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Spanish success story 
Workers' co-ops have taken root in the Basque country; could they in Britain? 

FEw would disagree these days that large parts of British 
industry are in serious decline, and that in some cases this 
decline may be irreversible. Almost everything has, at one 
time or another, been blamed for this, but there is little 
doubt that one crippling aspect in many industries is the 
immense distrust that exists between management and the 
workforce. Indeed, many of those involved in the pitched 
battles which occupy the headlines day after day speak as if 
conflict is a necessary ingredient in industrial relations. 
Those driven to despair by arguments over the sizes of the 
slices being cut from a rapidly shrinking cake may be 
interested to know that a totally different form of 
industrial structure has been quietly constructed in the 
Basque provinces of Spain in the last twenty years; and it 
shows signs of considerable health. It is the workers' co
operative movement centred on Mondragon, about 450 
kilometres from Bilbao. 

Basque Spain is a surprisingly industralised area. There 
are numerous towns and villages with all manner of 
industry from the lightest to the heaviest, much of it 
blithely producing extraordinarily high levels of 
environmental pollution. A Basque priest, Jose Maria 
Arizmendi, came to Mondragon, an economically 
devastated and repressed town in the midst of this 
industrial area, in 1941. His first job was to try to improve 
secondary and technical education which was at that time 
minimal. As educational standards gradually rose, he and 
some of his first students started to ask whether they could 
not participate more directly in industrial enterprises than 
merely as employees of capitalist firms. Out of these 
discussions came the first workers' co-operative, ULGOR, 
in 1956. A manufacturer of domestic appliances, it began 
with 23 people; it now employs around 3,500. In the past 
twenty years, more than sixty co-operatives have been 
founded, and they employ around 15,000 people. They 
range from agricultural co-ops through to iron and steel 
foundries. The unifying feature is that no employee can 
join without taking a stake (of between £1,000 and £2,000) 
in the enterprise. Basques are traditionally savers and there 
is said to be no shortage of applicants. 

Although management of the co-ops is ultimately in the 
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hands of the whole work force, care is taken to give 
managers many of the freedoms of their cpitalist counter
parts to run their co-ops imaginatively. They do not, 
however, have the freedom to sack employees. Salary 
levels for each job are publicly established, and there is 
only a ratio of 3: 1 between the top and bottom salary rates. 
Those retiring from co-ops now are receiving at least 
£10,000 in addition to their pension. 

It is not just the workers who co-operate - co
operatives themselves all work closely together. The most 
striking example is the communally owned bank, Caja 
Laboral Popular, which acts both as a conventional bank 
for the workers and as a very sophisticated merchant bank 
for the support of existing co-ops and the establishment of 
new ones. Other examples of so-called second-degree co
operatives include schools, a social security organisation 
and a research and development centre. There is no doubt 
that most of the co-operatives have been successful in 
conventinal economic terms, in addition to providing an 
apparently happy working environment in which there is 
an openness in all acitivities. Managers speak 
enthusiastically of the common purpose in their factories, 
the willingness to work all hours to get satisfied customers 
and the high level of productivity. 

Could Mondragon-type co-operatives survive in 
Britain? In the past few years the handful of older co-ops in 
Britain, many with structures very unlike those at 
Mondragon, have been joined, with maximum publicity, 
by co-ops encouraged by Mr Tony Benn. The trouble is 
that they have only become co-operatives as a last, 
desperate resort when a capitalist venture has failed. And 
indeed one, the Scottish Daily News, soon folded. The 
Mondragon experience points quite unambiguously to the 
importance of local workers coming together, probably on 
a small scale to start with, with their own ideas for 
something entirely new. D 
• Two valuable books on worker co-ops are: Worker
Owners (Anglo-German Foundation, St Stephen's House, 
Victoria Embankment, London SW 1; £2.90) and The Case 
for Workers' Co-ops, by Robert Oakeshott (Routledge & 
Kegan Paul; £7 .95). 
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