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Living the High Life in Emilia Romagna
Italian cooperatives as an engine for community development

An aerial view of Bologna, where 2/3 of 
the population are coop members. 

Dear friends,

This time last year, I had the pleasure 
of visiting the Emilia Romagna (ER) 
region of Northern Italy. While 
ER and its capital Bologna are best 
known for their culinary and academic 
prowess (Bologna is home to Europe’s 
oldest university and some of its 
þnest food), the regionõs cooperative 
economy is equally impressive. In this 
newsletter, I will share some lessons 
I learned about cooperatives in ER.

Lesson #1:  Cooperatives can enhance 
quality of life and living standards 
across an entire region. Although 
Emilia Romagna was devastated by 
fascism during World War II and 
was a poor region before the war, 
its inhabitants now have the highest 
disposable incomes in Italy, and ER 
consistently ranks among the top 
15 regions of the European Union in 
terms of GNP per inhabitant. Post-war 
reconstruction promoted cooperatives 
in housing, business, craftsmanship and 
agriculture, and today coops comprise 
as much as 35% of the region’s 
economy. In other words, modern-day 
Emilia Romagna is both very wealthy 
and very cooperative. ER’s density 
of cooperatives is believed to be the 
world’s highest. Coops range from very 
very small þrms (the average number of

employees in ER businesses is 
nine) to very large multinational 
enterprises. For example, CoopItalia 
is the country’s #1 retailer, and it has 
developed “big box coops” which have 
helped keep WalMart out of Italy. 

Lesson #2: To thrive and grow, coops 
need infrastructure and capital. 
Numerous umbrella organizations 
provide training, technical assistance, 
research and lobbying for Italy’s 
cooperatives. We visited three such 
organizations and learned that they 
provide the same kinds of services 
that WAGES offers our coops, but 
on a much grander scale. They have 
established training institutes for 
coop managers, cooperative banks, 
and international solidarity initiatives. 

Italian law also promotes the long-term 
stability of the cooperative sector 
by requiring coops to contribute 3% 
of proþts to a national cooperative 
development fund and by exempting 
a substantial portion of coopsõ proþts 
from taxes, if the proþts are kept 
within the business. These incentives 
help coops set aside funds for 
expansion and innovation (CoopItalia’s 
dramatic growth, for example, was 
completely self-þnanced), rather than 
paying all proþts out to members.  

Lesson #3: Disadvantaged workers 
and social services represent the 
coop movement’s cutting edge.  Italy 
experienced a “welfare crisis” in the 
1970s and 80s, which led to cut-backs 
in many social services. The cooperative 
movement stepped in to address the 
need. Today, Italy’s “social cooperatives” 
provide a wide range of social services 
and create jobs for disadvantaged 
workers (deþned by law as people with 
mental disabilities and ex-prisoners or 
addicts). Once again, the laws help by 
exempting coops from payroll taxes 
for their disadvantaged workers. Thus

in Italy, social enterprise takes a 
cooperative form, much as it does for 
WAGES. Other European countries 
are beginning to follow the Italian 
example.

In our own small way, WAGES’ 
cooperatives are doing what Italian 
coops have done so well:  improving their 
communities and increasing members’ 
standard of living, as Ana Martinez’s 
story on p. 2 illustrates. WAGES looks 
forward to beginning development of 
a new coop this year and to reþning 
and documenting our cooperative 
model so that we can spread it more 
broadly. We are grateful to the Italian 
cooperatives for their inspiration 
and to WAGES’ many supporters who 
make our work possible. Thank you!      
¡Gracias! Grazie!

		  Sincerely, 

		  Hilary Abell
		  Executive Director




