
 
 
Mutualism and cooperation  
 
Cooperation on the menu! 
 
Surprising! Not really, because cooperative enterprises are major players in 
providing an impressive variety of food products. But cooperatives are not easily 
recognized when you see them because the cooperative pedigree is seldom 
stamped on the package. To find out who they are, I suggest you read an article 
by Ms. France Denis, a communications consultant, writing for the magazine 
Profil under the sponsorship of the Fédération des cooperatives funéraires du 
Québec. 
 
O.K., I know what you’re going to say. But take courage, there’s no connection 
between funeral homes and the commodities discussed further on! Our focus is 
on fostering inter-cooperation and promoting a way to do business that has 
proven its worth in many fields. Now relax! 
 
The Cooperative Movement 
 
A broad range of value added products 
What comes to mind when you think of Sunkist oranges, Yoplait Yogurt, Welch’s 
grape juice and Olymel hams?  Give up? All these foodstuffs are the work of 
cooperatives. 
 
In Quebec, many cooperatives market highly respected brand-name foods or 
beverages such as Québon, Yoplait or Natrel, plus fine cheeses under various 
product names such as Oka, Anco and Etchemin. 
 
On its own, Agropur, the leading cooperative dairy in Canada, processes and 
markets over 20 per cent of all milk produced in Canada. As a going concern 
belonging to 4,800 milk producers, the Cooperative runs 18 plants in Quebec and 
Ontario. It directly employs some 2,800 people and has about 1,300 contract 
workers for collecting milk from farms and getting dairy products to market. 
Agropur and its subsidiaries offer the entire range of dairy products found 
throughout the Canadian market: bulk cheeses, fine cheeses, powdered milk, 
drinking milk and cream, yogurt and fresh desserts. 
 
As for raising and processing chickens for market, Quebec cooperatives market 
their products under such names as Flamingo, Cavalier and Village. The 
Coopérative fédérée du Québec is highly visible in the meat and poultry sectors 
owing to its participation in various companies such as Taillefer and Olymel. 
 
Quebec is also home to a cooperative for maple syrup producers that markets 
their wares under the Citadel brand. This cooperative was created in the 1920s 



at a time of rampant confusion in the industry. Quebec maple syrup producers 
were then powerless in their dealings with market wholesalers – by far the most 
important – who were paying a meagre 4¢ and 5¢ per pound of sugar.“Take it or 
leave it.” By uniting in 1925, these producers allowed themselves to demand a 
fair price for their goods and in doing so, gained control over all facets of their 
industry. Today, their cooperative is home to some 2,700 members, nearly one-
third of all maple syrup producers in Quebec. 
 
Other cooperatives ply still other trades: marketing bottled water (Mésy spring 
water from Alma), raising potatoes (the potato producers’ cooperative at 
Péribonka-Ste-Marguerite-Marie, (St. Jean Lake region) and honey producers 
(the Quebec beekeepers cooperative). Plus, there are numerous workers’ 
cooperatives in the agro-food industry. 
 
A generous helping of cooperatives! 
 
Our neighbours to the south also have many cooperative success stories. We’ve 
all seen the Sunkist and Ocean Spray brands in grocery stores. But what is not 
immediately obvious is that they belong to producer cooperatives. Indeed, they 
are respectively the collective property of 6,500 and 900 American producers. 
These two cooperatives, whose sales are in excess of one billion dollars (US) 
cross the finish line in 11th and 12th positions among the 20 most important 
American agricultural cooperatives.  
 
This all started in 1893 when a group of visionary citrus fruit producers in 
California came together and created a modest cooperative for processing and 
marketing their produce. Now over one hundred years later, this prototype stands 
as a landmark. In 1907, the cooperative developed the Sunkist brand to facilitate 
market visibility. Now Sunkist, with its 6,500 producers, is the oldest and most 
important cooperative in the fruit and vegetable sector in the United States. Other 
brands such as Welch’s, Sun Maid and Blue Diamond also belong to agricultural 
cooperatives and are market leaders in their fields. With a $435-million turnover 
(US), Welch’s belongs to 1,495 raisin and citrus growers and holds the 
outstanding position as North America’s forerunner in manufacturing grape juice. 
As for the Sun Maid brand, it processes and markets 30 per cent of California’s 
grape harvest and belongs to 1,600 producers. Then there’s Blue Diamond, 
which posts a $422 million (US) volume of business and belongs to 4,000 
Californian almond producers. Founded in 1910, this cooperative supplied one-
third of world demand for almonds. 
 
Collective values that bring us together 
 
All these companies belong to the large family of cooperative enterprises found 
everywhere worldwide. It is the cooperative movement that has given producers 
the clout to do what could not be done individually: develop and target global 
markets, promote a visible brand names, access transportation facilities. 



 
Regardless of their fields of activity, cooperatives share a set of values and 
principles that set them apart and form the basis of their entrepreneurial ethics. 
These principles are unanimously adhered to among cooperatives worldwide and 
guide them in their undertakings. The basic values that underpin cooperatives 
include assuming responsibility, both individual and mutual, equality of rights, 
opportunities and treatment, and solidarity. Faithful to the spirit of their founders, 
cooperative members profess an ethical credo that values honesty, 
transparency, social commitment and altruism. 
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