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To whom it may concern, 
 
The Business Council of Co-operatives and Mutuals (BCCM) is pleased to make a submission in 
response to the Department of Education, Skills and Employment’s consultation paper on Self-
Employment Services 2022-27.  
 
The BCCM is the national peak body representing co-operatives and mutuals, a sector with 
combined memberships of more than 31 million (National Mutual Economy Report 2021). The 
co-operative and mutual movement plays an important role across the Australian economy 
including in agriculture, banking, insurance, housing, mobility, retail, wholesale, energy and 
community services.  
 
Our submission is focused on the following points: 

1. The co-op enterprise model should be included in Self-Employment Services because it 
is a globally proven model for small businesses and workers to support themselves by 
working together in a likeminded group.    

2. Co-op models have been shown to boost small business resilience and can support 
long-term outcomes from government investment.   

3. Entrepreneurs wanting to form a co-operative through programs such as NEIS are 
currently marginalised by inflexible guidelines and/or lack of knowledge of co-ops 
among program facilitators. 

4. The 2016 Senate Economics References Committee inquiry into co-operatives and 
mutuals found lack of awareness of the model often led to its inadvertent exclusion 
from programs and recommended co-ops were better included in government policy 
discussions.  

 
The BCCM recommends that the Government work with the BCCM to ensure Self-
Employment Services guidelines and delivery is inclusive of co-operative models of 
enterprise. This could include working with BCCM to develop program resources on co-
operatives and deliver training on co-operatives to program facilitators and managers.  
 
We provide further general comments below elaborating on these points, as well as responses 
to specific consultation questions. 
 
We would be pleased to provide further information on the matters raised in this submission.  
 
Yours sincerely, 

 
Melina Morrison 

Chief Executive Officer 

 

 

 

https://bccm.coop/what-we-do/research-reports/nme-report/
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Co-ops are a globally recognised job creation model 

Co-operatives are recognised globally for their contribution to creating decent work. More 
people secure their livelihoods through co-ops than are employed by multinational 
corporations. The International Labor Organization Recommendation 193 on the promotion of 
co-operatives specifically notes ‘the importance of cooperatives in job creation, mobilizing 
resources, generating investment and their contribution to the economy.’ 
 
Despite their importance, producer-owned and worker-owned co-operatives are forms of 
entrepreneurship that are often overlooked in Australian government business development 
programmes. The 2016 report of the Senate inquiry into co-operatives and mutuals found that 
there was a general lack of awareness of co-operatives and, among other things, recommended 
that the ‘co-operative and mutuals sector be better represented in government policy 
discussions, and is actively promoted as a possible option for service delivery particularly where 
community based initiatives are being considered.’ 

What are co-ops? 

Co-operatives and mutuals are businesses that are owned by members. Members can be: 
 

- consumers (as in a credit union or mutual insurer),  
- producers (as in an agricultural co-op. taxi co-op or small business buying group), or  
- employees (as in a worker co-op).  

 
Co-operatives are incorporated businesses that registered under harmonised state and territory 
legislation, the Co-operatives National Law (CNL). CNL requires that a co-op has at least five 
members, that members meet an active membership test set out in the rules of the co-op, that 
no member owns more than 20% of the share capital of the co-op and that members always 
have one vote, regardless of shareholding or other contributions. Co-operatives are managed 
by a board of directors with statutory duties consistent with those of company directors under 
the Corporations Act. CNL also enshrines the international Co-operative Principles. 

How can co-ops support workers and self-employed people? 

Member ownership means co-operatives have a different purpose to a shareholder owned 
businesses. They are primarily focused on benefiting the membership group through provision 
of goods, services or work, rather than return on capital. Where a co-op is producer or 
employee-owned, that means it is primarily focused on allowing small businesses to improve 
their own performance (by reducing costs or increasing market reach) or creating ongoing work 
for employees.  
 
Co-operatives also benefit members through their shared ownership model, which allows 
pooling of capital for business growth, and facilitation of a mutual supportive peer network. 
International research has found that co-operatives are generally longer lived than other 
startup businesses. 
 

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
https://www.aph.gov.au/Parliamentary_Business/Committees/Senate/Economics/Cooperatives/Report
https://www.ica.coop/en/cooperatives/cooperative-identity
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In Australia, co-ops of self-employed people or employees are predominantly found in service 
industries such as cleaning, care services, professional services and transport. These industries 
often run at low profit margins and involve high levels of staff and operator churn. Co-
operatives can increase the resilience of small operators in these industries.  
 
Examples of Australian co-ops of self-employed people or employees include: 

- Redgum Cleaning Co-op. A group of casual cleaners and unemployed people worked 
together to start their own ethical cleaning business. The strength of the co-op’s 
brand has meant that many clients continued to pay even when services could not 
be delivered due to COVID public health orders. 

- Browning Street Studios. A group of self-employed music teachers share the costs of 
studio space and marketing and have been operating since 2008.  
 

International examples include: 
- Stocksy. A digital marketing co-op for self-employed photographers with members 

around the world, including Australia. Stocksy pays a far higher portion of its 
revenue back to members compared to other stock image businesses, around 50-
75% per sale.  

- Smart Coop. A network of 35,000 self-employed people who share administrative 
functions. 

- MONDRAGON Corporation. The world’s largest worker co-op network, with 80,000 
worker-owners. 

Including co-ops in Self-Employment Assistance and Entrepreneurship Facilitator programs 

Producer-owned and worker-owned co-operatives are forms of entrepreneurship that are 
often overlooked in government business development programmes. For example, the 
Entrepreneurs Programme Accelerating Commercialisation stream currently excludes co-
operatives on the basis of legal structure alone. 
 
Similarly, co-operatives have reported to us that the NEIS eligibility requirements and/or lack of 
awareness of co-operatives among program facilitators limit its utility for collaborative 
entrepreneurship. For example, the requirement that a participant must own a controlling 
interest in a business while receiving NEIS support may be taken to exclude co-operatives, 
which require at least 5 members with a maximum 20% shareholding and maximum one vote 
per member. 
 
The relaunch of Self-Employment Assistance and Entrepreneurship Facilitator programs is an 
opportunity to include co-operative models of enterprise in these programs. Eligibility criteria 
should be flexible enough to allow for co-operative solutions, and program facilitators should 
have the requisite knowledge to inform participants about co-operatives and guide them to 
further resources and support if they wish to pursue a co-operative model.  
 
The BCCM has a one-stop-shop of information, training modules and courses to assist people to 
learn about co-operatives and would be pleased to work with the Department to delivering 
training for program facilitators or integrate learning resources into programs.  
 

https://redgumcleaning.coop/
https://browningstreetstudios.com.au/
https://www.stocksy.com/service/about/
https://smart.coop/
https://www.mondragon-corporation.com/en/about-us/
https://bccm.coop/help-advice/
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Responses to consultation questions 

2. What might promotion of self-employment to the local community look like and what are the 
different approaches that are most likely to succeed?  
 
Promoting the potential for collaboration among a group of workers or small business owners 
through a co-operative structure should be included and may have particular appeal in regional, 
migrant and other communities.  
 
The BCCM has a one-stop-shop of information, training modules and courses to assist people to 
learn about co-operatives that can be used both to “train the trainers” or in course and 
workshop materials and promotion.  
 
3. How can Providers attract a range of cohorts and tailor service delivery to reflect their 
needs? For example, people with caring responsibilities or refugees. 
 
Per above, we believe collaborative entrepreneurship will appeal to certain cohorts. 
 
6. How are people best supported to generate business ideas? Is this best accomplished in a 
group environment where Participants can test ideas with each other, or in a one-on-one 
setting between a Participant and their provider? 
 
Yes, a group environment is conducive to idea generation and can generate collaborative 
opportunities. Ongoing collaboration beyond idea generation should also be encouraged, rather 
than curtailed, by program requirements: 

- Currently, co-operatives are excluded from some streams of Entrepreneurs 
Programme. 

- Currently, the NEIS scheme guidelines require participants to have a controlling 
interest in the businesses they are forming. It should be clarified that a participant 
could be involved in forming a co-op with other participants or non-participants, 
given that no member of a co-op can hold more than 20% of the share capital or hold 
more than one vote.  

 
20. What are the most effective servicing strategies to promote self-employment, 
entrepreneurship and create local stakeholder linkages? 
 
For small business and self-employed people, membership of local chambers of commerce or co-
operatives serving their industry should be encouraged. BCCM would be pleased to provide a list 
of established co-operatives that are owned by small businesses and self-employed people.  
 
Co-operative entrepreneurship should be promoted as one of the options for people looking to 
create their own work or grow a business. It is a self-help model that can build sustainable local 
linkages beyond the period of government funding or support. 
 
 
 

 

https://bccm.coop/help-advice/

