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Poverty: A complex phenomenon  
 
Eradicating poverty is clearly the 
biggest social challenge we face today. 
The poverty problem is immense, 
whether seen through the eyes of one 
poor woman struggling to feed her 
family, or seen through aggregate 
poverty statistics: of the world’s 6 
billion people, 2.8 billion –almost half- 
people living on less than two dollars a 
day1. This terrible figure hides women 
or men all around the world, not 
having enough financial resources to 
be able to meet their needs of food, 
health or education.  
Today, it is admitted that poverty is 
not only a monetary issue. Its non-
monetary dimension has to be taken 
into account in every poverty 
reduction strategy. Exposures to risks 
and to income volatility are two 
essential aspects of poverty. The poor 
lack the means to protect themselves 
adequately against them – this is what 
makes them vulnerable. Furthermore, 
poor people suffer from lack of 
political representation and thus 
cannot make their views heard and 
defend their interests. Therefore, poverty is a multidimensional and very complex 
phenomenon, which requires a multidimensional response.  

To tackle this complex phenomenon, in 2000, United Nations agencies collectively identified 
a concise set of eight Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) – eradicate extreme poverty 
and hunger, achieve universal primary education; promote gender equality and empower 
women; reduce child mortality; improve maternal health; combat HIV/AIDS, malaria and 
other diseases; ensure environmental sustainability; and develop a Global Partnership for 
Development. These objectives have become an important tool for cooperation in support of 
national policies to reduce and eliminate poverty, in particular, the target of halving extreme 
poverty by 2015. Unfortunately, the task is huge and poverty is gaining ground.  
 
 
The co-operative response 

Meanwhile, the co-operative enterprise benefits from growing interest among development 
partners. Co-operatives are in many countries significant social and economic actors in 
national economies, thus making not only personal development a reality, but contributing to 
the well-being of entire populations at the national level. Co-operatives have significantly 
                                                 
1 D. Narayan and P. Petesch : An Empowering Approach to Poverty Eradication. 
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contributed to economic growth throughout the world. The United Nations estimated in 1994 
that the livelihood of nearly 3 billion people, or half of the world’s population, was made 
secure by co-operative enterprises. Nearly 800 million individuals are members of co-
operatives today, compared with about 184 million in 1960. They account for an estimated 
100 million jobs and are economically significant in a large number if countries providing 
foodstuffs, housing, financial and a wide variety of consumer services2. 
Furthermore, through their capacity to involve all sectors of the economy, their democratic 
organization based on its “one member, one vote” rule, and through their capacity to convert 
individual risks into collective risks3, co-operatives are the only form of organization meeting 
so concretely all dimensions of poverty such as resumed by the World Bank: opportunity, 
empowerment and security.  
 
The Global Campaign and its objectives 

 
With its interwoven values of mutual assistance, solidarity, self-management and democracy 
and its pursuit of economic and social objectives geared towards development of the 
community as a whole, the co-operative movement has tools of invaluable scope and 
effectiveness for improving the social, economic and cultural conditions of populations and 
thus for combating poverty. 
 

 
 

                                                 
2 International Labour Conference, Report V (1): Promotion of cooperatives (2001). 
3 Especially by putting together members wishing to protect themselves from the same risks at an affordable 
cost. 
Picture:� Women Cooperative (project supported by the ILO): in the quarries of Mtongani (Dar Es Salaam), a 
mushroom and hen house project directed under cooperative form was proposed as an alternative to the stone 
breakage that used to be the principal activity of women in the dictrict. The production is then sold in the 
markets 
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It is with this belief that the International Labour Office (ILO) and the International Co-
operative Alliance (ICA) have decided to launch a Global Campaign against Poverty 
through Co-operatives. The ultimate goal of this Campaign is to make a significant 
contribution to poverty reduction by using the full potential of co-operatives in MDG 
achievement particularly with regard to reducing poverty by half by the year 2015. 

ILO and ICA have been working together since the 1920s to promote co-operatives, and 
collaborated in the adoption of ILO Recommendation n°193 on the Promotion of the 
Cooperatives adopted by the International Labour Conference in June 2002. This new 
initiative follows the signing of a partnership agreement between the ILO and the ICA to 
promote decent work and reduce poverty through co-operative in February 2004. 

To achieve its ultimate goal, the Campaign has two immediate objectives: 
 

·  Create a conducive environment for co-operative development by sensitising 
stakeholders on co-operative potential and strengthening capacities of relevant 
organizations. This is a very important objective as paradoxically the co-operative 
model of enterprise is poorly known and understood. Furthermore its contribution to 
poverty alleviation and eradication is still unrecognised by development policy makers 
including institutions such as the World Bank. Therefore, information and 
communication materials (factsheets, guides, manuals, etc.) will be used to sensitise 
the general public including disadvantaged groups, governmental institutions and 
development partners.  Guides, manuals and factsheets will be produced according to 
the target group (governments, NGOs, international organizations, etc) in order to 
meet4. These sensitising activities will enhance partnerships between organizations as 
the ILO or ICA and development 
partners in the fight against poverty.  

 
·  Assist local relevant institutions in the 

serviced country to design project 
documents aiming at reducing poverty 
and support them in the 
implementation process. Concrete 
projects are needed to demonstrate the 
relevance of the co-operative response. 
Through the Global Co-operative 
Campaign, demonstration projects will 
be designed and implement with the 
support of ILO and ICA by local 
relevant institutions or groups 
(workers’ or employers’ groups). 

The Campaign will also try to increase 
awareness on new opportunities for co-
operative development. For instance, Poverty 
Reduction Strategy Papers (PRSPs) has to be 
considered by the co-operative movement as 
                                                 
4 For instance, development organizations will be sensitised on the link between co-operatives and the fight 
against poverty, NGOs on the way to work with co-operatives, governments on what exactly co-operatives are 
and what are the most important co-operatives in their region.  
Picture: Rural cooperative sustained by the ILO gathering women from Kesavarayampatti village (Madras). 
Each month, members of the cooperative share the profits of their work. 



Global Co-operative Campaign against Poverty 
 

key elements in the new international development framework. A brief analysis of those 
PRSPs reveals that out of 43, 41 PRSPs mention co-operatives or have a co-operative 
component, which is quite significant. It means that there is a real demand for the co-
operative approach. Such things must be exploited for example by sensitising countries which 
do not have a PRSP to include co-operatives in their future PRSP or by helping countries 
which have included co-operatives in their PRSP to implement co-operative projects.  

The emergence of the fair-trade concept is another opportunity for the co-operative 
development.  Fair Trade means an equitable and fair partnership between marketers in the 
North and producers in Asia, Africa, Latin America, and other parts of the world. There is a 
close relation between Fair Trade and co-operatives. Fair Trade Organisations return up 
among other things to 40 percent of the retail price of an item to the producer 
Principles of Fair Trade are quite compatible with principles of co-operatives and most of the 
time producer organizations involve in Fair Trade are co-operatives. For both the ultimate 
goal is to improve living conditions of workers. The co-operative movement and development 
partners should use the full potential of fair trade in order to improve living conditions of 
small producers and create income generating activities. Moreover, the new context created 
by globalization could be used to promote a twinning collaboration between North co-
operatives or other type of enterprises and South co-operatives. The aim would be to help 
producer organizations in the South to establish fair, mutually beneficial commercial relations 
with their counterparts in the North. In practise, some initiatives have already been undertaken 
like the MIGROS funded-project supervised by the INDISCO Programme of the ILO’s 
Cooperative Branch. It will assist 3 000 tribal families in 30 villages in Orissa, India. This 
project will create decent jobs and will strengthen their community organizations. Such 
initiatives must be encouraged. 
 
Conclusion 
 
To conclude, the only ambition of this Campaign is to enable poor people to help themselves 
through a user-owned enterprise bringing together collective action and mutual assistance. In 
1996, the UN Secretary-General put it best in his report on cooperatives when he said:  

“Co-operatives form the economic base whereby people’s organizations such as trade unions 
and women’s organizations, which themselves seek to eradicate poverty, gain the economic 
weight to make their views heard. Only by these means are the poor able to exert some 
influence on national policies relevant to their condition” 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


