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Case 12.1
Multi-Activity Employment Co-operatives
Below is a transcription of a verbatim translation of an interview with Noemie du Grenier at the University de Printemps, MGEN, Paris on 5th April 2012 about a new type of co-operative employment in France.
Interviewer: 
Now to another type of employment cooperative. Now Noemie, can you explain how it works? 
Noemie: 
Employment cooperatives are another type of model - it is a workers’ cooperative, but has a specific model - a multi-activity model. Each worker has their own business. We have 550 activities – organized into groups of people. We have landscape designers, tapestry, plumbers ... this is our model. Each person is autonomous in charge of their business, with turnover. But they also have a strong cooperative structure, a partner as well within the cooperative, and we build the company in the way we want it. You can compare it to a company. There are two approaches. 
Interviewer: 
What was lacking, what need did you identify?
Noemie: 
There was a large movement to change the nature of employment at work. Mass unemployment has increased, and many people created their own business. They went out on their own - self-entrepreneurship - using skills as they want. They may want that autonomy. But others find that there is a lack of meaning to that. Some [people] want the balance between personal and working life, so you still have a weak position in the market. You previously had colleagues, and now you have clients [other cooperative members and the public]. 
Interviewer: 
As I understand, nobody checks about safely rules. So, once I have a business idea, I can become a cooperative member. I can test the feasibility of my idea and either leave the cooperative or stay in the cooperative and become a partner? 
Noemie: 
You could say that, but I would look at it the other way around. A person in a small self-employed business can secure their livelihood. They might have started up their company. Then you have people who don't want to be an employee, but also to not be self-employed. They want to come to work in a different way. Being part of the cooperative is a legal security system. There are new links and opportunities. Initially, we created legal services, providing accountants to the members.
Interviewer: 
Do you help them with marketing?
Noemie: 
Yes, we give this assistance and other services. With 500 people, we can reinforce each other’s position. On training, if someone has expertise, they will convey this to other people. Alternatively, there may be groups in a particular sector doing a joint project - it is almost like a trade union. There are groupings of entrepreneurs - we have some in the literary sector. With all the changes [in the market economy] trade unions have disappeared because people have gradually gone self-employed. So within the co-operative, they can start to help each other again.  You don't have to be a complete beginner, that's risky.  How can we reduce the problems [of starting out]? Being part of a co-operative, you can expand your markets by working together. How can we organise without hierarchy?  We can do this.  We create offers that are more flexible. People can respond to tender offers. For example, 10 photographers can bid together for a project, or perhaps a group of graphic designers. You increase the opportunities for business [by networking] with other members.
Interviewer: 
So what kind of profile of people do you see?
Noemie: 
The idea is that everyone is a partner in the cooperative project. We still have a culture that is totally different. People live in precarious situations, not everyone can give time to collective projects, but they can get involved. The cooperative provides the resource for everyone to take ownership, to get involved in commissions and working groups on different bespoke projects. Some fuel the demand for the cooperative’s services. There is no specific profile. We have 80 partners out of 500 people - this is not enough. Usually you become a partner when you have been a member of a cooperative for a long time, but if we didn't have this turnover, everyone would become a partner.
Interviewer: 
There used to be just a few of them, but now?  You talk about innovative mechanisms and covering the entire country.
Noemie: 
Yes, we have a national network. The first was in Lyons, in 1996. The cooperative [movement] opened up new set ups.
Interviewer: 
Do you mean those in Lyon went to other provinces to other people?
Noemie: 
I wasn't there in 1996, but I think the model was interesting, and it was liked by public authorities. What is the business model?  This is a constant experiment. At [our employment cooperative], the size is atypical. Normally, you would have about 200 people - it is a specific model. We are mid-way between self-funding - through the turnover of self-employed people - and public funding. We want to increase our self-funding. The co-operative is still being developed, and the more we make sure the collective dynamic is to lead people to earn their keep, the more we are looking at a long-lasting project.
Interviewer: 
What do you emphasise about your structure?
Noemie: 
We want to see how to create social relations within the company. We don't see people as autonomous.
Interviewer: 
Do public authorities look at that, or at the number of jobs that can be created?
Noemie: 
On training and assistance, we do help and we do create jobs.
Interviewer: 
Do you meet any hindrance, like the self-entrepreneur (self-employment) laws?
Noemie: 
Yes, there was a lot of hype and numbers at meetings dropped, but only few people left and some came back later. People came back to tell us that this is the new system and to join us. This movement is important. People choose to be part of [our employment cooperative] because that suits them.
Interviewer: 
Thank you very much.
Source: Verbatim notes during French to English translation made by Rory Ridley-Duff at Universite de Printemps, MGEN, Paris on 5th April 2012.
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