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colleagues were driving down a country

road in El Salvador in April 1994, when
they stopped to give a few hitchhikers a ride
in their pickup bed. Suddenly shots came
through the cab, wounding Godofredo and
killing one of his fellow workers.

Left for dead by guerillas who took $20,
Godofredo lived to tell the tale.

“We were visiting the El Pichiche
Cooperative [near Zacatecoluca] to discuss
an irrigation project and a crop production
contract for a local freezer company,” he said
in a case study written later. The trio was
helping members of the co-op grow grain,
black-eye pea and sesame.

After recuperating 45 days, Godofredo
went back to work advising farmer
cooperatives in El Salvador for the National
Business Cooperative Association’s CLUSA
International Program.

“It was very dangerous working in
El Salvador then,” said Stanley Kuehn,
Godofredo’s supervisor at the time.
“Kidnappings, car bombs, electrical poles
being blown up daily, people dying from the
war—at times it was difficult to get work
done.”

j ose Godofredo Pacheco and two

ag Peace in Sudan‘

Peace accords signed two years earlier
ended a 12-year civil war but violence was
continuing as civilians were allowed into
former conflict areas, said Kuehn, who is
now NCBA's regional director for Central
America, living in Managua, Nicaragua.

Godofredo is not the only international
co-op development worker to be wounded
working in a war-ravaged country. Others
have succumbed to AIDS, other diseases, or
natural disasters.

Why do they agree to work under such
dangerous conditions?

Because, Kuehn said, forming co-ops is a
viable and valuable strategy in war-torn or
crisis states.

“We’re dedicated to the improvement
of the economic, social, health and
environment of the people we serve,” he said.
“We accomplish these goals through hard
work in extremely adverse conditions that
include long hours, bad roads and everyday
violence. We demonstrate through technical
assistance and training that honesty, morals,
ethics and credibility are vital to becoming a
viable business.”

While it’s difficult to form co-ops when
war hits, Kuehn witnessed in El Salvador
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IN CRISIS COUNITRIES

Rebuilding Economies

After Wars
Dangerous
Rewarding

By NANCY JORGENSEN

how co-ops can help in these situations. “Co-
ops provided an organized and structured
platform with members in position to
provide valuable services to its base,” he

said. “Their staff can be immediately trained
to provide much-needed food, technical
assistance and training to members and
surrounding communities.”

Many Hot Spots

Not everyone is as enthusiastic as Kuehn
about cooperative development in war-torn
or failed states. Nonetheless, cooperative
development organizations continue to work
in a long list of world hot spots.

From Bosnia to Afghanistan to Rwanda,
cooperative principles are being used to
rebuild war-ravaged economies, provide
electricity to remote areas and re-establish
financial networks.

Most recently, three cooperative
development organizations received grants
from the U.S. Agency for International
Development to work in southern Sudan, a
region plagued by 25 years of civil war, with
2 million dead and 4 million displaced.

Jim Herne reflects a consensus among
overseas workers that co-ops can be difficult
to start up during a crisis.

“Potential members may be struggling
for survival,” said Herne, regional director
of Europe and Eurasia for Land O’Lakes
International Development Division in
Arden Hills, Minn. “This is not conducive to
cooperation and collaboration. Also, when
a crisis is underway—particularly in poorer
countries—potential members will not have
much trust for each other. The situation
can be an ‘every man for himself” type of
environment.”

Herne worked in Bosnia, where Islamic,
Christian and other ethnic factions battled
after the Communist government was
overthrown in 1991. Land O’Lakes built
sheep and lamb co-ops there whose members
crossed lines of ethnic diversity.

Proves

Herne laid out four conditions for co-ops
to be successful in fragile states:

0 Government policies must be favorable to
co-op formation and operation.

O Farmers’ attitudes should not be negative
based on previous bad experiences with
government-mandated co-ops.

0 Farmers need a minimum level of
economic security so the assets they put
at risk with the co-op are not their only
assets.

[ There should be a basic level of trust
among potential members so that they
can easily work together and make
common decisions.

Most agree that the initial need in these
areas is relief, which provides basic food,
shelter and medical assistance. Member-
owned and controlled co-ops provide a more
lasting solution but generally work best once
the smoke clears.

Lyle Brenneman, a former staff member
and current consultant to NCBA, has worked
in areas of Eastern Europe, Africa and Asia
affected by both natural and man-made
disasters. He favors disaster relief only when
it’s needed to keep people alive.

“Using the old refrain, give a man a fish,
he can eat for a day. Teach a man to fish, he
can eat for life,” Brenneman said.

Ted Weihe recently retired as executive
director of the U.S. Overseas Cooperative
Development Council, an umbrella group of
eight cooperative development organizations.
Weihe produced a lengthy report in June on
the role of cooperative development in crisis
countries.

“Co-ops are not an overall solution, but
they deserve their proper place, and failed
states especially lend themselves to the
co-op model,” Weihe said. “Our job in the
cooperative community is to promote our
success, demonstrated by the number of

REBUILDING ECONOMIES
continues on page 10
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IN CRISIS COUNITRIES

UJ REBUILDING ECONOMIES

continued from page 7

successful co-op projects we’re seeing around
the world.”

Weihe’s report detailed successful
cooperative development projects in no less
than a dozen crisis states.

0 In Montenegro in Eastern Europe from
1999 to 2002, Land O’Lakes formed dairy
co-ops as the region was emerging from
severe ethnic strife. Within a year, 35 co-ops
were formed with 12,000 members. They
experienced no ethnic or religious conflict.

0 In Lebanon, CHF International is
repairing infrastructure damage from
years of war and generating income
through agricultural co-ops and
community-based businesses.

0 In Rwanda, the World Council of Credit
Unions has been rebuilding a credit union
system nearly destroyed by genocide.
WOCCU has moved 17 pilot credit unions
from insolvency to solvency.

According to Weihe, co-ops provide a
catalyst for economic growth and investment,
build trust among diverse people, and build
a framework for participation and control in
democracy.

“In fragile states like Sudan,” he said,

“it’s incumbent on us to promote how

co-ops build trust. They build economic
development in a way that promotes social
values. Entrepreneurs can exploit and
control the market, where co-ops are more
participatory.”

Despite their positive aspects, Brenneman
said co-ops are not a panacea.

“Some donors have poured millions into
co-ops and seen little in the way of results.
Often, in developing countries, organizations
that call themselves co-ops really aren’t. They
are state-owned enterprises. Co-ops can only
be better if they are business-oriented and
member-owned and controlled,” he said.

Land O’Lakes’ Herne said the co-op
model suffered in Eastern Europe’s former
socialist governments, where those in power
sometimes corrupted co-ops for personal or
political gain.

“In Eastern Europe, the co-op system was
more of a top-down, state-mandated system
that didn’t work for the benefit of individual
members,” Herne said. “Because of this bad
experience, many farmers are now reluctant
to join co-ops. Sometimes you can call it a
farmer association. It works like a co-op but
avoids the negative connotation.”

Terrorist Threat

Will the threat of terrorism spur interest in
developing co-ops?

Weihe is optimistic. “Just look what we’re

We’re dedicated to the improvement of the economic, social,
health and environment of the people we serve. We accomplished
these goals through hard work in extremely adverse conditions that
include long hours, bad roads and everyday violence.

Stanley Kuehn, National Cooperative Business Association

doing to develop co-ops in Rwanda, Bosnia,
and Sudan,” he said. “These are tough places.
But they effectively make the case for co-
ops, especially as you look at the direction
terrorists are going. There’s an idealism to
co-ops that brings out good behavior.”

NCBA’s Kuehn agrees. “I definitely feel that
economic stability that co-ops have brought
to El Salvador and the region has reduced
the threat of terrorism if it’s compared to the
period before the peace accords were signed,”
he said.

Kuehn and his colleagues continue to
make progress in El Salvador, providing
language training for co-op members. When
needed, they offer literacy programs as well.

NCBA-assisted co-ops grow, pack and ship
lettuce, spinach, carrots, onions, melons, and
more. Certified organic products are some of
the most successful.

“Much of the productive land in eastern El
Salvador lay fallow during the war because
of the frequent firefights,” Kuehn said. “This
idle time resulted in one serendipitous
benefit: lack of tillage during the war years
provided time for pesticides used in the past
to dissipate.”

Kuehn stays in touch with his old friend,
Godofredo, who eventually became general
manager of an NCBA-assisted cooperative
and still lives and works in El Salvador.

In the case study, Godofredo said he
overcame many fears in his work with

NCBA. “Little by little I realized that
problems were part of our daily work and
their solution was my great challenge,” he
said. ch)

Safety Measures for
War-Torn Countries

How do cooperative development
organizations protect their workers in
war-torn countries and fragile states? In
NCBAs case, safety rules have become
stronger in recent years in response to
terrorism. They include:

0 No picking up hitchhikers

0 Maintain radio communication in
all vehicles in case of accidents or
violence

0 Pull technicians out of areas declared
hot spots

0 No traveling at night

0 No weapons, drugs or alcohol

[ Keep up with vehicle safety standards

[ Take care when hiring staff to prevent
putting members at risk

0 Communicate constantly with
the U.S. embassy—workers listen
to security warnings, and warn
officials of danger so they can pass
information on to others

little later.

recent tsunami.”

pestilence and hunger.

outsiders to solve our problems.”

Accountability Issues

America for NCBA since 1965.

hen is disaster aid more effective in crisis countries,
W and when does co-op development work best?

The short answer, according to experts contacted
by Cooperative Business Journal, is that both are necessary.
Disaster aid—providing basic food, shelter and medical
assistance—must arrive during the crisis. Member-owned
and controlled co-op development generally works best a

But relief has its downsides—and its critics.
“Relief is a handout,” said Lyle Brenneman, a
former staff member and current consultant to the
National Cooperative Business Association’s CLUSA
International Program. “I don’t believe in handouts
except to keep people alive, as in the case of the

James Shikwati, a Kenya-based economist, blames
dependence on foreign aid for much of Africa’s
inability to climb out of a cycle of war, drought,

“When aid money keeps coming, all our policy-
makers do is strategize on how to get more,” said
Shikwati in a recent Associated Press article. “They
forget about getting their own people working to
solve the very basic problems. In Africa, we look to

Donor aid projects can suffer from a lack of
accountability compared with more long-term
projects like co-ops, according to Stanley Kuehn, who has
worked on sustainable agricultural projects in Central

The U.S. Agency for International Development “does the
best job of accounting for the money,” Kuehn said. “They
have sophisticated auditors and evaluations to make sure no

these countries.”

money gets pocketed. Private donor groups don’t always have
those tracking systems in place.”

Kuehn goes so far as to say that relief aid can harm co-op
members. “Relief definitely has its place,” he said. “But after
the war in El Salvador, farmers that stuck it out in war-torn
areas weren’t given war dividends—there was an imbalance in
relief. Militants were given land, while our farmer-members

who were trying to purchase land couldn’t get it.”

After Hurricane Mitch struck El Salvador several years
ago, food aid coming into the region hurt farmer co-op sales,
Kuehn added. “You can’t be giving farmers seeds and inputs
to get started, and at the same time be dumping food on

the pie.

costs.

Kuehn said he'd like to see aid groups purchase food from local

farmers when possible.

He thinks USAID-supported organizations are still learning
how to deal with wars and other disasters under the banner
of nation-building. “The U.S. is doing a much better job than
in the past, but we still need to do more to make sure we’re
getting the best bang for the relief dollar.”

As a practical matter, cooperative development and disaster
aid often compete for dollars in the budgets of donor
organizations, and co-ops end up with a small piece of

Tom Carter coordinates USAID’s Cooperative
Development Program in Washington. He estimates that
U.S. cooperative development organizations manage
$200 million in USAID resources, although not all of this
is spent on co-ops. That compares with a total USAID
budget of $8 billion, plus $1 billion in administrative

“There are places and times when [cooperative
development] is appropriate,” Carter said. “Like any
other form of business, they no doubt perform better
in conditions of greater stability.”

‘Fragile States’ Strategy

USAID recently developed a new strategy directed at
stabilizing what it calls “fragile states.” Asked if a trend
toward co-ops will be part of that strategy, Carter said
probably not.

“Depending on the state of that fragility, one expects
that most energy, effort and creativity is spent keeping
the fuse from reaching the keg,” he said. “No matter how
potentially valuable cooperatives might prove, long-term
investments are not the way crisis managers try to solve
problems. And cooperatives are long-term investments. It’s
not the sort of sexy patch that attracts attention.” ch)

—Nancy Jorgensen
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