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To whom it may concern, 
 
The Business Council of Co-operatives and Mutuals (BCCM) welcomes the opportunity to 
provide this submission to the Australian Curriculum, Assessment and Reporting Authority 
(ACARA) on the proposed changes to the Australian Curriculum: Humanities and Social Sciences 
(HASS). Our submission is supported by leading social science and humanities academics with 
expertise in co-operatives and mutuals.1  
 
The BCCM is the national peak body for co-operatives and mutuals, a sector with combined 
memberships of more than 31 million (National Mutual Economy Report 2021).  
 
Our submission is in two parts: 

1. Background on co-operatives and mutuals in Australia and policy reasons for inclusion in 
the Australian Curriculum. 

2. Recommendations on the HASS consultation curriculum. 
 

1. Background on co-operatives and mutuals in Australia and policy reasons for inclusion 
in the Australian Curriculum 

 
Australian co-operatives and mutuals are corporate entities regulated under (harmonised) 
State and Territory Acts or under the Corporations Act. As incorporated enterprises they are 
generally subject to the same corporate governance, taxation and reporting settings as unlisted 
public companies. The main difference to other business structures is that they are member-
owned.2 
 
Co-operatives and mutuals are serviced by the same Australian accounting professionals, legal 
practitioners, financial advisors and other business advisors as other business structures. They 
are a structure option for entrepreneurs in all fields (including a group or community acting 
entrepreneurially). Therefore, it is imperative that the business model is included in all 
foundation or feeder curriculum that covers business model structures. 
 
In addition, the social purpose of co-operatives and mutuals means they are increasingly 
relevant in emerging areas of discourse and studies about not-for-profit enterprises and 
sustainable development. 
 
Co-operatives and mutuals exist to meet the social, economic and cultural needs and 
aspirations of their members and communities. As owners of the enterprise, it is the members 
that democratically govern their enterprise.  
 
The members of a co-op or mutual can be consumers, employees, producers (small businesses), 
a likeminded community or a combination of these stakeholders: 

• Consumer-owned: The NRMA is mutually owned by 2.3 million customers who 
purchase roadside assistance and other products.  

• Producer-owned: Norco Co-operative is owned by more than 200 dairy farmers who 

 
1 See supporting co-signatories at the end of the submission. 
2 See Co-operative | business.gov.au 

https://bccm.coop/what-we-do/research-reports/nme-report/
https://business.gov.au/planning/business-structures-and-types/business-structures/co-operative
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supply it with milk.  

• Employee-owned: Kudos Services is owned by the 100 employees who deliver its early 
childhood services under the NDIS and allied functions. 

• Community-owned: Hepburn Wind is a two-turbine co-operative wind farm owned by 
2,000 likeminded people, primarily from the local region.  

 
Regardless of member type, in all cases the purpose of co-operatives and mutuals is to 
equitably benefit members through provision of goods and services. This is distinct from both 
for-profit businesses, which exist to maximise financial returns to owners on their risk capital, 
and not-for-profit organisations, which are stewarded by owners to provide public benefits. 
BCCM provides further information on this in the paper, Defining Mutuality. 
 
Modern co-operatives and mutuals have an important and well documented history in 
Australia, dating since White Settlement, and globally since the pre-Industrial Revolution era.3  
 
They are significant and distinct contributors to Australian economic and community life and 
should be recognised in the Australian Curriculum as such: 

• The co-operative and mutual enterprise (CME) sector accounts for approximately 7% of 
Australian GDP. 

• Eight in 10 Australians are members of at least one CME, making it one of the most 
significant democratic civil society movements in the country. 

• Australian co-operatives and mutuals have played an important role historically in: 
o The development of agricultural industries like dairying (agricultural co-

operatives) 
o Access to life and health insurance for working class people (Friendly Societies)  
o Access to credit for working class people (building societies, credit unions and 

other financial co-operatives) 
o The development of road safety standards (motoring mutuals) 
o The development of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander community-controlled 

services (community-owned co-operatives) 

• Co-operatives and mutuals are playing a role in meeting contemporary challenges in 
Australian and globally: 

o The global peak body of the co-operative movement, the International Co-
operative Alliance, represents one billion members and has partnerships with 
international organisations and the European Union to promote the role of co-
operatives in sustainable development 

o New co-ops are forming in Australia in community energy, regional retail, 
Aboriginal native food production and in the NDIS and care services. 

 
Despite the distinct structure of co-operatives and mutuals, and the movement’s significant 
past, present and potential contributions to society, the 2015 Senate Economics References 
Committee inquiry into co-operatives, mutuals and member-owned firms found that there was 
a systemic lack of awareness about CMEs among all stakeholders including politicians, civil 
servants, business advisors and the general public.  

 
3 See for example Greg Patmore and Nikola Balnave, A Global History of Co-operative Business (Routledge, 2018); Ed Mayo, A Short History of 

Co-operation and Mutuality (Co-operatives UK, 2017) 

https://bccm.coop/wp/wp-content/uploads/2020/07/Defining-Mutuality-BCCM.pdf
http://www.copac.coop/
https://coops4dev.coop/en
https://www.aph.gov.au/Parliamentary_Business/Committees/Senate/Economics/Cooperatives/Report
https://www.aph.gov.au/Parliamentary_Business/Committees/Senate/Economics/Cooperatives/Report
https://www.routledge.com/A-Global-History-of-Co-operative-Business/Patmore-Balnave/p/book/9781138191495#:~:text=Greg%20Patmore%20is%20Emeritus%20Professor%20of%20Business%20and,the%20International%20Co-operative%20Alliance%20%28Geneva%29%20Global%20300%20Project.
https://edmayo.files.wordpress.com/2020/05/a-short-history-of-cooperation-and-mutuality_ed-mayo-web_english_0.pdf
https://edmayo.files.wordpress.com/2020/05/a-short-history-of-cooperation-and-mutuality_ed-mayo-web_english_0.pdf
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A poll commissioned by BCCM in 2018 confirmed that while most Australians are a member of 
a CME, only 3 in 10 Australians knew they were. The Senate inquiry concluded that this was the 
key underlying challenge for CMEs in Australia to grow and make further contributions to 
economic and community life.  
 
With this in mind, the Senate Economics References Committee considered the lack of inclusion 
of co-operatives and mutuals in high school subjects as one of the contributing causes of low 
awareness of CMEs and recommended that: 

 
The Commonwealth Government examine ways in which it can improve the recognition and 
understanding of the co-operative and mutual sector in the national secondary school 
curriculum and that tertiary institutions consider the inclusion of co-operative and mutuals 
in accounting, business, commerce, economics and law degrees. 

 
The Senate Economics References Committee recommendation is consistent with international 
policy recommendations in relation to inclusion of co-operatives in education. The International 
Labor Organisation recommendation 193 on the promotion of co-operatives provides that the 
role of government in respect of co-operatives includes to: 
 

8.1.(f) promote education and training in cooperative principles and practices, at all 
appropriate levels of the national education and training systems, and in the wider society. 
 

BCCM welcomes the references to co-operatives and mutuals in the Business and Economics 
Years 7-10 consultation curriculum. However, BCCM submits that, in order to meet the 
recommendations of the Senate Economics References Committee and the ILO, co-operatives 
and mutuals should be better integrated into the curriculum across all HASS subjects. 
 

2. Recommendations on the HASS consultation curriculum 
 
Business and Economics Year 6 
 
BCCM recommends inclusion of co-operatives in the following Elaboration because while a not-
for-profit may be formed for an altruistic purpose, and a for-profit business to maximise 
financial returns, a co-operative is formed by a group of people to meet a common need: 
 
Explaining the difference between not-for-profit, co-operative and for-profit businesses and why 
people choose to create not-for-profit or co-operative businesses (AC9HS6K10_E2) 
 
History Years 7-10 
 
Co-operatives and mutuals are absent from the consultation curriculum. BCCM recommends 
that the emergence of the modern ideas of co-operation and mutualism, and the related 
philosophy of Owenism, are included as part of the history of the Industrial Revolution. Many 
co-operative and mutual responses were led by working and middle class people in their 
capacity as consumers. Therefore, we also recommend the inclusion of consumers as a group 
that should be considered in relation to the Industrial Revolution.  

https://bccm.coop/wp/wp-content/uploads/2018/09/Summary-points-for-white-paper-Essential-Research-Polling-Analysis.pdf
https://www.ilo.org/dyn/normlex/en/f?p=NORMLEXPUB:12100:0::NO::P12100_ILO_CODE:R193
https://www.ilo.org/dyn/normlex/en/f?p=NORMLEXPUB:12100:0::NO::P12100_ILO_CODE:R193
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The ideas of co-operation and mutualism have had a lasting impact. The principles formulated 
in 1844 by the first successful modern consumer-owned co-operative, the Rochdale Society of 
Equitable Pioneers in northern England, are now adhered to by one billion co-operators 
worldwide. Co-operatives based on this model of consumer-owned retailing spread to Australia 
(as part of the spread of ideas with migrants driven by the Industrial Revolution and through 
colonial processes) from the mid-1800s alongside other consumer-based responses such as 
friendly societies.  
 
Outlining the growth of trade unions, friendly societies and co-operatives as a response to the 
impacts of the Industrial Revolution (AC9HH9K06_E3) 
 
The ideas that emerged and influenced change in society such as capitalism, socialism, 
egalitarianism, Owenism, co-operation, and Chartism (AC9HH9K07) 
 
The role of a significant individual or group in the promotion of one these ideas, for example 
from agricultural and factory workers, inventors and entrepreneurs, landowners, consumers, 
politicians and religious groups (AC9HH9K08) 
 
investigating the role played by an individual or group in promoting a key idea (for example, the 
role of Adam Smith and entrepreneurs in promoting capitalism; the role of Robert Owen, 
philanthropists and consumers in promoting co-operation ) (AC9HH9K08_E2) 
 
The ideas that emerged and influenced change in society, such as nationalism, imperialism, 
Darwinism, capitalism, co-operation and egalitarianism (AC9HH9K12) 
 
The impacts of a significant individual or group in the promotion of one these ideas for example, 
from explorers, politicians, agricultural and industrial workers, consumers, colonialists, and 
landowners, religious groups, and First Nations Peoples of Australia (AC9HH9K13) 
 

1. Business and Economics Years 7-10 
 
BCCM supports the following references to co-operatives and mutuals in the consultation 
Content Descriptions and Elaborations: 
 
Investigating the role of First Nations Australian entrepreneurs in a range of industries, 
including the creation of partnerships with local businesses or forming cooperatives (for 
example, ‘What is their story? How did they achieve success? What processes did they apply?’) 
(AC9HE7K03_E4) 
 
Identifying different organisations within Australia’s financial sector (for example, banks, credit 
unions or building societies) and explaining their function (for example, collecting deposits, 
pooling savings and lending funds to individuals and businesses) (AC9HE9K02_E1) 
 
Identifying information from a range of sources about how First Nations Australian 
entrepreneurs promote, collaborate and facilitate enterprising initiatives (for example, the First 
Nations Chamber of Commerce and Industry, traditional landowners, non-government 
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organisations or cooperatives) that market goods and services (AC9HE9K05_E1) 
 
Companies, co-operatives and mutuals are all forms of corporation. Therefore, the term 
corporation should be replaced with company. Mutuals are now defined under Australian law 
as a distinct form of entity and should be included alongside co-operatives in this list. BCCM 
therefore recommends the following amendment to the consultation Elaborations: 
 
Comparing different forms of business ownership (for example, sole proprietorship, partnership, 
corporationcompany, co-operative or mutual, or franchise) (AC9HE8K05_E1) 
 
BCCM recommends that, as with references to the types of deposit-taking institution in 
AC9HE9K02_E1, the different types of fund should be covered in AC9HE10K02_E1, including 
self-managed, industry, retail and public funds: 
 
Explaining how individuals manage a personal superannuation fund (for example, who 
contributes, taxation, consolidating superannuation funds, finding lost superannuation and 
tracking the performance of a superannuation account, types of fund) (AC9HE10K02_E1) 
 
Civics and Citizenship Years 7-10 
 
Given co-operatives and mutuals are democratic forms of enterprise based on a free 
association of persons and owned by eight in 10 Australians, it is important they are explicitly 
acknowledged as a means for citizens to participate in civil society and strengthen Australia’s 
democratic culture. In line with this, BCCM recommends the following amendments to the 
consultation curriculum: 
 
Identifying how citizens can participate in a representative democracy, such as engagement in 
community organisations, citizens assembly,. volunteering, co-operative, mutual and social 
enterprise and collaborative problem-solving (AC9HC7K02_E2) 
 
Researching the work of an Australian non-government organisation (NGO), co-operative or 
mutual, philanthropist, community group or religious group and how and why they contribute 
to the Australian community (AC9HC9K06_E1) 
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Conclusion: 

 

In addition to the above Recommendations to the HASS Curriculum, there are many excellent 
resources produced by the sector and by the Australian researchers and academics active in co-
operative and mutual research and teaching to support the curriculum updates proposed. 
 
We welcome the opportunity to provide any further information. 
 

Yours faithfully, 

 

 
 

Melina Morrison 

Chief Executive Officer 

 

 

Supported by: 

Emeritus Professor Greg Patmore, Professor of Business and Labour History, The University of 

Sydney 

Professor Branka Krivokapic-Skoko, Professor of Management, Charles Sturt University 

Dr Paul Thambar, Senior Lecturer, Department of Accounting, Monash Business School 

Dr Sidsel Grimstad, Senior Lecturer, Newcastle Business School 

 

 

Contact: 
Anthony Taylor  
Policy Adviser 
0430 106 109 
anthony.taylor@bccm.coop 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


