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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.
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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.
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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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The co-op currently includes more
than 650 member-families (the founders
really had community spirit!) who all
stand eventually to call upon the co-op’s
services. The common share costs $50.
Upon the death of the member, it can be
transferred to a spouse or even a child. We
are reconsidering this formula since co-op
legislation dictates that each share must
belong to a person, not to a family.

Since 1981 the co-op has conducted
nearly 6000 funeral ceremonies. Now it
serves an average of 33-34 deceased
persons annually, or less than 10% of the
market. Still, the co-op has on file nearly
200 funeral prearrangements worth close
to $450,000. This money is held in trust
and thus protected until the funeral takes
place. At the time of the prearrangement
deposit, the co-op can reserve 10% of the
total for management purposes. Likewise,
the co-op receives the interest generated
annually, minus an adjustment for the
consumer price index.

So there is a lot to gain from securing
funeral prearrangements. In addition to
channelling revenue to the co-op, they
ensure that people“turn to the co-op” at
the time of their death. Of course, the
client must be sure to alert family and
executor(s) to the terms of this agreement.

Members too can choose to make their
deposit, specifying in writing their wishes
in terms of funeral ceremony, incineration,
viewing, the amount to be spent, etc.

The co-op also endeavours to connect
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its members by means of events in
addition to the annual general meeting.
This year an information seminar was
offered to members on wills and powers
of attorney. Once a month, the local
weekly newspaper also features articles on
a variety of topics: Should you take
children to funerals? How should one
conduct funerals with small numbers of
participants? Where may the ashes of the
deceased be disposed? Am I qualified to
be a companion to someone who is dying?
Mourning the Alzheimer victim. We even
organized a show for a local painter at the
co-op whose canvasses remain there on
permanent display.

What the co-op is trying to create is a
sense of belonging. The member’s good
will enables it to offer more personalized
services. When the parlour is open for a
viewing, members serve coffee and are
there to listen and offer words of
encouragement. Another group is
responsible for building maintenance,
with projects like interior and exterior
painting, caring for the flower beds in the
summer, and so on.

Membership in the Coopérative funéraire
des Bois-Francs brings with it member-
ship in the FCFQ. By the terms of the
Federation’s reciprocity agreement, if I
move out of the region, I can transfer my
membership and funeral prearrangements
move with me, if another member co-op
is located in my destination. So we talk

The Promise of
Inter Co-operation

about an inter co-operative network that
extends, for example, to the bulk purchase
of caskets and patronizing the services of
specific co-ops. The Coopérative de l’Estrie
in Sherbrooke supplies thanatogical
services (a specialist in care of the termi-
nally ill and their families) to Victoriaville,
Windsor, and Asbestos. Interco-operation
also creates a network of personal
connections between different co-ops.

The co-op wrestles with three principal
problems. Management error is one; a
second is the perception that the co-op is
primarily there for the sake of the poor or
those on social assistance; and third, a high
staff turnover. In fact, some poor adminis-
trative decisions have left the co-op in a
serious state of indebtedness. For the last
two years we have tried to change the co-
op’s image, but budgetary constraints have
prevented the promotion we would like to
have done. Also, with the aid of the
Federation, we are taking into consider-
ation the possibility of combining or in
some other way collaborating with another
co-op in better financial shape that could
assure the survival of our own.

Closing our doors, we are convinced,
would be detrimental to all co-ops. One
formula of inter co-operation protects the
property of certain members as you would
certain kinds of loan or exclusive share.
Certainly, prearrangements are always
protected because they are in trust. Are we
perhaps on the brink of a globalization
of funeral co-operatives?
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