Follow up to the European Parliament resolution on the contribution of cooperatives to overcoming the crisis, adopted by the Commission on 8 October 2013
1.
Rapporteur: Patrizia TOIA (S&D/IT)

2.
EP reference number: A7-0222/2013 / P7_TA-PROV(2013)0301

3.
Date of adoption of the Resolution: 2 July 2013

4.
Subject: Contribution of cooperatives to overcoming the crisis

5.
Competent Parliamentary Committee: Committee on Industry, Research and Energy (ITRE)
6.
Brief analysis/assessment of the resolution and requests made in it:
The resolution is highlighting the economic and social importance of cooperatives, points out that cooperatives, along with other social economy enterprises, play an essential role in the European economy, especially in time of crisis. It notes how European and national policies could play an active role in creating more of a level playing field for cooperatives as well as the right conditions for this. It notes that many cooperatives have proved to be even more resilient in times of crisis than many conventional enterprises, both in terms of employment rates and business closures.

The resolution notes that numerous good practices can be found in the various Member States, demonstrating the excellent results achieved by cooperative enterprises in terms of growth, employment, survival rates and business start-ups, and calls on the Commission:

· to conduct a review of existing legislation in order to find common ground and to harmonise, in compliance with the subsidiarity principle, the key elements with a view to lifting the barriers to the development of cooperatives; to create new start-up services to support the cooperative form of enterprise through raising awareness and training initiatives;

· to create a unit responsible for cooperatives and other social-economy organisations and to ensure an adequate level of resources; to make a reference to the important role of cooperatives in the Entrepreneurship 2020 Action Plan;

· to pay proper attention to the restructuring of industrial and service enterprises that are in crisis, or without a successor, into cooperatives through the creation of services dedicated to this task; to create a European mechanism and financial instrument designed to promote the development of business transfers to employees operating under the cooperative form; to put in place mechanisms to facilitate cooperation and exchanges of best practices and methods in this field between enterprises and to report to the Council and Parliament on the outcome; to draw up a comprehensive survey and a database comparing the best practices implemented in the Member States which promote the conversion of businesses into cooperatives, in particular provisions concerning takeovers, financing arrangements, business support bodies; to promote measures in support of capitalisation, including tax benefits – even if they are limited in time – once buy-outs have been established or implemented, without them being regarded as state aid; to support, in the next financial year, a pilot project to assist in the transfer of enterprises in crisis to workers, so they can continue working, thereby creating new cooperatives that can revive enterprises that are in crisis or bankrupt;

· to provide more flexibility on the public procurement rules for employee-led enterprises;

· to facilitate and promote the emergence of clusters of cooperatives and social enterprises in order to help them find the resources they need; to develop with the Basel Committee and the EIB quality parameters, allowing terms of providing credit and financing to cooperatives that are different from other types of business; to ensure that cooperatives have access to EU-level financial mechanisms; to pay particular attention to  cooperatives in EU and national financial programming, by setting a certain percentage aside for them in order to facilitate access to employment for disadvantaged people, and to consolidate and develop more and better levels of social protection;

· to develop measures to support youth employment in the cooperative sector; to encourage the dissemination in the Member States of the cooperative model as a key instrument for creating fresh employment; to encourage initiatives promoting the cooperative model among new potential entrepreneurs (i.e. in university curricula), both at national and European level;

7.
Response to requests and overview of action taken, or intended to be taken, by the Commission:
The Commission welcomes the European Parliament resolution and its comprehensive approach in addressing this issue. The Commission shares the Parliament's basic view of the need for more actions in Europe to keep improving cooperatives competitiveness, particularly in the current economic context.

Commission’s policy on cooperatives

The Commission's relevant services have intervened on numerous occasions so as to guarantee cooperatives’ social role, particular style of functioning and ethics; all these aspects are taken into account in various EU policies like State aids, harmonization of company law, accounting, regional development, financing from structural funds, freedom of establishment, etc.

Cooperatives are enterprises, and as such, they profit from all financial programmes and policies, the Competitiveness and Innovation Programme (CIP), the structural funds, etc. Moreover, as actors of the social economy they profit from programmes addressed to social economy like the EQUAL Pilot project, the POGRESS etc., while benefiting from the actions comprised in the Social Business Initiative (SBI), among which specific funds and programmes are devoted to this type of business.

The new EU programme "Employment and Social Innovation" (EaSI) integrates and extends the coverage of three existing programmes: PROGRESS (Programme for Employment and Social Solidarity), EURES (European Employment Services) and the European Progress Microfinance Facility. EaSI is part of the 2014-2020 Multiannual Financial Framework, with an indicative budget of the programme of €815 million (subject to final agreement on the MFF). New funding for social enterprise (regardless of their legal form) is foreseen as part of the third axis - and those cooperatives which fulfil the conditions could profit from it.

Actions already implemented concerning the various calls of the resolution

The Commission is currently organizing three working groups with representatives of cooperatives, out of which the first one met on July 10 2013, in the presence of Vice-President Antonio Tajani. The aim of the Working Group “Fostering cooperatives’ potential to generate smart growth” is to examine ways of promoting and supporting cooperatives’ development at a European level so as to enable them to access markets, expand and grow in Europe and beyond, especially during this time of crisis. Two more working groups on the same subject will be organized in October and December 2013.

The objective is to assess together with members of the European and national umbrella organizations of cooperatives the specific needs of these organizations in relation to issues such as the regulatory framework, financial and business support, promotion of the cooperative model among youth, internationalization, as well as business transfers of enterprises in difficulty and conversion into cooperative societies. At the end of the three meetings that will take place during this year, the Commission expects to have a number of two to three innovative solutions to the most urgent problems cooperatives are facing that can be easily translated into concrete European actions.

Cooperatives and business transfers

Regarding business transfer and restructuring, in February 2013 the Commission convened the first session of the Transfers of Business Expert Group, and a second one was held on 27th of June 2013.

The goals of the Transfers of Business Expert Group are to build a clearer picture of the present situation for business transfers across the European Union and assess the scope for positive contributions to jobs and growth in Europe if business transfers can be more smoothly and successfully handled.

There will also be a parallel study which will gather data about each phase of the business transfer timeline, e.g. awareness raising, planning of transfer, transfer procedures and post-transfer care. Therefore, cooperatives’ experience in business transfers is welcomed, in particular concerning issues such as taxation of transfers, change of legal form, motivations of the seller and of the buyer, cross-border transfers, awareness raising and training.

A final Conference is planned for early 2014 which will showcase the good practices identified by the expert groups and the study.
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