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What are Conversions?
• Business Conversions to Co‐operatives (BCCs) take place when
private, public, or non‐profit entities transition for a variety of
possible reasons into a co‐operative.
• Conversions help to save jobs and troubled businesses, while meeting
local needs.
• Business conversions to co‐operatives help maintain local businesses
and offer an option to retirement‐aged owners who do not have a
succession plan.

Why is this of interest?
The Canadian SME‐Succession Crisis and the Pandemic by the numbers:
• 1.2 million employer SMEs in Canada
• Nearly 72% of small business owners plan to retire in the next decade
• 59% of SME owners are over 50
• 81% of these retiring owners plan to transfer or sell their businesses
• Only 14% have a formal plan for succession and 41% have an informal plan.
• The impact of the COVID‐19 pandemic on SMEs has added to the concerns.
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Website www.coopconvert.ca
15 case‐studies,
BCCs in Canada database and map
SME owner succession and conversion to co‐ops report
Resources for conversion

A partnership-based research project
University of Toronto’s Centre for Learning, Social Economy, &
Work (CLSEW)

Institut de recherche et d’éducation pour les coopératives et
les mutuelles de l’Université de Sherbrooke (IRECUS)
Co‐operatives and Mutuals Canada (CMC)

A SSHRC Partnership Development Grant

Conversion to co-ops in Canada
• Canada’s BCCs are present across the country
• Over 250 recorded conversions, 77% of which are still active
• In addition, many housing co-ops, historically, are conversions
• Most of Canada’s non-housing co-op conversions are located in Quebec, due to
its rich enabling ecosystem for co-ops and the social economy
• The first formed in the ‘40s and ‘50s but most have emerged in last 10 years

Survey of SME business owners
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Only 14% have a succession plan
More than 50% want to keep on working and not retire
For those that want to retire, 48% want to do so in five years
But only 48% of those SME owners that want to retire are at least
somewhat familiar with what to do for succession
75% care what happens to the business after they retire
61% consider succession planning very complicated
Few SME owners are familiar with co‐ops and their strengths, fewer
understand them.
Co‐ops are erroneously perceived to be inefficient and uncompetitive
17% reported somewhat likely or likely to convert
74% agree that granting employees equity or ownership is good for loyalty
Challenges with succession planning: time, complexity, finding
professionals, interpersonal issues with family, can’t let go of business, etc.

SMEs owners most amenable to conversions
(17% from previous slide)
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SME owners that do not want to retire or stop working
SME owners that have already considered or discussed selling to their employees
Smaller firms of less‐than 50 employees, and especially those with 10 employees or less
Older firms over 10 years old, and especially over 20 years old
SMEs in the services sector, and to a lesser extent in the construction sector (recall that 62% of
existing BCCs in Canada are in services, education, health, arts & rec)
• Business that are anchor institutions/orgs in their communities (high cost to many in the
community if they disappear)
• SMEs that emerged from founders, rather than from mergers or acquisitions or from family
inheritance

Attitudes of SME owners most amenable to conversions
(17% from previous slide)
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Care about saving/retaining jobs and assisting local community
A viable business model (if all else fails)
Guarantees business continuity by accessing skills and knowledge of employees/community
Staff empowerment, greater business tenacity and efficiency
Advancement of socio‐economic justice

Cases Studies !

Épicerie Coop Grocery Moonbeam
(Moonbeam, Ontario)
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Risk of the only grocery store closing
Food security
Local economy
Community characteristics played key role in
conversion
History of saving critical institutions and services
Influential members of the local community involved
in the founding assembly
Local residents with key legal and financial skills
Steady growth, but currently looking to purchase
larger building

Coopérative nationale de l’information indépendante (CN2i)
(Québec City, Québec)

• Established in 2019
• Producer co‐operative, grouping six (6) multistakeholder
(solidarity) co‐operatives
• Conversion from a company with share capital (Groupe
Capitales Médias Inc)
• More than 300 jobs preserved
• Access to regional information maintained

Kincardine Ladies Fitness Co-operative Inc.
(Kincardine, Ontario)

• From multinational franchisee to not-for-profit co-op
• Meeting members needs
• Able to be very lean because no franchise costs, no
employees, no one needing profit
• No dollars leaking from the community to franchise
headquarters
• Supportive previous owner

Glitter Bean Café Co-operative Ltd.
(Halifax, Nova Scotia)

• Group mobilized through labour dispute (2010-2018)
• Community characteristics played key role in
conversion
• Skilled workers
• Socially cohesive group who share LGBTQ2+ identities
• Unionized
• Supportive roles from co-op coffee roaster, union, coop developer
• Sweat equity, no government financial support

Harrop-Procter Community Co-operative
(Harrop, British Columbia)

• Established in 1999
• Non-profit to co-operative conversion: From Crown
forest land to a non-profit community-controlled forest
to a community co-operative
• Co-operatively organized stewardship via sustainable
watershed and forestry management
• Good local jobs by and for the community
• Roots in the mid-1970s when residents took a stand
against clear cutting by private companies

Arise Architects
(Kitchener, Ontario)

• Sole proprietorship to worker co‐operative
• Saved two jobs
• Provided socially and environmentally conscious clientele
with a co‐op option
• First architectural co‐op in Ontario and second in Canada
• Owner was approaching retirement but was keen on both
keeping the business alive and continuing to work as an
architect for the foreseeable future.

Aron Theatre Co-operative Inc.
(Campbellford, Ontario)

• Incorporated in 2010
• Sole proprietorship conversion to a non-profit consumer
co-operative
• Preservation of a major anchor business in Campbellford’s
downtown
• Large community involvement and investment in the co-op
• Safeguarding dozens of jobs and much volunteer work
experience for the community
• Community owned cooperative.

Fédération des coopératives funéraires du Québec
(Sherbrooke, Québec)

• Sole proprietorships to consumer co‐operatives
• Quality funeral services, locally accessible, at reasonable
prices
• Bereavement services that meet the needs of local
communities
• The federation, established in 1987, has 20 co‐operative
members and represents more than 200,000 members,
100 locations, 700 employees and more than 300
volunteer boardmembers
• Acquisition and conversion strategy for private funeral
homes across the province through the creation of a $15
million development fund

Battle River Railway NGC Inc
(Forestburg, Alberta)

•
•
•
•

New generation cooperative
Shortline railway
Purchased in 2010 by area producers and residents.
The railway is Alberta’s longest straight section of
railway, beginning in Alliance and continuing 52 miles
to the Camrose area.
• Serving agriculture and industrial customers on a
weekly basis with three 3000 HP locomotives.
• Three core services: tourism, storage, & commodity
transportation.

ALMOST BUT NOT QUITE…
(Lessons learned from incomplete conversions)
1.

Canadians lack widespread public awareness and understanding of the co‐operative business model.

2.

Enthusiasm, even in the greatest proportions, is not alone sufficient for a successful BCC

3.

Time pressure can be a significant barrier in a BCC

4.

Accessing resources (labour and expertise) is often a barrier, which can result from a lack of access to
financial resources

5.

Converting into a co‐operative is not a straightforward process and so having an expert guide can save a
business a lot of time, energy, and money

6.

Relying too heavily on case studies to inform one’s own BCC can be tenuous since each BCC is unique.

Case Studies: Lessons Learned
1. Three critical catalysers:
• Business succession
• Worker mobilization
• Community mobilization
2. Given the lack of Canada‐wide enabling environment, the following are critical for co‐op
conversions:
• Co‐op developers
• Support organizations, resources, ecosystem (esp. with financing)
• Quebec the best enabling ecosystem in Canada
• Community characteristics
• Dedication of steering group
• Size of firm, sector of firm
3. Role and involvement of previous owner

Questions?

Thank you!

