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The primary adaptation of our species is not 
hunting, tool making, or language, but our ability 
to co-operate.   William F. Allman 

 

Everything on this planet functions according to the law of 
nature. Particles come together, and on the basis of their co-
operation everything around us, our whole environment, can 
develop and be sustained. In a human community the same 
law and principle of co-operation applies.   The Dalai Lama  
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Concurrent Session 1:   
Putting Principles into Practice  
 
Co-operative Sustainability Scorecard 
Russ Christianson 
 
Introduction 
 
The Co-operative Sustainability Scorecard (2008) 
was developed as a tool for co-operatives of any 
size in any sector to create triple bottom line 
benchmarks for their organization.  The objective 
was to provide a “do-it-yourself” approach  
using existing software that is widely available and 
user friendly (Microsoft Excel).   A Creative 
Commons license was used to share the scorecard 
freely.   A co-operative development funding 
organization, Carrot Cache, supported the initial 
research and creation of the Scorecard.  
 
The starting point in the Scorecard’s creation was 
the ICA Co-operative Principles and Values.   
Secondary research was performed to determine 
the congruence between Co-operative Principles 
and Values and recognized Sustainability Indicators 
(please refer to Appendix 1).   
 
The most recent ICA review of the Co-operative 
Principles and Values is currently being undertaken 
by the Principles Committee.  Their draft document, 
“Guidance Notes P3, P5, P7” reinforces the notion 
of sustainability and the triple-bottom line 
embedded in the Co-operative Principles and 
Values: 
 
Sustainability is present in various forms, which are not 
mutually exclusive but complementary. In general, 
priority is given to economic sustainability but social 
sustainability should also be taken into account. Without 
social sustainability, economic sustainability lacks 
purpose and sense from a cooperative perspective. In 
addition, both of them depend on environmental 
sustainability, which enables the other two kinds of 
sustainability to exist and survive. This is why the 
Reference Document specifically states that cooperatives 
“have a responsibility to constantly work for the 
protection of the environment of their communities.” 

Cooperatives have special responsibility for ensuring 
continuous development in their communities in 
economic, social, and environmental terms.1 
 
The Scorecard’s sustainability measures include 
minimum recommended practices and metrics 
(actual results compared to budgeted benchmarks) 
in each of the key areas:  Economic, Social and 
Environmental.  The process of moving through and 
discussing the Scorecard is participatory and 
democratic and needs to involve the membership of 
the co-operative.   
 
Since being introduced in July 2008, many  
co-operatives have adopted the Scorecard.  It was 
presented at the 2008 ON Co-op Gala; Co-operative 
Grocer published it in print and on their website in 
their January 2009 issue; and the Co-operative 
Secretariat translated it into French.  The  
Co-operative Sustainability Scorecard has been 
adopted and adapted by Ontario Natural Food  
Co-op (ONFC), Co-op Atlantic, Conseil Quebecois de 
la Co-operation, Bloomington Cooperative Services 
(Indiana), The Big Carrot, Ottawa Valley Food Co-op, 
and Karma Co-operative.  Other food co-operatives 
that are members of the growing network of Local 
Organic Food Co-ops (now up to seventy) are in the 
process of introducing the Scorecard.  The hope is 
that we will begin to aggregate the results and use 
these to influence government policy. 
 
Market Failures 
 
In 2008 and 2009, the global economy was on the 
verge of collapse and the speculative financial 
system was bailed out by $14 trillion in taxpayers’ 
dollars.  It was the largest financial market failure 
since the Great Depression in 1930s and many 
countries have not recovered, including Canada. 
 
In 2009, Nicholas Stern, Head of the British 
Government Economic Service and former World 
Bank Chief Economist, published The Economics of 
Climate Change with this admission:   

                                                      
1 Draft Guidance Notes P3, P5, P7, ICA Principles Committee, May 
2014, page 15. 
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“Climate change is the greatest market failure the 
world has seen.”2   
 
These two unprecedented market failures were 
foreseen by many people.   It was a gloomy 
beginning of the new millennium, but it’s one that is 
full of opportunity for co-operatives.    
 
Our current economic system (capitalism) 
originated in England at the beginning of the 
industrial revolution.  As Karl Polanyi detailed in his 
classic work, The Great Transformation,3 market 
liberalism was the theoretical response of English 
thinkers to the massive social disruptions caused by 
industrialization in the early 1800s.  Writers like 
Adam Smith attempted to provide a moral basis for 
the theory of market liberalism by defining 
“economic” rules that justified its core belief that 
human society should be subordinated to “self-
regulating” markets.  As England expanded its 
empire in the nineteenth century, these beliefs 
became the dominant organizing principle for the 
world economy.  
 
Co-operative Solutions 
 
Co-operative economics, championed by social 
reformers such as Robert Owen (a Welsh 
businessman), provided a humane and concrete 
response to the social misery caused by free 
markets.  In 1844, a group of weavers in Rochdale, 
England, inspired by Owen, started a food co-op 
based on the co-operative principles they penned.  
As word of their success spread, co-operatives 
based on the Rochdale principles were started 
throughout the world. 
 
During the “Dirty Thirties”, there was a successful 
flurry of new self-help co-operatives organized in 
the United States, including 300,000 members in 
California’s “reciprocal economy”.4  In Canada, 

                                                      
2 Nicholas Stern, Stern Review:  The Economics of Climate Change, 
October 2006, Executive Summary, page viii. 
3 Karl Polanyi, The Great Transformation – The Political and Economic 
Origins of Our Time (Boston: Beacon Press, 1944, 1957, 2000). 
4 Jonathan Rowe, “Entrepreneurs of Cooperation”, YES! A Journal of 
Positive Futures. Bainbridge Island, Washington USA:  Issue 38, 
Summer 2006. 

several established co-operatives hired organizers 
to help start new co-operatives of all kinds.5  
 
Today, as so called self-regulating markets fail 
again, people all over the world are joining and 
starting co-operatives to meet their needs.  There 
are thousands of examples of local co-operative 
initiatives, from credit unions in India, fair trade 
coffee growers in Nicaragua, industrial worker  
co-ops in Argentina, renewable energy co-ops in 
Denmark, and local organic food co-ops in Canada.   
 
The following statistics6 paint an impressive picture 
of the worldwide impact of the co-operative model: 
• In 1994, the United Nations estimated that the 

livelihood of nearly 3 billion people, or half of 
the world's population, was made secure 
through co-operative enterprises. 

• One billion people are members of  
co-operatives worldwide.  A 25% increase since 
the global economic collapse in 2008.   

• Co-operatives provide over 100 million jobs 
around the world, 20% more than multinational 
enterprises. 

• In the United States, more than 120 million 
people (40% of Americans) belong to 47,000  
co-operatives. 

• There are 132,000 co-operative enterprises in 
the European Union, with 100 million members 
and 2.3 million employees. 

• Canada has over 9,500 co-operatives and credit 
unions, with combined assets of approximately 
$300 billion, employing over 155,000 people. 

• Quebec, a province that has had co-operative 
friendly policies for decades, accounts for 
almost 40 percent of all co-operatives in 
Canada, and nearly 50 percent of co-op jobs. 

 
The principles and values of co-operatives provide a 
positive alternative to the failing hierarchical 
business structure favoured by the neo-liberal 
economy.  The table below provides a comparison 

                                                      
5 Ian McPherson, Co-operative Movement,  
www.canadianencyclopedia.com  
6 International Co-operative Alliance, www.ica.coop, 2007; National 
Co-operative Business Alliance, www.ncba.coop, 2007; and Canadian 
Co-operative Association, www.cca.coop, 2007. 
 

http://www.canadianencyclopedia.com/
http://www.ica.coop/
http://www.ncba.coop/
http://www.cca.coop/
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between the values of the competitive “free 
market”, and the co-operative, “fair market”. 
 

Value Comparison 
Competitive (Free Market) Versus Co-operative 

(Fair Market) Economic Systems 
 

Competitive Values Co-operative Values 
Self-interest (win-lose) 

Individual Wealth  
Short-term 
Global Fear 
Autocratic 

Information Control 
Bigger is Better 

Centralized 
Status Quo 

Mutual Benefit (win-win) 
Collective Needs 

Long-term 
Local Empowerment 

Democratic 
Information Sharing 

Small is Beautiful 
Decentralized 

Visionary Change 
 

These values provide the underlying motivations for 
people in their daily activities.  The contrast 
between the competitive values and the  
co-operative values is startlingly clear.  Given the 
last few years of very public corporate scandals, and 
the greed exhibited by many corporate officers, it is 
not surprising that co-operatives enjoy a very 
favorable public perception.   
 
The table below shows the perceptions of 
Canadians regarding co-operative businesses versus 
corporations.7 
 

Co-operatives vs. Corporations 
  Canadian Citizens' Perceptions Co-ops Corporations Ratio 

Prefer Co-ops over Corporations 83% 
 

 

Support community's values 81% 19% 4.3 

Support local economy 78% 22% 3.5 

Having a say (democratic) 77% 23% 3.3 

Sell local products 75% 25% 3.0 

Socially responsible 76% 25% 3.0 

Environmentally sustainable 73% 27% 2.7 

Treat employees better 69% 32% 2.2 

Lower prices 70% 30% 2.3 

 
 
 

                                                      
7 Ipsos Tracking Study for CCA, August 21, 2013; Abacus Data IYC 
Canadian Awareness Study for CCA, May 23, 2012. 

Co-operative Sustainability Scorecard 
 
The Co-operative Sustainability Scorecard can be 
used by co-ops of any size to begin documenting 
and benchmarking their triple bottom line.  It 
provides an opportunity to take the Co-operative 
Principles and Values and apply them directly to a 
co-op’s governance and decision-making processes 
and its measurable financial, social and 
environmental objectives.   
 
The first time the Scorecard is filled in, the  
co-operative may want to adjust some of the 
recommended practices and metrics.  As the board 
and management work through the Scorecard, it 
will spark interesting discussions and most likely the 
need for further information gathering.   
 
The Scorecard has been designed to be practical 
and easy to use.  Microsoft Excel was chosen 
because it is widely available and offers built-in 
formulae.  Just open “Sustainability Scorecard 
Spreadsheet V1.0” and click on the “Organization” 
tab at the bottom of your screen.  The instructions 
for using the Scorecard are at the bottom of this 
page.  Skip the “Summary” tab and move to the 
“Economic”, “Social”, and “Environmental” tabs in 
any order you wish.  You can print any of the pages 
any time you like. 
 
There are a number of locked cells that are read 
only.  If you have suggested improvements, please 
contact Russ Christianson (russ.c@xplornet.com).  
The Scorecard is meant to be freely shared and 
adapted as necessary, so please go ahead and use 
it.  
 
In addition to the Excel spreadsheet (Scorecard), 
there are three other short documents in the 
Scorecard Package: 
1. Co-operative Sustainability – Ecology, Society, 

Economy 
2. Co-operative Sustainability – Principles & Values 
3. Resources and References 
 
The Scorecard spreadsheet and these supporting 
documents are available free on-line at the  

mailto:russ.c@xplornet.com
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Co-operative Grocer website: 
http://www.cooperativegrocer.coop/articles/2009-01-18/co-operative-
solutions-hard-times 

 

 
 
 
The Venn diagram above shows that the human 
economy is embedded within society.  In the words 
of Karl Polanyi, one of the world’s most original and 
influential economic historians, “man’s economy is 
submerged in his social relationships.”8  In Polanyi’s 
economic view, people are not simple, rational 
actors who are motivated to further their self-
interest through the accumulation of material 
goods; rather, people act to safeguard their “social 
assets.”  Material assets are only of value in so far 
as they protect social assets – the mutually 
beneficial relationships that bind people to one 
another.  In other words, the human economic 
system is run on the basis of non-economic or social 
motives. 
 
This view is confirmed by scientific research, in the 
multi-disciplinary field known as “evolutionary 
psychology”:  The primary adaptation of our species 
is not hunting, tool making, or language, but our 
ability to co-operate.  While the process of 
evolution is often characterized in terms of dog-eat-
dog competition and the ‘survival of the  

                                                      
8 Karl Polanyi, The Great Transformation – The Political and Economic 
Origins of Our Time (Boston: Beacon Press, 1944, 1957, 2000), page 48. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
fittest,’ this recent research reveals that our 
species’ success over the eons is due to the fact that 
we are the most co-operative creatures on Earth.9 
 
Of course, for the one billion people who are 
members of co-operatives around the world, this is 
not surprising.  They have each determined, 
individually, that their needs can be more 
effectively fulfilled by co-operating socially and 
economically with others rather than competing 
against them. 
 
Human society is represented by the second circle, 
and is embedded within the ecology – the entire 
natural world, or the earth.  Today, we are 
rediscovering what our tribal ancestors always 
knew; that we are only a part of nature, we are not 
separate from or above nature.  The ancient Greeks 
understood this when they created the words, 
“ecology” and “economy”.  Ecology, oikos or house, 
is our collective house (the world), as well as our 
individual homes.  Economy, oikonomia or 
household management, is the management of our 

                                                      
9 William F. Allman, The Stone Age Present, Simon and Schuster, New 

York, 1994, pages 14 & 21. 

 HUMAN 
SOCIETY 

ECOLOGY 

   HUMAN 
ECONOMY 

Ecology – from the Greek oikos or house.  The 
natural world that humans share with all 
creatures. 
 
Human Society – from the Latin socius or 
companion.  The sum of human activity and 
conditions that function as an interconnected 
whole. 
 
Human Economy – from the Greek oikonomia or 
household management.  The wealth and 
resources of a community and how they are 
organized to meet peoples’ needs. 

http://www.cooperativegrocer.coop/articles/2009-01-18/co-operative-solutions-hard-times
http://www.cooperativegrocer.coop/articles/2009-01-18/co-operative-solutions-hard-times
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individual homes, and our collective house (the 
earth).   
 
While the business pages of our newspapers would 
like us to think of the economy as the “industrial, 
technological, or financial” economy, Wendell Berry 
sides with the Ancient Greeks when he talks about 
the “Great Economy”.10  For Berry, the Great 
Economy sustains the total web of life:  all the other 
creatures with whom humans share the world. 

 
Why Use the Co-operative Sustainability 
Scorecard?11 
 
Benefits to each individual co-operative: 

• Increased understanding of opportunities 
and risks  

• Illuminating the link between financial and 
non-financial measures  

• Informing long term strategy and policy, 
and business plans  

• Streamlining processes, reducing costs and 
improving efficiency 

• Benchmarking and assessing sustainability 
performance with respect to laws, norms, 
codes, performance standards, and 
voluntary initiatives 

• Being a leader in sustainability reporting 
• Comparing performance internally, and 

between organizations and sectors 
 
Benefits to the co-op movement and society:  

• Mitigating – or reversing – negative 
environmental, social and governance 
impacts 

• Educating the public regarding the  
co-operative advantage  

• Enabling external stakeholders to 
understand the co-op movement’s true 
value, and tangible and intangible assets 

 
  

                                                      
10 Herman E. Daly and John B. Cobb Jr., For the Common Good, 
Beacon Press.  Boston, 1989, page 18. 
11 https://www.globalreporting.org/information/sustainability-
reporting/Pages/default.aspx 

https://www.globalreporting.org/information/sustainability-reporting/Pages/default.aspx
https://www.globalreporting.org/information/sustainability-reporting/Pages/default.aspx
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Appendix 1:  Concurrent Session 1   
Putting Principles into Practice  
 
Questions for Discussion 
 
a) How are co-operative principles measured by 
the tool (explain in detail the connection between 
these measures and activities of the co-operative)? 

• The ICA Co-operative Principles and Values 
were the starting point in creating the 
Scorecard.   Minimum recommended 
practices and benchmarked metrics were 
identified for sustainable co-operative 
governance and operation. 

• The initial Scorecard is used as a benchmark 
for continuous improvement in the  
co-operative’s sustainability.  Each year, the 
Scorecard is updated and new attainable 
sustainability improvement priorities can be 
set. 

 
b) What process was used to generate these 
measures (were they newly developed and how, or 
were they adapted from existing tools and which)? 

• Recognized Sustainability Indicators were 
matched to the Co-operative Principles and 
Values to determine appropriate measures 
for the triple bottom line:  Economic, Social 
and Environmental. 

• A significant number of existing practices 
and measures were adopted and adapted 
for the Scorecard. 
 

c) Are these tools equally useful for co-operatives 
with significant resources (e.g. staff; funding) and 
those with more limited resources? 

• Yes.  The Scorecard can and has been 
adapted by co-operatives of all sizes and in 
an increasing number of sectors. 

• The important thing is to get started with 
the Scorecard.  The initial scorecard can be 
filled out by a sub-committee of the board 
in two to three hours. 

• The more resources available, the more 
detailed and ambitious the Scorecard can 
be, including its integration into the  
co-operative’s annual report. 

 
d) Are they restricted to a particular type of  
co-operatives, and can these measures be adapted 
to other co-op types? 

• No to the first part of the question and yes 
to the second part.  All types and sectors of 
co-operatives can adapt the Scorecard to 
their unique circumstances. 
 

e) Are other aspects of co-operative identity 
measured by this tool beyond the 7 ICA principles? 

• The ICA Principles and Values are integrated 
into the Scorecard and its measures. 

• The economic, social (including cultural), 
and environmental aspects of co-operative 
organizations are considered. 

• As a continuous improvement process, the 
Scorecard will evolve along with the 
growing understanding and sophistication 
of the meaning and measurement of 
sustainability. 

 
f) Next steps for discussion at this meeting and 
future developments of the tool (s)? 

• It would be ideal to find a way to 
standardize some of the basic sustainability 
measurements and tools for all  
co-operatives.  The ICA will need to be 
involved in this process and it could be a 
follow-up to their Principles Committee 
discussion. 

• It is important to keep the co-operative 
sustainability tools accessible and easy to 
use so that co-operatives of all sizes and 
degrees of sophistication are able to adopt 
more sustainable practices in the economic, 
social and environmental aspects of their 
operations.  Often, the small co-ops lead. 

• Co-operatives within and across sectors can 
begin to aggregate their sustainability 
measures (if they use common tools) to 
market the co-operative difference 
(compared to Corporate Social 
Responsibility and Sustainability Indicators) 
to the public and governments to influence 
economic, social and environmental policy. 

Example: 
http://www.sustainablefoodtrade.org/members-public-reports/ 

http://www.sustainablefoodtrade.org/members-public-reports/
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Appendix 2:  Co-operative Sustainability  (Russ Christianson, 2008) 
 
As human societies move further into this new Millennium, there are growing concerns regarding social disparity 
and environmental degradation.  Co-operatives have and will continue to play a leading role in defining and 
implementing organizational systems that are financially, socially and environmentally sustainable.  For example, 
over the past twenty years, Canada’s credit union system has pioneered social auditing, housing co-ops have 
introduced energy conservation technology, and organic food and fair trade co-ops have brought social justice and 
environmental goals to their bottom line.  And more recently, large co-operatives like Mountain Equipment Co-op, 
VanCity, and The Co-operators have introduced sustainability reporting into their management systems.   
 
The Co-operative Principles and Values are the starting point and the foundation for co-operative sustainability.  
The table below provides a comparison between the Co-operative Principles, Values and related Sustainability 
Principles. 

 
Co-operative Principles  Co-op Values Sustainability Principles 

1) Voluntary and Open 
Membership 

Equality 
Openness 

• Equality within the current population and between present and future 
generations (Aalborg12, Bellagio13, Fair Trade14, Melbourne15, ORTEE16) 

2) Democratic Member Control Democracy 

• Members create and share a long-term vision and goals, and govern the 
organization democratically (Aalborg, Bellagio, Fair Trade, Melbourne, 
ORTEE) 

• All relevant stakeholders are included in the design and implementation of 
the project (Aalborg, Bellagio, Fair Trade, ORTEE) 

3) Member Economic 
Participation 

Equity • Achieve long-term economic and social security for all people (Aalborg, Fair 
Trade, Melbourne) 

4) Autonomy and 
Independence 

Self-responsibility 
• Empower people and foster participation (Aalborg, Fair Trade, Melbourne) 
• Enable individuals and communities to minimize their ecological footprint 

(Aalborg, Melbourne, Natural Step17, ORTEE) 

5) Education, Training and 
Information 

Self-help 
Honesty 

• Recognize the intrinsic value of biodiversity and natural ecosystems, and 
protect and restore them (Aalborg, Fair Trade, Melbourne, Natural Step, 
ORTEE) 

• Enable continual improvement based on accountability and transparency - 
data, methods and interpretation are public, accessible and clear (Bellagio, 
Fair Trade) 

6) Co-operation Among  
Co-operatives 

Solidarity • Expand and enable co-operative networks to work towards a common, 
sustainable future (Aalborg, Fair Trade, Melbourne, ORTEE) 

7) Concern for Community 
Social Responsibility 

Caring for Others 

• Social/community well-being (local and global) and the ecology are fully 
considered (Aalborg, Bellagio, Fair Trade) 

 

                                                      
12 The Aalborg Charter, was signed on May 27, 1994 at the European Conference on Sustainable Cities & Towns in Aalborg, Denmark.  This conference was a follow-
up to the 1992 Rio Earth Summit on Sustainable Development and was part of the United Nations Environment Program’s Agenda 21. The Charter was updated and 
made more specific at a 2004 meeting, also in Aalborg, resulting in the Aalborg Commitments. 
13 The Bellagio Principles were developed in November 1996, also as a follow up to the Rio Earth Summit.  This meeting was sponsored by the Rockefeller 
Foundation’s Innovation Fund and brought together an international group of measurement practitioners and researchers from five continents to Rockefeller’s 
Conference Center in Bellagio, Italy. 
14 The Principles for Domestic Fair Trade were developed by the Domestic Fair Trade Working Group, and approved for distribution on December 13, 2005.  The 
basis of these principles was established at the first meeting of the Domestic Fair Trade Working Group at La Farge, WI, August 23 and 24, 2005. The draft principles 
were further developed by the working group steering committee, which included Erbin Crowell (Equal Exchange), Jason Freeman (Farmer Direct Co-op/fairDeal), 
Michael Schneider, (Organic Valley/CROPP Co-operative), Michael Sligh (Rural Advancement Foundation International & the Social Justice in Agriculture Project), 
and Cecil Wright (Organic Valley/CROPP Co-operative). 
15 The Melbourne Principles for Sustainable Cities were developed at an International Charrette held in Melbourne (Australia) between 3 and 5 April 2002, 
organized by the United Nations Environment Programme International Environmental Technology Centre, and the Environment Protection Authority Victoria. Over 
forty experts from around the world contributed to the preparation of the Principles.  This meeting was a follow-up to the International Workshop on Cities as 
Sustainable Ecosystems (CASE) which took place in Toronto (Canada) on 18 and 19 March 2002, organized by the Toronto and Region Conservation Authority, 
sponsored by Environment Canada.  The CASE Workshop was instrumental in defining many of the concepts which ultimately led to the development of the 
Melbourne Principles. 
16 The Ontario Roundtable on the Environment and Economy (ORTEE) developed its Model Principles for Sustainable Communities in 1991. 
17 The Natural Step is a nonprofit organization founded in Sweden in 1989 by a Swedish oncologist, Dr. Karl-Henrik Robèrt.  Following publication of the Brundtland 
Report in 1987, Robèrt developed The Natural Step Framework, setting out the four system conditions for the sustainability of planet Earth.  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sweden
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Karl-Henrik_Rob%C3%A8rt
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Brundtland_Report
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Brundtland_Report
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Earth
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Appendix 3:  Aron Theatre Co-operative Sustainability Scorecard Summary 
   
 

 



Tools to Measure Co-operative Performance and Impact 
 

 
Co-operative Sustainability Scorecard   9 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
In 2009, the Aron Cinema in Campbellford in 
Canada was like hundreds of other small-town 
cinemas: ready to close its doors, faced with 
overwhelming competition from digital home 
entertainment and big-box complexes. Today, 
back from the brink of closure, The Aron is a 
popular cultural hub and an instructive model of 
economic renewal for other towns facing the 
loss of traditional institutions. 
 
7 June 2013 
 
The difference in Campbellford was a 
cooperative initiative led by local consultant, 
Russ Christianson. Christianson wasn’t willing to 
stand by and watch The Aron disappear. “The 
theatre had been open since 1947,” he says. 
“Attendance had declined and it was in need of 
modernization.” The Aron was one of the 
town’s only non-church gathering places, and a 
far more convenient place for movie watching 
than driving on dark highways to big-box malls. 
“As a core business in downtown Campbellford, 
the Aron’s closure could well have caused a 
ripple effect on other local businesses,” says 
Christianson. 
 
The answer was a cooperative. With 
Christianson as the founding President, a group 
of local residents formed the Aron Theatre     
Co-operative Inc, determined to rehabilitate 

The Aron. A bond series was issued. The cinema 
was purchased. Grant money was raised for a 
digital projector and a marketing plan was 
developed to drive outreach to the community. 
 
“Those first two years weren’t easy,” says 
Christianson. “The idea of pooling our 
community resources and volunteering time 
and energy to save the local cinema just wasn’t 
on people’s minds. But once the idea caught on, 
residents really stepped up to the challenges to 
make it work”, he says. 
 
Attendance began to increase as movie 
programming improved. The new digital 
projector and sound system made a big 
difference in the quality of the experience. 
People of all ages started coming back to the 
movies in Campbellford. The Aron cooperative 
is now serving as a community hub and cultural 
centre, working, for example, with local schools 
to show educational films. 
 
Christianson, who remains the cooperative’s 
President, applied his thirty years of consulting 
experience as a volunteer in his own town, 
“and,” he says, “I’m pleased to report that the 
Aron is now running a modest surplus, which 
will be directed into more improvements”. 
Anyone wishing to contact Russ Christianson to 
learn more about the success story of the Aron 
or to inquire about cooperative business 
succession planning can reach him at: 
russ.c@xplornet.com 
 
http://www.cicopa.coop/Cooperative-Saves-Local-Theatre.html 

The International Organisation of Industrial, 
Artisanal and Service Producers’ Cooperatives, or 
CICOPA, has been a sectoral organisation of the 
International Cooperative Alliance (ICA) since 1947. 
Its full members are representative organisations of 
producers’ cooperatives from different sectors: 
construction, industrial production, services of 
general interest, transport, intellectual services, 
artisanal activities, health, social care, etc. Its 
associated members are support organisations 
promoting cooperatives in those sectors. 

mailto:russ.c@xplornet.com
http://www.cicopa.coop/Cooperative-Saves-Local-Theatre.html
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