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Whatever the future may hold, it is clear that there has in recent years
been an increase in the numbers and coverage of co-operatives. Capital-
ism has been on the decline; State socialism has been more and more
open to question; co-operatives have been in the ascendant. I am not
referring so much to the elements in the third sector (as the co-operative
sector is sometimes called, to distinguish it from the other two and to
express a high aspiration if not an established fact) which have
traditionally been of importance. Consumer co-operatives are highly
important in retailing in man}' industrialised countries of the West and
equally so in Eastern Europe, the Soviet Union and China. So are
agricultural and fishing co-operatives, on both sides of the iron curtain;
and so also are co-operative banks, credit unions and co-operatives in
housing and other social services. All these forms of co-operation have
more or less held their own and "social co-operatives" have more than
done so. The striking expansion has been in producer co-operatives
outside agriculture.

In Western Europe, France and Italy take pride of place for the part
that producer co-operatives play in the economy at large. In both
countries there has been expansion. In France between 1970 and 1974 20
new co-operatives were formed annually which were still in existence at
the end of 1979; in 1975 31 new co-operatives which survived until that
date; while in 1979 itself there were 119 new ones. The number of
producer co-operatives taken altogether rose from 522 in 1970 to 698 in
1979. Italy is further ahead even than France. It has some 5,000 producer
co-operatives, seven times more than in France1. The rate of expansion
has also been rapid.

It is the same kind of story in almost any country one likes to mention.
In Holland in 1978 were only 80 such co-operatives; by 1980 the number
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