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As U.S. development assistance policy focuses increasingly on helping developing countries recover from social, political and economic crises and on preventing “fragile states” from falling into crisis situations, ACDI/VOCA’s ability to assist in building cooperatives and associations is becoming more important than ever.  From Ethiopia, where we have been helping agricultural co-ops rebuild and recover from repressive government control and manipulation since 1998, to our new programs in Northern Iraq where we work in high risk conditions to form income-generating cooperatives in rural areas, ACDI/VOCA-assisted co-ops and associations are helping people fulfill their dreams of freedom, economic viability and crisis recovery.

ACDI/VOCA assists in quick-starting the development process as countries move beyond emergency relief.  Cooperatives and associations help build the framework for solidarity and just civil societies.  ACDI/VOCA’s approach provides for broad grassroots involvement, local control and ownership, and nurturing the capacities of individuals and groups to drive the development of their own economies.

Cooperatives and associations help people design programs from the ground up, centered on group businesses that can be profitable.  Members define their own needs and have a personal stake in the group business.  Over time, cooperatives and associations build economic cooperation in fractured societies, with participation open to all including women, ethnic minorities and those practicing different religions.  Cooperatives mainstream poor and discriminated groups into conventional economies.


In post-crisis situations where the entrepreneurial spirit of rural people is allowed to flourish for the first time in years, cooperatives and associations cultivate good business practices, emphasize markets; financial systems controlled by members and communities; and broader participation in economic activities.  

Serbia is a good example of a country where economic and democratic development remains central to peace and the future prosperity and stability of the region. In Serbia, 49 associations have been assisted by ACDI/VOCA since 2001 ($1.1 million in project value).  ACDI/VOCA chief of party Gene Neill puts it this way: “By working with associations we accomplish several objectives.  First, we bring together groups with similar backgrounds and problems to seek solutions which would not be possible working with individuals or private companies.  Secondly, we provide lasting solutions by establishing functioning, member owned, democratic units which serve all members in the area to achieve a common goal whether it is livestock improvement, agricultural marketing, providing machinery to increase production etc.  Each of these projects has a sustainability element often lacking in pre-crisis cooperatives funded by the State.  In addition, we are encouraging cooperation among producers to increase their incomes and provide better lifestyles for themselves and their families.”  

Clearly, associations and cooperatives have a significant contribution to make as developing countries moving beyond relief to create lasting solutions to economic and community development challenges.
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