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Québec’s co-operative movement comprises
over  3,380 enterprises (including 2,369 non-
financial co-operatives) that provide Québecers
with some 74,922 jobs. Agricultural as well as
savings and credit co-operatives are common
knowledge. But many people are unaware of
another dynamic and healthy co-operative sector:
funeral co-operatives.

In fact, Québec’s 30 odd funeral co-operatives
represent an undeniable economic and social
force.Out of a population of 7 million Québecers,
funeral co-operatives boast 131,000 members and
assets of over $91 million. Funeral co-operatives are
players in a rapidly growing market in which they
occupy an increasingly large share (12.3% of the
current market.)
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A number of factors are fostering this development. The

ageing of the population and a rising mortality rate automatically

generate a greater need for funeral services. Statistics Canada

projects that the proportion of people over 65 relative to the total

population will increase until 2040. In Québec as well as in all of

North America, it is estimated that the mortality rate will double

during the next 45 years. This presages a great growth potential

for funeral co-operatives.

Michel Marengo, former president of the Fédération des

coopératives funéraires du Québec and ardent advocate of the co-

operative movement, is wary of unidimensional analysis.“In

Québec,” says Marengo,“the battle of the funeral services industry

is not solely economic. It also relates to national heritage,

collective empowerment, supportive care and respect for our

identity.” And this battle will not be easily won.

Like a defensive reflex, funeral co-operatives were Québecers’

collective answer to a dire need. The co-operatives stemmed from

the people’s desire for funeral homes that could serve the entire

population fairly while taking affordability into account.

At first, development was slow. From 1942 to the beginning of

the 1970s, only five were established. Only in 1972 did the
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A Little History

The Power of Networking
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movement really take off, in a context where the will to take

charge and promote consumer interests was pre-eminent.

Culture and socio-economic context played a role. The seeds

of co-operatism grow well in the soil of Québec! In the first half

of the twentieth century, the vast majority of Québecers were

Francophones living in rural areas. Farmers, just like factory

workers, were going through difficult economic times and could

only survive by sticking together. The pervasive presence of the

Catholic Church and the vastness of the territory also contrib-

uted to establishing supportive relationships within often isolated

communities. Québecers from various regions started working

together to obtain affordable funeral services offering better

conditions. Several social organizations joined forces with people

in the industry to found co-operatives. Their collective entrepre-

neurship found a friendly reception.

More funeral co-operatives were established during the ’80s, but

at a slower pace than during the previous decade. In 1983, feeling

the need to learn more about each other and exchange informa-

tion, the various funeral co-operatives established a co-ordinating

committee.In 1987, as a result of that committee’s work, 14 co-

ops founded the Fédération des coopératives funéraires du

Québec (FCFQ – Funeral Co-Operatives Federation of

Québec). However, because of great differences between the co-

operatives in both size and organizational culture, they disagreed

on the course to pursue. Some were afraid of losing their

autonomy. Others considered membership fees too high. A small

minority rallied in support of proposed projects. Dissension

became so great as to lead to the inactivity of the Federation for

many months.

The ’90s were a major turning point for the movement. A

significant challenge acted to rally the co-operatives around a

common goal. The need to reduce their isolation, establish

relationships, and maximize efficiencies proved more powerful

than existing antagonisms. The Federation was revived. One of

its earliest tasks, a market study, revealed a significant phenome-

non: the growing presence of foreign multinationals in Québec.

In 1996, American interests acquired Urgel Bourgie, a

Québec-based company that represents 25% of the funeral

services market. Taking into account the ageing population,
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foreign investors sensed the huge potential and set out to take

control of the Québec funeral services market.

FCFQ members sounded the alarm! This threat offered the

co-operatives of the province a great opportunity.“Work Together

or Disappear” would be their in mobilizing the co-

operatives and developing a shared vision. Alliances were formed

and strengthened to defend a common cause: preserving Québec

interests and cultural heritage. Losing control of funeral homes

also meant losing control of the rituals surrounding death.

Members co-ops combined forces to acquire funeral homes

and draw public awareness to the American takeover. In 1997, in

collaboration with the Mouvement Desjardins and the Société de

développement industriel, the Federation established a $15

million development fund to enable co-operatives to acquire

several privately-held funeral homes then up for sale in Québec.

Thus, industrial mobilization, national pride, resource pooling,

and speed allowed co-operatives to make headway in all the

markets infiltrated by American multinationals. The number of

points of service rose significantly. Six new co-operatives were

established while existing co-operatives were able to acquire

about ten private funeral homes that multinationals would

otherwise have purchased. The number of funerals handled by

co-operatives grew from 3,636 in 1993 to 6,649 in 1999, an

increase of over 80%. Over the same period, the co-op market

share went from 7.0% to 12.2%.

leitmotiv

Traditionally, co-operatives increase their market share

through a better price-quality ratio, recruitment, renovation of

existing buildings, and construction of new funeral homes. After

1995, the acquisition of privately-held funeral homes formed the

cornerstone of the strategy to counter the arrival of American

multinationals.

That acquisition race has now come to an end. Foreign

investors have ceased their offensive because stakes were getting

too high. The exorbitant cost of acquisitions reduced the

profitability of these companies, as well as their stock value.

In 2000, the funeral services industry entered a consolidation

and rationalization phase.

In the funeral services industry there is a great need for

operating funds. It is consequently very important to maximize

efficiencies. Vehicles, laboratories, administrative supervision, and

purchasing are all profit-generating activities when several funeral

homes are grouped geographically.

Co-operatives have exercised this principle with the develop-

ment of purchasing groups for caskets, insurance, and advertising

at both the regional and provincial level. These groups strengthen

the co-operatives and protect them from multinationals that

could otherwise apply pressure to sources of supply.

FCFQ members have also implemented two other innovations

to reinforce their network. First, a reciprocity agreement ensures

that a member of one co-op is considered a member of all

member co-ops. Second, a mutual aid fund established in 1997

creates an in-house source of financial support. This fund, which

now stands at $419,000, is financed in part through contributions

from co-operatives that have benefited from venture capital and

through the voluntary and integrated participation of 19 co-

operatives.

In conjunction with the wave of funeral home acquisitions,

mergers allowed certain co-operatives to reach a critical mass.

One hundred funerals per year is the threshold a funeral co-

operative must reach to be profitable and self-supporting. Funeral

co-operatives average about 200 funerals each year. Bigger ones

handle over 500, while smaller ones do around 20. In most cases,

the smaller co-operatives do not have the means to support both

operational and payroll costs. Consequently, the general manager

plays the role of a 1-man orchestra and teams of contract

employees perform the other functions (funeral director, bearer,

secretary, etc.). In the long term, however, this system is not very

viable.

Several strategies have been suggested to enable co-operatives

of all sizes to increase their market share. They endeavour to

increase public awareness of their mission by emphasizing quality

of service, recruitment of new members, and by the promotion of

the co-operative philosophy. Mobilization of local members is

undertaken through the distribution of information, education

Co-operative Profitability

Current Challenges

The Current Situation

Today, the provincial movement boasts 35 funeral co-operatives

with over 100 points of service across Québec, except for the

Island of Montréal and the Gaspé. Funeral co-operatives make up

the largest player in the industry in terms of points of service, and

are second only to Urgel Bourgie (acquired by Canadian interests

in 2002) in the number of funerals handled.

Of Québec’s 35 funeral co-operatives, 26 are FCFQ members.

They continue to assist one other and to work to strengthen the

network. Co-ordinating groups, annual conventions, and service

exchanges form the foundations of FCFQ members’ comprehen-

sive plan of action. Today, these 26 co-ops perform over 90% of

the funerals handled by all funeral co-operatives in Québec.

“In Québec,” says Michel Marengo, “the battle of
the funeral services industry is not solely economic.
It also relates to national heritage, collective
empowerment, supportive care & respect for our
identity.” This battle will not be easily won ...



about co-operation, and integration of the co-operative in

socially-oriented networks.

Conferences, conventions, and documentation centres provide

co-op members with the tools they need to deal with the

psychological, spiritual, economic, and legal aspects of death.

Twice a year, the movement publishes 50-75,000 copies of ,

an information and consciousness-raising publication distributed

to funeral co-op members and to health networks, social services,

and self-help groups.

Acquiring private companies and transforming them into a co-

operative is not always easy. Funeral home owners turned co-

operative general managers are confronted with the reality of

running a collective organization and all the different skills and

values that involves. Even in the case of co-operatives that have

been established for several years, the network must sometimes

work to overcome the erroneous ideas and resistance to change of

certain co-operative executives, employees, or members. In these

instances, co-operation training is very important. Other

prejudices endure in a small proportion of the Québec popula-

tion, especially the idea that these services are for low-income

consumers. Recruitment and promotion strategies are aimed at

eliminating this notion.

At the economic level, the presence of co-operatives has a notable

impact on all consumers in Québec. Playing a regulatory role in

the industry, co-operatives have contributed to holding the price

of funerals in Québec at a lower level than in the rest of Canada.

According to the data collected by the Québec Ministry of

Industry and Commerce (MIC), co-operatives have contributed

significantly to curbing price increases on the Québec market

since the 1980s. In 1972, the average price of funerals in Québec

was 19% higher than in the other Canadian provinces. This trend

was radically reversed in 1993.

Profil

Co-operative Philosophy

Economic Impact of Funeral Co-operatives

Based on recent data on the funeral services industry, it was

possible to complete the MIC numbers. In 2000, Québecers

spent about 12% less for funerals than the Canadian average. Co-

operative member/customers in Québec have fared still better,

securing savings of 40% compared to the average price of funerals

in the province. (See diagram, above.)

The FCFQ is currently looking to tap into the Montréal market.

In this fiercely competitive environment, Maison Urgel Bourgie

occupies the largest market share (over 30%). While the co-

operative approach easily finds sympathizers in the Québec rural

areas, the situation is quite different in the large urban centres.

The frailty of the social fabric, multiculturalism, and a trend

toward individualism all constitute obstacles to the implementa-

tion of a collective enterprise. However, areas of Montréal in

which a sense of community endures could serve as ports of

entry.

The context in which funeral homes evolve is constantly chang-

ing. The ageing of baby-boomers, the decline in religious

observance, and the search for new rituals are all bringing change

to funerary rites Cremation is increasingly common.

In this context, funeral directors become“event organizers” and

must have products at their disposal as well as the necessary

imagination to meet new requests. Because funeral home

revenues rely increasingly on prearranged funeral services,

tomorrow’s funeral market must literally be won today. It will be

very hard for a new company to enter the market when 50% of

future funeral services are already arranged.

Hence, in the race to conquer new customers, co-operatives

have an undeniable competitive edge. The sale of membership

cards indisputably provides a co-operative with a pool of

Conquering a New Market

New Trends in the Funeral Services Sector

Into the Future
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In a society longing for immortality, funeral
co-operatives have chosen to educate the
public. Québec’s funeral co-operatives strive to
eliminate the taboos surrounding death &
bring people to discuss their beliefs & identify
the values they wish to emphasize through
funerary rituals.
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Coopérative funéraire des Bois-
Francs (Bois-Francs Funeral Co-
operative) was launched in 1981 in
the heat of the community-based
movement that attained so much
importance in Québec’s Bois-Francs
region in the ’70s and ’80s.

The co-op’s principal instigator was
Rita St-Pierre of Victoriaville, one of the
movement’s leading lights. She passed
away some time before the co-op opened,
but local people lent recognition to her
efforts in the name they chose for the
building that came to house the town’s
major community services: Place Rita St-
Pierre.

The co-op’s application to incorporate,
signed by 13 residents, listed the enter-
prise’s objectives:

Founding Spirit

1. Bring together interested persons in
the vicinity for the purpose of
protecting and promoting their
economic and social interests at the
time of their death.

2. Run a business for the main purpose of
obtaining funerary services for its
members.

3. Acquire the movable and fixed
property necessary to the pursuit of the
group’s objectives –
to manage a funeral parlour in
collaboration with the local commu-
nity, the church, the parish council, and
other organizations.
to purchase caskets and other goods
related to funerary needs.
to secure embalming, funeral direction,
hearse, and ambulance services by
organizing, owning, or contracting the
pertinent professional services.
to create a social incentive for simplic-
ity and moderation in the choice of
funerary services.

�

�

�

�

4. Work in close collaboration with other
funeral co-operatives in order to
organize and centralize services.

5. Promote co-operative education and a
socially responsible membership.
It’s worth noting that a number of

types of co-operative exist in this area.
Coopérative La Salubrité does household
maintenance. La Clé is an economic and
community development consultancy. Le
Théâtre Parminou creates original works
of theatre. The Coopérative Agricole des
Bois-Francs sells agricultural supplies and
hardware.

The co-op competes with two private
firms that control all the funeral parlours
in the neighbouring region. We are
convinced that the presence of a funeral
co-operative in this area serves to
maintain affordable prices for funerary
services and even to reduce the cost.

Local Impact

Coopérative funéraire des Bois-Francs
by Ghislaine Tourigny & Denis Pépin

potential customers as long as it maintains healthy, loyal relation-

ships with its members.

Today, the FCFQ is trying to create a network with all Québec,

Ontario, and Maritime funeral co-operatives to achieve an

economic and social force to challenge players that have been

active in the industry for some years. Already, a New Brunswick

funeral co-operative has joined as auxiliary member. (The

Federation even counts among its members a Peruvian co-

operative that it helped establish.)

In a society longing for immortality, funeral co-operatives have

chosen to educate the public. Québec’s funeral co-operatives

strive to eliminate the taboos surrounding death and bring people

to discuss their beliefs and identify the values they wish to

emphasize through funerary rituals. In order to do so, it is

indispensable to reinforce the network and develop a variety of

services aimed at surviving loved ones. Cohesion in the applica-

tion of the movement’s values and principles, enhancement of co-

Vision of a Network

operatism’s distinct assets and benefits, and a focus on excellence

are the primary components of FCFQ’s vision for the develop-

ment and long-term survival of Québec’s funeral co-operatives.
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