic contradiction between the logic of CO-operation and the logic 
of bureaucratic organizations. These logics often come into conflict, and 
over time the societal pressures squeeze out the ceoperative logic, the 
bureaucratization of the co-operatives occurs and the organizations fail. This 
shift is very prominent cause of CO-operative fdures in bot, the 
industrialized and less industrlalized countries. 

The bureaucratic mental set of leaders and management is a major obstacle 
to the developrnent of CO-operatives. The logic of co-operative activity is not 
only to market goods to satisfy consumer needs, but rather to provide as  
many benefits as possible for the people who are co-operating (1 993: 162). 

Yet, after CO-operatives have been in operation for a long tirne, members 
increasingly feel relatively powerless to influence the organization. A 
common observation by researchers is that power has mvitated to the 
management (men) and members, particularly women or lower-class 
members, are largely irrelevant and powerless. Management practices in CO- 

operatives converge more and more over time with the practices of 
competitors, and the logic of management in a process where staff and 
members are empowered gets lost in the day-to-day activities. The strength 
of the CO-operative idea is that power is based in the membership when it is 
incorporated, and it is assurned that leaders will provide the rnechanisms to 
enable the power to be realized through participation and that leadm will 
listen and learn fiom members. The idea of power-sharing through 
democratic processes is central to CO-operatives (1993: 19% 193). 

Without processes built into the operations of CO-operatives to shape the relations 

to ensure members are empowered and democracy exists, co-operatives are at al1 times in a 

precarious position of being CO-opted by the bureaucratic logic of capitalkt relations. 

Members have the continual potential to lose control of their co-operatives. 

Stating principles is a first step to helping CO-operatives work in consistent ways 

however, articulating precisely how those principles are related to values and fiuther how 

those values are to be achieved in the operations (operationalized) so that democracy is 
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achieved is an important aspect of co-operative relations that seems to be often overlooked. 

How can CO-operatives ensure democratic relations and take steps a g a -  this process of 

conversion nom CO-operative logic to bureaucratic logic and lost 'control' by the members? 

To understand this better requires a detailed look at democracy and its specific relation to 

management. 

The Management Problem: 

A review of the history of co-operatives demonstrates that although new 
patterns of organization have been applied at various times and places, when 
the co-operatives nui into economic difficulties, experts trained in the 
bureaucratic paradigm are brought in and given a fiee hand to "clean up the 
mess." This has meant applying the dominant paradigm to the co-operative 
organization; this paradigm fiequently distorts the meaning of CO-operation 
and reinforces the popular wisdom that CO-operation only works in mal1 
groups. (Craig: 1993 : 1 69) 

When a manager is hired the membership often delegates decision-making 
power to a board of directon and they delegate to a manager. Thus, the 
manager occupies a central position in the power structure, and decision 
making resolves around him [sic]. In the management context, the opposite 
ofpower is dependence; the greater the dependence on the manager, the more 
powerful he [sic] becomes (Craig: 1 980: 1 0). 

Craig identifies six key areas that need caution when dealing with managers: decision- 

making rational, decision-making process, flow of Somation, cosperation with CO- 

operatives, and planning (1980: 1). 

A maximum amount of participation in analyshg the situation and in setting 
the goals means a greater commitment by members. This comrnitment will 
assist in the realization of plans and a progressive spiral effect Conversely, 
the exclusion of people from the planning process reduces commitment, 
inmeases apathy and alienation, and fnistrates the achievement of 
organizational goals. (Craig: l98O:23) 
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Craig summarizes that co-operatives need to "develop ways of re-involving members" and 

"co-opdves should develop organizational structures and processes that wiil satisfy three 

main requirements: make efficient use of resources, be effective in realizing organizational 

goals. and be sensitive and resoonsive to the needs and aspirations of employees and 

rnembers (1 980:29)." 

Co-o~erative Democracy: 

There are many books on the topic of democracy but few that deal specifically with 

how it can be accomplished successfûily, particularly in mail groups and in housing CO- 

operatives. In this section I look at the work of four analysts whose work is in the area of 

CO-operative democrac y. 

In Dernomatic Control of Co-operatives (1 980). LE. Trevena and Bonnie Rose set 

up an interesting background to approach the issue of democracy. Fust, Trevena, defines 

three types of democracy listed below: 

Cash Register Democracy 
It has been claimed that al1 business is "democratically controlled" to 
a great extent by its customers. In this line of reasoning, if the 
customers like what the business has to offer, and the pnce is right, 
they will buy, thereby "votingl' at the cash register. 

Generative Democracy 
A process by which people worked together, inspuing one another, 
making progress, and deriwlg benefits h m  wise decisions. 

Theatncai Democracy 
[Annual meetings] . . . can be regarded as an exercise in "theatrical 
democracy." The members are seated in the audience. Perfonning 
before them are the leaders. Following a business-like agenda, the 
leaders move h m  one topic to another, mainly to reports on past 



events or decisions. As each perfomer concludes, the audience 
responds by applauding or voting to accept the report. Unlike 
generative democracy, theatrical democracy seldom offen membm 
an oppomuiity to initiate discussions or divert them to an area of their 
own interest. (P.3-4) 

Travena goes on to say that "standard bylaws", found in CO-operatives across Canada, were 

created as "a substitute for member education and knowledgeable participation in the affairs 

of the association" (1 980: 12). He asserts that the Canadian CO-operative movement has yet 

to define in detail "what democratic control really means" (1980:14). Rose defines some 

general directions when considering operationaking democratic processes within CO- 

operatives. She states that "as many CO-operators as possible" need to work at "continuaily 

defïning what democracy means to them, and how to practice it both in today's context and 

in probable future contexts" (p. 16). 

Studies by Heskin (1991) and Gastil (1993) look at the relationship between 

democracy and CO-operatives and are particularly useful. Heskin provides an extensive case 

study of the "struggle for cornmunity" within a housing CO-operative. In it, Heskin details 

a long battle between members of the CO-operative whom he describes as the "populists" the 

"pluralists" and the "clientelists" given their particular understanding of community, power, 

empowerment, class, ethnicity, and gender (p. 8-9). Generally, the populists are Like the 

"collectivists" described earlier, are "anti-professional", and are working class people (p. 8). 

The pluralists are CO-operators but the "path to power was through the realization of nghts 

and the development of competence" (p. 8). They are also described as "pro-professionals" 

(p. 9). The clientelists are described as seeing the community as " a h  to family"; members 

here worked within a consensus way of decision-making and generaiiy were humble 



followers who "insisted on a benevolent leader" (1 99 1 :9). 

In particdar, Heskin concentrated on the struggle of the populists to d e h e  their 

community by working "to generate a counter-hegemony " that would put their vision of the 

future into action (p. 164). Heslcin concluded that the populist approach ensures a quality 

community. That approach depends on having "organic individuals who understand the 

process at its core" and on "keeping the process openw@. 164). 

Gastil(1993) defhes the areas of understanding in which democracy is expresseci in 

srnail groups. Then, in a prescriptive way, he lays out what must be taken into consideration 

in order for a group to consider themselves democratic. The areas are: qua1 power, 

maximum Uiclusiveness; on-going cornmitment of democracy in action; relationships that 

acknowledge individuality, a f 5 m  cornpetence, recognize mutuality and promote 

congeniality ; open and constructive deliberation; and hally, listening rights and 

responsibilities requiring adequate comprehension and consideration (p. 18-24). 

Recognizing that the democratic process occurs mostly during the deliberative process within 

a meeting setting, G a d  States the following further criteria areas of concem: agenda setting, 

reformation of issues, information, articulation, persuasion, various voting methods, and 

allowing dissent 6.2432).  

In conclusion, CO-operative organizations were developed with ideals and goals 

related t O mutual sel f-help, adult education, empowement, and egalitarianism. Their 

organizational structure was created to both reflect and continually create the social values 

they were built on. Historically, they have had an orientation towards democracy, 

particularly in terms ofparticipatory decisionmaking processes. Democracy has always been 
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a goal and distinguishing characteristic of co-operative organizations. Specific democratic 

relations c m  be identifieci in co-operative operatiom. Finally, the research and theory about 

co-operatives both detail the problems CO-operatives have over time with issues of 

bureaucracy and management. 



CHAPTER THREE 
METHODOLOGY 

The type of information a researcher is seeking will greatly influence which 

method(s) she chooses. Because this thesis e~plores the practice of democracy in a CO- 

operative, the methodology is qualitative rather than quantitative. The methods chosen are: 

an ethnographie cuse study using content analysls,participant observation, semi-structured 

interviews, and group discilssionr al1 within a methodological fkmework of fminist action 

reseurch. 

Research has the potential to inform change to the extent that something is done by 

the researcher andor readers with the information that is gathered. Social research is for a 

purpose, to inform social change. Action research has a stated goal to act, in some way, on 

the information gathered. In other words, it is a conscious effort to make change through 

action as part of the research project. In this way, action research is a process not just a 

specific project. In the feminist tradition, of for instance, Reinharz (1 992: 175- 196) 1 have 

chosen to conduct my research using a multi-method approach with an action research 

design as an overall methodology. 

The 'action' in action research can take place at the researcher level, the participant 

level, andor at the level of institutions involved with the topic. This research includes all 

three levels; the action begins with a cornmitment by the researcher to go beyond gathering 

and reporting on data. She rakes the findings beyond documentation to try to do something 

with them. She works with the participants to help change their circumstances as the 

research is carriecf out. She works to involve institutions in change by evaluating their 
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partfpolicies in relation to the issue involved. Making this information available and asking 

for a cesponse is one way of trying to direct change withia institutions. Whether any of tbese 

actions on the part of the researcher has an effect is not the point The point is that the 

researcher makes a conscious effort to go beyond the collection, analysis, and documentation 

of information and towards making a difference in society. Action research has a purpose: 

to inform action in the effort to make change. 

Reinban identifies different types of action research. This research is mostly 

"participatory" and "collaborative" and "evaluative" (1 992: 1 8 1-1 9 1). It is participatory and 

collaborative because members of ECHC were encouraged to be a part of creating the 

research design and analysing the focus as empowering activities. The research is 

"evaluative" because it attempts to access the policies, contracts, stated goals, standards, 

individual and organizational behaviours, and organizational forms found within this housing 

CO-operative sector. AIso, the research evaluates the performance and impact of property 

management on the CO-operative organization. Because it is evaluative and h m  a certain 

perspective, it provides the values of the comrnunity members in the data section. 

The action research design begins with the researcher's personal interest in affecthg 

change at ECHC and with other cosperative housing sector members. Some specific steps 

1 took myself to affect change were to: do purposive interviews, attend workshops, create the 

position of Education Coordinator at ECHC and a collection of workshop materîals, sit in 

on a few CHFNS education cornmittee meetings, help organize the co-operation meet, 

volunteer at a CHWC annual general meeting, go to CHFNS workshops and annuai g e n d  

meeting, and, finaily, organize and coordinate the community members of ECHC into a 
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group for discussions where collectively we worked to define our problems and to fornulate 

strategic actions. 

The sociological method 1 intentionally chose to affect social change as much as to 

gather data was purposive semi-structured interviews. The purpose was to put important 

issues (such as cooperative education, CO-operation between co-operatives. and the rise of 

extemal property management) individualiy and as they relate to each other, in the min& and 

up for discussion with anyone so wi ihg but also with key people involved with the CU- 

operative housing sector in Nova Scotia The interviews were conducted face-to-face and 

over the phone. 

Copies of the thesis will be given to the CHFMS and CMHC for distribution to 

anyone interested. Community members have been involved fiom beginning to end and a 

copy will be put in the office of ECHC for use by the members. If there is interest, copies 

will also be given to property management groups. In these ways. the information has been 

and will be shared between the researcher and the researched, between those researched, and 

between the researched and the orgafllzatioas involved. 

Attending to the issue of extemal management as it unfolded within ECHC helped 

members of ECHC to gather the information we needed to make decisions and act on behalf 

of our co-operative. A research goal was for members to be empowered as individuals and 

as a group by involving as many as possible in the research as it was carried out. Initiaily, 

many described their experiences vis-a-vis extemal management as a feeling of 

"powerlessness"; so doing research that included helping people feel empowered seemed the 

most appropriate. The empowered feeling cornes h m  being included in the social 
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investigation and understanding so the research design focussed on creating opportunities 

for members to define the difficulties they were having, aspects of the research, and to have 

a Say in the types of actions that were taken. Their perspective formulates the theoretical 

analysis of the data This was done through many informal dernomtic group discussions. 

It was also helpfbl to have the issue being systematically focussed on h m  their perspective 

using their knowledge, feelings, and experiences and with a goal of working collectively to 

have it addressed. They had the opportunity to define the problem of extemai management 

nom their perspective, as housing CO-operative consumers and participants. This issue of 

more housing CO-operatives choosing the services of extemal property management groups 

was new at the tirne ECHC began experiencing it in 1992. At the tirne, there were no official 

standards to access these property management groups, or policies by CMHC that clearly 

dehed  their role in it for housing co-operatives. Now some of these have been developed. 

The thesis itself may aot affect change in those areas, but the community members' action 

work certainly sounded a local waming bel1 at least. 

Action research, as a methodology, elkits the information required to develop 

effective strategies to make change for those experiencing the problem. Stating the intent 

to make change within the research design and taking steps towards that end enmes that 

information will be gathered that goes beyond data couection and analysis and on to making 

a practical difference; using public fûnds for the public. 

Next to the fact that this study is action oriented is the fact that it is largely an 

ethnographie case study of members within a housing co-operative as they stniggîe to 

achieve democracy (maintain control) within their co-operative. An ethnography has a 
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number of definhg characteristics such as: direct active involvement of the mearcher in the 

research, the use of multi-methods, observations, participation, archivai analysis, 

interviewkg and so on to generate a body oflaiowledge about the contextual lives of a group 

of people (Reinban, 1992:46-75). In short, the method explkates the group voice about 

their experiences within a social context. An etbnography is also characterimi by including 

the "active involvement of the researcher in the production of social knowledge through 

direct participation in and experience of the social realities she is seeking to understand'' 

(Reinharz, l992:46). 

An ethnographie account tends to lay out a story which has a beginning and end, 

highs and Iows, character development, elements of discovery and surprise, suspense anci, 

later, conclusions, al1 with interjections of the researcher's own understanding as well as 

those studied. Evangeline Courts Housing Co-operative has a story of a stmggle by some 

of the fernale members including myself which takes place over a number of years. This 

rnethod elicits the story of our struggle as well as some of the intentions and feelings behind 

our actions. 

Aithough this rnethod can be time consuming, or it could be hard to get access to a 

site or information, these were not problems for me. 1 had cornplete access to the site and 

any paper-type information and permission, even encouragement to carry on the research. 

I was a member; 1 Iad held various board positions in the past; and 1 was a part of a 

particular sub-group of ECHC who worked with others (Uiformally) through the struggie as 

neighbours, co-operators, and women. There was trust, empathy, and opmess between the 

members of ECHC and myself, but not so much between myself and some of those 
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interviewecl such as the Property Management Service providers or CMHC. My perspective 

was made known Eom the beginnllig and that affected the information 1 was able to obtain 

fiom some of the people and groups. As a member I was able to engage in direct participant 

observations. The perspective taken by the ethnographic study is that of both the members 

and myself because the whole articulation of our experiences and problematic has been a 

group effort (Atkinson, 1990:19). Atkinson describes this type of account as a 

"confessional' (1990:33). My point of view is discussed openly but 1 also show where my 

personal point of view is distinguished £kom that of the other members. 

It is important to document how CO-operatives work and to make their existence 

known in order to provide working models for others to build on. This ethnographic study 

is useful to our specific CO-operative as well as to others because it articulates specific details 

of operations, through time, showing both the options available and the thought processes 

that the cosperative members went through be fore making decisions. Govemment, 

business, and CO-operators are al1 ûying to hamrner out how this new growth of extemal 

management is affecting CO-operatives. Nova Scotia housing cwperatives exist in a specific 

sociaVpoli ticaVeconomic context. Detailing how govemment and business relates to co- 

operatives is required in order to understand co-operatives in their contextual realities. The 

ethnographic account helps to identi@ and express these relations. 

This ethnography is a case shidy. A case study is a particularly good method for 

contextually documenthg a topic through time by revealing the interconnections between 

events, lives, institutions and so on. Case studies are methodological tools that provide in- 

depth descriptions which reveal problems, and how the parts of the problems are relateci. 



Case studies are especially idionnative when the topic is a new phenomenon and/or is iittle 

This thesis explores the relatively new phenomenon of extemal management in co- 

operatives in order to identifi its current context and impact, to understand the issues related 

to it for analysis. It is possible to detail the social forces that have played a part in one 

housing co-ops change fkom self-managed styled CO-operative form of organization to an 

extemally property managed form of co-operative organization by using a case study. 

The case study ad& to the historical documentation of co-operatives because it is an 

extension of two other case studies of ECHC done and simply because it puts 'on the record' 

ECHC experiences. Finaily, the case study identifies the issues related to housing cosps 

and extemal property management making M e r  analysis possible. The information 

generated, then, has historical, expenential, and analytic relevance and importance. 

A case study method is often chosen over other methods when one is trying to 

understand: a process related to the topic (how democracy is accomplished in housing co- 

operatives), how institutions are related to people's lives (the relationships between ECHC, 

property management groups, and CMHC), what the significance of the facts are that were 

dehed  in prior work (areas of concem identified in other studies on ECHC), and when it is 

important to understand events over time (ECHC experiences with two different extemal 

property management groups and CMHC's role in that as a struggle by members to achieve 

a goal). 

The CO-operative chosen for this case study is unique in that it has had experiences 

with two property management groups; it had an interest in being self-managed but had 
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extenial management imposed on it by the goverment and, yet, at times it too chose these 

services. My goai in the end is not to make generaliz;itions about property management 

groups, given these members expenences, but to identify these members interests in and 

attempts to achieve democracy which are uniquely highlighted within those experiences. 

The literature and property management groups daim that member control can be maintaineci 

within this relationship. 1 show how it was not maintaineci in this example not to make 

generalizations but to document exactly how member control may be lost in order to idenfiSr 

what it takes to achieve and maintain and how the co-operative sector theory is uniquely 

aligned towards the goal of democracy. 

The ethnographie case shidy requires the use of many methods. In this case, content 

analysis, participant observations, and semi-stmctured i n t e ~ e w s  have been used. Content 

analysis is "a systematic procedure for examinhg the content of recorded information" 

(Hagedorn, I!WO:SS8). The recorded information within this study is ECHCYs minutes of 

meetings, memos, conespondence with property management groups, CMHC, CHFINS, 

literature found within the co-operative housing sector (CMHC, CHWC, CHF/NS, property 

management groups, new sletters, educational workshops, minutes of meetings, resolutions, 

pamphlets and contracts). 

What is unique about content analysis is that one is not working directly with people, 

but rather with culturai representations they have produced or h d  valuable. Sociologically, 

Reinhan defines these types of recorded information as "cultural artifactsM(1992: 146). They 

are a window into the culture (beiiefs, noms, and values) of these various groups. Some of 

the artifacts studied here reflect the real conditions (members' notes and minutes) while 
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others (contnicts, pamphlets, books) were createû to, or at least have the potential to, mediate 

experience. So, some 'reflect' what has happened while others were created to mediate what 

potentiaily could happen. The community members artifacts are juxtapositioned with the 

property management, govemrnent, and CO-operative sector artifacts. It is interesthg to see 

their underlying theoretical perspectives in a comparative way. 

To the extent that the artifacts reflect true feelings, thoughts, interests, values, beliefs, 

and goals, they are informative. Obviously there is a difference between what people Say 

or record as the truth in documents and what actually is. With content analysis it is 

important to note both what is there and what is not, as well as what could be there. Content 

analysis is limited in the types of artifacts used; to the extent that they reflect the truth, 

however, it does help to elicit people's values. Combining content anaiysis with other 

methods iike participant observation helps to elicit even more information by combhhg 

theory with action; what was said or recorded as being done or to be done cm be combined 

with observations of what was actually done. 

Participant observation is simply a focussed, asserted attention to take note of the 

phenornenon whilst one is a part of it. Participant observation is a method used when it is 

important to question the written text of something: to "see", if you will, if that is what 

happens as compared to what someone says that is what happens in reality. Of course what 

is 'seen' is also someone's perspective. Participant observation is a way of documenting 

people's behaviour particularly given other written texts of stated interests, goals, policies, 

procedures, and other types of documents. It helps place the issue within a context. 

Unforhinately, with participant observation there cm be problems with being "seen" or 
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"known", by taking notes which may dimpt the activity one is trying to obsene. Also, if 

one is involved, then systematically observing rnay be difficult. This research did not have 

difficulties in these areas. Because this research took place over a number of years (1 993- 

1 997), 1 have had numerous opportunities to observe, 1 was known and a part of the activity. 

In fact people were used to me taking notes because 1 always had done so before the 

research was started; it was common to see me note-taking. 

The semi-stnictured interviews were conducted very infomally. There was not a 

specific set of interview questions prepared before interviews were undertaken. But the 

interviews were guided in that they were about questionhg people as to their thoughts on 

education, co-operation, management, and democracy. Through a few mistalces, 1 leamed 

to be more organized with my interview skills. 1 have always been inquisitive so the asking 

of questions was not a problem. But the note-tahg at the time or being sure to sit down and 

record the interview d e r  were things I had to learn. Luckily, gi~en the extended t h e  period 

of this research, and the good rapport 1 had with most of the inte~ewees, I was later able 

to go back and ask questions again and to reinte~ew some people for updates. The 

interviews took place mostly face to face at the workshops, CO-operation meet, meetings, 

AGM's and a few that 1 had to make appointments for (CHF/NS and CMHC); some were 

over the phone. 



CHAPTER FOUR 
ETENOGRAPHIC CASE STUDY 

OF 
EVANGELINE COURTS HOUSIiYG CO-OPERATIVE LTD. 

How ECHC was started: 

A local resource group associated with the United Church helped begin ECHC. The 

group had already started some other co-operative housing projects in the area One 

representative worked with a few sole parent women who had expressed to her their 

dissatisfaction with the unavailability of housing for people with children Living in the area 

Wolfville is basically a retirement t o m  but also it is home to Acadia University so the town 

has many students who move there for the school season and then leave in the spring. The 

rental uni& in the area were largely made for students, mostly converteci houses with shared 

bathroom and kitchen facilities. 

Most of the women seeking housing were already associated with Acadia Univbsity 

so the problem they were facing was two-fold. They needed afTordable housing that was 

suitable for children and a daycare for their children while they attended university; Acadia 

provided neither. This group of women acted as a support group for each other. Their 

shared experiences with the lack of anordable, decent, housing that allowed children and 

their goal to continue their education meant that they were a group of people with cornmon 

stniggles and common goals. This aspect made them perfect candidates to initiate a "CO- 

operative" project. It is these women who make up the initial "core group". 

The "core-group" is the group of people who plan and develop the housing 
project. . . . It is important at this stage that the core group be committed. 
The group need not be large, and no doubt a number of people will corne and 
go before the process is complete. But aixnost every successful pmjcct has 



relied on a few committed people to develop an idea and follow it through. 
M C ,  1995:ll) 

The plan was to build a housing co-operative in the Wolfville area that aiso housed 

a daycare. The fÏrst meetings were held in 1985. These initial meetings were to organize the 

women into a group and discuss the potential for co-operative housing. Once it was agreed 

that co-operative housing was the way to go, people in the initial stages needed to understand 

how to work collectively in what is called a "CO-operative enterprise". There is a "Co- 

operative Act" that is regulated by the Nova Scotia Govermnent stipulating how to do a co- 

operative, including regulations and procedures for meetings, announcements, voting, 

keeping and submitting hnancial reports, keeping minutes and so on. Also, there were 

educational workshops given by facilitators within the co-operative housing sector. 

The housing CO-operative sector is itself within a larger movement made up of not 

just housing CO-ops but also worker, agricultural, service, and food co-ops as weil as the Co- 

operative Housing Federation of Nova Scotia and the Co-operative Housing Federation of 

Canada It is through this larger movement that the educational understanding of co- 

operatives is achieved. Facilitators fiom this sector who have been trained in co-operation 

and mal1 group facilitation teach people how to work within CO-operative organizations. 

Reading the Co-operative Act itself is a starting point for this type of leaming but is not the 

whole picture. The Co-operative Act is a set of specific d e s  and regulations but it is open 

to interpretation. It is the co-uperative sector that provides the understandhg of CO- 

operatives. It is here that the ideais of CO-operative organization are revealed and enthusiasn 

for such projects is solidified. 
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Many meetings took place in this early t h e ,  between the co-operative sector 

facilitators and the membership in order to help people undexstand what potential CO- 

operatives have and how to work co-operatively. The fïrst meetings were large with various 

people attending. But with the realization of the size of the project, the work and time 

required and the many, many meetings, the number of individuals dropped off to a core 

group of five fernales. These five were the original ones who had voiced the need in the nrst 

instance. 

Meetings were also held with representatives £kom the town, potential residents, 

Canada Mortgage and Housing, Provincial Housing Department, the resource group and 

others. With the persistence and vision of these women and the help of the resource group 

and facilitators, the group worked step by step to achieve its goal. Acquiring the land was 

difficult; much education had to be done with town council to explain what CO-op housing 

was and to dispel some of their concerns about locating a "low-incorne housing" project in 

their town. Then the women had to work closely with an architect to design the buildings. 

The three t o m  houses were designed specifically for "women with children" in mind. The 

result was an open design layout so that these women could, for instance, watch their 

children play or oversee their child's homework at the dining room table while they cooked 

in the adjoining kitchen area Also, there are large, grassed common areas for children to 

play and private back yards so members can keep a closer eye on smailer children and have 

some private outdoor space to be with their families. Some receptacles and outlets were 

placed high out of children's reach and the buildings have two, three, and four bedrooms to 

accommodate various sized families. Unfortmately, the group had to scrap the daycare idea 
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because of the extra hancial expense but still continued with the rest of the vision. As the 

buildings began to take shape, more people couid see the project as a re&ty so interest and 

attendance at community meetings did eventually increase. 

Finally, after much work, in May of 1988, members began moving in. From a group 

of committed women with shared experiences and needs, as weil as a cornmon set of goals, 

after many meetings and working with others came the reaIization of a common dream. 

Despite some setbacks (no daycare) and an immense amount of unpaid time and energy 

(beyond being sole parents and going to university) for three years, Evangeline Courts 

Housing Co-operative becarne home for 27 families. 

The Membershb of ECHC: 

In the beginning, the membership consisted of approximately 40 adults (27 voting 

members) and 50 children. Of these, 13 were sole female parents and the rest were married 

couples and one senior woman with no children. Most families were low income but some 

were in a middle income range. Most of the children were small, that is, elementary school 

age and younger, although there were also some teenagers. Since the membership 

expanded to include others beyond the core group of women, the most important aspect that 

brought this larger group of people together was the common need for quality, aordable 

housing. Just about everyone had children. Because about half of the membership consisted 

of sole female parents, many of whom were also going to University and doing so on 

subsistence level incornes, this group of people had many common interests. needs, and 

goals. 
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To be able to achieve the financially restricted dual role of paying for university and 

providing for their families single handedly, the sole parent women found numemus ways 

of helping and supporthg one another. Most included shared child care, h m  watching 

children for a few moments while the mother went to get mik to trading days watching 

them after school to fit Morn's class schedules. Another area of support women gave one 

another was with transportation. Only some women could a o r d  a car and its upkeep so 

many women helped others with dnves that were needed. Mostly, those women without cars 

used local public transit, taxis or walked, but members were very giving in asking others if 

they needed a lift. Cooking was another main area of support. On subsistence level 

incomes, at hancially draining times such as  hoiidays, when school supplies need to be 

bought, and near the end of each month as money became tight, women often pulled 

together their resources and shared meals. 

The Iist goes on of the many ways these wornen worked together in what could be 

described as  a tight-knit community or even an extended family. Because so many had such 

shared experiences, common struggle, and similar goals on such a wide area of subjects, this 

group of people worked together in many ways beyond simply their need for housing. This 

aspect within the description of the membership has been important to include since it 

involves half the membership. As the other two studies of ECHC (Nadasdi, 1988 and 

Seebold, 1992) discuss, women in general, whether sole parents or within coupled situations, 

have had the most innuence on the ninning of and the social life within the co-operative. In 

almost every heterosexual coupled unit, it has been the fernale partner who has volunteered 

to be the voting member of the unit and has taken on the responsibilities as a board member, 
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as a co-ordinator of a conmittee or as a member of a committee. This housing co-operative 

cannot be viewed without an understanding of the signifiant role women played within it 

The Structure of ECHC: 

A non-profit association had been set up to make the decisions about whaî the units 

would look Iike and is still in existence today. The association consists of the members who 

live in the housing CO-operative, that is, one primary memberper unit (27 units). By working 

together in meetings, members decide what happens with the money collecteci through rents, 

a monthly federal grant that is for the whole project and a monthly provincial grant that 

supplements fi@ percent of the members' income. Since the members do the work of 

running the business of the CO-operative themselves, doing the books and the repairs rather 

than hiring others to perform these tasks, they then have more money to spend in other areas 

such as  social events, collective activities for the children, newsletters, tools and equipment 

related to the yards and grounds of the CO-operative, and vairs and beautification. This is 

largely the difference between CO-operative housing and rental units. Members have a Say 

in how the "rent" money is spent, they have to work for the CO-operative, and there is money 

spent for things used in common such as tools and equipment and for social activities. Also, 

by working with neighbours in meetings and on committees an active member c m  get to 

know them, unlike in some rental situations. 

Meetings then are where most of the social relations of the work of the co-operative 

occur. Meetings have always been structured with both formal and informal aspects. First 

of dl, meetings are held in members' units rather than a hall or formal meeting m m .  They 
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are held in members' living/dining/kitchen area (open design layout). Meetings u d y  

included tea and coffee. Members sit in a circie on couches, recliners, dining room chairs, 

and even fold-up lawn chairs. In the initiai years, care was taken to have board members sit 

interspersed with the general membership in order physically to instill in everyone the idea 

that we are a collective of equals. The secretary always sits at the person hosting the 

meeting's dining room table. Meetings can be described a s  discussions/conflicts, 

interestinghoring, hotkold, empty/crowded, infomative/a-waste-of-time, funnyhpsetting, 

usually long and any number of other descriptions; we have had them all. 

The positions on the board have changed over the years but usually they consist of 

the President, Vice President, Treasurer, Secretary, and Membership Co-ordinator. 

Sometimes the board aiso includes the Maintenance Co-ordinator and the Grievance 

Cornmittee Co-ordinator. The board pdorms the office work of the CO-operative. It sets, 

types, and distributes the agendas, does administrative work with related govemment 

departments, the bank, insurance Company, and much more. Basically it does the tasks 

involved with the administration of the co-operative. Al1 positions are and have always been 

voluntary. Some of these positions-the Treasurer, Maintenance, Membership, and 

Grievauce CO-ordinators-work on the board and co-ordinate other members on related 

cornmittees. 

The committees deal not only with the running of the co-operative but are also 

formed to ensure that members associate in social settings that are dso fun. The main 

cornmittees that have been established and were relevant since the beginning are finance, 

maintenance, and membership. Other cornmittees are social, co-op kids, and the newsletter. 
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These others depend on interest; throughout the years sometimes these committees did not 

exist. Each one of these has a co-ordinator who organizes the committee and acts as a 

chairperson. Additiondy, ad-hoc committees have been set up for landscaping, the 

playground, CO-operative sign, and investments. 

Generally, cornmittees are set up with one purpose in mind. Their function is to do 

a particular task within the co-operative on a regular basis. What that task is should ideally 

be defïned by the entire rnembership. How exactly it is accomplished should ideally be 

defined by the members on the cornmittee. How this has actually worked wiil be discussed 

later. With ad-hoc committees, once the task is cornpleted there is no more need for the 

committee. 

The finance committee is obviously set up to do al1 tasks related to money within the 

co-operative. That means taking in the 'rent', paying bills, doing budgets, approving 

expenditures for maintenance, and the like. The financial records are to be kept in legal order 

and up-to-date so that information is available for the general rnembership at any t h e .  

There has been a difference, however, in how arrears problems have been handled. Some 

years it was handled with leeway for members having financial difficulties; other years it was 

handled very strictly with fines for late payments. Each way of handling it seems to have 

had a different effect on how the people feel about living at the co-operative. If it is too 

slack, then the people who pay the proper amount on tirne feel someone is taking advantage. 

If it is handled too stnctly, those havhg trouble paying feel living in the co-operative is no 

different than renting an apartment. Achieving a balance has been necessary. The membm 

have agreed that there should be some leeway in paying rent within reason-not dways by 
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one member, concessions made for certain circumstances, and not too much money 

involved when some leeway is given. Obviously finding the balance is a littie tricky but is 

a key to Living CO-operatively and is another distinguishing characteristic of co-operatives 

compared to regular rental accommodations. 

The maintenance committee was formed to do the regular maintenance and repairs 

on the units and grounds of the CO-operative. The goal is to ensure that as much work as 

possible in repairs, gras  cutting, and so on is done by rnernbers so that money is not spent 

to hire other people to do it. This means that more money can them be put to other use. The 

co-ordinator of this committee has a big job given that it is voluntary and there are 27 family 

dwellings. The jobs get done, but it may take a while. The philosophy has been for 

members to maintain their own units as much as possible so that committee members can 

handle tasks such as painting when members move out and other large jobs. A few jobs 

have been organized by the committee but carried out by the entire membership. These very 

large jobs have been to re-sod the entire back yards of dl 27 units and the staining of al1 back 

fences. The money saved by members doing these types of jobs on a voluntary bais  is 

significant. 

The membership comrnittee was set up to do the work of getting new people when 

mernbers move out. It is a contact point for people seeking housing; this committee 

interviews potential new members, explains to them what CO-operative living is about and 

advertises so that there is (hopehilly) a waiting List so units can be filied quickly. Although 

this sounds cut and dried, it is not. The membership committee needs to have a good set of 

interview questions to be able to identify if the people approaching the co-operative for 
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housing are people that would be "good" members. Good members are people who have the 

same understanding and interest in the co-operaîive and who will do the required work. 

Interviews consist of screeniug people for their potentiai as mernbers as well as explainhg 

to them what this co-operative is about to see if they are interesteci in being part of it. Theie 

have been arguments and policies which have switched back and fort.  o v a  the years as to 

what priority people get on the waiting List: those who applied first or those who are in most 

need. Through many discussions, members have corne up with a point system that b leds  

the two issues. Who ha l ly  gets selected to move into the units is a decision made by the 

entire membership usually at a special meeting called specifically to select new members. 

The social committee has been at times just an ad hoc committee, at other times it has 

been very active. The committee depends on a few eager members to organize activities and 

the rest of the membership to participate in the events. Some of the activities that have been 

organized are tea and coffee parties, dart and card evenings, cookie swaps, diet clubs, 

barbeques, pot luck suppers, street dances, craft nights, Christmas parties, car01 singing with 

hot chocolate, even sleigh riding. 

These have been organized activities by the social committee, however, there are still 

many ways that "social" relations occur. As stated earlier, since a large portion of members 

are in sirnilar life circumstances (people with children and many attending university) they 

relate in social ways. Also, many members have similar interests and have socialized with 

one another through sharing skills such as sewing, car repairs, furniture refinishing, 

computers, gardening, and house plants, to name just a few. There have been cards that 

mernbers sign and sometimes collective gifts for those families who have had someone in 
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the hospital, had new babies, a death in the family, or because members where moving out. 

Summer is a particularly active time socidy. Often people sit out fiont of their units and 

welcome others wallcing by over for a visit or people are invited into the back yards. This 

year, some mernbers worked together to create a few horseshoe pits and built benches and 

a picnic table to go beside the garden area. The garden area was created a few years ago; it 

is made up of a group of individual garden plots for those members who lüce gardening- 

The social committee plans social activities for adults and some activities for both 

adults and children. Another committee, the "co-op kids" was set up to organize activities 

just for the children. The idea behind the co-op kids cornmittee was also to organize the 

children so that they learn the skills of CO-operative organization too, making group 

decisions about what they want to do for activities. Depending on the age of the children, 

this has included organizing a formal structure wbere there is a chairperson, secretary, and 

treasurer at least. The CO-ordinator would act as a facilitator with the children so that they 

too would l e m  the skills involved in working CO-operatively. This was tried one year but 

has not been the practice for most of the years. The various ages of the children affect their 

ability to work as a group in the way it was Uitended and it takes a person willing to 

volunteer their t h e  in this way, but trying to achieve this as best as possible has been the 

general goal of the committee. Some examples of activities the children have orgânized are 

the annuai school's out camp-out, lip sync, barbeque and street dance, Hailoween and 

Christmas parties, n night of Christmas carolling and hot chocolate, sleigh riding, swimming 

either to a lake or to the local community pool, yard clean-up of garbage and raking, crafts, 

popcorn and movie nights, organized fun days that include water balloon activities, three- 
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legged races, feed bag races, face painting, cwperative games, art contests, and even a 

bowl-a-thon in support of Big Brothers and Big Sisters. Many of these activities require the 

help of a nurnber of parents. 

Besides housing, children are the main thing members have in common. The fact that 

most people in the CO-operative have children, working together to provide children with 

quality experiences and activities has had a major impact on the collective identity of the 

members. Next to the fact that members work together to provide themselves with housing, 

the common interest in providing for the children cannot be overstated as an aspect that has 

really helped members to have strong reasons for working together. Like the social 

committee, what is done each year is based on whether there is a rnember who will volunteet 

to CO-ordinate the committee. Once someone initiates an activity with the children there are 

usually many others who will help to pull it off. 

The cooperative also has a five page newsletter and a committee that works to put it 

out once a month. The first two pages are information for the adults, the next two pages are 

information for the children, and the last page is a calender that can be detached and hung 

in members units to rernind them of meeting dates, social and children's activities, people's 

birthdays, and anniversaries. The newsletter was initiated as a social paper, its purpose is 

to bring members together by sharing information such as recipes, paren- cleaning tips, 

saving money, pet information, quotation and jokes about CO-operative living. It was felt that 

the co-operative already had a vehicle for serious discussion with the general meetings and 

that the newsletter would be a way to organize the meetings and events for members as weii 

as share idonnation and provide a vehicle for expression on the lighter side of ninning and 
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being involved with a rnulti-million dollar project that requires the co-operation of many 

people. 

Members work for the co-operative by taking on a position on the board, as a Co- 

ordhator or as a Member of a cornmittee. One way or the other, it taka members working 

together to achieve the CO-operative housing venture. Obviously, the description of ECHC 

has so far been very basic and about the more positive aspects of living and working in this 

CO-operative. Some of the real problem areas, or specifk ways in which the co-operative 

members have worked together is the area of focus for this study: education, CO-operation 

between CO-operatives, and how specificdy democracy is accomplished or not w i t b  ECHC 

are stated below. 

Education. Co-ooeration Between Co-operatives. and Dernocracv: 

In the initial years @rior to opening) and for the first year of operation, members of 

ECHC held many educational meetings, or "workshops". The topics of the workshops were 

varied but included sessions on co-operative housing, CO-operating and CO-operatives, 

govemment agreements, CO-operative history, working in groups, effective listening, how 

to do the board positions, chairing meetings, delegating tasks, preparing agendas, effective 

meetings, meeting procedures, and Robert's Rules of Order. The purpose of the workshops 

was to train members in CO-operative organization so that the members themselves would 

take over the total running of the CO-operative and the job of the resource group would be 

over. Basically this is how it worked for ECHC except the resource group stayed involved 

for the nrst year of operation (once mernbers moved in) to continue these educational 
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workshops. It should be noted however, that rnembers were ail leamhg the scope of the 

whole project together so that anyone could do the particular tasks. This way everyone had 

an appreciation for the various positions and tasks involved; everyone then developed 

numerous skills and knowledge about those positions. Also, everyone participateci in making 

decisions as to how the operations were to work. In this way, everyone cuuld understand 

the reasoning behind why some ways were chosen over others. 

There was also thne within these educational sessions for group activities that helped 

people get to lmow one another. Such activities included collective visioning, role playing, 

practice with group decision-making, usually by deciding on something thai had nothing to 

do with co-operative housing. These activities were done in a Light-hearted way to help bring 

people "out of their shell" and get them interacting with each other. By having light-hearted 

sessions such as these members had informal oppominities for speaking out in groups. 

These sessions were crucial in getting al1 members' ski11 level to an acceptable general level 

so that at general meetings everyone tmly had an equal chance to voice their concems 

because members were then used to the discussion process. Also, these sessions were an 

initial attempt to get people who were of different genders and income levels, yet that had 

a common need for housing, to l e m  and understand each other so working together could 

be possible. By the interaction itself, members began to feel related to each 0 t h  because 

of housing but also because they began to understand thaf despite their clifferences, there 

were many similarities with the other members, such as stniggling with time constrahts, 

caring for children, upkeep on their housing, car troubles, interests in music, reading, 

gardening and so on. 
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people so that members could begin to work together CO-operatively. Some myths were: that 

people on social assistance are stupid and lazy and that single parents are irresponsible. 

These types of myths that are prevalent in eociety are directly challenged within a housing 

cosperative to the extent that they are not hidden, are openly discussed, and dispeled by 

Wnie of example. To the extent that people understand that just because people are different 

does not make them separate fiom each other, CO-operative interaction is embraced. It was 

largely through these educational sessions that mernbers developed theu shared ideals, a 

common forrn of organizational structure, and collective understanding about the goal of 

their co-operative. These were never codified specifically into the policies and procedures. 

Some of the key ideals 2nd democratic organizational f o m  that came out of working 

together within these initial educational workshops and that were collecteci in the group 

discussions with community members at ECHC were: 

1. The best way to run the CO-operative is for members to do the work 
themselves. The reasons for this are to Save money, to maintain control, to 
learn new skills, and for the positive benefits to individuals of being and 
acting within a community. 

2. The CO-operative is more than just a place to live and vastly different than 
renting. It is a community where we will al1 h o w  one another and despite 
our private spaces, there will be many oppominities to share, cooperate, and 
socidize. People are not just 'people who pay rent for units' but are 
'members of a comrnunity' and that implies that we will keep that in mind as 
we relate with one another therefore on a deeper level than found in rental 
UnitS. 

3. There is acknowledgement and belief in "synergy", that is, that acceptable 
solutions to problems will be found, are found within the group (~WQ thtee, 
four, etc, heads are better than one) and that members are capable of finding 
those solutions. What everyone has to Say then, is respected (it must be taken 
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4. Communication is a process that some mernbers are better at than others. 
Not all members communkate well but there is a responsibility to make the 
attempt by al1 other members not just to Iisten but afso to understand al1 
mernbers' perspectives. 

5. Discussions, differences of opinion and even confïicts are positive because 
people are asserthg their concerns and because it can be a source of new 
understanding for those involved to the extent that the effort is made to work 
through them. 

6. Power within the CO-operative is invested in the general membership. 
That means that the flow of ideals and decisions is created fiom the members 
first whether that be at board, general, or in cornmittee meetings. Members 
at d l  times have opportunities to influence and help create their sui~oundings. 
Members are in control of the process, the process itselfensures ail members' 
input, and the members have the ultirnate decision making power. 

7. The focus of committee work, the projects, the policies and procedures a s  
well as any organizationai documents are decided by the general membership 
collectively (e.g. the general members decide how many pages the newsletter 
has, or what priorities the maintenance committee will work on; how the 
committee is going to work on those priorities is up to the cornmittee 
members). 

8. Procedures are developed that ensure al1 members have the opportunity 
to add issues to the agenda at any meetings and M e r  to have input into how 
the agenda is ordered or time-organized. 

9. Generally, the Board of Directon is responsible for the tasks of 
administration. It does not have authority for making decisions affecting the 
members. The President and Cosrdinators act as 'overseer'; not as 
'authority' to make decisions or order people to do work (like a boss). 

10. Members who have positions on the board or co-ordinators of 
cornmittees 
should actively work to dispel notions of authority people may assume they 
have by for instance, sitting among the mernbership at meetings (not together 
at one end of the room in a we/them dynamic). Also they should be sure 
general members are aware of their right to attend board meetings (though 
they may be requested to leave when particular confidential issues are 
discussed like an individual member's financial status), and take the utmost 
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their work minus any detailed information that is confidentid (for example 
that an eviction was discussed but not about who it was). 

1 1. The chairperson at any meeting should actively seek input h m  members 
who are not contributhg to the discussion to encourage everyone's input and 
to ensure any hidden reasons for members' non-input can be revealed and 
solved. For instance, some members may not understand exactly what is 
going on, the discussion may have been going too fasf other members rnay 
have been dorninating the discussion, they rnay be shy and need a little 
encouragement or they may be lacking some information to participate 
adequately in the discussion. It is the chairperson's job to seek out this Srpe 
of information and gauge, the feeling in the room. Some members may 
simply need more t h e  to think about or discuss an issue outside of the 
meeting. It is up to the Chairperson to ask these types of questions and h d  
out how mernbers feel so that these barriers to participation can be revealed 
and solved (for example, a decision can be made to get more information or 
proceed to a vote). Care must be taken that members skilled in Robert's 
Rules of ûrder, in making motions and meeting procedure, are not using their 
ski11 at the expense of other mernbers ability to participate. 

12. The board of directors make decisions only to the extent that there is a 
problem to which the general membership has made no policy that can 
infonn how it is to be resolved. If the decision has ramifications on the 
general members or if it will set some type of precedent than a decision must 
wait until it can be resolved by the general membership. Obviously, some 
issues need immediate decisions and then the board must explain the decision 
it made and what the nature of the t h e  constraints were. This is to ensure 
the membership is aware of decisions. 

1 3. Minutes are taken at al1 meetings. Members receive copies within a few 
days of the meeting and everyone at those meetings has a chance at the next 
meeting to amend those minutes. Minutes include some details of 
discussions such as the ideas, suggestions or concems that were brought forth 
as well as the actual motions, movers and seconders, and the numerical 
resuits of the vote. 

14. Members are to be as intormed about the issues they are voting on. Al1 
relevant information must be discussed or, better yet, put on paper prior to the 
meeting so that members have a chance to analyse the information 
appropriately before being asked to make a decision. Simply stating that the 
board recommends or the committee recommends and expecting members to 
have faith should never be the practice. 
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be explored) but other decisions are made by majority rule ( u d y  to 
determine the prefmed final choice). Through open discussion and finaily 
a tabulation of the g e n d  consensus members corne up with a number of 
issues that must be addressed and potential choices. Then some members (a 
committee) rnay research those issues and choices and document their results 
to share with the general members who then formulate specific motions to 
vote on through majority vote. 

16. It must be a general membership directive to pass decision-making 
authority about an issue to the board, a committee, a CO-ordinator, or a 
member. For example, the board may suggest to the general membership 
that they think the maintenance comrnittee should have the authority to 
choose which lawn mower to buy, but it must be the generd membership 
who decide to pass that decision- making authority over to the committee. 

17. At any given tirne within a group of people there are various roles being 
played by the members such as, the 'joker'or the 'articulator', the person who 
aiways seems to be able to h d  the nght wording as members struggle to Say 
something. These roles are both welcomed and recognized that they must not 
be dominated by some; hopefully al1 members take opportunities to try on 
these roles. 

1 8. Decisions must not be giving some an unfitir advantage, whether created 
or nahual. Decisions should not be made when the particular people affecteci 
by the outcome are not present for some reason. 

19. Levels of cornmitment and participation will always Vary between 
members and within every member. Therefore, at ail times there needs to be 
some recognition, respect, and patience for these differences. 

20. Policies should be kept to as srnail a number as possible and as many as 
are needed to keep a formal record of how members have determifled they 
would like to CO-exist together. It should be recognized that no matter how 
well we may try to word them, policies are always up for interpretation and 
are meant to be changed. If possible, it is helpfûl to list the reasons for the 
policies within the minutes of the meeting at which the policy was adopted. 

Unfortunately, since the initial set-up years and the fht year of operation, co- 

operative members individually or as a group have paid little attention to education about 



51 

co-operativism, community development, or democratic association. Throughout the years, 

there has been money put aside within the budget for members to attend workshops put on 

by CHFv'NS for instance; but only a few members have participated in these. Most of those 

that did attend did so within the fh t  few years of operation. ECHC paid for membership 

in both CHFfNS and CHFK for most years. Unfortunately, information in the form of 

newsletters or brochures on educationai workshop sessions being offered by these CO- 

operative sector groups ofien got no m e r  than the board, leaving the membership unaware 

of their existence. The fact that most meetings of this sort occur in Halifax adds another 

negative dimension to the lack of interest in them. Also, since people are busy workiog 

longer hours for less pay in the workforce, and because they have meetings and duties to 

attend to on cornmittees within the CO-operative, education is often considered just "too 

much" on top of everythmg else. Finally, it is often felt that the CO-operative needs education 

in the form of analysing our CO-operative's particular procedures or policies, not a grnerai 

workshop about a topic such as hancial management. Members have wanted and conrinue 

to want specific infornation that is easily accessible. 

As for CO-operation between CO-operatives, ECHC has never spent much time 

reaching out beyond their co-operative or involving itself much with other co-operatives. 

The oniy communication between ECHC and others is that a cal1 here and there has been 

made to ask another CO-operative a question as to how they do something, their policies, or 

to discuss waiting Lists. Apparently, a cal1 was made to another co-operative about the 

possibility of helping each other with fi1li.g uni& by informing people who inquire about 

housing at ECHC of the other local housing CO-operative when UIZits are filled at ECHC. 
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Other than that, Little 'co-operabon' between local CO-operatives has occurrecL That includes 

what is possible when attending educational workshops locaily or in the city and other types 

of involvement in the co-operative housing sector. No members have sat on positions within 

CHFNS or CHFK. 

The level of democracy is hard to ascertain within the co-operative by simply 

reviewing the minutes or observing meetings. Given the very nature of democracy, to 

understand how it is socially constmcted withi. E C K  takes knowing the members, hearing 

their concems, hopes, interests, and reviewing how these are then filtered into the process, 

that is, into the agenda, the discussions/meetings, the cornmittees, and the policies and 

procedures. Just reviewing these social interaction settings by looking at the minutes or 

other documentation does not tell you what is not there; that is, these documents detail who 

made what motions and what was approved, but they do not necessdy reveal what people 

wanted on the agenda that did not get there or what alternative ideas were not pursued. 

Understanding this does not corne fiom observations of the meetings either, because there 

are ways that even the discussions have been limited. The only way to get at some of that 

understanding is by knowing the members, questioning their interests and thoughts, and 

doing this over a long period of time. Democracy is a concept that can have various levels 

of understanding. For some members, just being able to vote at a monthly meeting is 

democratic enough; others like to be more involved in the process to establish the choices. 

For many community members, who have had a broad conception of what democracy means 

(being in control) have felt that the CO-operative was getting less dernomtic then it had been 

originally. Over the years, democratic cosperation has been achieved at some points, and 
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at other times not. Some members have worked relatively hard towards achieving 

dernomtic CO-operation; othen have not. 

The previous studies by members who were also sole parent fernale memben, students 

at Acadia University, concemed for the continued existence of this housing co-operative can 

now be examined. In her Masters ' thesis, Co-operutive Housing For Sole-Female Parents: 

Pockets of Empowment  in the Stniggle for Community (1988), Rita Nadasdi uses ECHC 

as a case study (one of three) to show women's participation "in mobilizing community- 

based housing co-operatives within the context of the h a p o l i s  Valley, Nova Scotia 

(Nadasdi, 1988: Abstract). In her Honours' thesis, Ideals Thal Ought To Work: A Case Srudy 

of the Co-operative Experïence of Single Mothers (1992), Tem-Dale Seebold also uses 

ECHC as a case study and "focuses on contradictions between the promise of voluntary CO- 

operative housing and the lived realities of this goal experienced by a group of single 

mothm who are members of . . . " ECHC" (Seebold, 1 992: Abstract). Very generally, both 

studies concem the relationship between the housing cooperative and women. 

The Nadasdi study is of three Annapolis Valley housing co-operatives. Nadasdi 

summarizes the main ingredient necessary for the success of a housing co-operative by 

sa- "From the information received fiom al1 co-ops, the underlying contributive factor 

for success of any CO-op would seem to be the motivational reasons for individuals becoming 

involveci in a CO-op, i.e. they support communal and co-operative living styles" (p. 65). 

ECHC is praised by Nadasdi because "members of the core group were more cornmitteci to 

the ideology of CO-operativism than were the other two coops" that she studied (p. 67). T h e  

residents of Evangeline Courts chose CO-op housing primarily out of a desire to live in a 



community" (p. 64). ECHC's success is presumably because of the ideais of community 

and co-operative living female membm had initially brought with them, and not the 

dynamic between the initial resource group and the housing co-operative. 

Once the govenunent required one year cornmitment to the CO-op was 
completed, and [the] resource person was no longer available, Annapolis 
Valley and Apple Blossom [the two other CO-ops studied] were on their own. 
But because they had corne to rely on the resource group to solve their 
problems they were left to an overwhelming degree of utter dependcncy on 
extemal leadership and control. Out of this dependency grew a destructive 
level of dissension and division among members. Similar dependencies are 
uot yet apparent at Evangeline Courts Housing Co-op, but it remains to be 
seen if Evangeline Courts members develop enduring and ernpowering 
autonomy in the coming developmental period . (p. 67) 

The sole-female parent residents of Evangehe Courts Housing 
Cooperative had a greater sense of community within the group. These 
women's concerns were focussed on collective values, and the importance of 
sharing in the responsibilities of creating a better neighbourhood for 
themselves and their families. In my opinion, many of the women in 
Evangeline courts experienced a large measure ofpersonal empowerrnent and 
solidarity productive growth in collaboration with other women. However, 
it mut also be noted that Evangeline Courts is the newest addition to the 
cooperative housing movement in the Valley, and only now faces the 
challenge of making ideas work in the practice of an operating housing 
cooperative. (p. 93-94) 

Nadasdi is cautious about predicting what will happen to ECHC but her research indicated 

that the "different income groups and classes is one of the major obstacles to hamonious Me 

in a CO-op" and is aggravated by the "absence of sufficient organizing skills to foster 

democratic and participatory decision-making processes within the CO-op" ( p. 70). 

Tem Seebold's honours thesis is another attempt to document and understand the 

e ~ p e ~ e n c e s  of at least the sole-female parent members of Evangeline Courts Housing Co- 

operative. Her specific interest was to evaluate "the gap between the promise O ffered by co- 



operatives and the reality of these women's lived CO-operative housing experiences" (p. 2). 

She describes her ECHC study as a "case-study of a particular 'dysfunctional' co-op not an 

inclusive statement about co-ops" (p. 36). This is interesting since it cornes after the Nadasdi 

study which gave such praise to ECHC. Seebold identifies three main problems which I 

have summarized as  follows: 

1. Mixed group housing policy 
[CMHC] "housing policies which are aimed at providing housing for mixed 
groups" without an educative mandate to bridge the gap of understanding 
between groups" (p. 48). The groups she desmies are largely divided in 
terms of their ciifferences in gender and income at ECHC. 

2. Housing subsidies 
A division is created in the groups because of the existence of housing 
subsidies for some units. This also leads to non-cooperation by members 
who do not receive subsidies and to a lack of control over membership which 
jeopardizes control of cornmon goals. Again there is a division between 
generally low income sole-parent fernales and higher income dual-parent 
families. 

3. Co-operative principles 
The lack of attention to one of the principles of cooperation, that is, education 
(p.51) As Seebold says, "Without the education of al1 our members about 
cooperativism, there is no collectivity among us and thus no co-operation" (p. 
5 1). 

In fact, all three ofthese problem areas are concerned with education: education about 

co-opmtive principles and how to put them into practice and education to encourage 

community development and democratic processes. In other words, CO-operative education 

is necessary to address CO-operativism, which itself alludes to the importance of community 

development and understanding, and democratic relations as requiremeats if people are going 

to learn the skills of working together to attain their mutual goals. 

An important CO-operative principle not discussed explicitly in the previous two 
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studies is the importance of CO-operation between co-operatives. This is related to CO- 

operative education; by working with other CO-operatives, sharing experiences, being 

involved in the large CO-operative sector by lobbying for more CO-operative housing projects, 

or at least by having active membership in the provincial and/or Canadian Federations 

members are kept up to date on how to do CO-operatives, wkpt does and does not work, and 

so on. It is easy to see the educative aspects to CO-operating in other like groups. Also, being 

involved in the CO-operative sector helps to formulate and maintain ideals of CO-operativism 

by understanding the whole big picture of CO-operativism. This helps to afnrm the CO- 

operative ideology members have been introduced to and gives them concrete examples of 

how 'CO-operativism' not only can be done but k being done all  around the world. 

Membership in the Nova Scotia Federation and the Canadian Federation also gives members 

access to educational workshops and materials so that members are not 'reinventing the 

wheel' as  they work to achieve their cwperative. 

A closer look at the issue of education and co-operation between co-operatives 

reveais what lies at the cnix of the matter: the issue of democratic association. Both 

previous studies question ECHC's continual existence based on the ability of members to 

work together. In both studies, there is a recognition for the problems associated with 

working together collectively for some common goals (in this case houshg) in the midst of 

a group of people devided because of class and gender. This is a problem not only within 

the membership, but also, within the context of the larger social relations of the society to 

which ECHC is a part. For Seebold, the divisions are insurmountable; she op& for a 

"womensnly" housing co-operative sa t i smg the gender issue but not the class, race, or any 
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other divisive issues that may corne up. Nadasdi is more optimistic though she questions 

ECHC's ability to wrestle with "democracytl, which she states to be "participatory decision- 

making processes "(p. 70). 

These two participant observation case studies of ECHC clearly show that education 

is fiuihental, a necessary requirement of a housing co-operative if it has any possibility 

of sustained existence beyond the initial set up phase. In the absence of an effective 

educational cornponent, dependency on extemal organizations has proven to be a nnal last 

ditch effort at saving a housing CO-operative, as Nadasdi's thesis demonstrates That 

decision does not always ensure its continual existence, e.g. the closure of Annapolis Valley 

CO-operative. The problems of neglect andor dependency related to property management 

alternatives is documented later. 

At the time of Nadasdi's study (1 983), members had been fi-eshly trained, were full 

of ideals and optimism, and had had few real crisis to deal with like lack of funds, 

deteriorating buildings, vacant units, and other financially related problems that can put a 

housing co-operative in severe distress and potentially cause it to "go under"; if this happens, 

CMHC takes it over and it is sold as a rentai unit. 

The Crisis in ECHC: 

Unfortunately, since the Nadasdi study, many things have occurred at ECHC to begin 

a process of decline. First, many of the original members, including those sole female 

parents who shared so many common interests, left the co-operative as their University 

studies finished and they found employment. New members were not necessarily of the 
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same common group. The divisions articulated in both previous studies became more 

entrenched. On the one hami, al1 of the original mernbers had been trained in collectivist co- 

operation. They tended to be people in a lower income level; they viewed the co-operative 

as a community not simply a s  a place to rent. They c m  be referred to as "community 

members", because of their predominant view of the co-operative was that it existed to 

provide community not just housing. As these types of members moved out there were an 

increasing number of people joining the CO-operative who had not gone through the initial 

training and were not necessarily of the same iife circumstances, experiences or goals. These 

new members brought with them the typicd ways of organkation and decision-making 

found in society, those defined as hierarchical, authontarian, and topdown. These mernbers 

tended to be in coupled relationships with higher income levels and viewed the co-operative 

as a uni-fimctional project, that is, a project designed simply to provide housing. They can 

be referred to as the "individual members" because their predominant view of the co- 

operative was that it existed simply to provide housing, not community. Obviously, in 

reality the distinctions are never so clearly divided between the members or within each 

member. There began to be less unity in the discussions at general meetings and more 

connict. Largely, this is the time period of the Seebold study or about four years since the 

CO-op's hception. Notable arguments included differences in opinion as to how money 

should be spent, how the co-operative was suppose to work, and how responsibilities were 

divided. 

One argument about money, for instance, was a difference in opinion about spending 

money for brass mailboxes or on chiidren's activities. Some members were not interestecl 
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in havhg their children associate with the other children of the co-operative so spending 

money on collective chi1dren7s activities was not a priori@ for them. 

Many other arguments arose out of how the CO-operative was to work. Members 

were very like-minded in the initial stages as already mentioned. This was because of the 

similar circumstances many were in and because of the initial training they had received. 

These members developed ways of organizuig themselves democratically; howeva, these 

relations were never codified within the policies and procedures or by-laws. This left the 

new members coming into the coop ample opportunity to change the relations of the CO- 

operative. Instead of the chairperson acting as "facilitator" some members filling that 

position took on the role of "boss". Instead of a board which simply does the tasks of the 

administration, members filling those positions began also making decisions as a president 

and board that did not include the membership. For instance, instead of everyone having not 

only access but also being encouraged to help form the agenda, only the Board began 

making the agenda. 

Generally speaking, members from one group would largely form its board and CO- 

ordinator positions for one year and the next year the other group would. Each year, 

whichever group formed the board would work hard to incorporate its way of doing things 

into the policies. Each successive year the other group would have those ways replaced with 

its ways. This was possible in part because there was another group 1 have so far not 

mentioned. That is the group of members who are shy, uuskilled, or uninterested, who often 

just pay their rent and participate as little as they may get away with; their style of voting 

is to simply vote with the majority. 
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When the 'cornmunity membed were on the board, the 'individual members' were 

on the attack with questions focussing on whether the books were being handled properly 

(given their belief in the myths stated earlier). When the individual members fomed the 

board this same tactic was used by the community members. In 1992 (four years since the 

official opening), al1 members were not getting their regular monthly financial staternents 

fkom the treasurer. Community members were on the attack at every meeting, asking for 

statements and asking for answers to financial questions. Surprisingly to the community 

members, the individual members were not disturbed that these financial statements were not 

forthcoming from the treasurer. At the end of the tenn an election was held. The community 

members were voted back into the board positions but the treasurer remaineci the same. 

W i t h  a week of officially taking over the positions, the community members went to the 

treasurer's unit in order to demand to have al1 the financial files. At that very moment, the 

husband of the tresurer was on the phone with the police to report his wife as a missing 

person. Within moments the police arrived and took the financial files and records to the 

station. Community members worked at the police station over the next few days to figure 

out what the treasurer had done. The treasurer had taken approximately $28,000 h m   th^ 

CO-operative in the previous months through a number of methods including the forging of 

signatures and she had left the country. 

The amount, how she took the money, and that she left the country was a shock to 

everyone. The cornmunity members had figureci out that she was doing something 

underhanded and they had worked to expose what she was doing; but they were pardysed 

by the limitations put on the membership to check those in positions on the board. Given the 
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lack of "democracy" or power of the members to have access to information and 

communication and the lack of concern and proper responsibility by the other members on 

the board to provide a check on the treasurer, the situation was able to occur. 

This situation was a defïning moment within the co-operative. The membership had 

been divided over the 1st  few years heavily dong class or incorne level lines. Many 

accusations and rnuch distnist had been openly displayed (as documenteci in the Seebold 

study) by the individual members against the community members conceming their ability 

to rm the CO-operative because of the stereotypical myths and assumptions these people had 

about sole-parent low-income fernales, some of who also lacked hi& formal educational 

levels, and their misunderstanding about what CO-operative organization is. How ironic that 

in the end it was one of the individual members who stole money and did so while the 

individual rnembers were the ones who formed the board This single act proved 

community members' arguments about why things needed to be done democratically, why 

it was important to dispel these myths about people, and why CO-operative 'communities' 

were better than simply renting. Many were upset and concemed for the treasurer who had 

acted in such a silent individual way and we questioned if we had contributed to her actions 

or how we could have helped her to act in a more collective way. 

At the point that the money was stolen, it was also revealed that many members were 

in mears. The treasurer at the thne was not enforcing rent payments and kept any rent 

payments of cash (paying in cash was not ECHC policy) h m  members for herser. There 

were some members who took advantage of this situation and went into arrears for many 

months. The news of the rnissing money (although we knew we would get it back through 
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the courts or through an Uisurance claim) was bad enough. But the fact that a numba of 

members took advantage ofthe situation and went into arrears was a hard blow on the morde 

of the general membership. Mistrust was rampant and the whole project went into dïsarray. 

The cornmunity members were in contact with CMHC, begging them to do what is called 

an operational review in which CMHC cornes in and evaluates how the CO-operative is 

working or not and suggest how to do it better. The comrnunity members wanted this done 

because the CO-operative had been working so differently from how they had been trained 

in co-operative organization and they were hoping that the CMHC evaluation would show 

this as well as narrow in on where the problem areas were. CMHC refused to do an 

organizational review. 

Given the rampant confusion, low morale, and generd mistrust, the membership 

voted at a general meeting (October 5th/92) that the operational policies were no longer 

valid. The individual members had argued that it was because of the policies and procedures 

that the money was able to be stolen. They wanted to review the whole way things were 

done and basically start anew. The community members argued against there being a 

problem with the policies and procedures and argued that the problem was that those policies 

and procedures were not being followed and M e r  that board members had not done theu 

job to provide a check on the treasurer. In fact, there was also aperson being paid to provide 

such a check but they were not doing their job. No one would have ever thought the 

treasurer would do such a thing so people were slack Ui their responsibilities related to her. 

A few days later a special meeting was called by the community member board. That 

board called the meeting to inform the membership of their resignation. They stated in a 
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letter handed to al1 members that their reason for resigning was because they wexe unwilling 

to work on a board without a set of policies to inform their actions. At a later meetin& an 

interim board was stnick until another set of formai elections could be held and members of 

the resigning board agreed to work with the interim board until the signing officers could be 

changed. Also, the policies and procedures called into question by the individual members 

were reinstated. The issue of hiring extemal property managers was discussed. During this 

tirne, resource groups, accountants, and property managers had began subrnitting proposais 

and estimates. 

Members of CMHC met with the interim board (Novembed92) to explah its 

reasons for "withholding" the Federal Subsidy to the Co-operative and to "strongly suggest" 

hiring outside management. In a previous letter to the Board CMHC had stated, 

Co-operatives which tolerate continuous or increasing mears by its members 
can be considered as in breach of the operathg agreement Under such 
circurnstances CMHC may suspend indefinitely all shelter assistance to the 
coop. 

If a Coop feels that, for whatever reason, it is unable to address and resolve 
its arrears situation then serious consideration mut be given to engaging a 
professional property management service. (Letter to ECHC from CMHC 
Oct. 12, 1992) 

A few weeks later, a manager was invited to a board meeting to go over in detail a legal 

contract proposal between the property managers and ECHC. Soon af€er @ecember/92) a 

general meeting was held where the manager presented his company's proposal before the 

general membership who then voted the property management company in. 



The First Rooertv Manamment Expenence: 

The management agreement was for three years and voted in by the membership. 

Members were not working together, policies had been voted out, everyone agreed that a 

great deal of education was needed to train members, and the hancial situation (given the 

stolen money and members who took advantage and went into mears) needed the help of 

professionah. Members agreed to obtain the services of a property management company 

until this education and hancial him-around couid take place. The property management - 

company however, only made contracts for three year penods. The CO-operative decided that 

it might take that long to get back on its feet and, if not, they decided that there was a clause 

within the contract that would allow ECHC out of the contract with a three month notice if 

they found they were ready to again run the CO-operative before the t h e  penod of extemal 

management was over. So, despite the three year aspect, the CO-operative agreed to the 

contract. Al1 financial records and files were handed over to the manager, al1 mail was re- 

addressed to his office in the city; and al1 members were to pass theu twelve post-dated 

checks to the manager. 

It did not take long for members to notice the implications of the change in 

management structure at ECHC. Suddenly there was more papa work. Letters were sent 

to members instead of face-to-face encounters. New operaiional foms and procedures 

developed fiom who knew where. Some written statements of arnounts owing were 

incorrect. The process had changed h m  working with and between members to top-down 

administrative relations. Robert's Rules of Order suddenly came into effect and anyone not 

familiar with its intricacies was left without a voice in the discussion. Agenda items were 
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placeci within specific time periods devised by the board giving them the power to decide 

which issues would get more attention than others. 

Discussions at meetings became more fomalized, rather than open and informal, 

because of the use of speakers lists and a we/them adversarial room arrangement with the 

board at one end of the room around the table . The chair ceased to undertake conscious 

attempts to ensure N1 participation. Given the fomality, many only spoke if spoken to, and 

discussions turned into simply the dissemination of information h m  the board to the 

members, the assumption being knowledge was contained within the board; the members 

were there simply to hear what the board had done. Strict hancial policies were developed 

that left no room for members having difficulty and fines were hposed. There was more 

money spent to do maintenance work by people outside of the CO-operative rather than have 

members doing it themselves. Instead of a personal discussion with a member in the privacy 

of their living room for instance saying "the books are showing you owe X amount could 

you check your records or h d  your receipts to show what you think it is", a letter arrived 

by mail with attached arrears statement and/or eviction notices. 

Everyone knew that the past treasurer had made a mess of the financial books and 

that it would take time to sort it all out. Given this, it was particularly important to address 

members respectfully until the correct amounts could be ascertained, instead of making an 

assumption by the administration that they had the correct figures; again the assumption 

being knowledge was unquestionably contained within administration. Of course some 

members were guilty of owing the amounts but others were wrongiy and coldly accuseci. 

This left mernbers with the job of disputing the amounts to a new faceless administrative 
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company located in the city (long distance calls) and it put the security of their continued 

housing up in question. Some of the money stolen by the past treasurer had not been 

deposited . 

Other than these swift first awakenings to property management, the £ïrst year went 

dong. The manager worked mostly with the board, was rarely seen by members, and 

provided only one educational session for the Board (a 'Board of Directors' workshop) 

located in the city to which none of the board could attend. It took the manager three months 

to get the hancial books in order; then he gave out financial statements every two months. 

With the large amount of money going towards property management semices, there 

was no money left for social, CO-op kids, or the newsletter. Given the low morale, and 

people questioning whether the CO-operative was going to make it through, social events 

were vimially non-existent. 

As before, community members continued their questioning of everything that the 

individual member board and new property manager was doing. This initiated a response 

fiom the property manager, a meeting was held between the management company and 

CMHC and CMHC wrote the co-operative a letter (May 13, 1993) stating: 

[The property management company] is well versed in theproperprocedures 
for running a meeting and we would strongly urge the membership to take 
advantage of their erperience. 

We would also like to remind the coop members of their obligations under 
the terms and conditions of the operating agreement with CMHC. A coop is 
to ensure efficient management of its operations. Given the recent events 
relative to the police investigation and the continued fdout  of certain aspects 
of that investigations such as the resolution of the housing arrears situation, 
this coop was placed in o high risk categos, relative to itr abilily to self- 
manage. Our concem with this coop's future was to such a degree that we 



inslrted on property management to assikt in retunting the project to aficIly 
funcrionai coop which should eventually asmme eficimt self management. 
A strong collective effort by aLl members of the coop will be needed to 
achieve this objective. M y  emphasis] 

This letter was read to the general mernbership at a meeting. Community members were 

happy to hear that CMHC finally admitted on paper how they had "insisted" on the CO- 

operative obtaining the services of property management because they had tried to get them 

to put the order in a letter before. Also, they had agreed that a "fblly-fiuictional" CO- 

operative is due in part to the extent to which it is "self-manage# and this remainecl an 

eventual goal. Finally, community members questioned to whose benefit haWig a property 

manager "liaise" with the govemment was. 

The 'board of directors' continuously praised the manager (mostly they were the only 

ones with contact with him) and happily reported the amount of work that he was doing 

relieved them of numerous tasks. Largely, the Board spent the year tracking members' 

arrears because of the faulty treasurer. 

As in previous years, continuhg a trend within the CO-operative, there was an election 

and the individual member board was replaced by the community members. The first thing 

this new community rnember board did a s  a group was decide to hold "open meetings where 

general members could attend but not participate". The idea was "to let the general mernbers 

see how the Board conducts the business of this CO-op". This was for educational purposes, 

to try to stop the adversary component that the CO-operative had developed over the years. 

At the second meeting, the management contract was passed out to each board member and 

they were asked to go over it for discussion at the next meeting. The manager rnissed the 



next meeting so a special board meeting was cailed to go over the contract in detail with the 

manager. At that meeting, there was much discussion over the issue of education and the 

manager's responsibility to be giving members educational workshops. Board mernbers 

wanted educational workshops held at the CO-operative but the manager wanted them in the 

city. Having them at the CO-operative would have cost the co-operative because of the 

manager's travel expenses. 

Finaily, the board decided that they had had enough with the management and 

wanted to give the three months notice. At the eleventh meeting of the new Board, a 

representative nom CMHC was invited in order to understand the problems they were 

having with the property manager. Four problem areas were noted: the cost, lack of on-going 

CO-operative education, problems with the hancial management, and problems with distance 

and communication. 

1. Cost: Board rnembers noted that in past years the CO-operative was always 
in a surplus situation at the end of the fiscal year (except with the stolen 
money year). Hiring a manager meant that the CO-operative would be going 
into debt. 

2. Education: Almost a full year since hiring the property manager and no 
workshops held (except the one in the city that members could not attend). 
Board members request the "operational review" as stated in the contract be 
doue but the manager had stated that was to be done in the first part of the 
tbird year. Board members question the reasonuig for this since an 
operational review would show where the trouble areas are in order to 
identiQ direction and specific education requirements. 

3. Fuiancial Management: 
(a) Overdue Bills included a town t a .  bill and power bill. The 
power bill was a notice to disconnect. The manager then paid the bill 
twice by rnistake. This was the first t h e  in the entire life of the co- 
operative that it had overdue bills. The manager explained that the 
overdue problem was due to the t h e  it took to courier thc cheques 



back and forth between the CO-operaiive and the manager for signing 
and bill paying. The cosperative was charged late fees on the 
overdue bills. 

(b) Replacement Reserves (an account for major future repairs) were 
not being adequately fimded. 

(c) Arrears - A letter arriveci nom CMHC sayhg that the arrears 
situation had not changed in a year. The manager has been sending 
incorrect amounts to CMHC. An unjustified eviction letter was sent 
to a member by the manager but was corrected by the board with 
apologises. 

(d) Financial Statements - The hancial statements were consistently 
two months behind. 

(e) Bomwing Money - the manager recommended borrowing money 
while the board questioned his motives. The board thought the 
manager wanted them to borrow money so that it would not be so 
obvious that the cosperative would go into arrears because the 
manager was hired. 

(f) Insurance Claim - The manager had not been active in the clairn 
on behalf of the CO-operative. 

(g) Audit - The audit did not get finished in tirne. This was another 
first for ECHC. The reason given was that a "communication 
problem" had happened between the auditor and the manager. 

(h) CHF/NS - The Board questioned the real reasons why the 
manager recommended not to renew mernbership with C H F N S .  It 
had always been a resource to the CO-operative and had provided 
information to members via their newsletter which kept mernbers 
informed about other housing co-operatives. 

4. Distance and Communication - The manager being located in the city 
caused numerous problems for the CO-operative. The manager was not on- 
site so members did not have easy access to ask questions; there were extra 
costs with courier bills; transactions took too long. 

Two comrnents by some of the community members apparently upset: "They made 
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things worse financially and otherwise"; and "They worked exclusively with the board and 

tried to impose systems without having first asked the membership." Generally, the 

community member board questioned why they had to continue with the property 

management service when it was the board who have identified mistakes the manager had 

made, mistakes that had never happened before. The representative nom CMHC responded 

by suggesting that the community board members write their expectations and concems in 

a letter (using dates) to the property management service, setting a time limit for 

improvement and sending copies to CMHC and Fred Pierce (Inspecter of Co-operatives for 

Nova Scotia). 

In a bold move (and not very democratic since they did not ask the general 

membership) the community member board decided not to send a letter as suggested by 

CMHC. The cornrnunity member board agreed amongst themselves that they had articulated 

enough tima to the property management seMce the problems they were having with their 

manager. The problem was not a problem of communication, as the CMHC representative 

was suggesting, but one of incornpetence by the particular manager the cosperative was 

dealing with. At the next board meeting, the property manager hally provideci an outline 

of the educational workshops he would provide: "General Member Orientation, Cornmittee 

job descriptions, Board Goals and Objectives, Mernbership Cornmittee Development, and 

Crisis Management", al1 to take place in the coming months. He agreed that member 

education was now a pnority. Still, community members felt he had not done the work 

properly and that they were not getting the full service agreed to. 

Despite this new promise of educational workshops, the community member board 
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wrote the property management service and CMHC letters Uifotming them of an upcorning 

meeting the Board had called with the general membership to vote on a motion to terminate 

the service (with copies to its lawyer, accountant, and Fred Pierce). It was now just over one 

year since the co-operative had hired the property management service. 

In Febniary (1 994) a meeting between the community board rnembers, CMHC, and 

the property management service occured at the request of CMHC. CMHC felt that the 

community member board should give the property management service the opportunity to 

answer to some of the complaints by ECHC, the intention being to try to mediate the 

problem before going to the general membership with a motion to dissolve the senrice. 

ECHC complied with having a meeting but felt it was simply a gesture to satisfy CMHC 

because they had been communicating their problems to the property management service 

for a long tune. At the meeting, the issues were presented fiom both sides. The property 

management service claimed it was unaware of ECHC's concems. In its view, the problems 

were due to poor communication; they admitted while some things were done wrong, these 

m o n  were mistakes we had to expect. 

Both CMHC and the property management s e ~ c e  gave lechires on the importance 

of leadership from a board-to make a decision and take it to the members. The community 

member board made it clear that the co-operative works f?om the members up. Community 

members would describe their experiences with the property management service and 

express their disappointment with them because that was how the community member board 

as a collective felt. They explained to CMHC and the property management service that it 

would be a general membership decision and that other options were being explore& such 
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as other property management seMce groups, to be presented to the generd members. 

CMHC then asserted that they had a requirement that housing CO-operatives who have had 

our type of difficulty should retain management senrices for a full two years or they would 

pull their subsidy support. The community member board requested that CMHC send a 

letter to that effect but that never happend Nothing was decided at the meeting. 

CMHC followed up with a letter to ECHC requesting a letter fiom the co-operative 

of the outcome of the general meeting coming up with the motion to terminate the service 

and requesting copies of minutes of the meeting between them, ECHC, and the property 

management senrice. Despite the obvious desire of CMHC to have ECHC keep the property 

management service, in another bold move the community member board continuecl on with 

its plan and had the general membership meeting with the motion to terminate the lease using 

the 'three month clause'. 

At the general membership meeting, members voted to terminate the lease with the 

property management service and to h d  another property management service to satisfy 

CMHC's request to continue with a service for another year. The cosperative sent the letter 

and copies of the minutes to CMHC as requested and the official notice letter to teminate 

the lease with the existing property management service. In the meantirne, the community 

member board worked to find various property management service companies which were 

later presented to the general members for a decision on which one to hire. 

One was chosen and given a request that it be conditional upon their proposed 

conûact and that the new manager be voted in. The current manager had to continue 

working until the three month notice penod was over. The new contract was mtinized by 
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the community board members and the co-operative lawyer. Given their lessons with the 

past managa, the community member board worked to draft with the new manager a 

contract suitable to both parties. One community board member commented in a note passed 

to each other over the proposed contract: 

Too much legal jargon in this contract. This contract needs to be written in 
simple, understandable English and not in her majesty's proper - bloody 
legaiees. [her word] How the heu are we to know if we are receiving 
adequate, proper and fidl propeity management semices if we are unable to 
refer to the contract. (ApnV94) 

What is notable about this contract is the new manager agreed to a one year contract 

but at the same time put a clause in that the co-operative must give a three month notice 

prior to year end or else the contract will be a three year contract. In other words, in nine 

months fiom obtaining this manager the CO-operative would have to make a decision to keep 

the services or give the new manager notice. The community member board requested that 

the property manager work directly on site, not from the city, so that members couid work 

with the manager in a training situation. 

Also, the community member board wanted a commitment of four educational 

workshops, member approval for any expenses over two hundred (not five hundred), 

additional expenses only with written permission fkom the Board, attention to work being 

accomplished in a timely fashion, and a unique working relationship with the new manager 

with the understanding that the CO-operative only wanted the seMces to the extent that they 

can work to train members to be in a position to self-manage the co-operative again, with 

most of the work being done on-site with the members doing as much as thcy wcre able. The 

contract was drafted, reviewed, and signed at the end of April 1994. 



The Second Pro~ertv Mana~ement Emerience: 

The new property management service with two peuple often on site started off with 

a goal of its own: to get the hancial files and documents h m  the old management service 

and have everything set up on the computer and working within forty five days. They 

achieved that by mediating the turnover between ECHC and the old management service. 

Working in their favour was the fact that the hancial documents were with the accountant 

as the year end audit had just been completed, so they were able to begin with a clean slate 

unlike the fïrst manager. They were on-site as promised and made themselves known to 

members by having regular office hours on-site. They worked directly with the treasurer, 

the board, the maintenance committee, and the membership committee. They worked with 

members at the committee level to revise the policies for maintenance and membership 

cornmittees which were later brought to the general membership to be voted on but not 

without some difficulty. 

The policies had removed the decision-making power fiom the general membership 

to the membership committee for voting in new members and to the maintenance committee 

for deciding the priorities for maintenance and for maintenance purchasing. The generd 

membership disagreed. They wanted every member to be able to have a Say in who gets 

voted in as CO-operative members and into the units. With respect to maintenance, the 

general membership wanted to have input into what the priorities were and where money was 

to be spent by the committee. In the end, it was agree that the general members would make 

the decision (as had always been done before) as to who gets voted in as new members; the 

maintenance committee would do the inspections, research, and documentation of what was 



needed and the general membership would make the final decision. 

The treasurer had numerous cornplaints with the new manager concerning deadlines, 

and paying bills; she felt that she had to still "be on top of them" in t e m  of specific figures. 

Also, since the CO-operative had made the arrangements with the new manager that this 

would be an on-site apprentice-type situation, she wanted to have more access to the laptop 

computer and financial system the management service had set up. The management service, 

however, said that if it was responsible for the hancial books that only they would have 

direct access to the hancial system. This left the 'apprentice' situation to a process of the 

heasurer looking over the property management service's shoulder. She felt that the co- 

operative was not getting "its moneys worth" in tems of on-site training relating to the 

financial documentation and that the contract was not specific enough in this apprenticeship 

area. ECHC had bought a computer sorne years earlier for the purpose of on-site apprentice 

type training of members about bookkeeping. Tne treasurer wanted herself and sorneone else 

to get this nom the new property management senrice but that did not happen. 

As with the first property management service, educationai workshops were not being 

done to the satisfaction of the board. Monthly requests were made by the commdty board 

members to get some workshops going and monthiy excuses were made by the new property 

management service. Everythg ran very smoothly otherwise with the new property 

management s e ~ c e ;  there was no question as to how well the financial reporting was going. 

The new property management s e ~ c e  found back GST money and proposed a deal where 

ECHC pool its various reserve funds with other CO-operatives nin by the new property 

management service to get a good rate of return. The community members were not 
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interesteci, given the requirement of changing banks to one in Halifax, a d  questioned their 

ability to control the money once it was so tied up. Their interest was only to have the new 

property management service for the one year and then self-manage again. This proposai 

was only relevant if ECHC were to remain with the property management service. 

Interestingly, the CO-operative had previously tned to get CMHC approvai for using the 

fiuids in creative ways such as this but were only allowed very limited actions with respect 

to these reserves. The new property manager wrote CMHC with the proposal and attached 

their approval response to his package for the general mernbership. In it, CMHC 

commended the new property management service for helping co-operatives in this way. At 

the meeting to vote it in, community members reminded the membership how the goal was 

to keep the management for a year and members voted not to accept the proposal, despite 

fear that this decision might affect their relationship with CMKC. 

There was another difficulty pointed out by the treasurer. Apparently, the new 

property managers had contacted each of the businesses that ECHC nomally dealt with and 

stated to them that al1 correspondence betwem these businesses and ECHC must go through 

the new property management service as well as any dealings. The treasurer asserted that 

this was a retaliation tactic by the new property managers because ECHC continued to insist 

on al1 mail going to the ECHC mail box. The new property managers agreed contractually 

to have mail delivered to ECHC but they continued to lobby various members to have that 

changed. It was important to community members that al1 correspondence go directly to the 

ECHC mail box as a check over the property managers, given their experiences with the f h t  

property management service not paying bills on tirne. ECHC continuesi to have its mail 



delivexed to ECHC. 

Other issues like this came up over and over. Members wanted to do as  much as 

possible and stay actualiy involved in the day to day managing of ECHC because their goal 

was evenhially to self-manage again. There were some members of ECHC that thought the 

comrnunity members were crazy; if we were paying the property managers why not let them 

do it all? The community members felt that that would just ensure a dependent situation 

which would never lead to self-management. 

Another issue that came up was that, although the new property managers were good 

at working with the maintenance cornmittee in helping them to get better inspection sheets 

so maintenance could be monitored, they were the ones hired to get tenders. The CO- 

operative always had a philosophy before about maintenance jobs. Members were 

encouraged to do al1 the work themselves or, if a job was too big or beyond the members' 

technical abilities, then the maintenance cornmittee was to get tenders nom local small 

construction nmis in order to keep local people hired and money in the community. With 

both property management service groups, tenders were taken fiom the city where the 

managers were based. Community members had to work constantly to ensure tenders were 

taken fiom the local area 

The contract for the new managers came up before the full two yeartime requirement 

that CMHC requested. The new property mauagement s e c e  wrote a letter to CMHC 

(December 14, 1994) saying: ". . . we feel that Evangeline has reached the stage of their 

developrnent where they must be fke to make their own decision in regards to management." 

ECHC had earned: "the right to have no conditions placed on the renewal of ou .  contract, 
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the choice of using other services or trying on their own." CMHC replied (December 

19,1994): "It appears h m  your letter that the operations of the CO-op have irnproved 

consistently since 1992. Therefore, we will not insist that property management rem& in 

place, and leave it to the members to make an infonned decision on the administrative and 

operation activities of the Co-op." So, with just a letter by the new property management 

semice and having done no operational review on them or the members of ECHC, CMHC 

made the decision that the co-operative couid handle its operations in the self-management 

style. At this point however, ECHC had only had the new property management s d c e  for 

eight months and had yet to nnish its educational training. Still wanting the educational 

training for a large portion of the membership and knowing that they could be released h m  

the three year contract again with a three months notice to quit, the members voted to renew 

the new property management semice contract. 

With continuous pressure h m  the community rnernbers, the new property 

management s e ~ c e  initiated a schedule of the educational workshops they would pexfom. 

The first was an " O v e ~ e w  of Maintenance Planning" and the second was "Understanding 

the Financial Aspects of Operating Your Co-op" (May 1995). The maintenance workshop 

was designed to "review the set-up of maintenance procedures and the preparation of both 

short and long tem maintenance plans" while the financial workshop was to " familiarize 

[members] with the hancial responsibilities of [the] C o q  and reporthg requirements" 

also, to "review the budget process and interpreting financial statements" ( May 1995). The 

new property management service did this not on-site, as originally requested by ECHC; 

iastead they held the workshop in the t o m  hall and invited 0 t h  co-ops that they did not 
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manage to join as well. Five commmity mernbers attended but there was nobody else h m  

the CO-operative and only two people fkom another local cwperative. At the workshop 

members received handouts and a general o v e ~ e w  of the topics to be discussed. Mer, 

members described the workshops as  "interesting" and "informative" but that since it was 

a generd overview and not about specifics that the workshops were "a bit of a waste of 

time". Members said they had wanted a workshop that went through their own CO- 

operative's financial statements in detail to explain all the relevant categones and how to 

interpret the information. One member stated she felt it was more of a "promotional 

campaign" for the property manager since he made numerous comments as to the fact that 

his Company provided this or that service. On the drive home another member said: " We've 

just been used to get him another co-op." 

The other two workshops planned were about going over our operational agreements 

with CMHC and the Department of Housing. The workshops were to take place again 

outside of the co-operative at another local town meeting place, this one further away. This 

one was organized by the manager in a town mid-way between ECHC and the other CO- 

operative who had rnembers attend the last workshop; it had since k e d  the property 

manager. Despite the efforts made by one of the community members to pick a date that 

the general rnembers agreed on ahead of time, by the time the workshop was to take place 

no one wanted to attend so it was cancelkd, 

One thing the new property manager did on a nurnber of occasions was to single out 

members within ECHC to make alliances with. In one instance, the manager took a 

particular board member to a picnic complete with checkered table cloth, French bread and 
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cheese. This was done by the manager in order to idluence the board member about a 

particular issue. In discussing the incident afterwards the comrnunity board member stated, 

"He didn't fool me, I lmew what he was up to but 1 decided to go dong anyway. We sat in 

the sun, 1 ate his food and smiled when appropriate. It was a great picnic! . . . but he didn't 

change my mind 1 voted the way 1 wanted to." This was a cornmon tactic used by this 

manager. 

Tuming the Tide: 

Given the experiences the co-operative was having with losing control internaUy, 

with both property management seMces and with the constant threat of CMHC power 

hanging over its head, cornmunity members, including myself, began to meet Uiformally 

to discuss our concerns. We were al1 living very close together given the townhouses and 

so these meetings were while we made supper, while we were sitting around drinkuig tea 

on front porches, in back yards, and in living rooms. They were more like get-togethers, 

although some were formal in that we did have sessions where we wrote and compiled our 

thoughts about what our concems were, how our CO-operative had changeâ, and what we 

were going to do. The fust thing we did was write down our thoughts about how we thought 

the CO-operative should be working based on the original educational sessions we had had 

and our earlier experiences within the co-operative (these are recorded in the values of 

ECHC). I then decided to have this form my research to obtain my Master's degree and 

everyone agreed that having someone be so focussed would mean that 1 had specific jobs like 

compiling and typing information, going to the library and elsewhere for CO-operative 



information, and doing interviews. 

The first thing we did was read the two previous research papen for historical 

information that might lead us to what some of the reasons were for the problems and to 

brainstorm what problems these members thought that needed to be overcome if they were 

to s e h a n a g e  again. Given the past two studies and their analysis of the CO-operative 

principles and the Co-operative Act, the focus of the meeting was education and co- 

operution between cu-operatives. This led us to initiate a couple of actions as a group. Given 

the numerous cdls we had made to CHF/NS over the years about the problems we were 

having internally and with the property management senrice and how we wanted education 

for our mernbers, CHWNS planned a set of workshops to be held in our area. Five of us got 

together in two cars and we drove to the sessions. There we met rnembers fiom other CO- 

operatives and were able to exchange information about our respective co-operatives 

between the sessions and at tea and coffee breaks. The sessions were very informative; the 

facilitaton did a great job and members decided to give a report to the general members at 

the next meeting and to leave any hand-outs in the office of ECHC so that the information 

was shared with the general membership. Community members stated the fiuther 

educational sessions they thought the CO-operative needed as: "long tem planning", 

"financial control", "board of directors", "democratic procedures", "dealing with govemment 

bureaucracy", "how to get member participation", and "member understanding of what 

makes a successful CO-op". In evaluating why our cooperative members have not attended 

many educational sessions, comrnunity members stated the following reasons: "too 

expensive", "not central enough", Iack of interest by members", "time", tltransportationl', 
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"they are ali either too far away or too expensive", problem of "the board knowing about the 

workshops not aecessarily the members", also that it is often "the board who gets to 

participate in education". One woman expressed her fhsûation at the hancial resources 

required for educationd workshops: 

Mt is difficult to get our co-op to commit (rnoney/passing on info) to the idea 
of co-operative education. 1 have too low of an income (1 can't afEord decent 
groceries or activities for my kids) to even begin to think about paying for 
workshops. 

Another person said they had "no faith in CHF/NS, CHFIC, to deliver prognimmùig that is 

vdid to our experiences." Fuiallyy one person stated that they wanted "on-site education for 

al1 of their members." A few comments were on the problem of education sessions oflen 

being held "on weekends"; one stated that she and others found it hard because they worked 

in the "retail trade" and weekends were their most important tirne. 

Because these members identified cosperation between CO-operatives as an area 

ECHC had not attended to in the p s t  and since they had had the interaction with the other 

co-operatives at the educational session put on by CHF/NS, these members decided that 

more exchanges Iike this would be good. They wanted the other members of ECHC to be 

able to meet with these other local co-operative members. So, the community members 

developed a plan for a social gathering so their local CO-operatives could get together. They 

discussed the plan with the general membership and it was approved. It was cailed "The 

First Annual Evangeline Courts Housing Co-op Tubing and Tour Meet" to be held the 

second week of July 1994. It included a tour of local co-operatives, social activities such as 

a barbeque, tubing down a river, games and a lip-sync for the kids, plus a street dance. 
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These members went to the other local co-operatives to deliver the notices door-to-door and 

encourage members directiy to corne for a day of Fun and getting to know other people who 

co-operate. This process alone, they thought, would help begin to bridge the gap beîween 

local co-operatives. They were able to d i s c w  it directly with approximately 15 people and 

for the rest, the notices were lef€ in their door. 

In the meantirne, CHF/C had their annual meeting in Halifax and 1 and another 

community membervolunteered to work in it. The idea to volunteer was because ECHC was 

already spending money on the property management service so t h e  was no extra money 

for doing these kinds of activities. Community members knew the general membership 

would not vote to pay to have members go given the hancial restraint the property 

management service put on the housing CO-operative and since the property manager was 

aiready set to attend. Our interest in going was to have more opportunities to meet with 

people ftom other CO-operatives, to be able to question other CO-operative members about 

their experiences with management services, and to gain access to numerous educational 

sessions. 

The CHFK conference contained two aspects, the business meeting, where CO- 

operatives fkom al1 over Canada have an opportunity to define what their representative to 

CHFK will do and educational sessions. Interestingly, at the conference there was a motion 

on the floor for CHWC to "create a membership category for Operational Savice Groups" 

(resolution #2 - CHFK 1994 Annual Meeting Idormation handout). 

[The] reasons for th is  resolution are: 
1. The number of groups providing operational or management services to 
occupied housing CO-ops has gram in recmt years. It is time to decide 



where these groups fit in the membership structure of CHF Canada. 
2. AU important players in the co-operative housing movement should be 
recognized in CHF Canada's membership structure. 
3. We should promote the highest possible standards for housing CO-op 
management. 
4. The best way to promote standards for CO-op management is to work with 
groups providing those services as members of CHF Canada 
5. CHI? Canada's members should be asked what they think about the 
standards to set for operational Service Groups. 
6. Once developed, standards for Operationai Service Groups should be 
given to all CHF Canada members so they will know what they should expect 
fkom companies providing such services. 

The Members of the CHF/C annuai meeting carrieci on a heated discussion about this. 

It was obvious to us that many people also had reservations about property management. 

The memben had agreed to defer the motion until the standards could be developed, as 

stated, with the input of CHWC members, to be voted again at the 1995 AGM. The idea of 

standards sounded good to us since it was so difficult to pinpoint ou .  problems in the area 

of keeping control. From the discussion on the floor, we felt there were people like us, who 

understood the problems with property management services. We looked forward to seeing 

what the standards would look like and realized that possibly our problems were happening 

elsewhere. 

The conference lasted five days and these community members were able to meet and 

discuss with many other CO-operative rnembers fiom across Canada, the issues of concern 

to them: education, CO-operation between CO-operatives and management services. At the 

end of the conference these membes invited people they had met from other CO-operatives 

in Halifax and Dartmouth area to corne to the Co-operation Meet that was a week away. 

Six members nom the city representing five other CO-operatives came to the Co- 
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operation Meet. They were bilieted out to the community member organizers' units for the 

night so they could participate in all events and not have to leave to travel back to the city. 

In the local area only two families arrived. The tour was of four local CO-operatives 

including ECHC. By caravan we al1 followed each other in cars to the different housing CO- 

operatives. The tours included the outside grounds of the co-operatives and inside of some 

uni&. The inside tours were given at ECHC and one other co-operative. The "tubing-down- 

the-river", a common local attraction, was cancelled due to the questionable weather and 

resulting lack of interest, but everything else went off as planned. There was a barbeque, 

games, lip-sync, and street dance that lasted until one in the moming. Obviously, there were 

many occasions to share how each CO-op is the same and different, good and bad 

experiences, fuhve plans and general infornation about how members in each CO-operative 

participate or not and ideas of what these different members tried to solve their various 

difficulties. Of the members that attended, there was an exchange of information and ideas 

not just between local housing CO-operatives but also an exchange between local CO- 

operatives and those fiom the city. 

As a member of this group 1 had particular tasks that 1 did while attempting to 

understand and encourage the relationship between rnembers and CO-operative education. 

1 attended a few meetings of the educational cornmittee of CHFNS and 1 developed the 

position of "Education Co-ordinator" for ECHC including organizing into binders 

information about CO-operative organization. Also, 1 attended another annual general 

meeting, this t h e  for CHFOJS and took in a workshop on CO-operative management. 

CHF/NS has an educational committee. Through many phone calls and 
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conversations at the conference and Co-operation Meet (a couple of facilitators were there) 

and by sitting in on a few meetings, 1 was able to leam a lot about the services CHFMS 

provide. My interest was to obtain the idormation so that we could begin to figure out how 

we could get more CO-operative education happening within our co-operative. CHFMS 

provides educational services to member CO-operatives for a fee and co-operatives who are 

not members for a siightly higher fee. For the most part, the educational sessions are 

provided in the city, but they try every year to provide some in four or six other areas around 

the province. There is a training course given through CHFK that takes two weeks with 

some peer work before people graduate and can deliver CO-operative sector educational 

workshops. Facilitators at CHF/NS have had this training. Both property management 

service groups had managers trained in this way as well. There are many ways for CO- 

operatives to use the services of these facilitators through CHF/NS. They can take the yearly 

sessions that happen in conjunction with the annual general meeting, they can attend the ones 

given around the province or they order them for their specific co-operative. Some CO- 

operatives have even developed yearly educational plans drawn up with CHFMS to do many 

educational sessions nght on site each year. Al1 of it, however, costs money. 

Given that our CO-operative was being stretched financiaüy because we hired property 

managers we decided that we might be able to produce our own intemal educational 

workshops at no cost. 1 developed a job description and set a goal that the education CO- 

ordinator must provide four to six educational workshops per year, with the content and 

datdtimes of the workshops as requested by the general membership. Also, 1 pulled toge* 

as much information as 1 could h m  old handouts given out at the educational sessions in 
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the initial stages of the co-operative, fiom what we have been able to gather fimm the 

confience, and CHF/NS workshop and h m  the many books between all of us that we had 

on cooperatives. Binders were organized with information and a guideline for a facilitator 

to guide the sessions. The goal was to produce binders that would contain the information 

and guidelines so that anyone withùi the co-operative could act as facilitator and these 

educational sessions would become enjoyable, quick, informative, and provide the 

information new rnembers or anyone needed so that our CO-operative would have the basis 

reminiscent of the original educational workshops. Like onginally, the plan was to pull 

rnembers together into idormal settings to leam as a group about CO-operative organization 

and a lot about each other at the same time. 

FinaIly, 1 attended the CHF/NS annual general meeting in November of 1994 and 

participated in theu educational workshop on property management. This was only the 

second time CHF/NS had given a workshop on this topic and the f h t  tirne we had a real 

opporturîity to get such good information about property management. In the business part 

of the meeting, a motion was on the floor to accept in principle the idea for CHFMS "to 

establish a Society to provide the full range of operational services, that is, property 

management, maintenance and membership services to coops which wish to receive these 

services" (CHOSS Proposal). Mer  rnuch discussion, the motion was passed to accept the 

idea in principle. 

The educational session was entitled "Good Co-op Management: Questions and 

Answers" and was facilitated by the president of CHFK. It was attended by about 25 

people. I was the only person who had any expaiences with extemal property management 
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services. Everyone in the room had come from houshg co-operaîives that were se& 

managed and at the beginning of the session it was established that no one was in the 

immediate situation that they were gohg to be obtaining such services. On the board was 

written "Good Management: What is it?" We assumeci that: when the finances are in order, 

property in good shape, members happy, participation good, low confiict, organized 

committees, effective communication, roles understood, low turnover in units, educated 

Board members, high meeting attendance, and that CMHC does not bother you. We then 

discwed the various options: self-manage (everyone volunteer their time for al1 the work), 

hire staff@ay some external people to do some of the work), or complete management (pay 

for property management seMces to do a number of operational tasks). Next we discussed 

division of decision-making and responsibilities, management contracts, new law about 

directon being held personally responsible, how to contract the services (eliciting proposais, 

exarnining contracts, comparing costs) and finally common mistakes of general management. 

We then were asked to break into groups and come up with the pros and cons of each option; 

self-manage, hire staff, or complete management. Given the arrangement of topics and since 

no one had experiences with complete management, it was simple to start thinking about the 

possible advantages of contracting the work of CO-operative housing out. A sixteen page 

document was then handed out which gave a whole list of "operational standards"; in the 

introductory passage it said: 

This chapter contains a set of operational standards for co-ops to use. The 
left column lists tasks that co-ops may expect staff to perfom. The right 
column descnbes the standard to which each task should be perfonned. Co- 
ops should select tasks that they want staff to perform, and then use the 
correspondhg standard to assess sta f f  qualifications. 



The skills and howledge needed to manage a c ~ p  professiody are 
extensive and varied. In using these standards to assess the qualifications and 
suitability of stafnng options, CO-ops should be realistic. It is not reasonable 
to expect one person to have ail the skills contained in the standards, although 
there are workers in the field who corne very close. 

Sector-bmed operational s e ~ c e s  companies are likely to meet a broader 
range of the specified standards through the resources of their staffgroups. 
A CO-op will probably pay more for this type of senice. Co-ops that want 
ernployees to assist with a greater number of the tasks listed should set aside 
a budget for professional development. 

Depending on the amount of volunteer time available, not ail CO-ops wiil 
require staffing for al1 the tasks listed. [my emphasis] 

We wished we had received a document like this when our co-operative £kt began. 

It cleariy listed specific tasks which could have helped members understand fheir d e s  as 

volunteers within the CO-operative. Obviously, it has been developed to use for choosïng 

the tasks you may want done by a paid staffor property manager and M e r  it acts as aguide 

to assess their work. It had only been five months since the national conférence so I knew 

this handout was not the "operational standards" of the type discussed at the conference; 

because there had not been enough time for that process, however, 1 was glad a copy was 

going to our CO-operative for the use by members. It clearly made the distinction between 

"sector-based servicest' and "traditional" property managers and said the distinguishing 

feature that does this is "community development". 

Community development is a two-part procas. It consists of building 
intentional dernocratic co-op cornmunities, and identifjmg the ways and 
means to build them. 

Community development involves the foilowing : 

* education and orientation of members, so that they understand how co-ops 



fünction and what they are trying to achieve. 
* democratic functioning 
* awareness of the broader co-op housing sector, and the organi7ations that 

represent and lead the sector 
* effective meetings 
* good communications 
* orderly decision-making and consensus-building 

Successful community development empowers the entire membership of a 
co-op. It works against a tendency to make members feel lef€ out and 
disappointed. In a well developed cornmunity, members know that they cm 
influence the goals and directions of the CO-op through theu participation. 

At the tirne, there was no official criteria to judge whether or not the property management 

services ECHC obtained were considered "sector-based". Both property management service 

companies ECHC hired had CHFIC trained managers. The operational guidelines as passeci 

out in this handout included no standard for their performance within the sector, for instance, 

whether they encourage CO-operatives to have menbership in federal and provincial co- 

operative housing federations. 

The End of Pro~ertv Management Services for ECHC: 

The 1st  expenences ECHC had with the new property management senrice was after 

a heated discussion at a community member board meeting (August 1995). The community 

members were continuously requesting workshops and asserting their goal for a self- 

managed style of operations by wanting to have control over the day-to-day operations with 

the managers. The next day, the new property management senrice wrote Letters to the 

general membership and a different one to the community member board and sent copies to 

CMHC serving their official ninety day notice to terminate their management senrices. The 
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letter to the community member board stated the reason: "It is our opinion that, in order for 

two p u p s  to work together in the best interest of the membership, trust must be present and 

philosophies similar" (letter dated August 24,1995). There is no mention of this in the letter 

to the general membership. In that letter, the new propem management service stated that 

they were tendering their notice to tenninate services but gave no reason. They do say that 

they "would like to thank all members for their support over the past 15 months", and wish 

them "much success"(1etter dated August 24,1995). The end of services was to be the end 

ofNovernber. The community member board was considerably upset and made sure general 

members were read both letters so they knew ail the fa&. 

For the last few months of the contract the community members vent  their t h e  

getting quotes fkom people who would do the financial bookkeeping. The new property 

management service expired and ECHC hired an accounting £hm to do the monthly 

bookkeeping. Once the statements came out for the year end it showed that this management 

s e ~ c e  had cost $ 11,s 13.00 for the year. Aiso, there was an administrative cost of 

$6,173 .O0 (it was usually mund 5 1 500.00 given the previous six year period ). Although 

community members were glad to kal ly  be rid of property management services they did 

not feel they had received their monies' worth in terms of member training. 

Rise of Pro~erty Management Services in Nova Scotia: 

On Tuesday, February 25,1992, the feded govemment reneged on its cornmitment 

to provide a national CO-operative housing program. The program cut meant that the co- 

operative housing projects that were in the process of being created were not, and no other 
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new starts were going to occur in the near fiiture. This action by the federai goverment 

exacerbated the growing problem of housing for low income individuais and families who 

cannot Bord home ownership - a daily problem thousamis of Nova Scotia familia are 

faced with. This cut seriously Bected the viability of resource groups to develop and deliver 

new housing co-operatives and shified their focus uistead on to getting contracts to do the 

day-to-day rnanaging of CO-operatives. Obviously people who have spent considerable time 

being trained in co-operativism and working to develop housing co-operatives for years want 

contuiuous employment related to this unique organizational form. As the govemment cut 

back on housing initiatives, they began to work to shifi thw responsibilities onto continuous 

management. In the case of one property manager ECHC hired, his fhst training was in 

property management and then in CO-operative housing organization. 

As these two management groups are busy ûying to get more housing co-operatives 

to hire them, CHFNS is also working to establish its own "Co-op Housing Operational 

Services Society" (CHOSS). They are cmently in operaiion now. The difference between 

them (1 am told fbm an interview with a CHFINS representative) is that the philosophy 

behind CHOSS is "to go into a CO-op do what needs to be done and get back out". She said 

they are not looking to provide long-term senrice to CO-operatives but to train members to 

self-manage just as the initial resource groups had trained membm. 

Pnor to ECHC getting a property management senice, there were approximately six 

property management s e ~ c e  groups and ody one that had many CO-operatives. In an 

interview with the President of CHF/NS, about fifieen co-operatives were using full property 

management seMces and one group was managing eleven CO-opemtives. By the time we 
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being taken over under a new name; our new property management group had only three (we 

were their forth). By the time our new property management semice group left us they had 

eleven housing co-operatives they were rnanaging. This brings the total between just the two 

main property management service groups to a total of about twenty two. Since then, these 

two main property management service groups have merged into one and in a ment 

telephone interview with a CHFINS representative she estimated that  th^& five housing co- 

operatives in Nova Scotia have full property management services. 

We were told by the first property management smrice back when we first hired them 

that Nova Scotia and Newfoundland were unique to the overall Canadian perspective on co- 

operative housing, that we had developed through the resource group phase to be set up Ui 

the self-managed style and that al1 across Canada property management services were 

catching on as a way to do co-operatives. 

In a document fiom CMHC on "Management Models" they state the following which 

are summarized: 

Newfoundland: S elf-Managed 
Nova Scotia: Sel f-Managed 
New Brunswick and PEI: Property Management Service 
Quebec: S elf-Managed 
Ontario: Sector Property Management Senice 
Manitoba: Hired staff 
Alberta: Hired staff (Southem Alberta) 

Self-managed (Northem Alberta) 

This did not matter to the cornmunity members and their perspective was also 

reflected in the "Impediments" research which showed the resistance to management 
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senrices by housing co-operatives in Nova Scotia at that tirne (1988). This document also 

stated the ciifference between which co-ops used property management senrices and which 

ones did not was based on "the size of the projects, with co-ops 65 units or greater using fidl 

time or part-time paid manager (CMHC)." Although there are impediments in Nova Scotia 

for housing CO-operatives to seek the seMces of property management groups, the Co- 

operative Housing Federation of Canada recognizes the increasing number of "companies 

providing operational seMces to occupied housing CO-ops" and they state that these 

companies "have become important players in the CO-operative housing movementl' 

(CHF/C: 1994: 15 1). 

The impediments document also stated that: "There is clear evidence that most non- 

sector private management companies show almost no interest in being involved in the larger 

CO-op housing movement and this orientation influences the co-ops they manage" (CMHC). 

By reviewing the newsletters ofCHFMS, 1 was able to ascertain when property management 

services really started pushing their interest and convincing housing co-operatives in Nova 

Scotia that they need their services. Using the "Co-op Houshg News" the official news- 

papa for CHFMS, going back as far as 1989 and up to 1997, it was clear that the advertising 

for such groups does not start until in 1990 there is one advertisement for a management 

service, then in 1992 there are two more. In 1994 (winter) the two main property 

management services @oth of which ECHC had) were welcomed as new members in 

CHF/NS. In 1 995 CHOSS got its b t  advertisement in and also a statement which said: 

CHF Canada's 1993 Annual General Meeting the membership voted that 
housing CO-operative federations would be the recognized delivery agent of 
co-operative education. In Nova Scotia the recognized delivery agent for co- 
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a later statement CHFMS said] Co-ops Beware! Businesses using the CO- 

op name or claiming to offer co-op sector skills and service may not be al1 
they claim to be. Check with the Federation nrst-get the facts! 

Obviously there is beginning to be a stniggle waged between "sector-supporteci 

operational services" and "private property management services". Since then, as stated 

before, the two main property management senrices joined and M e r  they have created their 

own co-operative association (aithough not sanctioned by the Government Inspecter of Co- 

operatives) and the co-operatives they handle have no membership in CHF/NS (whether 

they did before is unclear). 

Meanwhile the Federal Government has downloaded the administration of CO- 

operative housing onto Provincial Govemments which has caused CHF/C to wage a large 

campaign to "self-manage" the CO-operative housing sector itself with the same fiinds fiom 

the govemment. The CHWC proposal is "to create a non-governrnental organization, based 

in the CO-operative sector, that would manage the federal CO-operative housing pmgrams 

under contract tu CMHC (Press release, May 5,1998). Obviously, CHWC believes that the 

managerial expertise within the CO-operative sector based on its thirty years of experience 

is at an appropnate level. This is either the case of wanting to "self-manage" or the sector 

has corne to "professional managerial" matunty. Whether this move would help housing CO- 

operatives keep the self-managed style or not is unknown. 



CHAPTER FIVE 
ANALYSIS OF ECaC DATA 

ECHC as a Collectivist Co-merative Organization: 

The data clearly show that the initial core group of female membeïs were highly 

homogeneous and they shared a common need, values and goals, given their similar life 

experiences which made them solid candidates for using a co-operative mode1 of 

organization. What made them particularly successful was the fact that they had so many 

similar interests not just a common need for housing. These women wanted to create an 

alternative community which vdued and enriched people's lives. They conceptualized 

community as a potentially empowering experience and created a collectivistco-operative 

organization as a structure that would allow them to achieve it . They worked to achieve a 

community that would empower the women, families, and children. 

Their substantive values perrneated their decisions and organizational structure which 

created participatory democratic relations. Through these relations information, skills, and 

lmowledge were shared because they managed the business collectively. Roles within the 

organization were loosely defined and equally r d .  Members actively worked to dispel 

notions of authority and encouraged everyone's input into the deliberative process at 

meetings. Meetings and relations were informal and congenial. Goals of the CO-operative 

went beyond housing and included serving members' personal needs. Members' level of 

participation and cornmitment were high because: their needs beyond housing were being 

met; they were being empowered thmugh learning new skilis; and they were a part of the 

decision-making process which gave them the power to collectively create their community. 
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Core rnembers enjoyed a nurnber of positive experiences through the early years within the 

co-operative. 

ECHC Bureaucracy: 

Conversely, there were new members joining the CO-operative that brought with them 

their bureaucratic logic and as a result democracy went h m  being genaative to being 

theatrical; relations became formal, unequd, and impersonal. Deliberative processa 

became undemocratic and hierarchical to the extent that decision-making powa went h m  

the general membership to cornmittee heads, the board, and worse-the president. As a 

result, member commitment and participation dropped to an dl-time-low which was even 

reflected in the lack of cornmitment by mernbers to pay their lent. 

When members sought clarification within the sector (CMHC, CHF/NS, Fred Pierce) 

over policies, procedures, and by-laws, they often got opposuig answers. CMHC and Fred 

Pierce would back up the individual members with bureaucratic m e r s  while CHFMS 

would back up community mernber solutions. Unfortunately, arguments between these 

groups served to weaken the CO-operative not create understanding. The two main groups 

had oppositional dispositions to CO-operative organization. 

ECHC did not take steps to include on-gohg education as  suggested in by co- 

operative sector literature. New members did not receive the extensive training core 

members received. When the attempts were made by community mernbers to get general 

members to attend workshops a number of problems with workshops presented thernselves. 

Members did not want to travel to Halifax or even local communities. They wanted specinc 
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educatiod workshops relevant to the policies, procedures, and by-laws of their CO- 

operative and help £tom co-operative sector people who would come onsite and work with 

the general members to solve their specific operational problem areas. Members viewed 

educationai workshops given out by the sector as too costly and they asserted that they 

wanted the sessions held onsite and to include the entire membership with a focus on the 

analysis of policies and procedures. The creation of the educational co-ordinator and the 

interna1 workshops that were developed seemed to have at least some type of success for the 

rnembers who attended but were successful only to the extent that they covered what was 

needed to build a cosperative community. Without collectivist education, bureaucratic 

invasion seems inevitable. 

ECHC and Management Bureaucracv: 

The definitional struggle between collectivist and bureaucratic orientations for the 

CO-operative organization combined with the illegal actions of the treasurer who stole hinds 

fiom the co-operative created the conditions ripe for management. Despite the pleas by the 

community members for CMHC to do an organizational review none happened. It was 

easier and less costly to CMHC to just demand ECHC hire Ml extemal pmperty 

management aithough it meant a huge cost for ECHC. It seems they did so by making 

stereotypical assumptions about the comrnunity members' ability to create a workable 

organization or else they would have dlowed ECHC to get partial professional help. 

Com~~unity members wanted the review to show that the treasurer stole the money by doing 

illegal acts not because policies, procedures and systems were not already in place. By not 
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attending to senous analysis through an organizational or operational review meant that the 

managers were able to go into the co-op and work as if there was a clear date andfi or in 

actuality establish the operations as they saw fit (bureaucratically). 

ECHC was dealt a particularly poor manager to hardie the day-to-day tasks of 

management with the first managers. It appears he was simply incompetent to handle the 

tasks involved in terms of paying bills on tirne, gettllig correct figures, following up on 

arrears actions and other day-to-day tasks. Both managers, however, clearly related within 

a bureaucratic logic that worked in their interests for long-term management. ECHC 

experiences with two different rnanagement service groups indicate that this relationship 

guards dernocratic relations precariously, despite the CO-operative sector materiais which 

suggest otherwise. Those materials are written as if it is possible to combine a bureaucratic 

logic with collectivist goals and without members losing control; however, research and 

ECHC experiences indicate there are real ways that a clear transfer of power occurs over 

time; subtly, obviously, manipulatively but surely. 

To begin with, both management groups onginally requested contracts for Ml 

management over a three year penod. They were not interested in doing operational reviews 

at the beginning of their contracts to access problem areas because defining problem areas 

would have meant viewing them nom a particular perspective (collectivist or bureaucratic) 

in which to make the assessment. Their operational reviews were to be done near the end 

of the rnanagement contracts so that the reviews could be used by the managers to highlight 

performance in order to have their contracts renewed rather than to identify problem areas. 

This lack of identifjmg problem areas means that managers can d e h e  those areas for 
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The managers were interesteci in taking on as many tasks as possible which sounds 

good but creates problems. It is easier to manage a co-operative by controlling as much of 

it as possible rather than doing isolated specific ta&. within it. Managers wanted control to 

do as Little as they could get away with but as much as needed to influence the co-operative 

in directions for their benefit. The bureaucratic system has Little the  for managing through 

a dernomtic process which involves large portions of the membership in deliberative 

discussions. 

Because of this, one of the first things bot .  management groups did was single out 

members on the board for strategic support and to redefïne procases and decision-making 

authonty through the board not through the general membership. Then they have to deal 

with only few people and have at les t  some people with positions of power to work with 

them to influence others. One way they achieved this was by taking on the task of revising 

the policies for the CO-operative. For example, when the new managers came in and helped 

with policy revisions they were given fiee reign to h d  examples of how other CO-operatives 

structure their policies. Then they gave copies of other co-operative policies to members to 

use as a guide so the members could make the changes themselves. The problem Lies in the 

sample policies the managers gave the CO-operative. As we have seen, policies can reflect 

bureaucratic or collectivist type of orientations. The management groups simply chose three 

policy examples fiom bureaucratic oriented CO-operative as examples for ECHC to emulate 

giving the allusion that the CO-operatives then had the control to pick fkom a number of 

examples and that they were exercising their dernomtic right to choose; yet ali were h m  
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a bureaucratie perspective. This is one way that information was carefully mediated through 

the managers, for the benefit of the managers, at the expense of collectivist ideals. 

Another way managers carefùlly mediated information for their benefit was when 

the second manager made a condition of their first one year lease that members had to make 

the decision to renew his contract ody eight months into the terrn. This was done because 

the year end audit would be out when it was time for the management group to finish or 

have its contract renewed. The problem with this for the manager was that it wodd mean 

their renewal would have been up right at the time of the audit coming out and that would 

have shown comparatively how much it was actually costing for property management. 

Strategically, the manager made sure that within the contract with ECHC that the members 

would have to make the decision to renew the contract four months before the year end, 

oddly givuig the CO-operative only eight months to evaluate the management groups 

performance. Of course at that time, none ofthe educational workshops had been carried out 

so the decision to keep them was not disputed by many. The second contract was for a full 

three years. What seemed as a coclq attempt to brazenly ask the question early and prove 

to members that they were not beholden to the management group was really a clever way 

to have the decision go in their favour since they held out on what the members wanted the 

most, the educational workshops. 

Finally, another way the flow of infiormation was arranged by the property 

management groups was when a decision was needed on something. The management 

groups are the professionals that are consulted to h d  solutions rather than solutions being 

developed within the discussion process as was done with the collectivist model. In this 
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way, management groups had trernendous power to influence the group within discussions 

at E C K ,  even against competing voices who were then seen as trouble makers. Instead of 

rnembers thinking problems through for themselves, collectively, managers as the 

"professionals" were asked to h d  the solution. That creates a problem for anyone who 

understands the nature of democratic process because there is a power in being the one to 

d e h e  the options that are listed to be chosen. At ECHC, a common way this manifested 

itseifwas when the managers were instructed to find solutions. They were able to choose 

solutions they liked and pit them against solutions that were obviously bad. The 

combination of this and a formal deliberation process that did not give members the chance 

to include other choices, meant that again managers were able to wield control over the 

membership. 

Also, managers worked to get certain members' support for options, particularly 

board members. When two or three options were presented (giving the impression of 

democracy) they were given with a recomrnendation for or against by the board. Worse, 

options were presented with both board and management approval or rejection. This is 

common in bureaucratie organizations but proved detrimental to collectivist goals since those 

options were often not in the best interests of the collectivity. Obviously, it was important 

for managers to have enough board members on their side to help sway such decisions in 

their favour. 

Both managers put off the educational workshops as long as they could and when 

they gave them the workshop content was of a "general overview" nature and not sufncientiy 

ùifused with enough content for members to be equipped to manage themselves. An 
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educational workshop was used by one manager to remit a new co-operative into his 

Company and the other manager only offered a workshop in Halifax specifically for board 

members. Finally, one manager made sure they were inconveniently placed out of town, and 

the other manager offered them only in the city, both creating a bad atmosphme about 

workshops that they are ineffectual. Creating these difficulties with educational workshops 

only worked to make them unappealing to members. It seems that managers had no intention 

of getting the CO-operative back on its coflectivist track. 

With both managers, the annual cost of management senices was around $12.00 

dollars and the cost of other budgetary items such as office expenses and miscellaneous went 

up. Since so much of the working capital available to the CO-op was taken up with property 

management services, it lef€ linle money for socials, CO-op kids, newsletters and other 

community type expenditures. This problem of the high cost of property management dso 

affectecl ECHC's ability to pay for the dues and fees associated with membership in sector 

federations. Without membership in sector federations, ECHC was more dependent on the 

manager than ever. Al1 extemai workshops were more expensive and money for attendance 

at AGMs were out of the question. Both managers were able to attend the CHWC AGM; 

community members did but only because they volunteered to work in them. Not having 

mernbership in these types of federations also meant that the manager would go on behalf 

of the CO-operative, which did littIe for members having co-operative education 

opportunities, as well as, opporhmities to meet and interact with members h m  other CO- 

operatives. 

A major point behind the whole idea of hiring outside help, whether partial or bill 
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services, affects the way members participate. When the co-operative was in the coilectivist 

mode, members participated for various reasons including because eveyone else was. When 

certain tasks started getting a hancial reward associated with them, especiaiIy in regards to 

the managers, this tended to lower the level of participation by the members. Ln both 

management cases, members repeatedly made statements about getting the manager to do 

it all since they were being paid and for the co-operative to get its money's worth. The 

problem that presented was that the more tasks that the management groups accomplished 

the less the members participated; the less the members participated, the more dependent on 

the managers they became; the more dependent on the managers they became, the more 

power the manager had to influence the direction of the CO-operative and dismantle the 

collectivist form in favour of the bureaucratic form. A~so, the more members let the 

managers achieve this the more entrenched those bureaucratic relations become and long 

terni management becomes inevitable. Managers end up doing book work for the price of 

property management because since it is a co-operative there are aiways some people who 

volunteer their t h e  for specific tasks that would make the manager's job easier. 

In other words, the more property managers became successful, the more the co- 

operative members lost control of their co-operative. Control to the cornmunity members 

included doing the day-to-day managïng because that provides the hands-on learning that is 

so empowering to members a s  well as provides the content for democratic deliberation that 

in itself, is empowering to members. 

Collectivist cwperative o r g ~ t i o m  that include participatory democratic decision- 

macing processes require specific educationai training to this type of orientation particularly 
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given the looseiy defined structure indicative of this type of organization. The constraints 

of collectivist organizationai models, such as  the requirement of time, their potential for 

being highly motive and stressful, although relevant to the ECHC case, they had littie 

significance compared to the disrnantihg effects ofbureaucratization w i t h  and extemai to 

ECHC. 



CHAPTER SIX 
CONCLUSIONS 

This has been a story of one co-operative's experiences with keeping their self- 

management style of organization within a sea of professional management logic. Currentiy, 

ECHC is managing their housing CO-operative by themselves. They pay only for a 

bookkeeper through their audit Company, and occasionally hire people to do large 

maintenance jobs. Incidently, since ECHC struggled to nd their co-operative of management 

services, the International Co-operative Alliance amended the six principles of co-operative 

associations (listed in the appendix) to include a principle for ensuring members recognize 

the "community" aspect of CO-operatives; respecting members' needs and building 

community both within and outside of CO-operatives. (CHFK: 1998) 

Evangeline Courts Housing Co-operative Ltd. has experimced the positive effects 

of a collectivist CO-operative organization. Some members were empowered and felt the 

effects of the comW1ity building activities that were once prevalent given the generative 

form of democracy that was in use. ECHC rnembers have also experienced the degeneration 

of democracy within their CO-operative when the bureaucratie logic is applied by some 

members, managers, and by govemment. Cornmunity members were clearly grounded in 

a collectivist theoretical base of understanding. Individual members, property managers and 

CMHC were grounded in a bureacratic logic. The use of property management within co- 

operatives is clearly on the rise within Nova Scotia CHF/NS is making the attempt at least 

to provide a sector-based alternative which concentrates on helping co-operatives with 

specific operational problems not continuous property management Whether this is possible 
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remains to be seen. Although ECHC is currently using a self-managed style it remains to be 

seen if the community members can provide the educational background in collectivist 

organization or convince the rest of the members of the need to pay for such services to be 

given by CHF/NS or CHOSS for instance. Also, community rnembers have a struggle yet 

on their han& to successfully implernent into the policies and procedures the collectivist 

mode1 values in order to formally entrench that aim within the relational processes at ECHC. 

This will require collective action work on the part of community members to involve the 

general membership in the whole process, if it is to be achieved successfully. 

1 think it is clear that ECHC could have avoided trouble if they had attendeci to 

continuous education of their members particularly in collectivist CO-operative organization. 

It takes money to hire people to give educational sessions on CO-operation. Co-operatives 

are not saving money by not attending to this. The research has shown the importance of 

educating the new members corning into the co-operatives in the value set of the CO-operative 

and about the operational and organizational responsibilities. Those hired need to be 

collectivist in orientation; hopefully that is what CHF/NS is still promoting and what 

CHOSS employees will do. It would be interesting to compare and contrast the various 

management groups and assess their orientations towards organization as collectivist or 

bureaucratie. 

Also, it would be interesting to h d  out how many of the co-operatives that have had 

property management senrices, are now self-managed. ECHC experiences were that these 

managers had a philosophy of continuous management. ECHC cornmunity members felt 

that the second manager left of his own f?ee will to be able to say that he had got a CO- 
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operative back in a self-managed style for credibility because at the point they were not evem 

asking for his Company to leave. 

There seems to be a hidden nile within the sector about asserting all co-operative 

fonns are collectivist but it has been shown that bureaucratie co-operative organizations are 

not only possible but are increasing. It seems important for the sector to define specifically 

the collectivist organizational model and to make attempts to assert it as & sector-supportai 

model. Operational seMces would then be sector-supported to the extent that they work to 

c r e a t d e w e  CO-operatives are designed with a coilectivist model. 

The complex design of this research, as established by working collectively with the 

members of ECHC, has given me a greater understanding of and respect for this type of 

research. As compared to the amount of information that was coming largely h m  managers 

(sector supported or otherwise) it has been crucial for a complete understanding of this 

phenornenon to hear fiom people who are expenencing it. 1 think it is obvious that the 

carriers of knowledge go beyond the professionais; what these members have to report on 

their experiences with property management groups is crucial to any full understanding. 

Luckily cornrnunity members of ECHC had a solid like-minded core group with a 

deep understanding of the nature of democratic relations and collectivist organization. 

Obviously the theory of empowerment through collectivist organhation holds true for this 

group since they saw the problem, stmggled against it and fïnally fought it collectively and, 

for now, won. 

As for the co-operative potential for pemieating democratizing organizational 

structures within the fabric of society in order to create existing models reflective of a 



socialist plan, coUectivist co-operatives appear to have a struggie on their hands. The 

differmces in value bases and therefore structural design5 of collectivist and bureaucratic 

organkations as demonstratecl in the experiences at ECHC are clearly at odds with each 

other. Collectivist organizational models are seriously threatened because of their loosely 

defineci structure, (which is maintained organically on purpose) and because of its 

alternative nature given its stmggle to exist within the context of the dominant bureaucratic 

structure of society. 

The very basis for the CO-operative potential is the orientation towards democracy 

that collectivist type co-operatives aspire to. It is clear within the experiences of ECHC that 

bureaucratic iduences worked systematically to dismantle democratic processes. Some of 

the democratic concepts that need to be operationalized within collectivist CO-operative 

organizations are: 

1. Power m u t  be equally disbursed. 
2. Al1 group interests m u t  be adequately addresseci not silenced 

through majority rule. 
3. Democratic relations must be entrenched in the processes. 
4. Relationships between people must acknowledge people' s individuality , 

atnrm their competence, note their similarities and foster congeniality. 
5. Deliberation must be structured so as to ensure that it is an open and 

constructive process. 
6. People must be listened to and given respecthl consideration. 
7. Information must be shared equally among the group and not persuasively 

altered. 
8. Voting is legitimately done through consensus, majority d e ,  and 

proportional outcomes. 
9. Dissent must be acknowledged and noted. 

10. Monnation must be articulated at a comprehension level available to everyone. 
1 1. All members need equal access to set, change, and organize the agenda 
12. AU members need to have access to refomulate issues being discussed. 

Obviously, these are just some guidelines of the types of issues that need to be addressed if 
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an organization can claim to be dernomtic. Democratic processes do have specific 

properties and co-operatives need to operationalize those within their organizations. 

Government cutbacks have irnpacted negatively on the co-operative housing sector 

first by forcing a shift within resource groups fiom having educational goals to having 

management goals. These cutbacks also meant that govemment resources were no longer 

there to help co-operatives experiencing trouble, instead they shifted this responsibility ont0 

the CO-operatives themselves by forcing them to hire full property management services. 

Finaily, the govemment cutbacks have downloaded the whole co-operative program onto the 

provinces; it is unlmown at this point what the implications of that will be. Hopefully, the 

provincial govemment department that now has the co-operative housing responsibility will 

recognize the many advantages available for people who participate within the collectivist 

mode1 type of CO-operative. 

Evangeline Courts Housing Co-operative Ltd. has endured a difficuit struggle against 

long term management and they will continue to struggle with the bureaucratie logic 

prevalent in the contextual reality of which they are a part. Their detemination and work 

is guided by their values in community and their experiences that collectivist co-operative 

organization is not only possible but deeply empowering. 
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APPENDIX: A 
NAMES AND ACRONYMS 

Evangeline Courts Housing Co-operative Ltd. ECHC 

Canada Mortgage and Housing CMHC 

Co-operative Housing Federation of Nova Scotia CHFINS 

Co-op Housing Operation Services Society CHOSS 

Co-operative Housing Federation of Canada CHFK 

Defininer Characteristics: 

Evangeline Courts Housing Co-operative Ltd. 
A twenty seven unit housing complex (town houses) established as a co-operative, 
members run it themselves, 

Property Management Services 
Are incorporated business organizations which are paid to take on various tasks on 
behalf of housing CO-operatives usudly through three year contracts. 

Canada Mortgage and Housing Corporation 
The govemment body which holds the mortgage for housing co-operatives. There 
is an official contract (operating agreement) made between CMHC and housing CO- 

operatives which specines responsibilities. 

Co-operative Housing Federation of Nova Scotia 
The CO-operative sector identified association to which housing cosperatives may 
have membership in. The goals of the federation are education, advocacy, crisis 
intervention, and organizational maintenance on a provincial level. 

Co-op Housing Operational Services Society 
An incorporated non-profit society made up of CHFMS and Client representatives 
which offer sector supported £inancial, maintenance, membership and marketing 
services to CO-operatives with a philosophy of "assisting them and then getting out". 

Co-operative Housing Federation of Canada 
The co-operative sector identified association to which housing CO-operatives may 
have membership in. The federation lobbies govemment on behaifof co-operatives. 



On September 23,1995, the International Ccwperative Alliance, the body representing co- 
operatives world wide, adoptecl new co-operative principles. They appear in short form 
below. 

1. Open Membership 
Co-ops are open without exception to anyone who needs their 
senrices and kely  accepts the obligation of membership. 

2. Democratic Control 
Co-ops are controlled by their members, who together set policy, 
make decisions and elect leaders who report to them. In primary co- 
ops each member has one vote. 

3. Economic Participation 
All members contribute fairly to their CO-ops, which they own in 
common. Co-ops pay a limited retum (if any) on money people have 
to invest to become mernbers. Surpluses are held for the fiiture and 
used to improve the co-op's services. 

4. Independence 
Al1 agreements co-ops sign with outside organizations or govern- 
ments should leave the mernbers in control of the CO-op. 

5. Co-operative Education 
Co-ops offer training to their members, directon and staff. Co-ops 
tell the public what they are and what they do. 

6. Co-operation among Co-operatives 
Cosps work together through local, national and international 
structures to serve their members. 

7. Community 
Co-ops meet members' needs in ways that build lasting 
comrnunities inside and outside each CO-op. 

(Press Release, CHFIC, August 6, 1997) 
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