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Introductory Notes
Several notes are needed to explain the concept for the Context Study, its presentation and sources of
data.
•

•

•

•

•

This is a desk review and an attempt to capture a ‘bird’s eye view’ of the situation of Polish
cooperatives today, rather than a detailed presentation of the evolution of the movement or
its branches. It cannot do justice to the analyses and empirical material amassed over more
than two decades or the presentations made in Polish and international forums. Key materials
are referenced but they only represent a part of what is available for further review.
Data available as of 2015 was used to represent the situation of Polish cooperatives ‘today’. The
period covered by this study is 1989/90-2015. However, opinions, discussions, presentations or
reviews published or expressed between 2015 and 2017 are also included, as much as possible,
to reflect the status at the time of writing (i.e. February 2017). A vigorous discussion of a variety
of issues is continuing and including them contributes to our understanding of the broad
context in which the Polish cooperative movement currently operates.
A number of the reviews and empirical studies referred to in this study cover different periods
or use different presentation methods. Therefore, to facilitate an understanding of the
current situation, the presentation typically starts with the status of 2015. Information, when
available, is provided to look back to the start of the transformation period in 1989.
In considering a country-wide research activity, it is important to gather information about
empirical studies conducted in Poland over the period. Some were conducted through groups
of interdisciplinary specialists. Experience gained through these studies should better inform
planning and future OCDC research. A summary review of key studies is attached so that
lessons can be drawn and applied to new research activities.
Several different systems were (and still are) used to collect data about cooperatives in Poland.
Because of differences, further confirmation of numeric data is advisable since some
discrepancies may be observed depending on which system is used:
o REGON-system of the Central Bureau of Statistics, currently working with KRS to align
their reporting systems;
o Court Registration System (Krajowy Rejestr Sadowy), which keeps records of
court registrations by cooperatives, and related documents;
o Files of Krajowa Rada Spoldzielcza or National Cooperative Council, which
tracks information on member organizations and their members;
o Representative organizations (Unions), which keep their records for each branch
and/or shares that information on their websites;
o Polish National Bank (Narodowy Bank Polski) and National Association of Cooperative
Savings and Credit Union (Krajowa Spoldzielcza Kasa Oszczednosciowo-Kredytowa SKOK)
keeps data related to cooperative banks as well as saving and lending unions;
o CooperativesEurope periodically publishes data about cooperatives, based
on information received from national bodies (in this case, KRS); however,
data
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•

presentation involves different groupings of cooperatives and results in slight
differences compared to data provided on the KRS website;
Comprehensive analysis of the current condition of the Polish cooperative sector is available in
Polish as Report on the current status of Polish cooperatives [Raport o spoldzielczosci polskiej],
Krajowa Rada Spoldzielcza, Warszawa 2010. Many authors cite data contained in this report;
therefore, in some cases, citations are from secondary sources that refer to the Report.

The most recent event in the cooperative movement in Poland was the 6th Cooperative Congress held in
Warsaw on December 12-14, 2016. Programmatic material prepared for the Congress, as well as
resolutions adopted at its conclusions, are referred to throughout this study to reflect the opinions of
current cooperative leaders who reviewed the status of the sector and addressed various public bodies,
experts, supporters as well as opponents within academic, political, social or media circles. Multiple
proposals and working groups continue to discuss future reforms of the law on cooperatives, issuing
position papers, presentations, discussion voices, etc.
As far as possible, these voices should be reviewed more comprehensively, possibly as part of future research.
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1. General Overview and Historical Context
1.1.Evolution of the Cooperative Sector as Poland Transitioned to a
Market Economy
Several distinct milestones can be identified.

1.1.1. Historical roots: 19th century to 1945
The history of the Polish cooperative movement goes back to the mid-19th century, even though its
growth was not uniform in all territories of the then-partitioned country. Different development
patterns were followed in the Prussian, Russian, and Austrian sections, pioneered by the idealists,
entrepreneurs, and social reform activists who promoted neighborly assistance, education,
collaboration and support for joint action in this mostly agrarian society. Helping the rural and urban
poor seemed particularly important given the changes from an agrarian to an industrial economy and
related social and economic transformations.
In the western (Prussian) part, a regional network of cooperative banks and agricultural cooperatives
(supplies and marketing) developed as a counter-reaction to the policy of Germanization. By 1913, 204
banks with 152,868 members were active, as well as 60 rural cooperatives (Rolniki) with 9,681 members.
In the southern part of Galicia, due to the more liberal Austrian policies, conditions were conducive to
the formation of various savings and credit cooperatives. This, by 1913, resulted in the formation of 100
lending associations with 340,000 members and 1,397 savings and loan societies (Kasy Stefczyka), with
over 300,000 members. In the Russian part, mainly consumer cooperatives developed, with 274
operating both in the rural and urban areas. Mutual and small credit societies were also popular (100
and 751, respectively) with close to 250,000 members. Dairy societies were also forming.
After Poland regained its independence in 1918, the movement was considerably helped by the
enactment of a unified law on cooperatives in 1920. The law helped unify organizational structures
across the country and provided a supportive legal environment; a dynamic development of
cooperatives soon took hold. On the eve of World War II, the numbers representing rural and urbanbased societies as well as their second-tier self-governing bodies were quite impressive: close to 14,000
cooperatives associating around 3 million members and organized into various auditing unions.
Unfortunately, all these organizations and their members suffered throughout the war years. The ones
located on Germany-occupied territory were incorporated into the forced production and distribution
systems, whereas those in the east, occupied by the USSR, lost their independence after being
forcefully integrated into the state organization “Centrosojuz” [Chlopukova (2003), 245; Boguta (2014)
41-43].

1.1.2. People’s Republic of Poland (PRL): 1945-1989
At the end of World War II, the fortunes of the Polish cooperative movement were closely related to the
political, economic, and social changes occurring in the country. Cooperative societies were considered
‘socialized economy units’ (jednostki gospodarstwa uspolecznionego), which were quickly integrated
7

with and linked to the centrally planned economy. A series of limitations of the autonomy and internal
democracy was imposed, and in 1948 the existing Auditing Union was dissolved and replaced by branch
unions. The assets of cooperatives were nationalized in 1950-55, resulting in the state taking over 3,000
cooperative stores and hundreds of warehouses and sales outlets [http://www.spolem.org.pl/ history],
and state-owned farms (including farms owned by the State Treasury) established and aggressively
promoted among the 2 million individually owned family farms [Chloupkova (2002/3) 4-7].
The first attempts to restore the traditions and autonomy of the movement took place following the
changes of 1956. Certain cooperative structures and their self-governing bodies were reactivated and
activities of specific branches were allowed to operate more broadly, e.g. in dairy, horticulture, housing,
or savings and lending operations. Efforts to change agricultural policies were still largely resisted by the
Polish peasantry [Chloupkova (2002/3) 4-7; Banaszak (2008) 27-46].
The 1970s and 1980s evidenced the more intense efforts and pressure to align the cooperative
movement with the central economy, with the responsibility to achieve set economic targets and the
imposition of top-down decisions made not by members but by local political operatives and state
authorities. In the words of one commentator who summarized the situation: “Cooperative leaders of
the time allowed for the imposition of a formula according to which all economic units active in the
socialist economy were implementing programs to achieve all-national, not individual group goals and
interests. The cooperative movement was given numerous tasks that meant that its economic role was
increasing. Each branch had its tasks and targets and each cooperative its territory of operations on
which it had practically monopolistic power. Both in urban and in rural settings, through cooperatives,
the state was implementing its policies and vision of the society. To achieve the given goals, buildings
and infrastructure were built, people were employed. Artificially deprived of competition, and supported
by the state, the cooperative movement was growing rapidly. However, cooperative membership was
becoming formal, often enforced, and the link between the member and the cooperative was loosening” 1
[Boguta (2014) 44].
As typical for that period, the historian for the Katowice Housing Cooperative recalls that in 1980 only
39.2% of newly produced housing units were made available to members. The remaining majority was
made available to local enterprises to house their employees (32.8 %) and to state administration
officials (18.8%) [Komar (2011) 20]. In agriculture, even though private farming resisted the attempts of
collectivization, the small size of farms negatively affected their efficiency and the system of advance
contracts, which obliged farmers to sign contracts specifying the volumes of produce they would sell to
the state and accept prices set by the state, meant the loss of interest in productivity, lower efficiency,
the loss of identity in rural cooperatives by non-adherence to cooperative principles, the refusal to carry
out orders of the central authorities, and the loss of the feeling of responsibility on the part of
members.2 Due to these actions, over time, the social capital fabric of Polish communities was almost
destroyed.3

The author notes that despite these negative occurrences, cooperative structures were still “self-governing and
more than once proved their independence from political authorities.”

1
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1.1.3. Transformation period: 1989 - 2004
Given the process of changes that started in 1989, Polish cooperatives have had to face the reality of a
market-based economy as well as profound structural changes within the sector. For example:
•

•

•

In agriculture, this often meant that individual farmers withdrew their membership in
cooperatives, thinking they could ‘do without’. This turned out to be a mistaken approach
since individual farmers typically could not withstand competition and the pressure of
considerably larger and stronger economic actors that took over the spaces and services
traditionally provided by cooperatives. At the same time, structural changes and liquidation of
traditional supply, production, and sales centers destroyed traditional rural/institutional
linkages. The whole cooperative system of servicing agriculture fell apart.
In housing, a very strong trend towards privatization meant that already by 1995, 48% of cooperative housing units were owner-occupied, compared with only 16% in 1988. And by 2001,
67% of the cooperative dwellings were privatized and the co-op housing monopoly ended with
the establishment of other forms of tenancy such as condominiums, introduced in 1995
[www.housinginternational/poland]. At the same time, housing production declined due to
increasing costs and a lack of capital. Even large cooperatives that had land were unable to
build and concentrated their resources on their existing portfolio. Waiting times continued
and new arrangements were sought.
At the national level, the decisions of 1990 began the process of liquidation of central and
voivodship level unions. Often mismanaged, this process resulted in considerable loss of assets.
Several legislative initiatives undertaken in this period reflected clashing points of view and
ongoing dialogue, sometimes resulting in a state of affairs unsatisfactory to all concerned.4

Given these processes, several negative phenomena were observed across the cooperative
movement:
•
•
•
•
•

Bankruptcies and liquidations (one of several reasons for the declining number of
cooperative enterprises);
Loss of confidence in cooperatives and resignations from the membership, which led to
declining membership numbers;
Diminished assets, employment numbers, and areas of operations;
Conversions and changes in legal/organizational structure of cooperatives leading to
their transformation into commercial entities;
Breaking of linkages and lack of collaboration between cooperatives;

Chloupkova (2002/3) 9-10 calls it artificially enforced “pseudo-cooperation” and the development of “worker
mentality.”
3
Several studies on social capital reflect on these issues, including Chloupkova et al (2003); Paldam-Svenden
(2002); Banaszak (2008).
4
Fraczak-Skrzypiec (2011) speaks about this in the context of worker cooperatives and related legislation.
Maliszewski (1995) in the context of housing cooperatives.
2
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•

Closing of the whole educational infrastructure, which supported cooperatives, including
schools and institutes training cadres for cooperatives.

Throughout the 1990s and early 2000s, these processes led to a fluctuation in the number of
cooperative enterprises as well as membership numbers, although in some cases the numbers were
caused by mergers and vertical and horizontal concentration aimed at strengthening market position.
And, with the prospect of Poland joining the EU, harmonization processes required additional
adaptations and transformations concerning legal, operational, and support systems.

1.1.4. Transformation period: 2004 - present
Poland’s accession to the EU occurred in 2004. Transformation processes continued within each sector
of the cooperative movement, including structural, organizational, as well as behavior changes needed
to adapt to the requirements of the EU market and EU legislation. Important legislative work continued
at the national level, resulting in the adoption of several acts directly affecting cooperatives (more in
sections 2 and 3, below).
The cooperative movement, as represented by the National Cooperative Council (or KRS), continues to
voice concerns and represent opinions of the movement in the work of the Tripartite Commission on
Socio-Economic Dialogue established to develop broader policies and guidelines applicable to the
sector. Discussion of issues continues within the context of the National Program of Development of
Social Economy [Stawicki (2016) 38-39].

1.2.Relationship (or not) with the Pre-war Cooperative Movement
in Poland
The roots, traditions, and achievements of the pre-war years are certainly recognized and cited as
examples to respect. And the goals of restoring cooperative principles and values, of rebuilding
‘cooperative identity,’ which may have been lost over the years of forceful submission to the centrallyplanned economy, are broadly recognized. These general statements are shared in pronouncements of
cooperative leaders, in history sections on websites of their organizations that recall the past, and both
the good and bad experiences related to it.
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2. Cooperative Sector as Part of National Economy Today
2.1. Cooperative sector vis-à-vis other sectors today
2.1.1. Poland as part of Europe
Based on data contained in two “CooperativesEurope” Reports (with data for 2009 and 2015),5 the
Polish cooperative sector is in a relatively strong position compared to other countries in Europe. It is in
5th place in Europe in terms of the overall number of cooperatives (increasing to 9,500 from 8,800) and
the number of cooperative members at around 8 million. In terms of employment, Poland seems to be
in 4th place, representing around 2.5% of the total of the professionally active population at the time,
although decreasing from around 300,000 employees in 2015.

No. of
cooperatives (in
thousands)
Italy
Spain
France
Sweden
Poland

No. of employees
(in thousands)
Italy
France
Germany
Poland
Spain

2009

2015

41.5
24
21
9
8

39.2
20.05
22.5
5.4
9.5

2009

2015

1.1
900
830
400

1.15
1.21
860
300

380

290

No. of members
(in millions)
France
Germany
Italy
United Kingdom
Poland

2009

2015

23
20.5
13
8.4
8

26.1
22.2
12.6
14.9
7.9

Annual turnover
(in billion Euros)
France
Germany
Italy
United Kingdom

2009

Poland

2015
306.9
195
150.3
52.1

*No
data

14.5

2.1.2. Key data on Polish cooperatives (2015)
The data below is based on The Power of Cooperation. CooperativesEurope key statistics 2015.
5

Poland page. https://coopseurope.coop/sites/default/files/The%20power%20of%20Cooperation%20%20Cooperatives%20Europe%20key%20statistics%202015.pdf
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Poland

2015

No. cooperative enterprises

9,552

No. members

7,976,600

No. employees

300,000

Annual turnover (Euro)

14.5 billion

2.2. Characteristics of the cooperative sector by branch (2015)
Sub-dividing information by branch, the following are key statistics about Poland.6

Source: The Power of Cooperation. CooperativesEurope key statistics 2015.

6

There is a small discrepancy between these numbers and the numbers from the KRS website which, when the
numbers are added, show a total of 9,755 cooperatives. The discrepancy seems to result from a different grouping
of specific types of cooperatives.
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The information below is based chiefly on KRS and branch union websites, accessed in
January/February 2017, as well as the key literature, both in English and in Polish.7

2.2.1. Agriculture
Despite profound changes occurring within the last two decades, Polish agriculture is still characterized
by a high degree of fragmentation, with only one-third of farms producing for the market, and with poor
collaboration and various legacy issues.8 Several types of cooperatives continue to function in rural
areas:
Dairy cooperatives (Spoldzielnie mleczarskie)
On the union website, 221 dairy cooperatives are listed as functioning across the country, with 100 of
them (91 dairy and 9 dairy support cooperatives), or 45%, identified as union members. Dairy
cooperatives are often cited as examples of a successful transition and adaptation to the requirements
of the modern market as well as the EU market following the accession of 2004. In 2011, 156 dairy
cooperatives enjoyed a 70% share of milk production and processing market and employed around 18
thousand employees. Early in the period of systemic transformation dairy cooperatives actively engaged
in consolidation and modernization processes, with a high degree of specialization. Several brand
names, including Mlekopol and Mlekovita, are well known and compete both in local and European
markets [www.mleczarstwopolskie.pl. Krysiak (2006) 15-19, Malak-Rawlikowska et al. (2007) 95-108].
Self-Help Peasants’ Cooperatives (or SHCs - Samopomoc Chlopska)
This branch is significantly reduced today to around 1,336 SHCs, with an estimated 200,000 members.
Year
No. of Self-Help Cooperatives

1992
1,900

2000
1,648

2008
1,617

2010
1,600

2012
1,500

2015
1,336

SHCs provide a variety of inputs and supplies for farming. Their long history in rural areas makes them
one of the oldest types of Polish cooperatives, traditionally organized based on values of self-help and
self-sufficiency. Today, Self-Help cooperatives run close to 9,000 commercial outlets, 2,000 service
centers, 400 warehouses, 500 food production facilities and multiple other farming-related businesses,
including training and convention centers. Their union counts 964 cooperatives (or 74% of all existing
ones) as members [www.kzrs.pl]. However, as noted by one author: “some of these cooperatives are still
negatively affected by the eroded trust among rural communities (they experience ‘a crisis of trust’).” It is
estimated that in 1989, SHCs had around 1 million members whereas in 2013 this number went down to
160,000. And the number of employees went down from 468,000 in 1089 to fewer than 65,000 in 2013.
Estimated turnover for all functioning Self-Help Cooperatives is estimated at no more than 8 billion PLZ
[Boguta (2014) 49].

7

Data for 1989 come from Krysiak (2006); data for years 2001, 2008, and 2012 from Dec (2012), Wyrzykowska
(2014), or Boguta (2014). Brzozowska-Wabik provides data for 2010 based on ‘Report on Polish Cooperative Sector
2010’ [Raport o Soldzielczosci polskiej 2010]. Sources of information for later than 2012 are cited separately.
8

For a comprehensive history of changes in the sector, see Chloupkova (2002/3); Boguta (2014); Report on
the project: Current condition and perspectives of development of rural cooperatives in Poland 2015).
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Agriculture Production Cooperatives (Rolnicze Spoldzielnie Produkcyjne)
Close to 700 such cooperatives function across the country, with approximately 42,000 members.9
Year

1988

2001

2008

2010

2012

2015

No. of Ag Producer Cooperatives

2,089

1,598

1,175

No data

1,500

700

These cooperatives farm close to 250,000 hectares of arable land to produce various crops, including
approximately 70% of all wheat production. The second most common type of activity is animal
husbandry, while mixed production (crops and animals) is the third. The average size of a cooperative
reaches 625 hectares of land, employing 42,000 of seasonal employees (with an average of 4 employees
per 100/hectares). Apart from production, Ag Production Cooperatives run a substantial-size
commercial and service network, including transportation services, machinery repair shops,
construction, and small-scale artisanal workshops. Many engage in agro-tourism [www.kzrrsp.pl].
Cooperatives of Ag-Circles (Spoldzielnie Kolek Rolniczych)
According to the union’s website, there are close to 500 such cooperatives in the union. Typically, these
are second-tier cooperatives formed by legal entities, i.e. Ag-Circles or Farm Services Cooperatives
(Spoldzielnie Uslug Rolniczych), which are primary level groups formed by individual farmers. The circles
function across the country providing machinery and use of machinery-related services (e.g. crop
collection) but also the sale of ag-products, fuel, transportation services and other services. To expand
their activities, many Cooperatives of Ag Circles contract for services with local authorities, e.g. to
provide local transportation, waste management, repair shops, snow removal, etc.
The number of these types of cooperatives fell significantly:10
Year
No. of Cooperatives of Ag Circles

1989
2,000

2001
1,427

2008
1,070

2010
No data

2012
958

2015
500

However, exact numbers are unavailable. At least one source stated that any given number is probably
incorrect since half of these cooperatives are inactive and only rent machinery and equipment they still
possess. Because of new opportunities created by EU support programs, the need for these types of
services seems to be even more limited so it is estimated that the majority of Cooperatives of Ag Circles
have already sold or otherwise disposed of their machinery assets. It is also noted that since the Bureau
of Statistics no longer publishes information about cooperatives, some authors estimate their number
to be even lower than 500, and the number of employees at 5,000 in 2010 [Boguta (2014) 51;
www.kolkarolnicze.eu].
9

There are some discrepancies in numbers. Mierzwa (2009) shows 840 in 2007 while Wyrzykowska (2014) shows
1065 in 2012.

10

However, Dec (2012) 19 states that 570 were functioning in 2011, which is fewer than shown by other authors.
Note also that the KRS website estimates that there are 22,500 farmer circles and 25,800 women-farmer circles.
These numbers need to be verified.

14

Horticulture and Apiary Cooperatives (Spoldzielnie ogrodniczo-pszczelarskie)
Around 188 such cooperatives are listed on the KRS website. These businesses engage in growing,
selling, and processing fruit, vegetables, mushrooms, herbs, and other horticultural products. They run
nurseries, meads and honey production stations, and other collection and processing facilities.
System transformations commenced in 1989 affected these types of cooperatives particularly harshly.
Many could not repay investment credits taken earlier due to high-interest rates. This resulted in the
practical take-over of the branch by private investors, with significant losses to cooperative businesses.
While in 1989 cooperatives had a 60% share of the fruit and vegetable market, this fell to below 2% in
2012. Out of over 200 processing plants that were owned and operated by cooperatives, only a few
remained.11
Agriculture Producer Groups (Grupy Producentow Rolnych)
These groups started forming in 2006 based on new legislation passed that year. Founders had a choice
of organizational and legal form on which to base their activity, including limited liability company (LLC),
partnership, cooperative, or association. According to studies conducted between 2006 and 2015, only
some groups selected a cooperative form of business although the situation seems to be changing and
more now select this form of business [see comments in part 5.2.1]. According to KRS, as of March 2014,
there were 1,394 groups currently in existence, with 425 of them having selected the cooperative form
of business. Services to members consist chiefly of marketing and outreach to allow for joint sales.12

2.2.2. Banking/financial services
Cooperative Banks (CB)
These banks have 150 years of tradition in Poland. One of the oldest examples is that of a CB in
Brodnica, central Poland, established in 1862.13 Their well-developed and far-reaching networking
structure helps to ensure their competitive position on the market. As part of the Polish banking
system, these banks are based entirely on Polish capital.
Starting in 1989, CBs actively engaged in consolidation and systems strengthening, spurred by high
capital requirements imposed by the EU (500,000 euros in 2005, 1 million euros in the next two years).
As a result, the number of CBs dropped.
Year
No. of Cooperative Banks

1989
1,662

2000
680

2008
No data

2010
593

2012
572

2015
338

11

Boguta (2014) 49-50, in Table 6, shows only 64 cooperatives as of 2013 while the union has no website.
However, according to KRS information, many of these cooperatives may have re-structured into Ag Producer
Groups.
12

See KRS website on the latest trend:
http://www.krs.com.pl/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=375&Itemid=632
13
Cited by Boguta (2014) 51. For a more detailed history of changes in the sector of financial services and current
conditions, see Siudek (2010); Zelcewicz (2013); Balina et al. (2014); Nastarowicz (2016).
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CBs are particularly active in rural areas,14 and are among the main rural economic actors: farmers,
cooperatives, small and medium-sized enterprises, local governmental units. The successful way in
which they were able to withstand the financial crisis of 2008 is cited as an example of their effective
transformation and adaptation to the requirements of the global market.
Based on current EU law, cooperative banks are treated as credit institutions and, in consequence, they
are obliged to meet several requirements that are placed by the EU upon credit institutions in respect
of capital, asset quality, liquidity, etc. A Cooperative Banks Forum held in Warsaw in December 2016
considered various aspects of cooperative activity and perspectives of growth.15
Savings and Lending Groups (SKOKs or Spoldzielcze Kasy Oszczednosciowo-Kredytowe)
These groups began forming just 25 years ago but spread widely, evoking the traditions of Dr. Stefczyk
self-help groups and cooperative banks. However, they also benefitted from the experience and support
of American Credit Unions. The primary purpose of SKOKs is to permit only members to save funds,
provide them with loans and credit, service member accounts and facilitate insurance arrangements. As
of 2013, SKOKs had 2.6 million members and an active portfolio of 18 billion Polish Zloty. 16
Year
No. of SKOKs (S&Ls)

2000
146

2008
No data

2010
59

2012
55

2015
48

Since the EU Directive 2006/48/EC17 does not apply to SKOK, they are not treated as credit institutions,
which allows for the application of less stringent requirements in respect of supervision, credit risk
mitigation, own funds, etc.

2.2.3. Consumer Cooperatives (SPOLEM)
Like cooperative banks and self-help rural groups, consumer cooperatives (SPOLEM) have nearly 200
years of tradition in Poland. According to branch union information, there are 385 active cooperatives,
of which 273 belong to the union. Their main activity focuses on retail and wholesale sales of ag-food
and food processing products, including bakeries, butcher shops, and other food-processing products.
SPOLEM cooperatives run over 4,000 commercial sales outlets, 300 food-processing and 175 foodrelated businesses, 378 warehouses, 8 hotels, 23 health-resort-type facilities and one conferencetraining center [Dec (2012) 20; www.spolem.org.pl].

14

For 2015, several associated banks are shown on the Auditing Union’s website [www.zrbs.pl accessed January
2017]. As of 2012, with the number of CBs at 572, member numbers stood at 1.5 million. According to estimates,
CBs served around 10 million clients in their 4200 network-centers, while employing 33,000 employees. Their
participation level in the banking sector stood at 8.6%.
15

http://kreatorzy.eu/konferencje/zarzadzanie/forum-bankow-spoldzielczych-2016.
Wyrzykowska (2014) 11-12. However, Zalcewicz (2013) 55 notes that the SKOK sector is still undergoing
consolidation. This means that despite the number of SKOKs falling, member numbers are rising. SKOK website,
www.skok.pl, as of Sept 2015, shows 41 central and 1,226 branch offices, and 1.91 million members. See also
Boguta (2014).
16
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Year
No. of Consumer Cooperatives
SPOLEM

1988
397

2001
421

2008
393

2010
385

2012
372

2015
385

2.2.4. Housing Cooperatives
Significant changes occurred in the housing sector over the 25 years under study. Article 75 of the
Polish Constitution shifted the responsibility for housing: public authorities were now to support the
development of housing but not be directly responsible for it. New policies, new arrangements and
initiatives had to be developed.17
A private mortgage finance system was created, with the help of US assistance funds, accompanied by
important changes in the legal process to eliminate legal and administrative bottlenecks [Black et al.
(2000)]. Housing costs increased as the government withdrew subsidies and house prices and related
services were released. Rents that earlier were strictly controlled and set by administrative decisions
were now based on the market. A rental housing reform was undertaken in 1994, which first
significantly reduced and then abolished rent regulation for the private rental sector, leading to an
increase in rents. According to estimates, current housing expenditures now represent between 21.7%
and 36% of household income.
These developments had a strong impact on two types of typical activity of housing cooperatives (HCs):
•

•

New construction: While at the end of the 1980s, on average, 68,000 cooperative dwellings
were constructed annually, as of 2006, only 9,000 units were built by HCs, falling to 5,100 in
2010. HCs now face strong competition from private developers who dominate the market.18
Financial resources and mortgage credits were (and are) still very expensive; thus, private
developer-produced housing is scarcely affordable for most of the population. Alternative
arrangements continue to be sought.19
Management of existing housing assets: HCs continue to face multiple challenges, including poor
quality assets, energy inefficiency, rents in arrear, and poorly qualified managers. Various
strategies were adopted by individual HCs to respond to these challenges.20

Even though HCs are no longer the main housing provider, HCs still represent a fifth (19.4%) of total
housing stock, with an estimated 3,500 cooperatives and over 2.5 million units. Fluctuations in the
number of HCs due to mergers and/or divisions shown below.
Year
No. of Housing Cooperatives
17

1989
3,128

2001
3,948

2008
4,306

2010
No data

2012
4,326

2015
3,500

For a detailed history of the changes in the housing sector, see www.housinginternational.coop/co-

ops/poland; Black et al. (2000); Markham (2003) 1-14; Twardoch (2010); Coudroy de Lille (2015) 17-31.
18

Annual Housing Monitor shows detailed numeric data on construction, as well as other housing-related
indicators. Uchman et al., (2015).
19
See, for example, CHF International’s small housing cooperative program implemented in the 1990s, or
comments by Twardoch-Heciak (2016) 1-5 and their examples of ‘co-housing’ arrangements.
20
See Komar (2011) 21-23 and the history of HC Katowice.
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It is estimated that 11 million Polish citizens live in cooperative housing, many of them still quite large,
even up to 100,000 individual members per cooperative. In the course of the transformations of the
1990s and 2000s, many large housing cooperatives were divided into smaller properties and some
converted into condominium associations, based on the legislation of 2000, with later amendments.
Annual turnover reported to CooperativesEurope for 2015 amounted to 4.6 billion euros.
In terms of the availability of housing, Poland still has one of the lowest rates in Europe with 348 units
per 1,000 inhabitants. This means an estimated shortage of 1.5 million units in the country and over
one million households still living in non-voluntary cohabitation (mostly younger households that
cannot find or afford their own homes). For these reasons, new initiatives are continually proposed,
including small housing cooperatives, partnership arrangements with local governments, and ‘cohousing’ schemes. 21
Only 14% (or 520) of active HCs are currently in the Auditing Union of Housing Cooperatives
[www.zrsmrp.com.pl].

2.2.5. Industry, Services and Social Cooperatives
Several types of cooperatives are typically distinguished in this group.
Worker cooperatives
The KRS website shows the number of 700 worker cooperatives operating today, with 180 (or 25%)
participating as KRS members. Worker cooperatives are active in all types of services but also in
production, including textiles, leather goods, shoes, food, health and wellness, etc. Over the years, the
number of these cooperatives decreased, like other branches:22
Year
No. of Worker Cooperatives

1988
2,104

2001
2,092

2008
1,398

2010

2012
1,235

2015
648

Two branch auditing unions operate today:
•
•

Zwiazek Lustracyjny Spoldzielni Pracy, which has about 200 entities as members
[www.zlsp.org.pl], and
Spoldzielczy Zwiazek Rewizyjny ‘Wspolnota Pracy,’ which has 84 cooperatives as members
[Stawicki p 42].

Twardoch-Heciak (2016) 4-5 treats ‘co-housing’ differently from cooperative housing to counter the existing
resistance to joint ownership, which “stems from the previous economic regime and misrepresentations about
cooperative housing.”
22
Stawicki (2016) 42. However, Krysiak (2006) shows 1,235 in 2000. The difference may relate to whether
construction services are included. If so, the number for the early 2000s, cited by Wyrzykowska, will go up.
21
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A comprehensive study of the condition of worker cooperatives and projections for their development
was undertaken in 2011 to identify key barriers to growth and ways to move forward [Fraczak- Skrzypiec
(2011)].
Social cooperatives (SC or Spoldzielnie Socjalne)
This is a relatively new type of cooperative, aimed at bringing back to the employment market, through
the operation of a joint enterprise, those threatened by social exclusion or unemployment, or with low
levels of employable skills. Cooperative ideas and their ‘human focus’ were seen as particularly
appropriate and suitable organizational forms to fulfill these types of social goals [Kawa-Kuzniar (2009);
Kawa (2012) 308; Kawa (2015)]. Based on the 2006 legislation, which draws on successful examples of
other European countries, SCs grew in number relatively quickly:23
Year
No. of Social Cooperatives

2006
n/a

2008
96

2010
No data

2012
376

2015
850

According to law, SCs could be cooperatives of either legal or physical persons. As reported in 2010, 83%
were founded by the unemployed, and 38.4% employed at least one handicapped person. These were
typically small enterprises of 5-9 members, with only 10% employing more than 10 individuals. The
majority of SCs also employed non-members to run the enterprises’ operations.24
Discussion of the dual character of SCs (economic and social) continues, with comments pointing to the
lack of clarity about the most effective mechanisms of support. The discussion is likely to continue given
pending plans to reform the law on cooperatives.25
Cooperatives for the Handicapped and the Blind (CH&B or Spoldzielnie Inwalidow I Niewidomych)
The union website identifies 130 CH&Bs as members, which is 37% of all existing CH&Bs, giving an
approximate total of 350 [www.kzrsiisn.zpchr.pl]. Like other branches, the number of CH&Bs has been
declining steadily [Mizera (2014) 95-97]:
Year
No. of CH&B Cooperatives

1988
454

2000
356

2008
355

2010
258

2012
244

2015
350

The primary purpose of a CH&B is to employ the handicapped and the blind. Union website estimates
that 27,000 are employed, thanks to CH&Bs with 82% of employees with some degree of handicap.
23

See in detail EMES-UNDP study on Social Enterprises (2008), Part II- Poland, 78-101 for background and analysis.
According to Stawicki (2016), over 1,000 were registered in the Court Registration System as of the first quarter of
2014. However, the KRS website accessed in February 2017 lists 320 as currently active.

24

A detailed international study looks at various aspects of social entrepreneurship and operations as
organizations fill dual roles (economic and social); in Poland, these may also take the form of associations or
foundations. See A European Mapping Report: Poland. EURICSE (2016).

25

Kawa-Kuzniar (2009); Pazderski (2011) 3. The union website, www.ozrss.pl, invites readers to comment on issues
related to social cooperatives to continue the discussion. See, also, Resolutions of the 8th National Forum on Social
Cooperatives, which took place 12-14 October 2016 and Resolutions of the 6th Congress of December 2016.
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Artisanal Cooperatives (Spoldzielnie Rzemieslnicze)
The traditional structure of the Polish Craft Association includes chambers, guilds, and cooperatives.
The Association, established in 1933, constitutes the biggest and the oldest structure of economic selfgovernment in Poland. It estimates that today, craft organizations unite around 300 000 micro, small
and medium enterprises organized in 28 regional craft chambers, 478 craft guilds and 180 cooperatives
[www.zrp.pl]. Since 2001, the Association takes part in meetings of the Tripartite Commission on SocioEconomic Dialogue. The Commission was formed by the Polish government, the largest employer
organizations, and trade unions to address issues and to influence bills on economic and social policies,
including taxes, national budget, labor market, EU structural funds, and salaries. As a member of the
European Union of Craft, Small and Medium Enterprises (UEAPME), the Association is also involved in
social dialogue at the European level.
Over the years, the number of artisanal cooperatives has diminished, now reaching the current
estimated 180.
Year
No. of Cooperatives of the
Artisanal Chambers

1988
562

2001
390

2008
289

2012
240

2015
180

Vocational education is one of the areas in which the Association is very active. Association members
offer a wide range of training opportunities in all types of traditional and modern professions, especially
in handicraft and artistic ones. Over 92 000 apprentices in 100 professions are currently trained by
employer-craftsmen.
Handicrafts and Folk Art Cooperatives (CEPELIA)
Like other branches, the number of handicrafts cooperatives has declined considerably over the years:
Year
No. of Handicrafts Cooperatives

1988
121

2002
62

2008
39

2012
29

2015
12

However, the CEPELIA website provides more information about 12 currently operating membercooperatives and 2 LLC companies selling their products [www.cepelia.pl], including internationally, as
well as organizing events, festivals, and fairs, running competitions, folk-art exhibits, etc. Auditing Union
(Spoldzielczy Zwiazek Rewizyjny Cepelia) provides oversight and additional services.
Student Cooperatives (Spoldzielnie Uczniowskie)
These are new types of cooperatives established in elementary and high schools nationwide to educate
and promote cooperative ideals and entrepreneurship among students. According to data from the
Foundation to Support Student Cooperatives, around 5,000 groups function today, often under the
auspices and tutelage of local cooperative banks or worker/consumer cooperatives. A National Council
and voivodeship - and district-level councils - oversee the activities of these nascent groups, train
instructors and elect representatives to KRS [www.krs.org.pl].
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2.3. Share of GDP
Although available presentations use different economic indicators, they all show a downturn and the
declining role of cooperatives in the national economy.
Based on information from the Central Bureau of Statistics, the table below presents the contribution of the
cooperative sector over 2001-2011. Lines represent contributions to:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

PKB (Produkt Krajowy Brutto) or Gross Domestic Product (GDP)
Global national production
Total employment
Capital investments
Tangible fixed assets

1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

Source: Wyrzykowska (2014) p. 7-8.
However, other authors provide different numbers; for example, Brzozowska-Wabik (2012) 3, cites a
drop from 9.5% in 1989 to 1.6% in 2004 and Krysiak (2006) 5 covers the years 1985-2006:
Year
Participation of Cooperatives in
the national economy (%)

1995

2000

2006

5.3

3.7

2%

2010

2012

2015

Although the KRS website refers to a 2% contribution to the national economy in 2005, this data needs
to be verified.
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2.4. Observable trends, strengths, and/or weaknesses
Noticeable trend: a diminishing number of European (including Polish) cooperatives and members.26 In
the view of one commentator, the drop is due not so much to the liquidation of societies but to the
integration and merger of smaller ones to gain a stronger market position. So, in his view, the drop is
not that dramatic. The stability and resilience of cooperatives on the global market scene, despite the
global crisis of 2008, was confirmed, as was a relatively stabilized level of employment by cooperatives.
The latter has been relatively steady in the last four years although it is down in Poland.
Numerous authors commented on strong and weak aspects of cooperatives as well as the Polish
cooperative movement. The list below summarizes observations expressed in key literature.27
Noticeable strengths:
•
•

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

200+ years of tradition
Strong conviction that social aspects and functions of cooperatives are beneficial to the
economy and need to be recognized and supported (Resolutions of the 6th Congress of
December 2016)
Dedicated (although somewhat aged) cadres
Experienced members (11 years of service for average board member)
Existing distribution networks and outlets across the country
Several well-known strong brands (e.g. Spolem, Cepelia, Lux, Mlekopol)
High number of members (8 million)
Cooperatives are seen as a strong and good local employer (close to 400,000 employees)
Active ongoing dialogue; diversity of opinions on what to do and how to do it (strength and
weakness at the same time)
Strong and trusted National Cooperative Council- KRS - although not all cooperatives in unions
27 years of experience in transforming legal, social, behavioral aspects of cooperatives and lives

Noticeable weaknesses:
•

•

Economic indicators show a downturn and a declining role in the national economy:
o From 5,3% in 1995, to
o 3.7% in 2000, to
o 2% in 2006
o Less than 2% today [Krysiak (2006) but need to verify numbers and indicators used]
Relative lack of stability in regulations: the law on cooperatives revised 32 times to date;
continued discussion of law reform; new types of cooperatives formed with a limited body of
related experience;

26

KRS website sub-section: Spoldzielczosc w Unii Europejskiej [Cooperatives in European Union].
See in particular Krysiak (2006) p. 7; Boguta (2014) 57-58; Wyrzykowska (2014) 5-16; also, PowerPoint
presentations of a study of rural cooperatives: Final Report: Current condition (2015).
27
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•
•
•
•
•
•

•

•
•
•

Older membership (typical age over 45)
Younger generation not interested in cooperatives, see them as ‘old system’ and no place for
them in the market economy
Low level of interest and support on the part of local state authorities (comments of the
Programmatic Platform for the VI Congress of 2016)
Low level of interest and support on part of politicians, academics, legal professionals, etc.
(comments of the Programmatic Platform for the VI Congress of 2016)
Active discussion – no common opinions on many issues (weakness and strength at the same
time)
Perceptions – although changing, still noticeable:
o continued reluctance to join groups and associate (legacy of the old system)
o new forms of integration seen as more important and /or more attractive than
cooperatives
o strong sense of individual ownership (strong trend to privatize housing, individual
farms)
Lack of reliable data
o Programmatic Platform for the VI-Congress in 2016 stated that comprehensive analysis
of the cooperative sector was last conducted, and data last available for 1998
o Parallel registration systems, difficulty with obtaining data
Low level of interest among members in active participation and engagement in their
cooperative
Low level of professional skills and need for improvement and training of cooperative
managerial cadres (although things are improving)
Lack of interest in belonging to representative organizations, lack of interest in joining groups
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3. Enabling and Business Environment
3.1.

Changes in the Legal Framework

The process of reforming the Polish legal environment relating to cooperatives and adapting to the
changed political, economic, and social conditions is continuing. The law on cooperatives of 1982 was
(so far) amended 32 times! And new drafts continue to be brought to Parliament, authored by various
groups and individuals presenting them for discussion and consideration. The process of reform is by no
means over. New types of cooperatives were created within the last decade, existing institutions were
reformed, structures changed.28

3.1.1. Key legal acts
These include:

28

•

Law of 16 September 1982 – Law on cooperatives (uniform text of 4 Dec 2015, Dz.U. of 2016,
item 21). Amended several times, this law regulates basic issues relating to cooperative
principles, their organization, functioning, merging, dividing and liquidating; cooperatives are
seen as legal entities that associate physical or legal bodies to conduct an economic enterprise.
In addition to general provisions, the law also regulates certain types of cooperative branches,
e.g. agricultural production cooperatives and cooperatives of rural circles, consumer, service
and worker cooperatives. The law also contains rules relating to associations of cooperatives.

•

Law of 5 November 2009 on saving and lending cooperatives (Dz.U. of 2012, item 855)
replacing the law of 12 December 1995 on saving and lending cooperatives (Dz.U. of 1996 No
1, item 2, with amendments). This law defines how to establish, organize, and run the new
types of cooperatives, created by legislation in 1995. The purpose of savings and lending
societies is to gather financial resources of their members, provide them with loans and credit,
offer financial services and facilitate insurance contracts.

•

Law of 15 September 2000 on groups of agricultural producers and their unions, and
amendments to other laws (Dz.U. No 88, item 983 with changes in 2004, 2006). This act
introduced a new type of economic actor (APG) which can jointly serve agricultural producers
who run their businesses. As a matter of principle, APGs do not conduct business for the
group’s benefit but for the benefit of their members with the main goal of improving
financial situation and increasing competitive position of the associated farmers.29

Listed by Stawicki (2016) 37-42. A comprehensive listing of applicable laws is also provided on the KRS website.

29

Further changes were introduced on December 18, 2015 (Dz.U. of 2015 item 1888). Changes are partly
applicable to groups registered before the end of 2013 and those registered after January 1, 2014.
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•

Law of 7 December 2000 on the functioning of cooperative banks, their associations and the
associating banks (Dz.U. No 119 item 1252 with amendments). This law defines the principles of
organization, functioning and association of cooperative banks; it incorporates the provision of
the law of 1989, the Banking Law, and the provisions of the law of 24 June 1994 on the
restructuring of cooperative banks and the Bank of Alimentation (BGZ), as well as changing
other laws.

•

Law of 15 December 2000 on housing cooperatives, uniform text (in Dz.U. 2003, item 119,
item 1116 with amendments). This law defines the rules of functioning of cooperatives that
aim at meeting the housing needs of their members and families. The law defines basic goals,
rules of operation of housing cooperatives, and regulates issues of a member’s right to a
cooperative dwelling (spoldzielcze prawo do lokalu).

•

Law of 27 April 2006 on social cooperatives (Dz.U. 94 item 651). This law defines rules to
establish, operate, merge, or liquidate a social cooperative. These provisions were taken
from the general law on cooperatives of 1982.

•

Law of 22 July 2006 on European cooperatives (Dz.U. 149 item 1077). This act defines the rules
of establishing and operating a European cooperative, one of the pan-European corporate
forms that aim to facilitate and conduct the inter-continental cooperative activity. This law
implements provisions of the decision of the Council No 1435/2003 WE of 22 July 2003 on the
By-laws of a European Cooperative (SCE) (Dz. U. WE L 107 of 18 August 2003) and the directive
of the Council No 2003/72/WE of 22 July 2003 amending the Bylaws of a European cooperative
as regards contracts of employment with employees (Dz. U. WE L 207 of 18 August 2003).

3.1.2. Linkages between national and EU legislation
Being an EU member, Poland is obliged to implement EU law and to obey the provisions of binding
legislative acts. Like other EU Member States, the Polish legal system can be described as multicentric
or dual, which means that it is characterized by the existence of two subsystems that are composed of
internal (domestic) law and law which derives from the EU legislator30. There is no room in this study to
conduct an in-depth analysis of legal aspects and relationships between the EU and the legislation of
member-states. However, it is worth mentioning that cooperative enterprises fall within the meaning of
the term civil society organizations (CSOs). In the European Commission’s Communication 2, CSOs are
defined as “a wide range of actors with different roles and mandates”. Although described differently in
different states, the EU “considers CSOs to include all non-State, not-for-profit structures, non-partisan
and non–violent, through which people organize to pursue shared objectives and ideals, whether
political, cultural, social or economic.”31 Accordingly, at the EU level and, in particular, the EU Member
States level, the role of CSOs and "social economy" is emphasized and protected as an important factor
in promoting entrepreneurship and job creation as well as stimulating income generation for the poor
30

Letowska, E., (2005). Multicentrycznosc wspolczesnego systemu prawa i jej konsekwencje [Multi-centric
character of the current legal system and its consequences]. Panstwo i Prawo, no 4, 3.
31
Communication from the Commission to the European Parliament, the Council, the European Economic and
Social Committee of the Regions “The roots of democracy and sustainable development: Europe's engagement
with Civil Society in external relations,” Brussels, 12.9.2012, COM (2012) 492 final, p. 3.
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and marginalized. These policy principles may have a specific impact on the legislation of Member
states, which has to be considered separately, for each cooperative sector. An example of such analysis
relates to cooperative financial services institutions.32
References to EU support for CSOs and the principles of ‘social economy’ are often made by the Polish
cooperative leaders to ensure supportive national-level legislation (for more, see 5.1.5).

3.2.

Existing support mechanisms

These mechanisms are relatively diverse and may differ from branch to branch. For example, the
Innovation Portal of the Polish Agency of Enterprise Development (PARP), one of the government
agencies supporting entrepreneurship, provides information on a variety of assistance programs.33
Other mechanisms of support may be available in conjunction with a specific type of economic activity.
Examples are provided below.

3.2.1.

EU and State Programs of Support for Rural Areas

PROW Programs 2014-2020
Polish cooperatives benefitted from several support programs funded by the EU.34 The Rural Areas
Development Program (PROW) for 2014-2020 continues its predecessor (2007-2013). It is directed at
agriculture and food-processing industries with a total budget of 17.4 billion euros, of which 13.4 billion
was contributed by the EU and 4 billion by the state budget. Polish Ministry of Agriculture and Rural
Development is the managing institution under this program. All cooperatives are eligible to apply for
financial support, as applicable, under a series of sub-area programs, including:
2.1. Activity Forming Producer Groups
• Continued support for APGs based on operational plans
2.2. Modernization of agricultural farms
• Support for farmers or groups of at least two farmers engaged in the production of crops or
animal husbandry
32

Zalcewicz (2013) 59 notes that for co-operatives providing banking services, due to their type of service, it is
necessary to consider the provisions regulating these kinds of services on the single financial market of the EU.
The Polish state authority has negotiated, however, to exclude SKOKs from Directive 2006/48/EC as a result of
which, contrary to co-operative banks, they are not subjected to the same legal regime as credit institutions. In
consequence, the scope of application of European law to SKOKs is limited. This is not the case for co-operative
banks, to which Poland is obliged to implement EU regulations, and the entities operating in Poland have to obey
not only Polish but also European regulations.
33

Innovation Portal has been providing support to entrepreneurs in the implementation of competitive and
innovative projects for over 10 years. Its primary objective is to develop the sector of small and medium-sized
enterprises in Poland. To support entrepreneurs, the agency uses funds from the state budget and the European
Funds, including Operational Programs such as Innovative Economy, Human Capital and Development of Eastern
Poland. For 2014-2020, the regional concentration of assistance has been envisioned [http://www.pi.gov.pl].

34

See more in Boguta (2014) 182-184; also, Ministry of Agriculture website: www.minrol.gov.pl.
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2.3. Processing and marketing of agricultural products
• Support of investments to modernize, rebuild, repair, or renovate farms, certain software and
other system purchases to improve management, processes and procedures
2.4. Systems of quality of agriculture and food products
• For farmers or groups of farmers who did not receive funding in the earlier round of the program
2.5. Collaboration
• New type of support for the formation of groups, clusters, or networks which support
agriculture and/or forestry value chains, cross-sectoral or involving multiple branches
2.6. Reforestation and creating forestry areas
• To support the reforestation of arable or other-than-farming areas if reforestation
constitutes rational use of these areas
2.7. Rural environment and climate
• Promotion of farming practices which preserve biodiversity, landscape and particular values of
the natural environment
2.8. Ecological farming
• To preserve, protect and strengthen eco-systems which are dependent on farming and forestry
Cohesion Fund Programs, 2014-2020
Funds made available based on EU Partnership Agreements (distinct from structural funds); focus on the
development of rural areas and complement other agriculture programs of the EU. Cooperatives are
eligible to apply for support within appropriate thematic areas including:
CT 3 – Increasing competitiveness of agriculture sector
CT 9 – Supporting social inclusion and poverty reduction
CT 10 – Investments in education, skills improvement and adult learning
CT 8 – Support for employment and mobility of employees
CT 4 - Support for a low-emissions economy in all sectors
Support for Agriculture Producer Groups (APGs) from state budget
A variety of available support mechanisms include:
•
•
•
•

Support payments to interest rates for ‘preferential’ investment-related loans
Exemptions from real estate tax
Exemptions from income tax for legal persons
Credit lines for APGs, including those basing their operations on cooperative legal and
organizational principles

National Network of Rural Areas, 2014-2020
This program (Krajowa Siec Obszarow Wiejskich - KSOW) is described on a dedicated website
http://ksow.gov.pl/. KRS is one of the program’s implementing partners since it began in 2005/6. The
goals of the program are described as:
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1. Increasing participation in the implementation of initiatives to develop rural areas
2. Increasing effectiveness of the implementation of PROW program activities
3. Informing the society and potential beneficiaries about the policies to develop rural areas and
about existing financial opportunities
4. Supporting innovation in agriculture, food production, forestry and in rural areas
5. Increasing participation of rural residents in the implementation of initiatives to develop rural
areas including those initiatives which create jobs in rural areas.
European Network of Rural Areas (Europejska Siec Obszarow Wiejskich – ESOW)
The European Network for Rural Development – ENRD – was established in 2008 to ensure
collaboration with similar networks in other EU member countries. The program is coordinated by the
European Coordination Committee [https://enrd.ec.europa.eu/].

3.2.2.

Support for social cooperatives

Based on article 15 of the law on social cooperatives of 2006, several forms of support are available
from the state budget as well as territorial self-government units. These may include [Stawicki (2016)
41]:
•
•
•
•

donations
loans
guarantees
advisory services on matters relating to finances, accounting as well as economic, legal, and/or
marketing issues, or re-funding of audits costs which are also available

A detailed presentation of support mechanisms and networks relating to social cooperatives is
presented in the international study on social entrepreneurship.35

3.2.3.

Support for other types of cooperative activities

Information about available assistance programs funded by the EU, including for cooperative
enterprises, is provided by multiple sources. Comprehensive information is available, for example, at
http://www.funduszeeuropejskie.gov.pl/ or in separate sources, according to the area of focus.36

3.2.4.

Need for more

During the 6th Congress of December 2016, cooperative leaders expressed dissatisfaction with the lack of
interest in cooperative matters and lack of policy-level support on the part of political, academic, and
social elites, and the media. Apart from pointing out areas in need of urgent reforms, such as taxation,

35

Social enterprises and their eco-systems: A European mapping report. Updated country report: Poland. [ed]
European Commission. EURICSE (2016).

36

For example, see Tertelis, M. Nieruchomości w projektach finansowanych przez UE (pdf). [Real estate projects
financed by EU] C.H. Beck, 2005. https://merlin.pl/nieruchomosci-w-projektach-finansowanych-przez-ue-pdfmaciej-tertelis/3110146/
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resolutions ending the Congress stated the need to develop stronger mechanisms of collaboration and
support at all levels – central, regional, and local:
•

•

•

•

3.3

“(Item 1) Cooperative movement is an important element of the socio-economic system. For
many people cooperative movement creates opportunities for social and professional activities
and the improvement of their quality of life; it contributes to the development and growth of
civic society. Cooperatives enrich and stabilize the market and have an impact on continuous
socio-economic development.
(Item 2) Special attention and understanding and support of state authorities are needed,
especially in a social area such as social welfare, health and care for small children, education
and culture. This is particularly important in the periods when the state is withdrawing, for a
variety of reasons, from certain types of civic activities.
(Item 15) The system(s) of collaboration between cooperatives and public administration needs
to be developed. One good example provided by some of the EU countries is the creation of
inter-departmental secretariat to focus on cooperative matters, or, broader, on social economy
matters.
(Item 16) General similarity between the goals of cooperatives and those of the units of
territorial self-government justify the recommendation to develop a law on public-social
partnerships to include joint projects between cooperatives and local self-government units.”

The Role of the US-funded Assistance to the Sector (within the
study period)

In Polish sources, limited information is available on the impact of US-funded assistance programs
implemented in Poland throughout the 1990s (these programs ended on or around 2000). Several
studies address broader issues of the effectiveness of US-funded programs of assistance in the whole
region of Central and Eastern Europe or, specifically, US assistance programs in Poland.37 Two studies
focus on the housing sector assistance and the creation of and support to the nascent mortgage
system.38 As for assistance focusing specifically on the cooperative sector, one can sometimes find
references to assistance provided by US-based sister-organizations, e.g. WOCCU, concerning savings and
lending institutions SKOKs [www.skok.pl; Madra (2011); Zalcewicz (2013) 55] or historic references on
websites of specific businesses which were the recipients and beneficiaries of assistance programs of
the 1990s.
37

For example, Kopstein, Kenneth J. USAID Assistance Program to Poland in Local Government and Housing Sector
Reform. A History and Assessment From 1990 – 2000. USAID/Poland. Contract No. Out-Aep-I-00-99-00040, To 803.
June 2000.

38

Black, R., Jaszczolt, K, Lee, M., Solving the Housing Problem. Lessons from Poland and Hungary in Creating a New
Housing Finance System. USAID/Warsaw. Regional Urban Development Office, Central Europe. June 2000.
Markham, M. Poland: Housing Challenge in a Time of Transition. A paper prepared for HUT 264M Housing Policy in
the United States: The Intersection of the Public and Private Sectors in Housing Finance. May 2003.
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•

Madra (2011): “The history of SKOKs is much shorter. Their creation, or restitution, is to some
extent related to the year 1992 when, based on the experience of American credit unions, the
first labour credit unions were created. At first, the development of SKOKs was slow as there
were no appropriate legal regulations in force. In 1995, the Act on Co-operative Savings and
Credit Unions was adopted. This started the dynamic development of SKOKs in Poland.”

•

ICT Cooperative in Tyczyn, southern Poland, mentions assistance received from US-based NTCA
and how this collaboration helped the cooperative establish itself in the local community and
expand. The cooperative is still active [https://www.yelp.com/biz/okr%C4%99gowasp%C3%B3%C5%82dzielnia-telefoniczna-w-tyczynie-tyczyn];

•

Detailed references to assistance provided by CHF International (today – Global Communities)
can be found on websites of several businesses still operating in the housing sector today.
These businesses were founded in the mid-1990s by participants of a cooperative housing
and training program implemented by CHF International. Many of these businesses continue
to produce cooperative housing and/or provide housing-related services around the country.
Examples include:
o Olszyn, http://smuniwersytecka.pl/idea-spoldzielnosci/
o Krakow, http://grupaawim.nazwa.pl/awim/index.php/pl/inwestycje
o Tarnow, http://www.awim.net.pl/inwestycje_zrealizowane_en.php
o Rybnik, http://www.rybnik.com.pl/wiadomosci,region-pozegnal-sp-roze-korbel,wia5-326622818.html

o

Namyslow, http://otofirmy.com/firma/1264458/kowalska-joanna-awim-agencja-wspieraniainicjatyw-mieszkaniowych-biuro-projektowo-budowlane.html

Other projects assisted in the 1990s worth mentioning:
•

•

Association - Revitalization Forum (RF) established with CHF International’s assistance in
1998. Today RF actively engages in various forms of dialogue and training relating to urban
issues, consults on drafts of legislation impacting housing and revitalization of urban areas,
provides assistance and trains revitalization experts and practitioners, assists with
implementation of city-wide projects, and more [www.fr.org.pl];
Consulting firm REAS established in 1997 and specializing in housing and cooperating with
developers, banks, investors and other businesses active on the housing market. REAS
effectively supports them in the planning and execution of their projects [www.reas.pl].

However, with Poland’s accession to the EU, the focus of attention has changed and current
cooperative leaders and commentators are more eager to reflect on the need for and the impact of EU
assistance programs. One example: a study on Rural Revival – the Benefits of European Union
Development Schemes for Rural Areas in the Region of Warmia and Mazury, which reports on the use of
funds, including by local cooperatives, and the lessons learned in the process [Kil (2011)].39

39

See also Final Report: Assessing the results of support (PROW 2007-2013).
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4. Quantitative Data Relating to the Cooperative Sector:
How has the Sector Changed?
4.1.

Summary of changes 1989-2015
Changes in key data on Polish cooperatives between 1989 and 2015:40

Poland
# co-op enterprises
# members
# employees
Annual turnover (Euro)

4.2.

1989
16,700
8,000,000
2,200,000

2009
8,000
8,000,000
400,000

2015
9,552
7,976,600
300,000
14.5 billion

Registered and Active Numbers of Cooperatives

As of 2015, the total number of cooperative enterprises in Poland was reported at 9,552.41
Comparing data between 1989/90 (i.e. the commencement of the period of transformations) with data
of 2011, fluctuations and a significant drop towards the end of the period are noticeable.42

Source: Dec (2012) p. 10.
40

Source for data on 1989: Krysiak (2006) 4-5; data for 2009 and 2015 are cited from CooperativesEurope. Poland
joined the EU in 2004 so earlier data on annual turnover (Euro) is not available. For data in Polish zloty, see
Krysiak.
41

CooperativesEurope, Poland page although KRS website information sums to 9,755.

42

Dec 12: Chart 1.1. Similar numbers are cited by Krysiak (2006), 4: 16,700 in 1989.
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Data for 2012-2015 would require further verification; the relatively high numbers shown during 19931998 are explained by the changes occurring in specific branches of cooperatives: although in some
branches the number of cooperative enterprises declined, it went up in others. For example, the
number of artisanal or worker cooperatives diminished by 20% in the early 1990s. Similarly, in other
branches, cooperatives were merging to become economically stronger and more competitive (this, in
particular, was true for cooperative banks and dairy cooperatives) and their corresponding numbers
were thus going down. At the same time, due to the sub-division of large cooperatives, particularly in
housing, the number of cooperatives in that particular branch has increased. In all, according to the
report on the condition of Polish cooperatives in 2010, between 1989 and 2008, 1,074 new
cooperatives were established due to organizational restructuring and mergers, and 1,201 new
cooperatives were formed due to divisions. A combined total of new cooperatives formed due to
transformational changes stood at 2,275 (there is no number of start-up businesses in the same
period).
There is no reliable data to determine which cooperatives are active today or inactive, even if formally
registered. The KRS website mentions around 17,000 registered cooperatives and 9,500 active.43 It may
be assumed that cooperatives taking the trouble of contacting, reporting to, and belonging to a union
are active which would confirm the lower number cited by KRS. Their data is based on information
received from the regional or branch organizations that track data about their member-cooperatives.
Further verification may be needed.

4.3.

Number of Co-operative Members

As of 2015, the estimated number of cooperative members stood at 7.9 million.

43

At the time when CHF International began its activities in cooperative housing in the 1990s in Poland, the
information provided by local partners indicated that around 5,000 housing cooperatives were registered within
the last years but few were able to commence construction projects due to lack of funding or other practical
barriers.
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When reviewed over the years, membership numbers went down significantly, from over 19,000 in 1989
to around 9,500 in 2015. This corresponds to the declining number of cooperative enterprises (only
combined total available for 1989). 44
1989

2005
700,000
100,000
3,400,000
4,500,000

15,200,000

10,000,000

# of members per sector
Agriculture
Consumer
Banking
Housing
Industry, services & social
Total members

2015
317,200
73,500
3,512,700
4,030,500
42,700
7,976,600

According to data for 2015, 8 million members included an estimated 3.4 million women.

4.3.1. Cooperative branches by number of members
In 2012, cooperative branches with the largest number of members included housing and
financial services. The table below presents these numbers in thousands of members.
Co-op type:

Housing

Banks

S&Ls

Dairy

Self-Help

Consumer

Source: Dec (2012) p. 12.

44

Source for 1989 and 2005: Dec 14 although details per branch were not provided for 1989. Data for 2015 come
from CooperativesEurope 2015. For agriculture before and during the transition process, see Chloupkova (2002/3)
3-6].
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Comparing this information to CooperativesEurope Poland page for 2015, further fluctuations can be
observed:
Membership in housing cooperatives decreased:
•
•

Estimated to be 4.5 million in 2012 but
Went down to 4.03 million in 2015.

Membership in financial services cooperatives increased:
•
•

Estimated at 2.0 million (in CBs) plus 1.4 million (in S&Ls) = 3.4 in 2012, but
Went up to 3.5 million (combined for both categories) in 2015.

The latter upward trend seems to be confirmed by the opinions of participants of a cross-country study
of the role of cooperatives in rural communities [Report on Project: Current condition… (2015)].
Cooperative banks were deemed to grow and ‘likely to prosper’ in the future (for more, see below, in
sec. 5.1.1).

4.4.

Distribution and Concentration of Co-operatives in the Country

A map showing geographic distribution of cooperatives in 2011 (although it refers to
the 17,755 cooperatives reported that year through the REGON system).

Source: Dec, W. (2012) p. 12 Fig. 1.2
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•

•

•

The largest number of cooperatives or 3,118 (18.3%) was located in the Mazowieckie
region (i.e. central Poland);
o This concentration was attributed to the fact that Warsaw is the location of the
largest number of cooperatives doing business across the country;
Second largest concentration was in Wielkopolskie (center/west) with 1,751 (or 10.3%) and
Dolnoslaskie (south), with 1,360 (or 8%) of all registered co-operatives;
o This concentration is explained by the fact that both regions represent high
economic/industrial potential in the country, as well as regions with long and wellgrounded co-operative traditions.
The lowest level of concentration was in Lubuskie, with 471 cooperatives (west, at the
German border).

As of 2015, no similar data has been located but given that many rural enterprises were eliminated from
the market, all regions across the country may have been affected. As for sources of geographical data,
several branch unions at their websites show concentration and/o specific location of cooperatives they
represent. For example, for Agriculture Production Cooperatives (Rolnicze Spoldzielnie Produkcyjne), a
detailed map shows their even geographic distribution across the country and provides details about
location, addresses, phone, and email addresses of their 127 member-cooperatives. Additional
information about the geographic concentration may be obtained from the Annual Ranking conducted
by that Union [www.kzrrsp.pl].
Some information may also be obtained from detailed research projects conducted in recent years. For
example, when reporting on the research among Worker co-operatives, detailed information about
their geographic distribution and urban or rural location and area of operations was included. Over
54.84% of respondents identified themselves as located in an urban area, and 3.23% as located in a
rural area; the remainder are located in peri-urban areas [Fraczak-Skrzypiec (2011) 60-65].

4.5.

Employment Numbers

As of 2015, the estimated number of individual employees in the cooperative sector was close to
300,000 [KRS-to be confirmed]. From the perspective of 25 years under study, employment data also
shows a significant downward trend, from 2.2 million down to 300,000.45
1989

2005

2,200,000

443,000

# of employees by sector
Agriculture
Consumer
Banking
Housing
Industry, services & social
Total employees

2015
87,900
42,200
43,300
65.400
50,900
289,700

Source: Krysiak (2006) p.5 for years 1989 and 2005 (estimates); for 2015 CooperativesEurope/Poland
45

Since the REGON system requires only cooperatives employing more than 9 persons to provide employment
information, these are estimates only.
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.

4.5.1. More details on employment by cooperatives
The information below comes from a study that based its calculations on numbers contained in the
Report in the conditions on Polish cooperatives 2010, Krajowa Rada Spoldzielcza, Warszawa 2010, p. 20
[Brzozowska-Wabik (2012) 3]:
•

•
•

•

•

•

4.6.

Co-operatives employ almost three times as many handicapped (or 11.6%) as other enterprises
(or 3.6%). Within the estimated number of full-time employment in 2010 (i.e. 278,163
employees), 38,489 handicapped were included. This means that 14.2% of those employed in
the co-operative sector had a document that certified their status as a handicapped person,
compared to the national level of 3.6%. These numbers do not cover small co-operative
enterprises that are not required to report their statistics to the CBS.
The average percentage of female employees in cooperatives was 59% whereas it is 45%
according to national level statistics.
More than other businesses, co-operatives employ people considered ‘immobile’ or threatened
by unemployment, e.g., those over 45 years of age or of pre-retirement age. On average, in the
country, the percentage of employees in this group is 36% whereas, in cooperatives, it is 53%.
Cooperatives employ relatively more people with lower education levels (i.e. with trade or
vocational training, high school, or 2-years after high-school education). In this category, the
level for cooperatives stands at 78% whereas for the whole country it is 68.3%.
Even though employment by cooperatives has generally diminished, employees consider
their employment in co-operatives as more stable and ‘safer’ than in other enterprises; in
their opinions, cooperative employment guarantees a high level of satisfaction and the
feeling of belonging.
Wage comparison shows that wages paid by co-operatives are 9% higher than equivalent wages
paid to employees at the same position in privately owned enterprises.

Cooperative Networks

4.6.1. National Cooperative Council
KRS or Krajowa Rada Spoldzielcza is a national inter-sectoral organization based in Warsaw. It represents
the whole cooperative movement [www.krs.org.pl].
Apart from KRS, there are 61 Auditing Unions, incl. 17 national and 44 regional ones. Apart from these,
29 other associating entities operate in different legal/organizational forms (such as cooperatives of
legal persons, economic unions, associations, cooperative partnerships, purchasing groups, etc.). KRS is
a member of CooperativesEurope and several other international bodies.

4.6.2. Key network participants
Sectoral unions:
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•

•

•

•

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

•

•

National Association of Cooperative Savings and Credit Unions=NACSCU=KSKOK=Krajowa
Spoldzielcza Kasa Oszczednosciowo-Kredytowa, national organization, financial service/banking
sector, Sopot, www.skok.pl. Member of CooperativesEurope.
National Supervision Union of Spolem Consumer cooperatives - NSUCC Spolem=Krajowy
Zwiazek Rewizyjny Spoldzielni Spolywcow Spolem=KZRSS Spolem, national organization,
consumer sector, Warszawa, www.spolem.org.pl. Member of CooperativesEurope.
National Auditing Union of Workers’ Cooperatives-NAUWC=Zwiazek Lustracyjny Spoldzielni
Pracy=ZLSP; national organization, industry and services sector, Warsaw, www.zspl.org.pl.
Member of CooperativesEurope.
Auditing Union of Housing cooperatives of the Republic of Poland=AUHC RP= Zwiazek Rewizyjny
Spoldzielni Mieszkaniowyuch RP=ZRSM PR, national organization, housing co-ops, Warsaw,
www.zrsmrp.com.pl. Member of CooperativesEurope.
National Auditing Union for Self-Help cooperatives=Krajowy Zwiazek Rewizyjny Spoldzielni
Samopomoc Chlopska= = NAUSHC, ag sector, Warsaw, www.kzrs.pl
National Auditing Union for Agricultural Production Cooperatives=Krajowy Zwiazek Rewizyjny
Rolniczych Spoldzielni Produkcyjnych=KZRRSP= Warszawa, www.kzrrsp.pl
Auditing Union for Horticulture and Apiary Cooperatives= Zwiazek Rewizyjny Rolniczych
Spoldzielni Ogrodniczo-Pszczelarskich, Teresin, (no website).
National Auditing Union for Agricultural Producer Circles and Ag Organizations =Krajowy Zwiazek
Rewizyjny Rolnikow Kolek I Organizacji rolniczych, Warsaw, www.kolkarolnicze.eu
National Union of Dairy Cooperatives - Auditing Union. Krajowy Zwiazek Spoldzielni Mleczarskich
- Zwiazek Rewizyjny, Warszawa, www.mleczarstwopolskie.pl
Foundation ‘CEPELIA’ – Polish Folk Arts and Handicrafts= Fundacja ‘CEPELIA’ – Polska Sztuka I
Rekodzielo. www.cepelia.pl
Auditing Union for Franciszek Stefczyk’s Cooperative Banks = Zwiazek Rewizyjny Bankow
Spoldzielczych im. Franciszka Stefczyja. Warszawa, www.zrbs.pl
Polish Craft Association=Zwiazek Rzemiosla Polskiego =ZRP w Warszawie, www.zrp.pl
National Auditing union of Social cooperatives=Ogolnopolski Zwiazek Rewizyjny Spoldzielni
Socjalnych. Warszawa www.ozrss.pl
Student Cooperatives= Spoldzielnie Uczniowskie, Krakow. Including:
o Ogolnopolskia Rada Spoldzielczosci Uczniowskiej
o Wojewodzkie I Powiatowe Rady Spoldzielczosci Uczniowskiej
National Auditing Union of Cooperatives for the Handicapped and the Blind – Krajowy Zwiazek
Rewizyjny Spoldzielni Inwalidow I Spoldzielni Niewidomych, Warszawa, www.kzrsiisn.zpchr.pl
szkolenia, doradztwo
Agriculture Producer Groups (or APG, Spoldzielcze Grupy Producentow Rolnych or GPR) – no
union so far but KRS is keeping track and supports them (as of 2011– over 250)
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5. Public Perceptions: How Cooperatives are Perceived by
the Public
With the political changes of 1989, the position of the cooperative movement appeared to be
significantly weakened: the sector was broadly mistrusted because it allowed itself to be subjugated by
the political regime and was therefore seen by many as actively executing the regime’s policies and
directives. The movement was in crisis, with many saying there was no longer space for cooperatives,
and no reason to continue them in the new political, economic, and social environment.46 For the
representatives of the movement, this situation posed a major challenge – how to restore its previous
position as a successful partner in the national economy? How to regain the trust and confidence
enjoyed before the war? How to ‘prove’ to the public that there were still advantages in cooperatives or
reasons to continue acting jointly for the common good? Broadly, issues discussed throughout the years
of transformation could be summarized as follows:
•
•
•

•
•
•
•
•

Are cooperatives relics of the past? Can they fit into or play a role in a market economy?
Can cooperatives play a role in the development of rural and urban communities? If so,
what is that role?
Can ‘old fashioned’ cooperatives (i.e. those distorted by years of functioning in the manner
which accommodated the earlier political system) adapt to new market conditions? Can they
reform to be more flexible, better managed, more efficient?
What are the elements that give cooperatives a competitive advantage in the market?
Are cooperative principles helping or hindering their functioning in a market economy?
Are past bad experiences with cooperatives an obstacle today?
Do cooperatives benefit members in ways other organizations do not?
Can young people be attracted to cooperatives? If so, how?

Discussions around these and many related questions reflected a crisis of confidence that had
beleaguered the cooperative movement in Poland since 1989 and which still presents numerous
challenges. With hindsight, it seems possible to identify certain changes in the public perception of
cooperatives, although in many cases these observations would need to be validated by further studies
and research. The examples below illustrate some of these changes.
Transformation processes are not complete and the discussion of issues is by no means closed. Some
authors still point to the ‘cooperative sector in crisis,’ citing the following three manifestations:
1. Identity crisis: cooperatives that achieve success lose their special characteristics and
become like ‘regular’ enterprises;
2. Effectiveness crisis: because of their social goals and democratic management principles,
cooperatives tend to be less effective in their economic operations; and
3. Crisis of the environment: lack of understanding on the part of political leaders, other
entrepreneurs, and also on the part of the public opinion [Brzozowska-Wabik (2012) p. 4].
46

See more on the context in Social Enterprises and their eco-system… (2008) p.11-13.
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Overcoming each of these crises is the present challenge for the Polish cooperative movement.

5.1.

Positive and Negative examples

Observations below are based on a desk review of the relevant literature (available in English and/or Polish)
and the statements of authors of various empirical studies cited in the literature.

5.1.1. Attitudes toward cooperatives as part of the national economy
On the part of leaders of the cooperative movement, there is a conviction that they have an important
role to play and, for that reason, should be supported; cooperatives satisfy important social needs.
Documents of the 6th Cooperative Congress of December 2016 evidence this attitude, as expressed in
Programmatic Platform prepared in June 2016 as well as resolutions that concluded the Congress. It can
be broadly summarized as follows: yes, the sector is much weaker today than before, but cooperatives
are not relics of the past and they have an important role to play in today’s Polish economy. Their dual
character, economic and social, poses many challenges but: “The cooperative movement is an
important element of the socio-economic system. For many people cooperative movement creates
opportunities for social and professional activities and the improvement of the quality of life; it
contributes to the development and growth of civic society. Cooperatives enrich and stabilize the market
and have an impact on continuous socio-economic development” [Resolutions, Item 1].
Serious challenges lie ahead. As pointed out in the 6th Congress’s Programmatic Platform: “Data from
the Central Bureau of Statistics (CBS) for years 2011-2014 show that cooperative movement’s potential
has been continuously diminishing and that cooperatives withdraw from certain markets, mainly to the
benefit of global ultra-national corporations.” And further: “After 27 years of transformations, large
foreign corporations seem to be the most privileged whereas small and medium-size economic and social
enterprises funded by Polish capital seem to be the most discriminated against. We, therefore, face the
challenge and the need to form production, trade, and financing networks based on Polish economic
actors. To achieve this, collaboration between cooperatives of various branches and units of
local/territorial self-government is necessary, and the integration of Polish economic enterprises and
Polish-capital based economic actors representing different types of ownership, to protect our local
entrepreneurship. This is a big challenge in times of globalization and in a time of quick changes in the
economic, political, and social arena” [Programmatic Platform, Items 6 and 4].
The concern about social aspects of cooperative operations – and recognition of the important role
cooperatives can play in ‘social economy’ – are important. They are an inherent part of ‘cooperative
identity’ and need to be broadly recognized and protected [Social Enterprises-UNDP (2008); Social
Enterprises EURISCE (2016); Kawa (2012) 308-327; Stawicki (2016) 39]. This is because: “To a large
extent, the cooperative movement is now driven by pure commercial and business aspects of operations
which is contrary to its essence and principles. Continuation of this path leads to irreversible negative
consequences. Slowly, we are becoming a bi-polar society: a narrow group of affluent members of
society (owners of assets) on one side, and on the other, labor for hire which is less and less needed. This
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is contrary to the declared program of building civic society and true democracy” [Programmatic
Platform Item 7].
But are these statements of cooperative leaders, policy reformers, and academics shared by the
membership? To a degree, this can be assumed to be so, since the 6th Cooperative Congress
represented the whole movement, 8 million strong, including all types of cooperatives.47 Unfortunately,
popular knowledge about cooperatives is generally low, which is true also among political, academic,
and economic leaders in the country [Report on Project: Current Condition (2015)], although, when given
the opportunity, benefits of belonging to a cooperative are recognized and admitted. In one study cited
in the Polish literature, the attitude of respondents was summarized this way: when first a cooperative
form of the enterprise was mentioned, their attitude was negative, but after they had a moment to
reflect and consider various previously unrecognized aspects of cooperatives as local employers, their
attitude changed to more positive. Respondents pointed to various positive and beneficial aspects of the
cooperative way of doing business and ways of engaging members in operations [Fraczak-Skrzypiec
(2011) 57].
At the same time, responses cited in the Report on Project: Current Condition (2015) reflect a skeptical
attitude by respondents who were not convinced that cooperatives will play a significant role in the
national economy (only CBs, APGs and dairy cooperatives were given a chance to grow):
What chances of development for cooperatives
do you foresee, by type?

Cooperatives of agricultural circles
Local /village co-op
Agriculture production co-op
Horticulture-apiary co-op
Social co-op
Dairy co-op
Agriculture Producers Group (APG)
Co-op bank (CB)
Other types
Red=small chance
Yellow=so-so
Green= a good chance
Gray=hard to say

It seems that the Polish cooperative movement must work hard to be recognized as a useful partner in
the local economic environment, as well as in policy-related dialogue. The latter is evidenced by
resolutions of the 6th Congress which stated in Item 8: “Given the number of cooperative members and
employees, they should be included in on-going social dialogue. As a national representative of the
cooperative movement, the National Cooperative Council should become a full-fledged member of the
Tri-Partite Commission on Socio-Economic Issues whereas representatives of cooperatives should be part
of commissions on socio-economic dialogue active at the voivodship level.”
Even if only half of the membership were considered (because ‘the other half’ are members of cooperatives that
do not belong to KRS), this would mean about 4 million cooperative members.
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And yet, in light of the sector’s performance during the global financial crisis, one commentator said:
“Cooperatives shoulder many functions and tasks which in the times of crisis cannot be fulfilled by other
economic entities. The majority of cooperatives is needed to even out social and economic inequities. The
cooperative sector can be seen as a link in a chain of social and economic progress which is also
contributing to limiting unemployment. This is why it is necessary to use this form of entrepreneurship to
solve many social and economic problems” [Wyrzykowska (2014) 15].

5.1.2. Attitudes toward cooperatives as players in new market conditions
Is there a place for cooperatives in Poland’s market economy? At the beginning of the transformation
period, some argued that there was none. Cooperatives were portrayed as relics of the past and the
process of private economic enterprises and private initiatives taking over space once filled by
cooperatives was seen as a positive development.48 Numerous big and inefficiently managed
cooperatives went bankrupt or were taken over by other interests, or simply fell apart and stopped
functioning. In agriculture, this process resulted in a significant drop in the number of cooperative
businesses as reflected by one author:

Number of rural co-ops in Poland
In years 1989-2007

Input supplies Self-help co-ops
Dairy
Horticulture and apiary
Rural production cooperatives
Cooperatives of rural circles
Cooperative banks
Together rural co-ops

Between 1989 and 2007, the number of rural cooperative types fell from 8,133 in 1989 to 3,840 in 2007
[Mierzwa (2009) Table 1, citing Wodzicki 2008].
And yet, cooperatives willing and able to adapt to changing circumstances could survive, learned new
ways of doing business, and introduced new products and procedures that allowed some to grow and
flourish. The situation was different in each of the cooperative branches, with bad examples and
inspiring ones. The following examples are cited as those of branches and/or specific enterprises that
successfully made the transition:

48

Cited by Mierzwa (2009) 298-300, Czernasty (2013) 7, or Wyrzykowska (2014) 10-11. Not everyone agreed with
changes brought by the period of transformation. See, for example, one commentator who criticized housing
policies proposed, debated, and passed in the early 1990s as destroying the movement and dispossessing
cooperatives of their assets. Maliszewski, A. The Fall of The Co-Operative Movement in Poland: Causes and
Consequences. 1995. http://www.uwcc.wisc.edu/icic/orgs/ica/pubs/review/vol-88/poland.html
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•

The dairy branch is widely cited for its successful adaptation to market requirements and to the
rules imposed by the EU following Poland’s access to the EU in 2004 [Krysiak (2006) p. 15-19.
Boguta (2014) 48].

•

Cooperatives that adapted or modernized their processes and procedures, changed production
or offered services, withdrew some products and/or introduced new ones, made changes in the
types of activity conducted, or products or services offered, were often able to achieve success
[Report on Project: Current Condition (2015), PPP presentations].

•

Cooperative banks successfully reorganized, including mergers necessitated by the
requirements related to capital. CBs are cited as an example of institutions that will continue to
grow. They are also cited as an example of how resilient cooperatives have been at a time of
global crisis, and how well cooperative banks withstood the latest global crisis in comparison to
commercial banks [Balina et al (2014) 172-177; Wyrzykowska (2014) 11-14]. More in section 5,
below.

•

Savings and lending groups SKOKs are cited as another successful example of cooperatives in
the financial services sector. As of June 2013, the number of members and SKOK local outlets
reached 2,648 million. Other indicators for 2001-2013 as shown in Table 3, in columns below:
(2) number of SKOK outlets, (3) number of members (in thousands); (4) active accounts;
(5) deposits, and (6) loans (in thousands PLZ):

m

4

5

6

Source: Author’s study based on information from website www.skok.pl. [Wyrzykowska (2014)
11-15]. Also, Madra (2011) 27].

All of these indicators show an upward trend, as do other data for 2012-2015 available on the website
www.skok.pl. In consumer, industrial and other cooperative branches, there are examples of
successful cooperatives and well-known brands, which allowed them to gain advantage and evolve.
They are inspiring and stimulating but at the same time show how much the sector needs professional
management and serious efficiency improvements in the way cooperative enterprises are managed.
These needs are broadly recognized.49
42

•

In the housing sector, cooperatives hold a strong position although chiefly due to the number
of assets they hold and a related number of members. The actual number of housing
cooperatives increased over the years, primarily due to sub-divisions of large old-type
cooperatives and other structural transformations. Today the cooperative housing sector
represents 19.4% of the total housing stock, with over 3,500 cooperatives and over 2.5 million
units. It is estimated that 83% are owner-occupied dwellings and 17% are rented dwellings.
Overall, it is estimated that 11 million Polish citizens live in cooperative housing.50

These examples illustrate the adaptability of cooperatives and the strength of cooperative values
compared to other economic structures [Wyrzykowska (2014) p. 11-15].

5.1.3. Attitudes toward copying successful European examples
‘Look at cooperatives in Europe!’ is an effective argument. Polish cooperatives that can stand up to and
emulate these examples have a good chance of regaining their place in a market economy. With
Poland’s accession to EU in 2004, access to EU funding and expertise has enabled their development,
increased access to modern technology, financial and managerial resources as well as to education and
training.
Several arguments are typically made:
Looking at successful European examples, Polish cooperatives find proof of their value to the
national economies of their countries. In time, and with further adaptation and improvement,
the Polish cooperative sector can find its place in the Polish economy, now based on market
principles. Hopefully, with time, the cooperative movement can restore its earlier position as an
important contributor to the national economy. Information about the strength of the
cooperative sector in other European countries is used to illustrate the fact that cooperatives
are not relics of the past and that they can and do play an important role in the economies of
these countries, based on market principles. And comparing data on the Polish cooperative
sector to those of other countries in Europe shows the potential of the Polish sector and that its
position is still quite strong.51 In 2009, Poland was 5th in number of co-operative enterprises and
the number of members, 20-40% of its total population. With the application of needed
improvements and overcoming the ‘efficiency crisis’, the sector could be in the position to
regain its importance.
49

Krysiak (2006) provides data and discusses the condition of the cooperative sector, by branch, and cites specific
examples based on data between 1989 and 2003/2004. For examples of cooperation and consolidation of
cooperatives in response to the needs of the market based on information through 2011, see Dec (2012) p. 15-22,
or Wyrzykowska (2014), 7-16. The search continues for better ways to recognize the fact that a cooperative way of
doing business is ‘special’ and therefore in need of special support, attention, and training; Kozuch (2010) p. 83.

50

See http://www.housinginternational.coop/co-ops/Poland. Strategies adopted by a cooperative that went
through profound internal changes are described by Komar (2011) 22-23. However, the number of members in
HCs is not necessarily reflective of their choice; in some cases, members cannot afford to move out so they
continue living in HCs.
51
See also Czernasty (2013) 4-6. New edition with data for 2015 shows equally high numbers (See section 3,
above, in this study). Mierzwa (2009) 295-296.
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•

Inspiring examples of other European countries are studied to build on their experience. The
Spanish model of the corporation, Mondragon, was studied to better understand the
complexity of vertical as well as horizontal arrangements that make a cooperative enterprise
more efficient [Dec (2012)]. Polish and British housing policies were studied to draw conclusions
and lessons to be applied concerning housing [Twardoch (2010)]. The positive impact of EU
funding and organizational and managerial changes in rural areas was described as evidence of
the positive effects of making EU funding available to rural enterprises, including cooperatives.
Valuable experience has been gained in how to develop and adapt local enterprises, including
cooperatives participating in these programs, to the needs of the market and EU regulations to
further increase the efficacy of using funds and to ensure the continuation of programs [Kil
(2011)].

•

Inspiring European examples help strengthen the arguments relating to the recognition of the
value of social aspects of cooperative activity. This is particularly evident regarding the concept
of ‘social economy’, social entrepreneurship, and that of a social cooperative. These concepts,
as well as existing European legislation and practice, provided material for study and later
became the basis for Polish legislation of 2006 on social cooperatives, to help the reintegration
to the employment market of those vulnerable and threatened with exclusion [FraczakSkrzypiec (2011), UNDP Social Enterprises study (2008); Kawa (2012 and 2015)]. The concept of
social cooperatives is cited as a particular example, with Polish legislation of 2006 based on
successful European examples [Stawicki (2016) 39; Social Enterprises-Mapping study (2016)].
And, as stressed by the Programmatic Platform for the 6th Congress of Cooperatives, since
several new types of cooperatives were formed with use of EU funding (specifically, social
cooperatives, groups of agricultural producers, and student cooperatives): “These [new forms]
need to be supported and continued as a way to bring younger generation of members but also
as an intermediary stage in the development of new more complex forms of collaboration and
cooperation” [Item 23].
Further arguments are made concerning cooperative law reform and the way the EU legislation
should impact the structuring of future Polish legal provisions. Programmatic Platform for the 6th
Congress stated: “European Commission recognized and stressed that in certain circumstances,
it is justified to accord special treatment to cooperatives so that they do not find themselves,
unfairly, in a worse situation vis-a-vis other economic actors. Many countries of ‘old Europe’ use
these beneficial treatment provisions. This is a sui generis recompense for the specific social
functions that cooperatives perform. Preserving the specificity of cooperative enterprises as
different from those which are after generating ‘profit’ is a key aspect of, and condition of
growth of cooperatives” [Item 13]. And among resolutions adopted after the 6th Congress, an
appeal was made to follow the lead of international cooperative organizations and their
guidelines: “Cooperative way of doing business is different from that of commercial
companies/partnerships. It is guided by ‘principles’ defined by ICA and acknowledged by
international organizations such as the UN and ILO. Our legislative acts should conform to these
principles” [Item 4].

•

Joining the international cooperative organizations and participation in international
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cooperative bodies such as ICA, or Cooperatives Europe, are extremely important if they
showcase the sector in these international forums and demonstrate further integration of the
Polish cooperative sector into the European and the international community. It allows the
movement to recall its long traditions going back to the 19th century, and to promote
inclusiveness and the feeling of being a part of the global international community [KRS
website, the section on international activities].

5.1.4. Attitudes toward cooperatives as part of the local community: Is there space
for cooperatives today?
The concept of a ‘community’ is not uniform. Rural and urban communities are different and the role
cooperatives play in these communities is recognized as different.
Overall, when reporting on the 6th Congress of 2016, one commentator noted: “Data from the Bureau
of Statistics for years 2011-2014 on all of the cooperative movement and its specific branches, show
continued diminishing of its potential and its regress, mainly to the benefit of global, international
corporations and concerns. Participants of the Congress were deliberating how to stop the process of
these phenomena and tendencies detrimental to the Polish cooperative movement and discuss the need
for cooperatives to undertake economic as well as social, cultural, and educational activities. An
important question was asked: do cooperators want to be active in all of these spaces, or exclusively in
business?” [KRS webpage report on 6te Congress, January 2017].
Rural communities
Concerning rural environments, Report on Project: Current condition and perspectives (2015),
attempted to provide answers to several questions on the role of cooperatives in rural communities.
The study involved representatives of 420 rural cooperatives from across the country and provided
interesting material on a variety of issues, including opinions of interviewed cooperative managers and
board members. The study revealed that: 52
•

Polish agriculture is still highly fragmented, with around 1.5 million farms operating across the
country. Of this number, only one-third seems to be producing for the market.

•

Many types of cooperatives are active in rural areas, with the following three playing a
predominant role: Rural Self-Help Cooperatives, Cooperatives Banks, and Agricultural Producers
Cooperatives.

52

Details from a PowerPoint presentation by Vinohradnik, K., and other materials presenting the results of the
study. http://ksow.pl/news/entry/6767-stan-i-perspektywy-rozwoju-spoldzielczosci-wi.html

45

•

Overall, Polish farmers are poorly organized and do not collaborate enough, with only 8-9% of
them jointly buying or selling products; however, these indicators change from branch to
branch.

•

The level of knowledge about cooperative principles and values among farmers and residents of
rural communities is low: 46% of respondents identified it as ‘rather low’, only 16% identified it
as ‘rather high’ and 1.2% as ‘very high’.

•

The level of readiness of farmers and residents of rural communities to undertake economic
activity in the form of cooperative is low: 51.2% responded that they are not ready to do that,
while 23.8% said ‘definitely not’. Only 1.4% responded with ‘a definite yes’ and 15.5% with a
‘Yes’.

•

Asked about their motivation to join a cooperative, the largest group – 27% - identified benefits
of collaboration as a decisive factor. For 24% of respondents, higher chances of obtaining EU
funding were key motivation to join whereas good examples of other cooperatives were
decisive for 17% of respondents.

•

Farmers see the benefits of cooperative membership primarily in economic terms. They see
other benefits and other-than-economic functions of co-operatives (such as cooperation,
exchange of ideas, education, or development of social ties) as secondary.

•

Key barriers in the development of rural cooperatives were identified as economic, meaning
lack of or insufficient capital - at 25.2%, and mental - at 10.7%. The latter meant ‘bad
connotations’ with cooperative movement under the communist system and general reluctance
of farmers to associate and to act collectively. There is no information on what was meant by
‘other’ barriers, at 44.5% of responses.
Main barriers in the development of rural
cooperatives (Q5)
Other barriers
Economic
There are no barriers
Mental
Social
Historic
Competency
Psychology

•

As for the relationship between cooperatives and the local community, survey data illustrates a
relatively limited role cooperatives play in this respect today. Economic aspects of activity have (in
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practical terms) pushed their social functions ‘to the back-burner’. Less than 20% of respondents
identified some form of local activity organized by, or engaged in, by local cooperatives:
Cooperative’s impact on the
local community (including its
members)
(Q8/13)
Some form of activity
Harvest festival, holiday fiestas
Promotional country events
Training and workshops for adults
Organized leisure events
Educational events for children and youth
Clubs
Reading rooms for children and youth
Reading rooms, libraries
Green=now offered
Red= never before offered
Yellow=offered earlier but not now
Gray=I do not remember

The low level of engagement of cooperatives in other-than-economic activities is seen as
detrimental to their position in local communities and a negative consequence of the dominance of
economic concerns and focus.53 Countering such consequences is an important challenge.
As to other functions fulfilled by rural cooperatives, they are summarized below. Unfortunately, no
details were available as to the opinions of community members on the level of access, or the
importance of the above functions.54
o
o
o
o
•

Knowledge transfer and all types of information sharing;
Promotion of new types of group activities and organizational structures for producers;
Processing and marketing of ag products on the market;
Integration of the community.

To another question – What are the main factors that impact the development of cooperatives in
rural areas? – respondents did not provide definitive answers:

53

Report on Project: Current condition and perspectives (2015). Zalcewicz, when commenting on SKOKs, noted:
“SKOKs also take action for the benefit of the local community, for example through financing cultural and sporting
events and initiatives and participating in financing renovations of Polish religious art relics; although as results
from studies performed show, their social engagements is smaller than in the case of co -operatives with other
activity profiles (Abramczuk, Herbst, 2008).”
54

Dabrowski, PowerPoint presentation of the results of the study. http://ksow.pl/news/entry/6767-stan-iperspektywy-rozwoju-spoldzielczosci-wi.html
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Factors impacting the development of
cooperatives in rural areas (Q4)

Accessibility of funds
Advantageous form of doing business
Promotional activities of a cooperative
Preferential treatment for a co-op
Active environment
Willingness to cooperate between farmers
Other factors
Green = Decisive impact
Red = No impact whatsoever
Yellow = Secondary impact
Gray = Hard to say

A majority (or 49%) identified accessibility of funds as having the most impact on the growth of
cooperatives in rural areas – but at the same time, 25% said it had ‘no impact whatsoever’.
Advantageous form of doing business was identified by 42% of respondents, but, again, 23% of them
said it had no impact.
Urban communities
The enormous challenges relating to urban development faced in the period of transformation from
centrally-planned to market economies are presented in various in-depth studies.55 For Poland, analysis
of population data showed that in 2011, 60.9% of the population lived in urban communities [table 2.2.
p. 60]. When relating this number to cooperative enterprises active in the urban or rural setting,
according to studies conducted in 2006, the majority of Polish cooperatives were located in rural areas
and cities of up to 20,000 residents. This is related to the historic development of the sector, with
traditional rural self-help and other agriculture-supporting cooperatives dominating in the 1950s and
1960s. Housing and worker cooperatives became prevalent in the 1970s and 1980s, with the most
dynamic growth related to the evolution of the housing sector in the 1990s. New cooperatives were
primarily observed in the western and north-western part of the country.56
Studies focusing on worker cooperatives conducted in 2008 identified at least 16 different types of
worker cooperatives, many of them active in urban settings, including construction, chemicals,
pharmaceuticals, health and medical services, transportation, tourism, etc. No statistics were provided
on the location of these enterprises [Fraczak-Skrzypiec (2011) 35-39]. On the other hand, Housing
Monitor conducted annually, identified the number of dwellings in 2013 as 13,852,892 with the
55

See, for example, The State of European Cities. Taking Stock After 20 Years of Reform. UN Habitat-Institute of
Urban Development-Instytut Rozwoju Miast. Krakow Poland. 2013. Discussion of Poland-related challenges is
included in part discussing the Western sub-region, pp. 56-102.
56
Abramczuk-Herbst (2008) 29-30 citing data for the period after 1989.
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following split between urban and rural dwellings: urban: 9,335,700 and rural: 4,517,200. As for
cooperative-owned dwellings, they amounted to 16.2% (or 2,248,625) of the total.57 No detailed
information about the split between urban and rural cooperative assets is easily available from data of
the auditing union [http://zrsmrp.com.pl/o-zwiazku/]. Further studies need to consider the role these
cooperatives play in urban communities today.

5.1.5. Attitudes toward cooperative law: Is the law helping or hindering their
development?
In general, current legislation is considered old, not modern, with provisions that do not provide
adequate support. One commentator noted that the law of 1982 on cooperatives was amended 32
times and that new drafts continue to be submitted by different groups of individuals or organizations.
Discussion of these drafts as well as underlying concepts continues [Stawicki (2016) p. 37-38].58
And even though new types of cooperatives have been introduced and formed based on legislation
passed in 2006 (social cooperatives) or 2009 (savings and lending), there is a notably low level of interest
in forming new cooperatives. The inadequate legal environment is cited as one of the reasons for such a
low level of interest: the law needs to change to allow more flexibility and to better adapt to the
requirements imposed by the modern global economy. One study [Mierzwa (2009) 299] posed the
following question:
Has the law on cooperatives:
Caught up with on-going transformations?
Does the law hinder the development of cooperatives?
I have no opinion on the subject

The majority (or 68.2%) of cooperatives managers surveyed in 2008 responded that they consider
current law harming rather than helping their development. And, interestingly, in response to another
question asked in the same survey, the author found acceptance for voting rules by shares, rather than
according to traditional cooperative principle of ‘one member, one vote’:
Would you allow members who bring in land shares more than one vote during General Assembly?
Yes
No
I have no opinion on the subject

As noted by the author in her summation, 59.1% of respondents said that they would allow new voting
arrangements, different from traditional ‘one member, one vote’. In this author’s view, this statement
57

Uchman et al. Informacje o Mieszkalnictwie. Wyniki monitoringu za 2014 rok [Information about housing.
Monitoring results for 2014]. Instytut Rozwoju Miast. Krakow 2015. See also the website Revitalization Forum,
which tackles a variety of issues, including historic preservation and revitalization of urban centers; www.rf.org.pl
58

Lack of stability of the legal environment was also pointed out by 69% of respondents of the Rural Study of 2015
as one of the biggest problems in managing cooperatives. See the chart below in sec. 5.2.2.
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would have been unheard of 10 years ago but given changes now occurring in the mentality of the
cadres of cooperatives managers, this fundamental departure from the ‘one member, one vote’ rule is a
reflection of greater flexibility needed in the law on cooperatives and a sign of acceptance of the
experience of European cooperatives where legislation does allow for this type of voting in certain
circumstances [Mierzwa (2006), p. 300].
As for the 6th Congress of Cooperatives of 2016, further detailed recommendations were included in its
Programmatic Platform, addressed at future legislation:59
o

o

o
o

o

“New draft law to be based on international principles (ICA, ILO) and decisions of the
Constitutional Tribunal which made important pronouncements on the
constitutionality of certain existing provisions relating to housing cooperatives;
The new law to recognize that cooperative way of doing business is different from that of
commercial entities, and that supportive regulation is needed; the law needs to support
cooperatives and the special ways in which they operate;
Revise taxation provisions to eliminate dual taxation, and to provide for special taxation of
cooperative funds/mutuals;
In housing, a system of financing is needed to support low- and medium-income level
housing construction of rental type; resolution of issues relating to credits for construction
taken by housing cooperatives in the 1980s and 1990s is urgently needed;
Need regulation on partnerships between cooperatives and local self-government and on
related collaborative projects.”

Resolutions adopted after the Congress strongly endorsed the statement that new supportive legislation
is needed: “Strong competition requires that cooperatives work together with each other and integrate.
The legal system should create conditions supportive of such arrangements. [ …] Report on the status of
the Polish cooperatives, together with the above recommendations, create a good basis for future
modern Law on Cooperatives which would also incorporate international principles” [Item 17, 18].
Whether these recommendations are indeed incorporated into future legislation remains to be seen –
in any case, the discussion continues.

5.1.6. Attitudes toward challenges cooperatives still face
Among other issues that need to be addressed by the cooperative movement, the following are raised
most frequently:
Low level of interest in cooperatives
This is evidenced in the diminishing number of cooperative enterprises which in turn results in the
sector’s lower level of contribution to the national economy. Formation of new cooperatives is still low,

59

Excerpts from Item 15, points 1-16.
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although there is evidence that Agricultural Producer Groups are slowly accepting them as formal and
legal structures to do business (see more in 5.2.1).
Central level authorities, as well as top policymakers, politicians, representatives of academia, and
media, do not know, do not understand, and do not support cooperatives [Brzozowska-Wabik (2012) 4].
This is made clear in the pronouncements of the 6th Congress of 2016, with the Programmatic Platform
summarizing the situation in the following manner: “Cooperative principles are practically the same as
principles of civil society; unfortunately, many policy-makers and politicians lack understanding and
knowledge of cooperatives. The same can be said for many Polish politicians, academics, journalists,
lawyers, economists… We must work to overcome these deficiencies, to make sure the role and essence
of the cooperative movement is better known and understood….” [Item 9].
And neither is the level of interest and cooperation satisfactory when local self-governments are
concerned. Again, their lack of interest in using the potential of the cooperatives and in supporting them
seems evident to cooperative leaders. Both in the 6th Congress’s Programmatic Platform and its
resolutions express the need to address this issue: “It is necessary to develop ways of close collaboration
between cooperatives and local government as well as other economic actors operating in the same
environment. Creating “rural and small-town movement of social champions” who would assemble
people of “broader views and horizons” would be an important element leading to the integration of
local communities. This kind of movement could include a network of local leaders and could undertake
various initiatives in resolving local problems, in educating and promoting self-education, cultural life,
etc. [Item 25] And, among resolutions: ‘Overall similarity of goals of cooperatives and units of territorial
self-government justify the recommendation that a law on public-social partnerships be developed, to
include joint projects between cooperatives and local self-government units” [Item 16].
More work lies ahead.
Low level of membership engagement
This seems to be a common problem, with only two types of cooperatives reporting a high level of
engagement. These were Ag Producer Groups (APGs) conducting their activities based on the
cooperative form of business (100% of engagement) and social cooperatives which reported a level of
participation at 50%. However, it must be noted that only 2 respondents represented APGs in the study
so the high level of participation may be misleading if a broader sample of APGs is included.
All other types of cooperatives reported low levels of participation.

Level of engagement of
cooperative members
(Q5)
Cooperative Ag Producer Group
Social co-op
Ag Producer Co-op
Dairy co-op
Other
Co-op Bank
Rural Self-Help Co-op
Co-op of Rural Circles
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Horticulture and apiary co-op
Green = High level of engagement
Yellow = Medium
Red = Low
Gray = I do not have an opinion in the matter

Asked about the prospects that survey participants could foresee for their cooperatives, 35.2%
responded that the cooperative is more likely to stagnate than grow. Somewhat similar groups were
equally positive and negative: 31.4% predicted dynamic growth and 26.7% foresaw serious problems
with keeping their current market position. This lack of confidence of members in their cooperative may
be linked to the low (i.e. unsatisfactory) level of performance of rural cooperatives in general.

Prospects of growth /development of your
cooperative (Q14)

From left to right: very dynamic; rather dynamic; more likely to stagnate; may have serious problems with
keeping market position, and hard to tell.

Does this mean that cooperative members do not believe in themselves or that they see little chance for
growth or for strengthening in their communities? Yet another survey reveals that only three types of
cooperatives are seen as likely to grow: cooperative banks, agricultural producer groups, and dairy
cooperatives.
Chances of future
development of
cooperatives by type
(Q14)
Co-op of Rural Circles
Rural Self-Help Co-op
Ag Producer Co-op
Horticulture and apiary co-op
Social co-op
Red = Low chances Yellow =
Medium
Green = High chance of growth
Gray = Hard to say
Dairy co-op
Cooperative Ag Producer Group
Co-op bank
Other
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Lingering ‘bad image’
This problem persists, although it may be less intense today.
•

Lingering ‘bad image’ and bad historic experience are still cited as the source of problems in
agriculture and its relatively unsatisfactory results. Farmers, in particular, do not like to
associate, so the search for new ways of doing business, for joining new forms of cooperation,
or for new ways of concentration along value chains are more difficult, even though markets
push toward them [Dec (2012) 21-23; Boguta (2014) 46-47; Final Report: Assessing the results
PROW 2007- 2013; 84].

•

Reluctance to associate, fear of what it means to jointly own property and a strong sense of
individual ownership are cited as examples of ‘lingering bad image,’ which makes things
difficult when new ways of housing arrangements are proposed [Twardoch-Heciak (2016) 4-5].

•

‘Worker mentality’ and low engagement levels remain a challenge: members seem satisfied to
leave decision-making to their managers and do not see the need to change or be more active.
In one study of social cooperatives, ‘dictatorial-type managers’ seemed to be doing better than
those using participatory methods and everyone seems fine with it since results were
satisfactory [Kobielska (2011) 94-96].

•

Historic reasons and a bad connotation of ‘cooperative’ persist, although things seem to be
improving:
o
o

•

Farmers do not know how to function or find their way in a bureaucratized world and
need help in the mass of regulations and applicable rules [Brzozowska-Wabik (2012) 4];
Sometimes, even though the first reactions are negative, farmers change after
reflecting. This seemed to be the case with respondents in a study focusing on social
cooperatives and what is seen as positive in these types of cooperatives. Study
participants were able to identify many positive aspects of working in a cooperative and
of cooperatives as local employers without recognizing the connection between these
findings and the concepts underlying cooperatives as a form of business [FraczakSkrzypiec (2011) 55-59].

The Klon-Jawor study conducted among 1000 randomly selected individuals shows that historic
‘bad connotations’ and ‘bad image’ may be less strong today. This is seen as a positive trend
(see more in 5.2).

Lack of interest among youth
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Young people associate cooperatives with the past and the ‘old regime.’ They tend to leave rural areas
and industries related to or based in rural communities. On the positive side, however, the popularity of
student cooperatives has reached 5,000 and is increasing, with active leadership and patronage of
existing cooperatives. This phenomenon is seen as a positive sign by cooperative leaders and worthy of
continuation and support [see KRS website with a listing of a broad range of available training].
A related issue was pointed out by the 6th Congress: “Educational programs to grow the cadres for
cooperative movement are of particular importance. In the course of national educational reforms
cooperative movement has lost its position in high schools which used to educate the cadres for their
needs, and academic institutions seem to have lost their interest in cooperative matters (departments
devoted to cooperative matters were eliminated)” [Resolution 10]. These issues must be addressed and
it seems that cooperative leadership intends to act.
Diminished social functions; predominant focus on economic functions
As noted earlier (sec. 5.1.4), the social functions of cooperatives seem to have declined, taken over by
economic concerns. There is less funding for educational, cultural, or social activities than for economic
functions. If any surplus is present, members press for its division and do not want to invest in the
cooperative, or spend it on other activities. This means that their economic participation/equity is not
growing, and, possibly, interest in cooperative is fading [Vinohradnik, Final report on the study: Current
Conditions (2015)].
The 6th Congress summed up the situation: “We must decide whether we want to be active only in
economic space, or also in the other areas” ...

5.1.7. Attitudes toward studying cooperatives to better understand them
In resolution 3, the 6th Congress expressed today’s situation in the following manner: “Extensive studies
should be undertaken to explore how cooperative movement fulfills the needs of various groups of
society, the needs of local communities, and what is the role and contribution of the cooperative sector
to national socio-economic system. The last year for which data was available in a result of such study
was 1994.”
That said, there is no shortage of focused studies exploring numerous issues. Several key studies by
area of focus are:
•

•

Studies on social capital: explored transition issues in Eastern Europe and the devastating impact
of political and social policies under the controlled societies between 1945-1989, [PaldamSvendsen; Chloupkova-Svendsen & Svendsen];
New organizational forms: these attracted attention as new ways of organizing farmers in the
period of transitioning from controlled to market-based economies:
o Empirical studies on Agricultural Producer Groups (APGs) in Wielkopolska region
[Banaszak];
o A follow-up study on compliance with rules and sanctions in producer groups [BanaszakBeckmann];
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A study of Poland’s pork and apple markets to look for changes imposed by the need to
adapt activities to new market conditions [Wilkin, Juchniewicz, Milczarek];
Cooperative management in new market conditions:
o A study involving managers of self-help cooperatives to discover what their
challenges are, and how to improve cooperative management systems
[Kozuch];
o A study on how dairy farmers interact with input suppliers to increase effectiveness
[Malak-Rawlikowska, Milczarek-Andrzejewska];
o A study of contracts between poultry producers and feed suppliers, and how the
contracts (or lack thereof) affect the efficiency of operations [Malchar];
o A study of changes in dairy value chains [Falkowski];
o A study of barriers to consolidation in producer groups in horticulture [Kopinski];
Power of cooperatives as agricultural policy influencers: a study looked at organizations of
farmers and their potential to influence agricultural policy [Milczarek-Andrzejewska];
Law on cooperatives:
o A study of opinions of cooperative managers about cooperative law [Mierzwa];
o Comments on what changes in the legal environment can be expected [Stawicki];
Social cooperatives:
o Studies and reports on perceptions, and the experience related to social cooperatives
[Pazderski, Kobielska];
o A study of social cooperatives as instruments of social and professional re-integration
[Brzozowska-Wabik];
o Multi-disciplinary study on social entrepreneurship [ UNDP and EURISCE publications];
Cooperative banks and S&Ls:
o Studies of specific managerial aspects of cooperative banking and how managers
address the need for new products and develop new relationships with clients
[Balina];
o A study of the profile of clientele which helps target their activities for greater success
Madra];
Perceptions study: conducted by Klon-Jawor [reported by Kurier Spoldzielczy];
Multi-year and inter-disciplinary studies: these include:
o A desk study using statistical and other data to review the status of the cooperative
sector between 1989 and 2005 [Krysiak];
o A study of producer groups and producer organizations in horticulture between 20042014 [Kopinski-Czernyszewicz];
o A study on how dairy farmers interact with input suppliers covering the period between
2004 and 2013 [Malak-Rawlikowska, Milczarek-Andrzejewska];
o A report on Agricultural Producer Groups in rural areas in years 2007-2013 (2014), or
o A multi-disciplinary study on current condition and perspectives of development of rural
cooperatives (2015) [multiple presentations as workshop reports];
o A study of social enterprises based on current experience and development potential
[Mierzwa].
o

•

•
•

•

•

•
•

Key findings of a selected number of these studies are summarized in the attachment to this document,
arranged by study date.
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5.2.

Noticeable Changes in Public Perceptions

Examples selected below describe the changing attitudes concerning a specific issue. Since the downturn
in key areas, such as the number of cooperative enterprises, the number of members and employees, or
the sector’s contribution to the GDP, was presented in section 2. We focus on positive trends hoping
that, over time, they will balance the negative ones and permit a return to growth.

5.2.1. EXAMPLE OF A TREND: Agriculture Producer Groups select cooperative as an
organizational form of business more often than before
Agriculture Producer Groups (APGs) were introduced by legislation in 2006. Empirical studies conducted
shortly thereafter had shown their relatively low appeal to APG members: only 2 out of 62 studied APGs
selected cooperatives as an organizational and legal form for their operations [Banaszak (2005) 12].
The reasons for not selecting a cooperative were studied among the same group of respondents: 71% of
the group declared that they did not choose the cooperative form because of bad connotation this word
had with the old regime, and also “with an enterprise from which everybody was stealing” [Lemanowicz
(2005) 8]. Other reasons why cooperatives were not chosen included:
o
o
o
o
o

Bad perception among farmers who were forced to join under socialism;
Bad market perception among business partners who are afraid of signing contracts
with a cooperative;
Bad examples since many cooperatives collapsed in the course of transformation;
Perception that this form (i.e. cooperative) was ‘not suited for modern times;’
Perception that cooperatives had to be large and had to associate at least 1000-2000
members to be profitable.

Similarly, low numbers were reported by authors who studied horticulture and apiary APGs formed to
operate as cooperatives. As of 2014, out of a total of 318 groups (including 178 Ag Producer Groups and
140 Organizations of Producers), cooperative form of business was selected by only 24 (7+17) which
amounts to 7.5% of the total [Kopinski-Czernyszewicz (2014) 54]:

The report of 2014 identifies ‘farmers’ mentality’ as one of the key barriers to the formation of
(AGPs): their reluctance to collaborate resulting from the lack of trust in their ‘neighbor’. The
intensity of this type of barrier seems to be diminishing when the group begins to function and
farmers begin to see tangible results of their collaboration. The report recommends education and
promotion of best practices to strengthen this positive trend as well as increasing the level
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of professionalism among the groups of farmers who could act as champions for AGPs [Final
Report: Assessing the results…PROW 2007-2013 (2014) p. 84].
This new trend to select cooperatives as a basis for APG operations seems to be spreading, thus
reversing the early trend. According to information on KRS website, AGPs are now becoming more
popular as examples of successful collaboration and concentration of agriculture producers become
more widely known. Comparing data for years 2014 and 2015, KRS concludes that APGs based on the
organizational form of a cooperative is definitely ‘more stable’ than that of an LLC. Among the APGs
registered after Dec. 31, 2013, this new trend seems apparent: among newly formed APGs, 62%
selected the form of cooperative while 38% selected the form of an LLC. KRS noticed the reverse of the
trend for the first time since AGPs were introduced in 2000.61

5.2.2. EXAMPLE OF A TREND: Interest is growing in new forms of collaborative
arrangements and in better understanding managerial aspects of how
cooperatives operate
New ways of doing business are needed and there seems to be a broader understanding of that need.
Cooperative practices relating to management, in particular, are under review, to identify steps leading
to improvements. Examples include:
•

Introducing new products or services, or withdrawing products or services that no longer meet
market requirements. The study of the role of cooperatives in rural areas included questions and
data related to these types of changes implemented as part of adaptation to market
requirements. The introduction of new products by financial services institutions seems to be
mentioned most frequently. Withdrawals or changes in products offered were also mentioned
and observed most frequently in consumer cooperatives (bakeries). Other examples of activities
previously not offered are niche-type products or services like eco-tourism which becomes
more and more popular across the country [Vinohradnik, Final report. Current conditions (2015)
16-18].

L: New types of products or services (Q11)

R: Products or services withdrawn from the market (Q11)
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However, a study of the poultry market by Malchar-Michalska (2016) 178, pointed out that APGs only assist their members with the search
for buyers which seems to be an important but limited service. Suggested that research should continue as to what are the functions of APGs
and how potential support funding for them should be used. Found no elements of vertical integration (from producer to processor) .

61

KRS: Najnowsze dane nt GPRow … website http://ksow.pl/grupy-producentow-rolnych.html. Also, new rules and legislation are under
preparation within the framework of PROW 2014-2020, providing new rules of registration and new forms of financial support.
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•

Managers should understand the need to change and adapt. This is evident from interviews
conducted with cooperative managers, for example, President of Cooperative Bank in Sierpce.
Building a successful relationship with clients by offering them modern and high-quality services
are seen as a necessary condition of staying relevant, and to meet the competition of
commercial banks also active on the local market [Interview, Gazeta Sierpecka of 29 April 2015,
no 17 (318) 9]. Another example relates to the adaptations made by Housing Cooperative in
Katowice which was forced to sell off some of its properties but designed several strategies to
address the issues of energy inefficiency, delays or non-payment of rental fees, etc. [Komar
(2011) 21-23]. In both cases, managers of the cooperatives had to find ways to adapt their ways
to the conditions imposed by the market and to train themselves and their staff, as needed, to
make these changes.
To the question, What are the most significant managerial problems? the top two answers
mentioned lack of support and unstable legal environment which indicate broader rather than
internally-managed issues:

Problems in managing a cooperative
(Q12)

Lack of support
Unstable legal environment
Other problems
Administrative barriers
Achieving goals
Collaboration between members
Red = A big problem
Yellow = Not a big problem
Green = No problem
Gray = Hard to say

•

Using unique cooperative features. Other examples include cooperatives that learn to use
“the greatest advantages co-operatives have” on top of traditional economic ones, namely:
o Excellent knowledge of local markets;
o Long-term experience (within their branch or specialty area);
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o
o

Loyal clients; and
“The ability to use social capital which is based on self-help, building on inter-personal
relationships, and care about the development of local communities.”

These unique features of cooperatives are recognized as a reflection of their solid foundation in
local communities [Dec (2012) 23].
•

Openness to new managerial structures that may be required. At least one study conducted in
2007-2008 suggested that cooperative managers are open to more flexible voting
arrangements even if they are contrary to the traditional ‘one-member-one-vote’ rule. The
willingness to try new voting patterns to attract investors and allow for more influence under
certain conditions was linked to the experience of other European countries where voting-byshare rules are allowed in certain circumstances under the EU legislation [Mierzwa (2009) 299300].

•

Openness to new local arrangements. These include vertical integration and concentration, or
other types of organizational or structural changes that are needed or required to meet
competition. A study conducted in 2007 among the managers of rural self-help cooperatives
concluded that cooperative chairmen and board members recognize the need to improve their
management and marketing skills. They are also willing to increase their overall knowledge of
the market economy to complement the high level of practical knowledge they currently
possess due to years of experience of working in cooperatives structures. These types of
improvements in the functioning of cooperatives and increasing the level of competency
among members and cooperative bodies were considered a precondition to the economy’s
upturn.62 Unfortunately, as noted, many cooperatives still elect formal liquidation rather than
strengthening their position through mergers or collaboration; the unfortunate consequence is
that cooperative assets are likely to be taken over by a group of outside investors [Dec (2012)
23].

•

Need to develop new partnerships or joint projects. In the words of cooperatives leaders
participating in the 6th Congress, several types of actions are needed:
o “The system(s) of collaboration between cooperatives and public administration needs
to be developed. One good example provided by some of the EU countries is the creation
of inter-departmental secretariat to focus on cooperative matters, or, broader, on social
economy matters [Resolutions Item 15].
o Overall similarity of goals of cooperatives and units of territorial self-government justify
the recommendation that laws on public-social partnerships are prepared, to include joint
projects between cooperatives and local self-government unit. [Item 16].

62

Kozuch (2010) 72-83, also Dec (2012) 21-23. Kopinski-Czernyszewski (2014) 58-59, list the following noticeable
barriers in the consolidation process among horticulture APGs: lack of professional managers and/or leaders who
are trusted; internal conflicts around governance; members’ reluctance to invest in groups; difficulties in managing
groups.
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o

Strong competition requires that cooperatives work together with each other and
integrate. The legal system should create conditions supportive of such
arrangements.” [Item 17]

5.2.3. EXAMPLE OF A TREND: Education and promotion are recognized as key to
attracting a new generation of young members
Per KRS’s website, the Council has so far educated over 30,000 individuals in various cooperative and
economic matters, providing training courses, workshops, and educational events to members, targeting
in particular young members or potential members. This is a part of KRS’s activities that are strongly
supported by cooperative leadership as expressed in resolutions and Programmatic Platform of the 6th
Congress:
o

o

“Educational programs to grow the cadres for co-op movement is of particular
importance. In the course of national educational reforms, the co-op movement has
lost its position in high schools which used to educate the cadres for their needs, and
academic institutions seem to have lost their interest in co-op matters (departments
devoted to co-op matters were eliminated). [ Item 10]
Central funds are needed for programs to support, educate, promote the
integration of branches.” [ Item 8]

5.2.4. EXAMPLE OF A TREND: History seems less important today than it used to be
Do people trust cooperatives more today than before? Are historic reasons for reluctance to cooperate
less important today?
This is an area in which perceptions and attitudes change very slowly. Studies of authors looking at social
capital have led them to a conclusion, that years of systemic pressures exerted on the cooperative
movement between the end of WWII (1945) and the commencement of transformations (1989) have
destroyed the social fabric and group cohesion [Chloupkova-Svenden (2003) 241]. These authors noted
that time is needed, perhaps generations, to reverse the destruction brought about by the years of a
command economy and communist system. The question is, has enough time passed in Poland? It is very
difficult to answer based on a desk review of publications but interesting observations may be made
based on the results of several empirical studies conducted within the last two decades.
Are cooperatives trusted today so that people are willing to join them? The answers may be different
depending on the type of cooperative activity. A couple of examples are cited below:
•

In agriculture, reluctance to collaborate or join groups that are, together, able to respond to the
needs of modern markets is still prevalent, and a lack of willingness to cooperate is cited as a
reason for very slow and difficult progress. The sector is still extremely fragmented, the level of
technology adaptations and investments still too low (even though increasing), and there are
problems with access to capital. Farmers are poorly organized and have little power to influence
policy-making [Cholupkova (2002/2003) 19-20; Wilkin et al (2005) 37-38;
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Milczarek-Andrzejewska (2014) 2; Boguta (2014) 57; Final report. Assessing the results (2014)
84; Final report. Current conditions (2015), a report on the auditing session summarizing results
of the study, 4-5, 7-8].
•

Cooperative traditions and over 150 years of history are cited as evidence of durability and
resilience of cooperative ideals, their value, and, ultimately, the underlying strength of the
sector. A website of the Circles of Women-farmers invites potential members to join the group
and events, making an effort to target young women entrepreneurs and women-farmers [see
http://www.izbarolnicza.lodz.pl/content/150-lat-k%C3%B3%C5%82-gospody%C5%84-wiejskich-naziemiach-polskich].

•

The study on the role of cooperatives in rural communities included specific questions relating
to what motivates people to join cooperatives today. The table below illustrates the findings
[Vinohradnik, PowerPoint presenting Final Report. Current conditions (2015)]:
Motivations to join a cooperative
(Q3)
Benefits resulting from collaboration
Better chance of obtaining EU funding
Other motives
Good examples of other co-ops

Green = Decisive motive
Red = No importance whatsoever
Yellow = Secondary importance
Gray = Hard to say

Unfortunately, 45% of respondents replied that ‘benefits of collaboration’ have ‘no importance
whatsoever’ on their motivation to join, and 21% identified these motives as secondary in
importance. The majority (or 51%) identified higher chances of obtaining EU funding as a
stronger motivation to join.
And when asked about their readiness to start business activity in the form of a cooperative,
51.2% of responding farmers and residents stated that they are ‘probably not ready’ and 23.8%
considered themselves ‘not ready’.
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Readiness of farmers and village residents to
start business activity in the form of a
cooperative
(Q2)

From left to right: definitely yes; probably; probably not; definitely not; no opinion.

On the positive side:
•

New trends in voluntary collaboration are observed, and there are examples of integration and
collaboration between co-operatives to ensure their better competitive position on the market
[Dec (2012) p. 21-23]. However, only dairy cooperatives seem to be consolidating and
specializing in a manner that can be compared to similar occurrences in the EU. The process
remains slow and difficult [Dec (2012) 22].

•

At least one study on the role of cooperatives in rural communities found that historic reasons
and ‘lingering bad image’ are less important today than they used to be:
o Only 15% of respondents in Klon-Jawor perceptions study conducted in 2006 had
negative rather than positive associations with the word ‘cooperative’.
o Among those respondents: 5% mentioned communism, 4% mentioned abuse, fraud,
theft or malfeasance as reasons for their bad word associations, and only 1.5%
mentioned ineffective management, bureaucracy, bankruptcy or incompetence. In the
view of the authors, these responses indicated a relatively low level of distrust or
rejection of cooperatives among the population at large.
o However, the report noted a relatively weak interest and willingness of cooperative
organizations in belonging to larger unions or associations of cooperatives, with housing
and agriculture producer groups the least interested in associating with other
organizations.63

•

Historic reasons seemed less important than practical ones for respondents of another study:
farmers do not know the rules, and cannot function easily in a bureaucracy; they do not know
or understand complex legal regulations and require assistance to function on the current
regulatory and legal environment [Milczarek-Andrzejewska (2014) 3-4].

•

And at least one other study has noted changes in the attitudes to cooperatives [FraczakSkrzypiec (2011) 57]. One of the questions asked of worker cooperative members was
phrased as: Is it worth it to be a cooperative? The first response seemed to be a quick ‘No’.
However, upon reflection, respondents were able to identify specific advantages of a
cooperative structure and finally reached a ‘Yes’ response because:
62

o
o

In a cooperative, one has an impact on decision-making processes;
Has a right to elect representatives;

o

Has a right to decide how to use revenue, and how to organize or re-organize their
cooperative;
Has a right to control and oversee operations.

o

The examples provided above are a few examples. There are many more.
63

Abranczuk-Herbst (2008) 38-39.
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