
making volume 13, number 4waves 21

Reviewed by Blair Hamilton

Worker Participation
Lessons from the Worker Co-ops of the Pacific Northwest

By John Pencavel

To be able to assess 30 years worth of data on North
American worker co-operatives, in a single industry that
allows direct comparison to other modes of ownership, is an
opportunity not likely to reoccur in our lifetime.

Given the well-publicized
trials, tribulations, and cross-
border dust-ups involving the
forestry industry, one would
expect a book dealing with the
worker co-ops in that sector to
be either politically charged or
have a very short shelf life.

In fact, Pencavel’s effort is neither.
The forestry industry of the U.S. Pacific
Northwest merely serves as a backdrop
for an examination of the worker co-op
model and its economic performance
against more conventional forms of
enterprise ownership.

The author makes a convincing case
that the size of the sample, the number
of co-operatives, and the ability to make
useful comparisons to unionized and
non-unionized corporate operations
within the same industry offer a unique
opportunity to study worker ownership
from a number of angles. The book
summarizes the relative performance of
worker-owned plywood mills and
forestry worker co-ops that engage
primarily in tree planting for
reforestation.

In general, this book will be of
interest to those who are immersed in
the intricacies of worker co-operatives
and worker ownership. It is by no
means a“how-to” book on starting up
your own co-operative, but co-operative
developers will find some information
that may assist them in capitalization
strategies, compensation schemes, and
succession planning for co-operatives.

The author states that it is his
intention to provide“an accessible
economics perspective” that appeals to
as wide a readership as possible. While
accessible may be a relative term, it is

fairly clear that the author has fallen
short of this objective. CED practitioners
and devotees, and worker co-op members
from other sectors will likely find some of
the language and concepts frustrating.
Economics as an academic discipline
relies on models of human behaviour
that are“rational,” and look to maximize
profit/interest and minimize cost and
effort. There appears to be little room in
the vernacular for altruism, attachments
to place, or loyalty to co-workers.

Where the author has succeeded, is in
creating a concise academic treatment of
a critical body of data, collected over 30
years. In categorizing this work as

academic, I do not mean to deny that this
book is useful to practitioners. In
searching for those useful nuggets
however, it is useful if the reader has
completed an introductory economics
course and has a mild fetish for graphs
and coefficients. (On the other hand, it is
only 90 pages, so you can plough through
with a couple of gut-checks).

Like any academic work, this book
poses many potential hypotheses, lists
many subjects that need further study,
and makes comparatively few definitive
findings. Those findings however, are of
interest to advocates of the worker co-op
model. They support the contention that
worker co-ops have higher productivity
and less need for supervisory staff. They

confirm that the worker co-op model has
long-term durability within a highly
volatile industry. On a less positive note,
the study also found that the worker co-
op mills had substantially higher rates of
workplace accidents, possibly caused as
worker owners took risks to speed up
production.

Many of the less definitive comments
will be familiar to veteran observers of
the worker co-operative movement. The
ever-present tension between labour
unions and worker co-ops, the capitaliza-
tion challenges for worker co-ops, and
the conversion of successful co-ops into
corporate operations (delightfully

labelled“degeneracy”) all receive some
attention. There is other commentary
that is less obviously useful but no less
important. The homogeneity of worker
co-op groups, not only among job types
but gender and ethnicity as well, bears
closer scrutiny. The author also makes
some extremely interesting comments on
the linkage between the amount of
existing social capital in a region,
openness to co-operative models, and
ethnicity.

Perhaps the most useful lesson is a
reminder that the choice between a
worker co-operative and conventional
corporate structure does little to protect
the enterprise against the forces of
globalization. With fewer of the logs



Once, in another life, research
meant little more to me than crunch-
ing numbers and examining data,
and writing a final report that only
an expert could possibly comprehend.
It was as an intern with the
Canadian Co-operative Association
that I learned otherwise – how
research can serve as a tool for
building community.

I found myself on a bus on the way to a
village in the Philippines. Twenty women
were waiting for me to assist them in
developing a business plan for a meat
processing plant. It was to be organized as
a worker co-operative.

I was scared. What did I know about
writing business plans, worker co-ops and
the ins and outs of meat processing
plants? I wasn’t sure how I was going to
proceed. I sifted through my mental
inventory of development lessons,
theories, and classes. Had I skipped class
the day we covered“women worker co-op
meat processing plants”?

Then Ernesto Sirolli popped into my
head, and I wondered,“What are the odds
that 20 women all from the same town all
have the same dream to own and operate a

meat processing plant?” I decided this is
where I must start.

“Why do you want to own and
operate a meat processing plant?” I asked.

All the women had participated in a
meat-processing training program.
However, upon completion of the
program, there were no meat processing
plants to work in near their homes.

“Why do you want to work outside
the home?” I asked.

Well, they wanted money to buy rice.
Each day they bought rice from a rice
broker. The quality and price differed
from one day to the next. They never
knew if they would be able to buy rice for
their families because they had no control
over the price. Buying rice took up
significant energy and sometimes two
hours out of each day.

In the end, surprise, surprise, they
didn’t form a meat-processing co-
operative, but a bulk-buying rice co-
operative. The women saved money,
secured a supply of rice, alleviated a
considerable amount of personal stress,
and created one local job for the person
who delivered rice to them each day.

Asking the right questions and
listening for shared meaning – that’s how
it all started. For many people“wanting
money to buy rice” might mean the same

as“wanting a job.” These women knew that
wanting money to buy rice and wanting a
job was not the same thing. But I had to
work hard to understand the difference.

Over the last two months CCEDNet has
been using the same technique to conduct
the first Census of CED in Canada. The
idea is to document systematically the size,
nature and scope of CED in this country
and to use the research process to build
greater community within our network
and the CED movement in general. It
seeks answers to several major questions:

Where does CED manifest itself at the
local level?
In what types of CED activity do
individuals and organizations engage?
What is the level of investment in
CED?
What issues are people attempting to
address by means of CED? What are
some of the outcomes of this work?
Our goal is to help the movement make

the case for CED to community members,
to funders, and to all levels of government.
The task is in the hands of Farrar
Brodhead, Ethel Cote, Carly Duboff, Ellie
Parks, Kienya Smith, and me, and receives
direct support from many other
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arriving at mills originating from within
the U.S., plywood production has shifted
from the Pacific Northwest to the lower
wage Southern states. (The Pacific
Northwest region accounted for 100% of
U.S. manufactured plywood in the mid-
’50s. Today it accounts for 17% while the
Southern states produce 66%). This was
paralleled in the tree-planting operations
by the use of both legal and illegal labour
imported from Mexico and Central

America, pushing wages to historic lows.
John Pencavel has written a book that

is instructive for those with a prior
interest or knowledge of worker owner-
ship. To be able to assess 30 years worth
of data on North American worker co-
operatives, in a single industry that allows
direct comparison to other modes of
ownership, is an opportunity not likely to
reoccur in our lifetime. While the author
has not achieved his goal of a work

accessible to a wide readership, his book is
recommended reading for those within
the worker co-operative sector.
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