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ounded in 2013 in Seoul, the GSEF—Global Forum for Social and Solidarity Economy—is an interna-
tional network that brings together local governments, networks and organizations in the Social and
Solidarity Economy (SSE), public institutions, youth organizations, social and solidarity finance actors,
as well as universities and research centers committed to the development of the SSE.

THE GSEF'S 5 AREAS OF ACTION
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With 94 members across 36 countries and 5 continents, the GSEF is founded on a strong conviction: solutions to
major social, economic, and environmental challenges must be built from the ground up, through cooperation
between local governments, civil society, the research community, and economic actors.

Over the years, the network has established itself as one of the leading international frameworks for dialogue, coo-
peration, and advocacy in support of the SSE. Its work is structured around several complementary dimensions:
fostering continental initiatives, generating knowledge, developing international cooperation, and organizing the
World Forum on the Social and Solidarity Economy every two years.

MARICA 2027
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Organized on a rotating basis by a member city of the network, the GSEF World Forum has become a major event
for the international SSE community. It brings together local governments, SSE organizations and networks,
public institutions, researchers, social and solidarity finance stakeholders, youth organizations, and international
partners to address the major challenges of regional transformation. Each edition also serves as a space for collec-
tively developing proposals and advocacy aimed at strengthening the recognition of the SSE in public policies at
the local, national, and international levels.
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Following Seoul, Montreal, Bilbao, Mexico City, Dakar, and Montreal, the 7th edition of the Forum was held in
Bordeaux from October 29 to 31, 2025. More than 10,000 participants from over 100 countries gathered to share
their experiences, discuss contemporary challenges, and explore the SSE’s contributions to social, ecological, de-
mocratic, and economic transitions.

This edition resulted in the adoption of three international declarations and reaffirmed the GSEF’s role as a space
for convergence among the various components of the global SSE ecosystem.

Follow the GSEF’s activities: gsef-net.org

Follow the report on the BordeauxGSEF2025 Forum at: bordeauxgsef2025.0rg

The GSEF 7
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THE FORUM BY THE NUMBERS

o 10,800 PARTICIPANTS FROM 110 DIFFERENT COUNTRIES

« 802 YOUNG PARTICIPANTS FROM 27 COUNTRIES

THREE PLACES FOR EXCHANGES

AT PALAIS 2 ATLANTIQUE AT HANGAR 14 AT THE CITE BLEUE
13 plenary sessions 27 workshops 23 workshops
162 roundtables « 12 exhibitions 3 cexhibitions
7 thematic trails 3 conferences 1 outdoor movie night
86 plenary speakers + 101 speakers 93 speakers
848 panelists

16 radio broadcasts

MORE THAN 200 VOLUNTEERS PRESENT DURING THE FORUM

THREE CLOSING STATEMENTS

« DECLARATION FOR LASTING PEACE

e INTERNATIONAL YOUTH DECLARATION FOR SSE

e BORDEAUX GSEF 2025 DECLARATION

Closing Ceremony of BordeauxGSEF2025. Photo : GSEF, Thomas Sanson


http://Declaration for lasting peace
http://International Youth Declaration for SSE
http://EN_Declaration_BordeauxGSEF2025_0.pdf

Dominique Lesaﬁre has been an active advocate for the Social and Solidarity Eco-
nomy at the international level for over 40 years, nombly by Zeading and chairing
organizations dedicated to solidarity—based investment and the networking of its
stakeholders across Africa, Latin America, Europe, and the Middle East. He ini-
tiated this special issue through his involvement in the governance of both the GSEF
and Approches Cooperatives.

EDITORIAL

GSEF 2025 IN BORDEAUX,
A TRULY EXCEPTIONAL VINTAGE!

BY DOMINIQUE LESAFFRE

Cheur de FOpéra
50!
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JVeC Martin Tembee

The Chorus of the Bordeaux National Opera, opening ceremony of BordeauxGEF2025. Photo : Arthur Péquin.
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The entrance to the Forum. Photo : Arthur Péquin.

nder the auspices of the Global
Forum on the Social and Soli-
. . darity Economy (GSEFBor-
it fosters dia- deaux2025), more than 10,000
lOgue between people  gathered—including
local gO’ 3,000 young pcople representing 101 nationa-
vernments. .. lities—to celebrate the strength that the social
private com- and solidarity economy now represents eve-

The GSEF is
unijque in that

anies... and rywhere, in France of course, but also across
Europe and the five continents as a proven

the myriad of

stakeholders
that make up The GSEF is unique in that it catalyzes dia-
the nonprofit

sector.

vehicle for justice and economic inclusion.

10gue among territories, from municipalitics
and the local authorities that form coalitions,
to regions and national governments, as well
as private and public companies or those ope-
rating under public-private partnerships, and
finally the myriad of actors that make up the
nonprofit sector.

Added to this wealth and wide variety of
actors is the cultural diversity of each of the
five continents within the GSEF’s sphere of
influence, from Seoul in South Korea and
Montreal in Quebec—which launched the
GSEF in 2013—to Africa, where GSEFDa-
kar2023 attracted over 6,000 people, Latin
America and its major regions such as Mexi-

co, the Andean region, and of course Brazil,
where preparations are already underway for
GSEFMarica 2027, and Europe, where nume-
rous inspiring public policies enable the SSE
to bridge social gaps.

Indeed, from October 29 to 31, 2025, the 7th
edition of the World Forum on the Social and
Solidarity Economy was held for the first time
in France, in Bordeaux, following editions in
Seoul, Montreal, Bilbao, Mexico City, and Da-
kar. As a major biennial international event,
it explored a wide range of themes related to
major socictal challenges and the values of the
SSE, featuring 7 thematic tracks, 13 thematic
and policy plenary sessions, and 169 round-
tables that facilitated the exchange of diverse
experiences across geographical and sectoral
boundaries.

Approches Cooperatives participated in GSEF
Bordeaux 2025 and wished to report on this
major SSE event, where numerous prominent
ﬁgures—such as the Mayor of Ramallah, the
President of ESS France, numerous ministers
from around the globe, and the Mayor of Bor-
deaux—were also able to express their vision,
their actions, and the meaning behind cheir
work for the SSE.

10 Approches Coopératives #28, Spring 2026. “GSEF: The Global Forum on the Social and Solidarity Econony”



The traveling totem of the BordeauxGSEF2025 Forum, Hangar 14. Photo : GSEF

Young people also held their own forum and
outlined their expectations through their own
statement. Similarly, current events serve as a
constant reminder of the challenge of peace, to
which the SSE also has a contribution to make.

This article also serves as an opportunity to
pay tribute to the 1ead€rship and executive
team of the GSEF for the success of GSEF Bor-
deaux 2025, but beyond this vibrant gachering,
to deepen a deeply rooted agenda for the SSE
worldwide; in this regard, Bordeaux has cruly
been a standout success!

This is the purpose of this special collaborative
issuc between the GSEF and Approches Coo-
pératives, in which the floor will be given to
numerous participants of this masterful event.

Through this publication, Approches Coopera-
tives and the GSEF are launching a partnership
that will continue to document the successes

and challenges of the SSE around the world
We hope you enjoy reading it.

Dominique Lesaffre, member of the gover-
ning bodies of the GSEF and Approches
Coop¢ratives.

Editorial : GSEF 2025 in Bordeaux, a truly exceptional vintage!

The path to the v:forkshop rooms, Palais 2 'Atlantique. Photo : GSEF
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BORDEAUX, A GLOBAL HUB
FOR THE SOCIAL
AND SOLIDARITY ECONOMY

Pierre Hurmic,

mayor ofBor— -

deaux, stressed
the urgent need
for a paradigm
shift in the face
of a world that
is “falling apart

at the seams’...

]

Pierre Hurmic, Mayor of Bordeaux and Co-Chair of
the GSEF, opening ceremony. Photo : Thomas Sanson.

he Global Social and Solidarity

Economy Forum (GSEF) is an in-

ternational network that fosters

collaboration between social eco-

nomy organizations and local go-
vernments to promote inclusive, equitable, and
sustainable development. Established following
the 2013 Seoul Declaration, the GSEF facilitates
knowledge sharing and partnerships through its
international forums and initiatives.

From October 29 to 31, 2025, Bordeaux became,
for three intense days, the global capital of the
social and solidarity economy.

The 7th edition of the Global Social and Solida-
rity Economy Forum (GSEF) brought together
10,800 participants, representing 9o7 cities and
109 countries. This figure alone speaks to the
scale of a rapidly expanding movement and the
growing legitimacy of the SSE as a response to
the crises facing our societies.

This marks a historic first. Following editions in
Seoul, Montreal, Bilbao, Mexico City, and Da-
kar, the Global Forum was held in France for the
first time, co-organized by the City of Bordeaux,
the Nouvelle-Aquitaine Region, the Gironde
Department, Bordeaux Meétropole, CRESS
Nouvelle-Aquitaine, and ESS France. This bien-
nial event, designed as a space for convergence
among elected officials, researchers, grassroots
actors, and representatives of international or-
ganizations, lived up to all its promiscs.

The overarehing theme chosen for this Bor-
deaux edition—The SSE: A Prerequisite for a
Just Transition Toward Resilient Territories
and the Weﬂ—being of Their Residents—broken
down into eight sub-themes across three main
sections: Acting for Territories, Acting for Resi-
dents, and Future Outlooks—gave the Forum an
ambition that was both political and practical.
The aim was not merely to debate, but to col-
lectively develop concrete responses to current
challenges.

The three-day program featured: 13 political and
thematic plenary sessions, 169 roundtables based
on contributions from five continents, an exhi-
bition area bringing together institutions, SSE
networks, and partners, as well as a radio studio
open for continuous discussion. Seven thematic
tracks allowed participants to tailor their sche-
dule to their interests, while nine regional tours

Approches Coopératives #28, Spring 2026. “GSEF: The Global Forum on the Social and Solidarity Econony”



Benoit Hamon, President of ESS France, opening ceremony. Photo : Arthur Péquin.

were offered on the eve of the Forum to provide
a hands-on look at grassroots initiatives in Nou-
velle-Aquitaine.

From the opening plenary session onward, the
tone was set forcefully. Pierre Hurmic, mayor
of Bordeaux and president of the GSEF, em-
phasized the urgency of a paradigm shift in the
face of a world that “is tearing itself apart on all
sides,” advocating for equity in public funding,
At his side, Benoit Hamon, president of ESS
France, situated this mobilization within the
context of a global crisis, highlighting the threats
posed to democracy and social bonds by new
alliances between economic powers and states,
and calling on the SSE to assume an “unprece-
dented responsibility.”

The director of the Cooperative and SSE Unit at
the International Labour Organization, for her
part, noted that the current crisis is not merely
geopolitical: it is also a profound crisis of confi-
dence in multilateral institutions.

With 7,800 registered participants, ineluding
4,500 from abroad, the Forum demonstrated the
vitality of a global movement driven by a shared
conviction: solidarity must be pl:leed back at the

heart of economic action. Even the visa denials
that prevented several delegations, particularly
from Africa, from traveling to Bordeaux, did not
dampen this collective determination.

The Forum concluded with the presentation of
an international youth declaration, delivered on
stage by 50 young people from the participating
delegations, followed by the adoption of the
Bordeaux Declaration, a political roadmap that
will guide the movement’s direction until the
next Forum in 2027.

It is in this spirit—rich with debates, encoun-
ters, and commitments—that this special issue
of Approches Coopératives is published. The
following pages capture its highlights, ideas, and
voices—those of women and men from around
the world who, every day, bring a different eco-
nomy to life. An economy that puts people be-
fore capital, cooperation before competition,
and the long term before immediate profit.

lnl‘mdm‘t‘i(m . B()I'L‘{(’Llll.\', a gl()bal llLll?Aﬁ)l' l'l‘l(’ S()('it1[ and so[idarily economy.



Timothée Duvergeris a research engineer at Sciences Po Bordeaux, a project manager for the
social and solidarity econonty (SSE) and sustainable developmenr, and a researcher at the
Emile Durkheim Center. He directs the Chair in Social and Solidarity Economy Territories
(TerrESS), the Master’s program in Social and Solidarity Economy and Social Innovation
(ESSIS), and the Executive Master’s program in Strategies, Territories, and Innovative Pro-
jects in the SSE (STPI-ESS) . His research focuses on the dynamics of institutionalization
in the social and solidarity economy. He chairs the GSEF’s scientific committee. In this
interview, he discusses the role that the SSE plays in today’s world.

THE SOCIAL AND SOLIDARITY ECONOMY:
BETWEEN PROTECTING SOCIETY
AND TRANSFORMING THE WORLD

INTERVIEW WITH TIMOTHEE DUVERGER

By Dominique BENARD

ih 1 | - ml

Timothée Duverger, Chair of the Scientific Committee of BordeauxGSEFz2025, opening address. Photo : Thomas Sanson.
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Could you start by introducing yoursclf and
describing your main areas of research?

[ am the holder of the Chair in Social and
Solidarity Economy (SSE) at Sciences Po
Bordeaux and a researcher at the Emile
Durkheim Center. My work focuses prima-
rily on the institutionalization of the SSE. I
wrote my dissertation on this topic, anaiy—
zing the evolution of the SSE in France and
Europe since the 1960s. Today, I am parti-
cularly interested in SSE policies, as well as
the intersections between social experiments
and institutional changes, through examples
such as universal basic income or the “Zero
Long-Term Uncmpioymcnt Territories” ini-
tiative.

In your view, is the SSE a genuine alterna-
tive to the dominant economy?

The answer is nuanced. The SSE is not a mo-
nolithic bloc. While some of its actors do aim
to move beyond capitalism, othcrs—particu—
larly liberal or philanthropic sources—do not
share this goal. For example, “social business”
or phiianthropy in the Engiish—spcaking
world are part of the SSE without being al-
ternatives to capitalism; they are sometimes
its supporters.

[ define the SSE rather as a set of institutions
designed to protect society against increa-
sing commodification. It reintegrates market
1ogic into society, most often through nsti-
tutional compromises: in the postwar period,
mutual aid societies improved well-being and
reduced inequalities without challenging the
capitalist system. It is therefore a complex
relationship: an emancipatory goal for some,
a means of regulating capitalism for others,
and a restorative approach for still others.

Are there marked differences depending on
geographic regions?

Absolutely. In the English-speaking wor-
Id, there is little talk of the SSE, but rather
of the “non-profit sector” or “social enter-
prises.” Convcrsciy, in Latin countries like

Spain or in Latin America, cooperative mo-
dels often carry a stronger po]iticai Wcight.
However, even major models like Mondra-
gon in Spain must compete in the global
market, which creates ambiguitics. The SSE
also remains highly dependent on institutio-
nal contexts, as seen in Brazil, where support
for the solidarity economy fluctuated dras-
tically between the presidencies of Lula and
Bolsonaro.

What role does the local community play in
the dcvclopmcnt of the SSE?

The link is organic because the SSE emerges
from society itself: these are collectives that
come together to meet their own needs. This
is necessarily managed at the local level, even
though digital tools now enable action on
multiple scales.

However, we must not “take this link for
granted” some large agricultural coopera-
tives have lost their original territorial roots
to focus on exporting low-end products. The
Global Social and Solidarity Economy Fo-
rum (GSEF) emphasizes this criterion be-
cause it brings togcthcr both SSE networks
and local governments that share common
aspirations for their communities.

We often hear that “status does not make
virtue.” What do you think of that?

Mutuals, for example, are often constrained
by regulations that push them toward conso-
lidation and competition with the pri-
vate sector. This can dilute their substance,
but they retain specific characteristics: no
sharcholders, preventive measures, strong lo-
cal roots, and medical-social support.

I'm not a status fetishist, but they do contri-
bute to virtue. The SSE is based on clear
principics: collective owncrship, democratic
governance, and a non-profit purpose (rein-
vestment of profits into the project). These
principles are embodied in statutes, even if
the latter can sometimes be undermined by
sOcio-economic practices.

The Social and Solidarity Economy: Between Protecting Society and 7i‘angf()rming the World

Today, I am
particular—

ly interested
in social and
solidarity eco-
nomy policics,
as well as the
intersections
between social
experiments and
institutional
changes
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The social and so-
lidarity economy
is based on clear
principles: collec-
tive ownership,
democratic go-
vernance, and a
non—prqﬁt mis-
sion...

1()

Opening Ceremony of BordeauxGSEF2025. Photo : Thomas Sanson.

What are the paths for the development of
the SSE today?

There are two major paths. The first is quanti-
tative: the SSE must expand into new sectors
such as the ecological transition (citizen-led
energy, reuse, alternative mobility, etc.) or
the digital sector. On this last point, the
challenge is to offer an alternative to “uberi-
zation” through cooperative platforms.

The second path is qualitative: it involves
exporting the principles of the SSE to the
conventional economy. We can transform
conventional companies into cooperatives,
promote ownership transfer to employees,
encourage social enterprises, or develop
“shareholder foundations” as is done in Ger-
many or Denmark.

You mentioned digital technology. Do you
have any concrete examples of this alterna-
tive?

Take the European directive on placform
work, which aims to establish a presump-
tion of employment for workers currently

exploited as independent contractors. In the
ride-hailing sector, the model of Activity
and Employment Cooperatives (CAEs) of-
fers a protective solution. However, there is
a risk of “fake cooperatives” that are merely
disguised wage portage schemes. Conver-
sely, initiatives like the international fede-
ration CoopCycle provide shared software
to enable bicycic dciivcry SCOPs to cxpand
across several countries in Europe, the Ame-
ricas, and now even Africa.

How is the SSE structured on an internatio-
nal scale?

There was a remarkable acceleration between
2021 and 2024, with resolutions from the
UN and the TLO, as well as recommenda-
tions from the OECD in support of the
SSE. These are not just “pieces of paper.” In
Africa, the momentum is very strong: Sene-
gal has declared 2026 the “Year of the SSE)”
and countries like Cote d’Ivoire, Benin, and
Togo are actively mobilizing. The GSEF is
also contributing its engineering expertise
to help countries like Algeria develop their
SSE public policies.

/\pproc/u’s (foopém[ivcs #28, Spring 2026. “GSEF: The Global Forum on the Social and So[idariry Economy”



Pavlina Tcherneva, opening lecture at BordeauxGSEF2025. Photo : Laurent Estreboou.

Speaking of which, what is your perspective
on the development of the SSE in Africa?

We need to move beyond our Western pers-
pective that labels their economy “informal”
when it actually accounts for 9o% of their
cconomic activity. The SSE can serve as a
“converter” to transition from an extractivist,
exogenous capitalist model to endogenous
development rooted in local economic tradi-
tions. The kcy is not to simply copy and paste
our European legal frameworks, which do not
align with their realities, but to support local
initiatives through access to ﬁn:mcing, mar-
kets, social protection, and so on.

The GSEF also seems to be placing increasing
emphasis on youth. Why is this a priority?

It is a long-term strategy. We are training
tods y's leaders and building tomorrow’s
networks. The challenge is to ensure that the
SSE is not just a list of statutes, but a genuine
“framework for understanding the world” for
these young people. It is about waging a cultu-
ral and economic battle to establish the SSE
in both public debate and public policy.

Why does the SSE still struggle to gain si-
gnificant media visibility, particularly in
France?

This is linked to how the media operates;
they prefer to report on trains that aren’t
running on time. Moreover, thcy are often
owned by billionaires who have no interest
in promoting the SSE. Finally, journalists of-
ten lack economic 1iteracy. However, the rise
of solutions journalism and alternative me-
dia is counterbalancing these trends.

The SSE is also covered more extensively by
the local press, although it is often reduced
to the story of a grassroots initiative without
being placed within the context of a broader
movement.

What are the two major challengcs for the
next ten years?

The first is democratic. The SSE can only
flourish in democratic societies; it has every
interest in defending these systems against
authoritarian threats, lest it lose its auto-
nomy.

The Social and So[idaril‘y Economy: Between Protecting Society and 7)'¢711§/2))';11i:1g' the World

The social and
solidarity eco-
nomy must ex-
pand into new
sectors such as
the green tran-
sition and digi-
tal technology...
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Fadel Tchagouni, GSEF Youth Focal Point in Togo. Photo : GSEF.
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The second is financial. We must move from
grand international rhetoric to concrete
resources for the development of the SSE.
The battle centers on the redistribution of
resources to finance what must become the
cconomy of tomorrow.

Finally, Bordeaux seems to be a prime loca-
tion for the SSE. How do you explain this

success?

There is a rather unique alignment of forces
between local governments, academic re-
search, and SSE organizations. This is the
result of a local political culture focused
on openness and cooperation, but also of
long—standing activist commitments. For
example, the TerrESS Chair that I lead at
Sciences Po Bordeaux, at the intersection
of these different worlds, works to legiti-
mize, frame, and equip the SSE. This dense
network creates a very positive dynamic for
the region.
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As president of Credit Coopératif and Coop FR, the umbrella organization for French
cooperatiuves, Jérome Saddier is a ieading gure in the social and solidarity econonty
(SSE) in France. He is a former president of ESS France and vice president of Social
Economy Europe. In 202z, he published “Toward an Economy of Reconciliation,” in
which he advocates for the SSE as a desirable model for the economy. Amid his bank’s
centuries-old history, European regulatory constraints, and the urgent need for “climate
mutualism,” he calls for a return to iong—term thinking and democratic deliberation.

MONEY IS NOT A NEUTRAL TOOL,
IT IS APOLITICAL ISSUE

INTERVIEW WITH JEROME SADDIER

By Dominique Lesaffre
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Mr. Saddier, you don’t have a traditional
background in banking. How would you
describe yourself, and what led you to be-
come president of Credit Coopératif?

To begin with, there’s one thing that
didn’t lead me there: T never studied fi-
nance. | see mysclfmorc asa “gener:ﬂist of
generality,” with a history of commitment
that has always shaped my carcer choices.
I've been fortunate to be able to act on
my convictions in my work—which isn’t
always casy—but I've tried to do things
that make a difference. I began by stu-
dying political science in Lyon, a time
marked by strong involvement in student
unions and later in politics. My carcer
then alternated between working with
clected officials and ministers and hol-
ding executive positions in the corporate
world, notably as CEO of several mutual
insurance companies.

My arrival at Creédit Cooperatif happened
in stages: firse, I was a 10ng—time ally of
Creédit Cooperatif due to my union, po-
litical, and professional activities. I was
CEO of the Mutuelle Nationale Territo-
riale in early 2015 when the president at
the time, Jean-Louis Bancel, asked me to
join him as a board member. I think Jean-
Louis, whom I had known for a long time,
had something up his sleeve; I hadn’c a
clue what it was, but I was brought onto
the board of directors as a representative
of the Mutuelle. And in 2017, he offered
me the opportunity to join him in the
role—one he himself had held—of Deputy
Chairman, to precpare me to succeed him.
This transition took place in 2021. From
2018 to 2021, | served as Deputy Chair-
man, which gave me the opportunity to
learn the banking trade from the inside. I
am fully committed to this role, because
bcyond the technical aspects, a bank like
ours—which is committed, multi-affinicy,
and stands by its principles—must engage
with all the ecosystems that contribute to
the development of society.

Money is not a neutral tool; it is a p()litical issue

Roundtable Discussion: African Dynamics of the SSE. Photo : GSEF.

You also served as president of ESS France
until June 2024. What was the challenge of
this uniﬁring mission?

I served as president of ESS France from
January 1, 2019, to June 2024, when Benoit
Hamon succeeded me, and in fact I revived
ESS France, which was not in very good
shape. [ had become familiar with the SSE
ccosystem from the government side when
I was in Benoit Hamon’s office at Bercy and
we were drafting the law on the social and
solidarity economy. At the time, the SSE
ccosystem was not in great shape, divided
into numerous factions, with pcrsonal Ti-
valries and even fundamental disagreements
on certain issues.

When T joined Crédit Coopératif in 2018,
since I didn’t have any operational responsi-
bilities, I had the time to focus on the goal
I'd identified while in government: brin-
ging people together. That’s just my nature.
So I rebuile ESS France as the overarching
umbrella organization for all sectors of the
French social economy. We started from
very little and have built a strong organiza-
tion where, while differences remain, there
are far fewer divisions. Today, I continue
this work within Coop FR, which brings
together all French cooperatives.

["ve been for—
tunate enough
to be able to

sray true to my

convictions in

my work, which

isn't always
easy...
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Hangar 14, the Forum's other venue at Bordeau
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xGSEF2025. Photo : GSEF.
Credit Coopératif has a very unique histo-
ry. Why was it created at the end of the 19th

century?

In 1893, Credit Coopératif originated as the
cooperative bank for workers’ cooperatives.
At the end of the 19th century, in many sec-
tors of activity in France, there was a market
failure. The major banks, represented at the
time by the three “old guard” institutions
we know today—BNP, Socic¢t¢ Génerale,
and Credit Lyonnais—did not lend to small
business owners, much less to ﬂedgling Coo-
peratives, or even to individuals. Banking
at the time was focused on wealthy families
and industry.

In response, farmers created Credic Agri-
cole, and artisans created the Banques
Populaires. For their part, workers’ coo-
peratives—as  well as  consumer coope-
ratives—needed a credit mechanism to

support their development. Jean Jaures
described these two movements—workers
and consumers—as the “ewo pillars” of the
future social republic. They had no other
choice but to create their own credit insti-
tutions, which they would own as coopera-
tives, because it was, in fact, a natural step,
and also because the cooperative bank sta-
tus, pioncered by the Banques Populaires,
already existed on paper. So, they adopted
the cooperative bank status to create two
institutions, one for workers’ cooperatives
and the other for consumer cooperatives.
These two banks subsequently merged to
become Credit Coopératif. After thar,
we became the cooperative bank for most
cooperatives, which means we have always
played a structuring role in the cooperative
world. That is why we created the represen-
tative organization for cooperatives, which
for a long time was called the Groupement
National de la Coopération. Now it is called
Coop FR. It is also a tradition that the pre-
sident of Credit Coopeératif chairs this or-
ganization.

And then we expanded; we played a major
role in the reconstruction of France after
World War II, because cooperatives had
reserved markets, particularly in the hou-
sing, agriculture, and fishing sectors. Crédit
Cooperatif experienced a major boom at
that time. Back then, politically speaking,
the bank was actually quite close to com-
munist circles.

You often mention a major turning point
in the 1970s. How did it shape the bank as
it is today?

In the 1970s, the bank hit a “slump” and
was revitalized by Jacques Moreau, an intel-
lectual close to Michel Rocard. He steered
Credit Coopératif in two crucial new direc-
tions, thanks to which we have achieved the
position we hold today. First, he decided
that we would become a universal bank,
capable of serving not only businesses but
also individuals. Second, he theorized the
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concept of the social economy by expan-
ding our scope of action to include mutuals
and associations. He sought out this term,
which had fallen into disuse, in the works of
Charles Gide to describe both a market for
Credit Coopératif—encompassing coopera-
tives, mutuals, and associations—and our
political positioning. He presented these
ideas to Michel Rocard, and that marked
the beginning of the new surge in the so-
cial economy. It was also at that time that
Jacques Moreau, through various connec-
tions, set out to “raise funds,” as they say
in banking, because the banker’s trade isn’t
very complicated: you have to raise money
and turn it into something useful, while ta-
king a small margin along the way to make
a living.

It was also during this period that our com-
mitment doctrine took shape, sometimes
out of necessity. Catholic organizations,
such as the CCFD, deposited large sums of
money with us on the condition that we re-
frain from ﬁnancing certain sectors, such
as the arms industry. The Church was then
engaged in a campaign against landmines.
This laid the foundation for our current
exclusions: we refuse to finance tobacco,
synthetic pesticides, nuclear power, or car-
bon-based energy. On the other hand, we
were pioneers in ﬁnancing organic products
and renewable energy. These principles
gave rise to Socially Responsible Invest-
ment (SRI), traceable finance, and solida-
rity-based finance.

Today, many banks claim to be “com-
mitted.” How does Crédit Coopératif dis-
tinguish itself from the competition?

We strive to remain fully true to our histo-
ry and our origins, without limiting oursel-
ves solely to the social economy. We believe
that what we stand for should become the
norm, so we need to convince others. I don’t
want Crédit Coopératif to be merely the
bank of the vanguard. The vanguard must
be part of us—that’s fine—but we also need

Money is not a neutral tool; it is a political issue
Y ;
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people who are open to being convinced
and converted, and thus supported. We are
therefore making an effort to expand wit-
hout compromising our principles. Fur-
thermore, we must recognize that we face
increasing competition in the very areas
that once set us apart. Today, everyone is
cngaged in socially responsiblc investing
(SRI), and it is very easy to do so because
the definition is quite flexible, even if it has
been somewhat clarified. Today, everyone
claims to be doing either SRI or impact
finance. It’s casy to find buzzwords that
sound good for markcting, especially when
there are no precise standards. Similarly, in
the renewable energy sector, we were alone
for years. Burt today, everyone is doing it.
So our strategic question is how to remain
committed, pioneering, and distinct, even
as—and this is a good thing, by the way, so

we're not going to complain—everyone else

SSE Marketplace, Hangar 14. Photo : CRESS Nouvelle-Aquitaine.

We refuse to
fund tobacco,
synthetic pes-
ticides, nuclear
power, or car-
bon-based ener-
gy sources...
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From left to right: Claudine Bichet, First Deputy MJ\ or of Bordeaux; Alain Garnier, Mayor of Artigues-pres-Bordeaux and Vice

President for the Social and Solidarity Economy (ESS) of Bordeaux Métropole; Jérdme S: 1dd1cr President of Crédit Coopératif; Pierre

24

is jumping on board. There are fads among
certain players and sometimes a bit of hy-
pocrisy as well.  That’s why our strategic
plan is called “100% Committed”—our com-
mitment isn’t just a little extra to case our
conscience. We strive to be 100% committed
with complete transparency. It’s not easy in
the banking world because competition and
regulation obviously constrain us.

Doesn’t current banking regulation pena-
lize this specific model?

European regulation, particularly that of

the European Central Bank (ECB), is extre-
mely restrictive. Since the 2008 crisis, banks
have been required to maintain such high
capital ratios and provisions that, in theo-

Hurmic, Mayor of Bordeaux and Co-President of the GSEF; Céline P: apin, Deputy Mayor of Bordeaux.

ry, a bank should no longer be able to go
bankrupt. This weighs heavily on our ope-
rations: we sometimes have more staft dedi-
cated to compliance and I'T security than to
business development.

Furthermore, the ECB is pushing us to
diversify our business lines and expand
beyond the French market to “spread the
risks.” Tt views French-specific practices,
such as fixed-rate mortgages, with disfavor,
as they reduce banks’ financial agility. In
this context, we accept that we are the least
profitable bank in the BPCE group, as we
choose less profitable clients and refuse to
engage in lucrative sectors out of political
conviction.
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For cooperative credit, what does the GSEF
represent—an organization whose head-
quarters were moved three years ago from
Seoul to Bordeaux, and which suceessfu]]y
demonstrated significant mobilization ca-
pacity at its forum held in France last Oc-
tober, with over 10,000 people representing
109 nationalities?

For some fifty years, Credit Coopératif has
been committed at the international level
to the development of the social and solida-
rity economy, and has supported all kinds
of initiatives through the banking sector
or through social and solidarity economy
networks. We have been active in Central
Europe and the Mediterranean countries,
particularly in the Maghreb and Palestine,
to support actors in the social economy.
To the best of our ability, we have always
been active in developing solidarity-based
finance and the social economy worldwide.
We are present in almost all international
networks, whether banking-related, such as

FEBEA or GABYV, or within international
and European cooperative networks, the In-
ternational SSE Forum, and the GSEF. Our
involvement in the GSEF was more modest
at first because it was initially a coalition of
cities and local governments. We supported
them, and we have been particularly invol-
ved since the GSEF came to Bordeaux, and
we were an active partner in this edition of
the international forum that took place in
late October.

What do you take away from your time as
president of ESS France, and how do you
see the evolution of the social and solida-
rity economy and social finance in France,
in particular?

From my time as president of ESS France,
on a personal level, I take away the feeling
of having achieved something, and it feels
good to achieve things from time to time.
Obviously, the work is unfinished; the di-
versity of the social and solidarity economy
remains a major challenge. It’s not always

Money is not a neutral tool; it is a po[it‘iea[ issue

casy to find common ground between, say,
Emmaus and the Leclerc Group. How do we
build an ecosystem that will support colla-
borative development among all SSE ac-
tors, who are so different from one another?
Some are deeply committed to issues of eco-
logical or democratic transition. Others run
businesses based on a cooperative structure,
the origins of which they have sometimes
forgotten. I tried to make all of this coexist
as best as possible without ever 1imiting
myself to the lowest common denominator.
Not all SSE actors want to take the leap into
political analysis; those in the market sec-
tor do not always collectively feel comfor-
table discussing issues that go beyond their
immediate business. Those in the world of’
community engagement sometimes want to
reflect on other dimensions, to think about
how to evolve over time. There are also
people who become “entrenched” in their
associative environment and do not want to
look elsewhere. My role, as I had conceived
it at ESS France, was to try to reconcile
these different perspectives.

We must start by agreeing to understand
one another. For Patrick Viveret, democra-
cy is about agreeing to disagree. So, there
you have it; I tried to start with that. Ob-
jectively speaking, I think we’ve made great
strides, but there’s still a long way to go
before the SSE collectively feels it holds a
stake in our country’s future and is eapable
of acting accordingly. And particularly be-
cause not all the tools are being used—inclu-
ding, incidentally, in solidarity finance. We
potentially have a lot of money to invest in
social and solidarity infrastructure, but the
pipes aren’t fully connected yet—and they
aren’t even really the right size or diameter.
We're not yet at the necessary level, and yet
we're the leading country for the SSE in Eu-
rope, one of the leading ones in the world,
we're 1‘espeeted for that.

You have often expressed regret that the
SSE is excluded from major national ini-
tiatives such as France 2030. What can be

We accept that
we are the least
profitable bank

in the BPCE
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done to ensure that the SSE is no longer
treated as a marginal or exceptional sector
and gradually becomes the norm for the
economy as well?

The first thing to do would be to ensure
that people stop talking about us in terms
of a sector. There is no “SSE sector.” With
diverse legal structures and forms of enga-
gement, the SSE is present in most of the
country’s economic sectors, sometimes
even holding dominant positions—as is
the case in insurance, banking, agricu]tu—
re, and commerce. Sometimes in marginal
or pioneering roles, it is also present in the
health and social services, sports, and cultu-
ral sectors. Given the diversity of activities
in which the SSE is involved, we must stop
thinking in terms of sectors.

I believe that the development of the SSE
today should be justified first and foremost
by the existence of major social challenges
that need to be addressed. But some SSE ac-
tors are more interested in developing their
sector-specific activities and somewhat less
in the potential of their status—whether
cooperative, mutualist, or otherwise—and
even less in collective development. On the
subject of ecoiogica] transition, in particu-
lar, T am convinced that we need a form of
climate mutualism to ensure that commit-
ments are made and upheld over the long
term and that they mobilize the general
public. If social protection in France exists
primarily in a mutualist form, it is because
at a certain point in history we felt the need
to organize consent to solidarity in collec-
tive and democratic forms—which was not
as natural as it might seem.

To build consensus on climate efforts at the
national level, I believe we need a system of
the same nature. This, it seems to me, is one
of the current challenges.

Another very different challenge is that of
business succession. In France, more than
500,000 businesses—of every type, in every

sector—will have to change hands over the
next 10 years. Capitaiism in our country is
becoming increasingly financialized; it is
dominated by a few giants whose focus lies
elsewhere, not in their own country. The
risk of deindustrialization is already pre-
sent, and it will only grow. At the local le-
vel, thousands of SMEs are threatened with
extinction because they are family-run and
there aren’t necessarily successors within
the family, or because there are no nearby
competitors ready to step in and take over.

We need a major business takeover pian.
I'm not talking about struggling businesses;
I'm talking about healthy ones. The social
and solidarity economy sector, particuiariy
cooperatives, should be able to organize a
major movement to take over or transfer
businesses.

Another very important issue is the mana-
gement of personal data. Social and solida-
rity-based enterprises should take charge of
this issue to prevent the predatory use and
commodification of personal data.

To achieve all this, we need project leaders
who know how to structure legal and fi-
nancial arrangements, who are capable of
raising funds and forging alliances among
SSE actors, of course, but also with other
types of stakeholders. Unfortunately, this
is something the SSE sector struggles with
due to a lack of adequate structure and en-
treprencurial culture. And this is precisely
Wiiy the SSE is not e]igible under the France
2030 plan. In the SSE, we are unable to pre-
sent projects of sufficient scale to qualify
for the France 2030 framework.

The Bordeaux Forum emphasized terri-
torial cooperation; it was one of the main
themes of the Forum. How can the coo-
perative banking sector foster territorial
alliances, using new financing tools that
combine market-based resources with coo-
perative financing?
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Signing of the agreement between the Forum’s co-organizers and Crédit Coopératif. From left to right: Sté¢phane
Pfeiffer, Deputy Mayor of Bordeaux; Sophie Piquemal, Vice President of the Gironde Department; Maud Ca-

ruhel, Vice President of the Nouvelle-Aquitaine Region; Jérome Saddier, President of Crédit Coo
Hurmic, Mayor of Bordeaux; and Alain Garnier, Vice President of Bordeaux Métropole.

The first point to consider is that the coo-
perative banking sector is the only banking
system present in local communities. The
major banking networks have, in fact, left
these communities, with the exception of
the postal bank, which remains tied to lo-
cal communities through its pub]ic service
missions. At Credit Cooperatif, our goal is
to support our clients at the local level, be-
cause we know them well. Furthermore, the
advantage of the cooperative banking mo-
del is that it has local governance. Credit
Coopératif\is a national bank, but it never-
theless has local and regional branches that
allow its clients to get to know one another
and potentially build projects togethcr.

Money is not a neutral tool; it is a po[i(‘ica[ issue

We encourage them to do so and support
them in this endeavor. The great strength
of the social economy, in the broadest sense
of the term, is that it accounts for a much
larger share of jobs in rural areas than in
metropolitan centers. In rural areas, the so-
cial economy accounts for 25% of jobs. The
challenge of revitalizing rural areas is fun-
damental today in the context of deindus-
trialization. That is why I raised the issue
of business takeovers, because what drove
the development of small provincial towns
and county scats was the transformation of
crafts into small-scale industry at the end of
the 19th century.

Fératif; Pierre
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At the BordeauxGSEF2025 Village: SSE Organizations Meet with Participants. Photo : CRESS Nouvelle-Aquitaine.
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This was followed by the establishment of
public services and rail transport, because
goods and people had to be transported. All
infrastructure was linked to small-scale in-
dustry. The demise of small-scale industry
in France—due to flaws in our industrial or-
ganization, which is not the case in Italy or
Spain—has accelerated the decline of these
regions.

We must set out once more to revitalize these
regions. Naturally, Crédit Coopératif would
like to support this revitalization, but to do
so we need project leaders. We must encou-
rage organizations or individuals capable of
spearheading initiatives to revitalize these
regions. And we must partner with others
for financing, as Crédic Coopératif cannot
fund everything. I hope we'll succeed in the
coming years.

And on a similar note, there’s the issue of
young people, the younger generations, and
young entreprencurs. We know that among
the young, there is creativity, a desire to

innovate, and dreams of forging new so-
clo-economic ties.

What is Crédit Coopératif’s interest in this
demographic?

Not all young people are innovative,

committed, entrcprcncurial, or social-
ly conscious. The reality is a bit different
from all that. But it’s true that there’s
always been—and especially now—a signi-
ficant portion of young people who want
to change the world. When I was young, |
wanted to change the world. I never ima-
gined that could be done by starting a bu-
siness. I thought it was the role of politics to
solve problems. Things have changed a bit:
many young people today want to create
economic and social initiatives. In fact,
there have never been so many new social

and solidarity economy (SSE) enterprises.

The major nonprofit networks we know
are struggling to renew themselves. On the
other hand, many young people are starting
their own businesses, so we’ll have to build
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on that. Many young people feel a sense
of urgency due to a form of eco-anxiety,
which is on the rise and isn’t always casy
to manage. The issue of our relationship to
the climate emergency is complex. It is a
scientific reality—even a scientific truth—
but the timeline of the climate emergency

does not align at all with the timeline of

public decision-making, even when that
decision—making is determined. I explain to
young people who are getting involved in
these issues that they will need to be both
determined and patient because change
only becomes apparent after several years.
[ even tell them that their children will ba-
rely bcgin to sce the effects of the decisions
they may have helped make.

I am dCCply Concerned about tl’lC state Of

democracy in our country. I would not want
those young people who are deeply com-
mitted to environmental issues to turn their
backs on democracy by accusing it of being
ineffective. That is why I try to link issues
ofpolitic:ﬂ dcmocracy to issues of economic
and social democracy. Everything is connec-
ted, and we need to demonstrate that de-
mocratic processes can be effective. We can
clearly sense that dark winds are blowing
around the world and in our country. The
question of democratic effectiveness is fun-
damental today.

We must offer frameworks for engagement
to the younger generations who have de-
cided that the fate of the world concerns
them. We must also allow them to create
these frameworks themselves, because they
will not simply blend into existing organi-
zations that do not meet their expectations.
We can give them the means to do so.

We have never had this much money in our
country, never. And never before has so
much money been earmarked for the social
and solidarity economy (SSE) and for soli-
darity. I'm not talking about public money;
I'm talking about private money. As | said
carlier, the problem is one of access to this

Money is not a neutral tool; it is a po[it‘ica[ issue

funding—the issue of the pipes, the diame-
ter of the pipes, and the connections. We're
not very good at that yet. There has never
been so much money in so-called “impact”

ﬁll’ldS.

announced, but since the plumbing is a bit

Millions and millions of euros are

complicated, it always goes to large orga-
nizations and doesn’t trickle down. So we
need to overhaul the plumbing, connect the
big pipes to the smaller ones, and so on.

In the face of the rise of speculative finance,
how can French cooperative banks—and
particularly Crédic Coopératif—continue
to offer educational, transparent finance
based on the real economy? In other words,
how is it possiblc to dcvclop an alternative
banking system with positive effects on de-
mocracy, the local economy, regional deve-
lopment, and so on?

This is not the simplest question. I think we
need to make money a political issue. We
have to Stop acting as it money were neu-
tral. Money and money creation are poli-
tical because they depend on our behavior
as  COnsumers, taxpayers, entrepreneurs,
and so on. And consequently, this requires
banking institutions to play an educatio-
nal role. That is what we are trying to do.
It is not simple: the greatest danger, in my
view, does not come from traditional banks.
What profoundly threatens our societies
and reinforces speculative finance is not the
behavior of the largest, most well-known
banks—and certainly not French banks,
for that mateer. It is Cverything happening
outside the realm of traditional banks. To-
day, the financial sector secks to free itself
from regulatory constraints and, in doing
so, evades public oversight. This also ma-
nifests in new forms of currency. I'm not
talking about local currencies; I'm talking
about Bitcoin. This is what is known as dark
finance, which operates through direct mo-
ney exchanges on the dark web, without any
oversight or regulation, and accounts for
half of global financial transactions today.
That is the greatest threat.

Je suis tres
soucieux de
l'etat démo-
cratique de
notre pays.
Je ne vou-
drais pas que
ceux parmi
les jeunes qui
sont tres en-
gages sur les
enjeux ecolo-
(;nque s renient
a democratie
en lui repro—
chant d'étre
inefficace...
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TOd(/ly'S ﬁnan, Mr. Saddier, what message would you like

) .o .
cial sector seeks © share to conclude this discussion?

to f ree its le [ advocate for slowing down. Humanity can
from Tegulatory only take control of its future at an accep-
constraints and, table pace. If everything moves too fast, we
in doing 50, no longer see events unfolding and we no

evades public longer have time to act.

OUCTSlgI’lL'.... Cooperative governance is sometimes per-

ceived as difficult or tedious because it re-
quires listening to others, seeking compro-
mises, and deliberating. But this slowness is
essential; it is the art of deliberation. If we
no longer have time to talk to one another,
power inevitably concentrates in the hands
of a few.

Slowing down does not mean giving up on
the world; on the contrary, it means giving
ourselves the means to offer a sustainable
future to this planet.
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Benjamin R. Quinones Jr. is a member of the board of directors and director of organizational
devdopment at Livegreen International Inc., a social enterprise working to develop an integmted
value chain for organic agricultural products in the Philippines. He founded the Asian Solidarity
Economy Council (ASEC), the Asian continental network of the Intercontinental Network for the
Promotion of the Social and Solidarity Economy (RIPESS). He established the Coalition of Socially
Responsible SMEs in Asia, a pioneer in the development of social and community-based encerprises.
He holds a Ph.D. in organizational development from the SAIDI School of OD and a master’s degree
in agricultural economics from the University of the Philippines in Los Baitos.

THE SOLIDARITY ECONOMY

INTERVIEW WITH DR. BENJAMIN QUINONES

By Dominique Lesaffre

I1LLE

Dr. Benjamin Quinones at the roundtable discussion on the dynamics of the social and solidarity economy in Asia. Photo : GSEF.
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ing” took place
in 1999, when
the Charles
Léopold Mayer
Foundation
(FPH) invited
me to join a
working group
on the solida-
rity economy.
That was the
first time
had heard that
term.

Dear Ben, we're meeting today for a
conversation that is particular]y close

to my heart. As we discussed during our
meeting in Bordeaux, our friendship spans
several decades of activism in support of
global social finance. For readers of Ap-
proches Coopératives, it’s essential to
understand that you're not just a Filipino
economist, but a builder of continental
networks. You've agreed to structure our
discussion around four main thematic pil-
lars. Let’s start with the origins: how did
the Social and Solidarity Economy (SSE)
take root in the Philippines, and how was
its financial framework established?

To fully understand this, we need to go
back a long way. Before the year 2000, the
formal concept of the SSE did not exist in
Asia. However, my involvement dates back
to 1984. At that time, [ was Secretary-Ge-
neral of APRACA (Asia-Pacific Rural and
Agricultural Credit Association), a regio-
nal organization established by the FAO.

[ was already working with what we now
call SSE entities: cooperatives, mutuals,
NGOs, and farmers’ organizations.

My real theoretical “awakening” took place
in 1999, when the Charles Léopold Mayer
Foundation (FPH) invited me to join a
working group on the solidarity economy:.
That was the first time I had heard that
term. I then actively participated in the
World Social Forums in Porto Alegre and
Mumbai in 2004. Drawing on these expe-
riences, I identified seven key processes for
institutionalizing the SSE in my country.

These seven processes form the backbone
of your work. Could you describe them
in detail, since thcy serve as a model for
other regions?

Absolutely. The first process was develo-
ping the concept (the “mindset”): after
Mumbai in 2004, [ established a working
group in the Philippines to promote this
vision of a human-centered economy.

The second was continental networking
through the creation of the Asian Soli-
darity Economy Forum (ASEF). The first
forum in Manila in 2007 attracted 700
participants from 33 countries. Then came
Tokyo in 2009 with 1,000 participants, and
finally Malaysia in 2011, where we officially
founded and 1‘€gist€red the ASEC (Asian
Solidarity Economy Council).

The third pillar was education. In 2020,
we launched the ASEC Online Acade-
my to offer certificate courses to senior
executives. The fourth pillar, essential for
sustainability, was academic integration:
we convinced the University of the Phi-
lippines to incorporate the SSE into its
doctoral program in social development.

The fifth process is the creation of a na-
tional roadmap through the Bayan Family
Foundation, which is now the leading SSE
organization in the Philippines. We esta-
blished a National Council composed of’
six sub-councils representing all sectors:
cooperatives, NGOs, microenterprises,
local governments, universities, and the
private sector. The sixth process was the
adoption of the SSE as the overarching
framework for development in the Phi-
lippines. Finally, the seventh step is the
establishment of an integrated support
platform to help small businesses access fi-
nancing, technology, and markets, thereby
providing them with the services normally
available to large companies.

In your presentations, you often use a
forest metaphor to explain this systemic
vision. Can you cxplain it to us?

Yes, it’s crucial for ch:mging policymakers’
perceptions. If you focus solely on the
individual business, it’s as if you're looking
at a tree but ignoring the forest. The tree
is the business, but the forest is the entire
cconomy. The forest includes the trees, but
also the soil, microorganisms, and birds.
The social and solidarity economy (SSE)
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Young Kim, Director of SSEGOV and GSEF Co-Chair for Asia. Plenary session on financing the SSE. Photo : GSEF.

is that forest: an ecosystem where each
clement supports the others.

Let’s turn to a point that’s close to your
heart: resource mobilization. You argue
that labor must be recognized as the pri-
mary source ofcapitalization, rather than
relying on external aid. How does this
work in practice, particularly based on
your experience in India and Indonesia?

This is at the heart of financial sovereignty.
All too often, people think that develop-
ment comes from charity from the North.
That’s nonsense. | developed a program to
connect banks with grassroots communi-
ties. In Indonesia and India, we're talking
about millions of marginalized people.
asked a simple question: “Can you set aside
one rupee a day? Or a week?” Everyone has
a rupee.

The idea is to collect these tiny surpluses.

By depositing them regularly in a com-
mercial bank, we build a track record of

The S()[idarity Economy

financial discipline. I convinced the central
banks to allow the opening of collective
accounts for these groups. After one or
two years, the bank agrees to grant a loan
equal to twice the accumulated deposits.
Today, 300 million people in India use

this system. A World Bank study has also
confirmed the effectiveness of this program
in lifting people out of poverty. This is
how we transform the effort and discipline
of micro-saving into a lever for massive
investment.

This approach seems to have evolved into
what you now call the “Bayanihan Soli-
darity Fund.” Can you explain this inno-
vation and how it involves private sector

players such as Ayala or Microsoft?

“Bayanihan” is a Filipino term meaning
mutual aid and solidarity. Our current
innovation involves creating a national
fund funded by the grassroots. In the Phi-
lippines, microenterprises account for 95%
of the economic fabric. If we can mobilize
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diate survival
that they find
it difficult to
reflect on their
practices.

300,000 people who each contribute just
100 pesos a month (about 1.50 euros), we'll
generate 30 million pesos a month—or 360
million a year.

Some people say to me, “Well, 100 pesos is
too little—why not 500?” I respond with
the analogy of a jump rope: the lower you
set the rope, the more people can jump. |
want 100% participation, not just from the
wealthiest 10%. This fund is then invested
in mature, proﬁtable social and solidarity
cconomy (SSE) entities or in infrastructure
projects.

In addition, we're in discussions with the
government and major private foundations
like the Ayala Foundation. Instead of pro-
viding non-repayable grants, we're asking
them to use that money as matching funds
for the Bayanihan Fund. This creates a
virtuous Cycle where the Capital grows cach

year instead of being depleted.

You also place particular importance
on young people. Your Youth Entrepre-
neurship Program (PEJ) seems to be a
pillar of ASEC.

Absolutely. In 2021, together with Dr.
Rosalinda Ofrenco, we launched the men-
toring program for young entrepreneurs.
We encourage them to move away from

the idea of a sole proprictorship toward
that of a collective SSE enterprise. An SSE
enterprise must provide for the needs of
families and neighbors (people), preserve
the environment (the planet), and generate
profit to be sustainable. We teach them
practical tools such as community mapping
to identify their future local customers and
partners. The goal is for young people to no
longer be merely a labor force, but to hold
a share of economic power through the
creation of cooperatives.

Ben, your journey shows that innovation
isn’t about technology or Al, but about
the human will to break down social
barriers. You demystify finance to turn it

into a tool for protecting human righes
in the face of international capitalism. To
conclude, what do you expect from your
collaboration with the Global Social Eco-
nomy Forum (GSEF)?

My main expectation is systematization.
People living in poverty are often so
focused on their immediate survival that
they struggle to theorize their practices.
We need the GSEF to document and ins-
titutionalize this knowledge accumulated
over 40 or 50 years of commitment.

I hopc that my experience will serve as

a basis for reflection for other regions,
particularly in West Africa, where similar
dynarnics of territorial resilience exist. By
formally joining the GSEF Council, I want
to ensure that we continue to produce
relevant knowledge that empowers people
rather than making them dependent on
artificial solutions. Solidarity finance is the
best protection for human rights, because
it creates a solid economic foundation that
no one can take away from them.

Thank you so much, Ben. Your story will
be at the heart of our special report on
SSE financing. It’s an honor to walk this
path alongside you.
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Eugeme Bardin is re fonszble for public affairs within Enercoops Cooperation Division,
a posirion she has held since April 2019. Her mission is to raise awareness o Enercoops
project among public decision-makers (government officials, lawmakers, etc.) in order to
mf[uence regulatory changes and ensure that the model of energy and c1tlzen—led transi-
tion advocated by Enercoop can be replicated.

ENERCOOP: REGAINING CONTROL
OF OUR ENERGY
THROUGH THE COOPERATIVE MODEL

INTERVIEW WITH EUGENIE BARDIN
ByDominique Bénard
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o start, can you explain what
Enercoop is and Why it chose
the cooperative model to enter
the energy market?

Enercoop was founded in 2005,
when the European Union opened the energy
market to competition. Our founders—like
Nef, Greenpeace, and Biocoop—wanted to
offer an alternative to for-profic companies
in the energy supply market. The central idea
is that energy is a common good.

Enercoop’s traditional business has been sup-
plying electricity. It now also generates elec-
tricity from renewable energy sources. It also
offers engineering services to support local
projects and promote renewable energy in
society

We chose the SCIC (Soci¢té Coopérative
d'Inceree Collectif) legal status for two main
reasons: the principle of limited profit-ma-
king and the requirement to reinvest profits
in the energy transition (1), and transparency
in governance (2). Unlike a traditional com-
pany, our customers and employees can be-
come members and participate in strategic
decisions.

What happens to the profits generated by a
cooperative like Enercoop? Are they distri-
buted as in a traditional company?

Not at all, and that’s where the SCIC (So-
cicte Cooperative d'Interee Collectif) model
really comes into its own. We operate with
limited proficability.... This means we have a
legal obligation to reinvest our profits in the
organization’s mission.

In practical terms, the money earned is used
to finance new local renewable energy pro-
jects, carry out awareness campaigns, or sup-
port the energy transition on the ground....
The money remains in a vircuous Cycle ser-
ving the common good.

You often talk about a “decentralized” mo-
del. How is that organized on the ground?

At first, there was only one cooperative in
Paris. Today, we are a network of 13 coopera-
tives: a national organization and 12 regional
cooperatives spread throughout metropoli-
tan France. This structure allows us to be as
close as possible to local communities, par-
ticularly when developing green energy pro-
jects with local stakeholders. Each coopera-

Enercoop was
founded in
2005, when

the European
Union opened
the energy
market to com-

tive is independent with its own governance. peti[ion_ Our

In practical terms, how does your “mul- -
ti-stakeholder” governance work?

That's one of the strengths of the SCIC mo-
del. We have six stakeholder groups that
hold equity and voting rights: employees, re-
newable energy producers, customers, local
governments, Enercoop Locales, and finally,
founders and supporters. This allows citizens
and local stakeholders to move beyond being
mere consumers and become “shareholders”
in their energy provider.

Lets talk about a sensitive topic: price. En-
ercoop is often considered more expensive
than its competitors. Why?

It's true—we are currently the most ex-
pensive provider on the market, and we
acknowledge this in the interest of trans-
parency. This is due to our rigorous procu-
rement policy: we purchase our energy from
socially conscious producers, often through
long-term contracts at fixed prices, to ensure
the stability of their projects.

Furthermore, our status as a cooperative
entails costs that others don’t have, such
as public education and awareness cam-
paigns to help our customers reduce their
consumption. We’re not here to sell as many
kilowatt-hours as possible, but to promote
energy conservation.

Do you still have programs for people in
need?

Absolutely. We offer “solidarity” plans for
recipients of the energy voucher. We've also
scrup a micro-donation system through the

Enercoop: Regaining Control of()ur Energy T/u‘oug/w the Cooperative Model

founders...
wanted to offer
an alternative
to for-profit
companies...
The central idea
is that energy is
a common good.
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Launched in 2002, the Béganne site (8 MW — Morbihan) became, in 2014, the first community-owned wind farm built in France

(Photo Thomas Louapre. Enercoop)

Energie Solidaire solidarity fund: customers
who can afford it can help those in need.

Can you give us a concrete example of a
community project you've supported?

The Andilly-les-Marais wind farm in Nou-
velle-Aquitaine is a prime example. It’s a
16-megawatt project that powers 10,000
houscholds. It was developed through a
collaboration between citizens, local au-
thorities (the region and the department),
and a private developer, Valorem. Enercoop
signed a 25-year power purchase agreement.

Another, smaller example is the Pouse-pisse
solar farm in Occitanie, built on a former
gravel pit. It’s a collective self—consump—
tion project: the energy produced is shared
among neighbors, businesses, and the town

hall.

Are citizens really willing to invest their
own savings in these projects?

Yes, we're seeing very strong interest, €s-
pecially when the project is geographical-
ly close by. People like knowing that cheir

money is funding a facility they can see and

that benefits their own community.

Does this model also help make the pro-
jects more acccptab]e to residents?

Absolutely. The economic and social aspects
arc linked. Take the example of the Andil-
ly-les-Marais wind farm. Because citizens
and local authorities were involved from
the very beginning in discussions about the
site and the financial structure, the project
was very well received.... Local residents
even came out to applaud the arrival of the
blades on the night of installation. When
you're a stakeholder in the project and you
see the benefits it brings to your commu-
nity, you no longer view the wind turbine
in the same way.

If T want to support the energy transition
in my local area, how can I actually invest
my money?

There are several very concrete ways to do
this. The first is to become a member of a
cooperative like Enercoop. As an SCIC
(Societe Cooperative d'Interée Collectif),
we allow citizens to purchase membership
shares. This means you're no longer just
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a consumer paying a bi]]—you become a
sharcholder in your energy provider and
have a stake in its capital and stracegic de-
cisions.

Beyond the supplier, you can invest directly
in energy production projects (wind farms,
solar installations) located in your region.
To do so, you can purchase shares or equity
in the organizations that manage these local

prO]CCtS.

Are there speciﬁc tools to facilitate this in-
vestment in energy production?

Absolutely. In 2010, Enercoop co-founded
Energie Partagée, which is both a nonpro-
fit organization and a citizen-led invest-
ment fund. This fund collects savings from
citizens to invest in renewable energy pro-
duction projects (wind, solar, hydroclectric,
biomethane) led by local stakeholders. Tt’s
an excellent way to ensure that your money
directly funds new green energy production
facilities in France.

Are we necessarily talking about large sums
of money?

Not at all. Investment can be financial, but
it can also take the form of donations or
volunteer time. For example, we offer our
customers the option to make small dona-
tions to help people facing energy poverty
pay their bills.

Investment also means volunteering. Many
citizen-led projects rely on groups of people
who aren’t energy professionals—a tea-
cher, an accountant, or a former business
owner—who pool their skills to launch a lo-
cal project. It’s a way to build expertise on
technical topics and take back concrol.

How can I find a project near me to get in-
volved in?

It’'s very simple: there are now more than
6oo citizen-led projects in France. There’s
bound to be one near you. You can get in-

formation from our network of 13 local
cooperatives or check the Energie Partagée
network to identify initiatives underway in
your department....

Finally, the simplest way to get involved is
to switch energy providers. By signing up
with Enercoop—which takes just five mi-
nutes—you directly support this model of
citizen-led, decentralized energy produc-
tion. It’s a consumer choice that becomes
an investment in the future.

You mentioned the Pousse-pisse solar pro-
ject in Occitanie as a model of collective
self-consumption. Can you explain the
practical benefits of this system?

Collective self-consumption is a very inno-
vative way to share energy 1ocally. Unlike the
traditional production model, where elec-
tricity is fed entirely into the national grid,
here the energy produced by a facility (such
as the Pousse-pisse solar farm) is consumed
directly by stakeholders in the immediate
vicinity—particularly those participating
in the collective self-consumption (ACC)
initiative: houscholds, businesses, and the
town hall.

The primary advantage, therefore, is proxi-
mity. A local 1oop is created between pro-
duction and consumption, which generates
highly localized community dynamics.

Does this mean we disconnect from the na-
tional grid?

Not at all. We are not creating an isolated
island; the project remains integrated into
the national grid, and the connection with
Enedis is essential. For this to work, a “ma-
naging legal entity” (PMO) is required—a
1Cgal entity that distributes energy among
the participants. In the case of Pousse-pisse,
the regional cooperative Enercoop Midi-Py-
rénces serves as both manager and investor.

And in economic terms for the region,
what difference does this make?

Enercoop: Regaining Control ()_f Our Energy 771;'0ug/1 the Cooperative Model
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We're seeing

citizens who
aren't ener
professioncﬁs)
develop exper-
tise on techni-
cal topics....

This is where the benefit becomes massive.
Community-led renewable energy projects
generate local economic benefits 2.5 times
greater than those of a traditional industrial

project.
There are two simple reasons for this:
P

1. Local service providers are used much
more frequently for installation and
maintenance.

2. The savings invested by local residents
and the proﬁts gencrated remain in the
region instead of being siphoned off by

outside sharcholders.
It’s a powerful tool for regional resilience.

chond the technical aspect, is there a de-
mocratic benefit?

Absolutely. It puts power back in the hands
of the people. In Pousse-pisse, it was the mu-
nicipality that identified the site and invited
local residents and the cooperative to get in-
volved. We're seeing citizens who aren’t ener-
gy professionals develop expertise on techni-
cal topics. This also fosters acceptance of the
projects: when you use the energy produced
by solar panels on the roof of your town hall
or at a former Village gravcl pit, you better
understand the value of these installations....

Isn’t this too complex for people who aren’t

in the field?

That’s the whole point of the approach. In
the collectives setting up energy production
projects, you'll find teachers, accountants,
and former business leaders. No one is an
energy expert to begin with, but everyone
contributes their own expertise. By working
together on a concrete project, they learn
technical concepts that might have seemed
daunting and find new meaning in them.

You've mentioned Encrgic Partagée several
times. How does this organization actually
hclp finance energy production projccts?

Encrgie Partagée is a long—standing partner

that we co-founded in 2010. It’s a unique or-
ganization built on two pillars: an associa-
tion for coordination and, most importantly,
a citizen-led investment fund.

In practical terms, this fund collects savings
from citizens to invest directly in renewable
energy production projects (wind, solar, hy-
droclectric, and biomethane). These projects
are led by local stakeholders, such as citizen
groups or local governments.

How does the investment process work for
an individual or a city government?

I¢’s very simple: as a citizen or local govern-
ment, you can purchase shares in Energie
Partagée or directly in the legal entities
created to carry out the projects.
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The advantage of going through this fund is
that it provides equity capital to local pro-
jects, which makes it easier to secure bank
loans. We've also noticed that citizens and
city governments strongly prefer to invest
in projects located geographically close to
home. It’s a way for them to see firsthand
where their money is going.

Why is this an essential tool for your model?

Because citizen-led energy initiatives are not
on a level playing field with the giants of the
capitalist sector. Citizen-led projects need
financing tools tailored to their size and va-
lues.

Thanks to Encrgie Partagée, we can mobi-
lize socially conscious savings that do not
seck maximum profit but aim to support
the local energy transition. This enables pro-

Photo Enercoop

jects to emerge that would otherwise never
see the light of day due to a lack of capital.
Today, with more than 6oo citizen-led pro-
jects identified in France, we can sce that
this model of financing by and for citizens is

growing rapidly.

We often hear that citizen investment is a
“good deed” for the planet, but does it have a
real impact on our regions’ economies?

It’s much more than just a symbolic gesture.
It’s a powerful economic driver. As I men-
tioned, citizen-led energy projects generate
local economic benefits 2.5 times greater
than those of traditional industrial projects.
This makes a massive difference to a region’s
Vitality.

How do you exp]ain such a disparity? Where
does this money actually go?

Enercoop: Regaining Control o_f Our Energy Through the Cooperative Model
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Lassicourt Solar Power Plant (Aube)

Community—led This comes down to two main factors. First,
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energy pro-
jects generate
2.5 times more
local economic
benefits than
traditional
industrial pro-
jects.

aproject led by citizens or local governments
will prioritize using local contractors and
businesses for the installation, construction,
and maintenance of the facilities.

Second, there’s the issue of capital flow. In a
conventional project, profits often go to dis-
tant sharcholders or corporate headquarters
based in major cities. Here, the savings of lo-
cal residents—which are invested in the pro-
ject—stay in the region. The profits go back
to those who live near the wind turbines or
solar panels, which strengthens local econo-
mic resilience.

You've mentioned the importance of “com-
munity education” several times. Why is an
energy provider involved in education?

Because for us, energy isn't just a technical
issue—it’s a social project. Being a social-
ly committed cooperative involves roles
that don’t exist at our competitors: we have
teams dedicated to cooperative life (enga—
ging with our members), awareness-raising,
and training. The idea is to create a “snowball
cffect”™ when citizens take ownership of en-
ergy issues, they build their skills and regain

control over their consumption.

In practical terms, how does this ctranslate
for your members?

We don’t want our gencral meetings to be
mere “rubber-stamp sessions.” We therefore
offer a variety of educational content, such
as:

+  Webinars and training series to explain
strategic resolutions before voting,.

«  Site visits to production facilities (wind
or solar farms) to see firsthand how ener-
gy is generated.

. Training initiatives conducted directly
in the field by our 12 regional coopera-
tives.

You also have a unique program to involve
producers in this educational effort. Can
you exp]ain it to us?

Yes, we offer producers from whom we pur-
chase elcctricity a financial bonus. In return,
the producer commits to using this money
O carry out awareness-raising initiatives in
their own community. These initiatives fo-
cus, for example, on the following topics:
energy conservation, energy efficiency, and
the ﬁght against energy poverty. It’s a very
powerful tool for spreading the culture of
the energy transition as close as possible to
residents.

In summary, what is the ultimate goal of this
education?

It is to move beyond the mindset of being
merely a passive consumer. By better un-
derstanding the issues at stake, citizens be-
come capable of making informed choices
and taking concrete action to reduce their
consumption. We follow the Negawatt Ins-
ticute’s  three-pronged approach: energy
conservation, efficiency, and renewable en-
ergy. Public education is the key to making

this three-pronged approach a reality shared
by all.
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We sense that the citizen movement is dyna-
mic, but what are the main political obsta-
cles preventing you from moving fascer?

The first obstacle is historical and structural.
France is an extremely centralized country,
marked by EDF’s historical monopoly and
an energy policy heavily focused on nuclear
power.... This culture of centralization makes
it difficule for decentralized public policies
to emerge. Unlike countries such as Germany
or the Scandinavian nations, where local ini-
tiatives have long been established, France
struggles to delegate authority to the regions.

Is French law suited to your projects?

Not enough. In fact, that’s part of my job:
advocating with public authorities to adapt
regulations. Today, there’s a lack of genuine
political will to facilitate these projects. Ci-
tizen-led projects are not on a level playing
field with the capitalist giants of the energy
sector. We need specific rules that take into
account our limited-profit model and our
local roots, rather than subjecting us to the
same constraints as large traditional compa-
nies.

France has been waiting for its new Mul-
ti-Year Energy Plan (PPE) for two years now.
This document is essential because it sets
development targets for each energy source
(renewables, nuclear, etc.) and defines the
means to achieve them. This lack of visibi-
lity is highly problematic for the entire sec-
tor, and particuiariy for community—ied re-
newable energy projects. Without specific
targets and dedicated resources enshrined in
law, it is difficult to plan the development of
new large-scale projects.

Ultimatcly, what spcciﬁcally do you expect
from policymakers?

We are calling for community-led energy to
be recognized as a public policy tool in its
own right. It addresses major challenges: it
improves project acceptance by invoiving

local residents and strengthens regional resi-
lience by keeping economic value within the
local community.... This isn’t just a technical
issue, but a genuine societal project based
on sustainability and citizen cmpowerment.
Policymakers must stop viewing this as a
marginal initiative and provide the regulato-
ry framework for it to become a dominant
model

Finally, what would you say to a citizen who
wants to get involved?

There are more than 6oo citizen-led projects
in France today. My message is simple: do
some research—there’s bound to be one near
you. You can get involved by donating time,
money, or simply by switching providers. Si-
gning up with Enercoop takes five minutes—
there’s no power outage—and we’ll handle
canceling your old contract. It’s a concrete
step toward supporting an economy that res-
pects both the environment and people.

El‘l(’l’(‘()()p, I'Cpl'(’lldl'(’ l(’ (‘()Hl’)'(;l(’ L'I(’ notre (”H(’l‘gl‘(’ pm' [(’ 111()0[("[(’ (‘()()pc’rat‘if

This isn't just
about tech-
nology; it's a
genuine social
initiative based
on simplicity
and citizen em-
powerment.
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Gado Bemah is a T ogolese entrepreneur specializing in the sorting, collection, and recy-
cling of plastic. Born in northern Togo, he studled at the University of Lomé, where he
earned a master’s degree in environmental geology. At 36 this geologist by training heads
the NGO STADD and the company Green Industry Plast-Togo; he has become a leadmg
figure in the Social and Solidarity Economy (SSE ?m Togo. From cleaning up the Lome
campus to creating a national recycling network, he shares his journey and his vision of
an economy that serves people.

RECYCLING AS A SOCIAL LEVER
IN TOGO

\\ 3 INTERVIEW WITH GADO BEMAH
209
\C

§C}/ By Michel Tissier

O
O

e
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Togo: The Volunteers for Civic Engagement (VEC), in collaboration with the NGO STADD, conducted a public awareness
campaign on waste management in the Avenou neighborhood of Lomé.
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THE JOURNEY OF A SOCIAL ENTRE-
PRENEUR: FROM COLLEGE TO THE
NATIONAL STAGE

Gado Bemah, could you introduce yourself
and tell us what led you to become a social
entreprencur?

I'm an environmental geologist by training.
It all began in 2011, when [ was a sophomore
at the University of Lomé. I was struck by
how unsanitary the campus was: trash licte-
red the ground and the lecture halls. Racher
than simply calling out the authorities, 1
thought we needed to take action from wit-
hin, together with the other students. We
founded the STADD association (African
Sciences and Technologies for Sustainable
Development) to raise awareness among our
peers and install makeshift trash cans made
from recycled oil drums.

It wasn't without its challenges. I was even
nearly reprimanded by the university’s sani-
tation department because my map of iiiegai
dumps had “exposed” their inefhiciency to
the university administration! But that expe-
rience was the turning point. Seeing that the
same sanitation problems affected the entire
city of Lome, we decided to move beyond the
university setting to take action on a natio-
nal scale.

Today, what does the NGO STADD actually
do?

STADD is now active throughout Togo with
about sixty members and thirty employees.
Our missions are Wide—ranging: sanitation,
environmental protection, reforestation,
and access to drinking water through the
construction of wells in rural areas. We also
have a strong educational component, with
textbooks that we distribute to more than
300 schools to educate eco-responsible ci-

tizens.

Rc(‘y(‘/ing as a social lever in Togo

FROM ACTIVISM TO A BUSINESS MO-
DEL: THE BIRTH OF GREEN INDUS-
TRY PLASTOGO

How did you transition from community ac-
tivism to founding a full—ﬂedged industrial
company?

It was a matter of survival and efficiency.
At first, we raised awareness and collected
waste, but we didn’t know what to do with
it. Moreover, as young people, we had a hard
time securing grants. We needed to find a
self-sustaining business model. I recognized
the potentiai in piastie reeyciing, partieuiariy
the “pure water” bags that were everywhere
on our streets.

In 2013, we began by collecting and reselling
this raw plastic to neighboring Ghana. Then,
in 2016, as volumes increased—we were rea-
ching 30 metric tons per month—I decided
to found Green Industry Plastogo (GIP) to
process the waste ourselves in Togo. The
company allows us to secure bank financing
that would be inaccessible to an NGO. To-
day, the company employs about 8o people,
and its revenue has grown from 30,000 curos
in 2018 to approximateiy 530,000 €Uros (350
million FCFA) currently.

Why do you consider these two entities to be
part of the Social and Solidarity Economy?

It's a matter of mission and value sharing.
Our goal is not pure profit, but rather crea-
ting jobs for the most vulnerable and impro-
ving the quality of life. We practice a “shared
cconomy”: houscholds that make the effort
to sort their waste receive income by selling
it to us.

Furthermore, we transform this waste into
uscful and affordable products. For example,
we manufacture crutches for people with
disabilities from recycled plastic. (see box)
Finally, a portion of the company’s revenue
directly supports the NGO’s awareness-rai-
sing efforts.

As young
people, we had
a hard time get-
ting grants. We
had to find a
self—sustaining
business model.
I recognized

the potential of
plastic...

45



The Manufacture of Crutches

The recycling and upcycling of crutches are based
on a circular economy model aimed at making
this medical equipment accessible to the most
vulnerable people.

Manufacturing from waste: The crutches are ma-
nufactured using recycled plastic waste. This pro-
cess significantly reduces production costs com-
pared to imported crutches. While conventional
crutches cost between 25 and 30 euros in Togo,
those produced by Green Industry Plastogosont
sell for between 10 and 15 euros.

Repair and reuse of aluminum: The system is de-
signed to be durable through repair. If a crucch is
damaged (for example, if the plastic part is worn
out or broken), the user can return the aluminum
shaft to the center.

Reduced maintenance costs: Once the aluminum
shaft is returned, the center can replace the “han-
dle” (the ergonomic part or support) for less than
5 euros.

This model not only recycles plastic waste that
would otherwise have ended up in the environ-
ment, but also offers a sustainable and econo-
mical solution for providing assistive devices to
people with disabilities..

What are your sources of funding?

The NGO STADD had to develop an inno-
vative self-financing model out of necessity,
because in its early days, partners did not
trust the young founders, and the Togolese
government lacked the financial resources to
support them.

Here are the pillars of the business model
that allows the NGO to operate without
relying on grants:

«  The resale of plastic waste: Initially, to
fund its social activities (cleanup, awar-
eness campaigns), the NGO established

a program to collect and resell raw plas-
tic waste (particularly “pure water” bags)
to processing companies in Ghana. This

P N

Green Industry Plast—Togo : Plastic Waste Rccyc]ing
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system generated direct revenue while
encouraging the population to sort waste
through a financial incentive.

*  Synergy with the company Green Industry
Plastogo (GIP): 1 created a separate com-
mercial entity, GIP, to manage the in-
dustrial processing of waste and access
bank loans that would otherwise be una-
vailable to a nonproﬁt organization. A
portion of the revenue generated by this
company is used directly to support the
NGO’s awareness-raising and outreach
activities in schools and communities.

+ 80 to 90% financial autonomy: Unlike the
French model of the Social and Solida-
rity Economy (SSE), which relies heavi]y
on public funds, the organizations I
created in Togo are almost entirely
self-sufficient.

This self-sufficiency, born of necessity, has
become a source of resilience, enabling the
NGO to continue its missions of reforesta-
tion and access to drinking water even in the
absence of donors.

In summary, STADD operates according to
a shared economy model in which the value
created by industrial recycling funds the as-
sociation’s social and environmental impact.

THE SOCIAL AND SOLIDARITY ECO-
NOMY (SSE) IN TOGO: BETWEEN
INFORMAL TRADITION AND LEGAL
FRAMEWORK

What is the political and legal situation of
the SSE in Togo?

It’s important to understand that the SSE
has always existed informally in our country:
more than 80% of our economy is based on
small-scale exchanges, barter in rural areas,
or tontines. The government already sup-
ports some of these vital activities through
tools such as the National Fund for Inclusive
Finance (FNFI), which provides small loans
to women for their income-generating acti-
vities.

Rccy(‘]ing as a social lever in Togo

Togo recognizes this model, but the legal
framework is still under development. Since
2016, we have been working on a framework
law. The formalization process began in 2016
with the organization of international confe-
rences.

In 2018, Togo officially began drafting the
framework law. This bill was reviewed by
the Council of Ministers on two occasions,
but subsequently encountered a “slight set-
back.” The current government has now es-
tablished a ministry specifically responsible
for the Social and Solidarity Economy (SSE).
One of this ministry’s major objectives is to
bring this framework law to fruition in order
to structure the sector. There are several key

challcnges:

*  Moving out of the informal sector: Although
more than 80% of Togo’s ecconomy relies
on SSE practices (tontines, barter, rural
mutual aid), these activities are not yet
legally structured. The law must allow for
the integration of this national reality.

«  Tax and Legal Recognition: In the absence
of this law, social enterprises such as
Green Tndustry P]astogo are currently
classified as traditional for-profit enti-
ties. They therefore pay the same taxes as
an ordinary business (such as a brewery)
that is solely profit-driven, without be-
nefiting from advantages related to their
social mission.

« Access to support: The framework law
would enable SSE actors to be better or-
ganized to support the government and
to benefit from specific advantages or
support, similar to what is done in other
countries such as France.

You have also engaged in discussions with
French stakeholders. What insights have you
gaincd from these comparisons?

We collaborated with the Xylm association
to compare our ecosystems. It’s fascinating
because the dynamics are reversed. In France,

the SSE is highly structured but depends on

The social
and solidarity

economy has

always existed

here in an
informal way:

more than 80%

Of our eco-

nomy is based

on SWlCl”*SCCIlC

exchanges, bar-
tering in rural

areas, or ton-
tines...
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The world has public subsidies for 60—-80% of its funding. In
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cap italism can blic resources becoming increasingly scarce,
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all basic 11€€d5, our ability to be resilient without subsidies.

especially n
times of crisis... A MESSAGE FOR THE FUTURE

of the economy, but SSE structures are 80—
90% self-sufficient out of necessity. With pu-

You attended the SSE Forum in Bordeaux.
What message did you convey there?

The world has come to understand that pure
capitalism can no longer meet all vital needs,
especially in times of crisis. My message to
policymakers is clear: don’t stake everything
on largc—scale Capitalist infrastructure while
neglecting the local economy. Social and so-
lidarity-based enterprises are what enable
communities to withstand food and econo-
mic shocks. Resources must be redistributed
so that everyone can live with dignity.
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Samir got hooked on computer science when he was a kid. During his career as a research
engineer, he explored some unusual topics: dynamic gmphs, autopoiesis, and self—orga—
nization. His passions? The piano and the art of the Japanese sword. What drives him?
\X/orking to create social impact that unleashes positive and harmonious energy. This
drive, combined with his deep interest in self-organization, led him to found Babel.coop
as a self-organized community... Understanding in order to act, and acting in order to
understanf that’s the kind ofyreﬂexive loop he [(g)ves.

BABEL.COOP: A COMPANY

WITHOUT A SUBORDINATE RELATIONSHIP

INTERVIEW WITH SAMIR SAIDANI

By Dominique Benard
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Hello, Samir Saidani. We are delighted to
welcome you to our pages for this special
issue dedicated to the World Forum on the
Social and Solidarity Economy (SSE) in Bor-
deaux. For our readers who may not yet know
you, could you tell us a bit about your back-
ground? It seems you have many strings to
your bow.

Hello. Indeed, I often describe myself as ha-
ving a three-pronged background: research,
community education, and engineering. [
consider myself first and foremost a “citizen
researcher” who wants to make a tangible
contribution to society.

My academic career has focused on self-orga-
nization and collective artificial intelligence. I
studied social insects—ants, termites, bees—
to understand how decentralized systems can
accomplish complex tasks. In robotics, I wor-
ked on “self—reconﬁgur:lble” robots capable
of changing shape to adapt to their environ-
ment, for example, to slip under rubble after
an carthquake. The idea was to move away
from fragile “monolithic” robots toward dis-
tributed-intelligence systems capable of rege-
nerating themselves.

At the same time, I've been deeply involved
in community education since I was 18, first
as a BAFA-certified youth leader and trainer,
then as a BAFD-certified director. It was this
passion for education that eventually created
a conflict of values with the academic world.

So was it this disconnect between your edu-
cational convictions and the traditional sys-
tem that pushed you toward collective entre-
prcncurship?

Absolutely. At the university, [ was confronted
with a top—down teaching approach that
didn’t suit me. I tried to incorporate educatio-
nal research, but I became the “black sheep.”
[ was eventually told to cither conform to
the top-down approach or lose my funding; I
chose to leave without finishing my disserta-
tion because I don’t like blackmail.

Balu’[.(ﬁ()()p : a company without a subordinate r([at‘i(mship

Furthermore, my personal experience left a
]asting impression on me: I was harassed at
work when I was younger, which made me
wary of hierarchical relationships. For me,
work is first and foremost a collaboration
among human beings, and the traditional hie-
rarchical structure only makes sense in speci-
fic emergency sicuations, such as on a Ship in
the middle of a storm. In everyday life, this
hierarchy is often unnecessary. That’s how I
came to found Babel.Coop.

Tell us about Babel.Coop. What s the concept
behind this structure?

Babel.Coop is a “Democratic Commune” with
its own constitution, just like a country. We
incorporate the Universal Declaration of Hu-
man Rights into our constitution. Babel.Coop
is founded on the freedom and 16gal equality
of the citizens of Babel.Coop. From a legal
standpoint, Babel.Coop is a Cooperative for
Activities and Employment (CAE) combined
with a Cooperative Society of Collective In-
terest (SCIC). Our purpose is to help ensure
that people are “free and enjoy sustainable se-
curity at work.” It’s a kind of “action research.”
We want to demonstrate that there is an al-
ternative to the hierarchical organization of
work. In many cooperatives, only governance
is democratic, but the organization remains
pyramidal, with a director and employees. At
Babel.Coop, we aim for full democracy, from
top to bottom, by replacing the relationship
of subordination with a “relationship of
membership.”

You use a specific legal status for this: that of
entrepreneur-employee-member.  Can  you
cxplain what this actua]ly changcs in prac-
tice?

This status, created by the 2014 Social and So-
lidarity Economy (ESS) Act, is a fascinating
“legal oddity” because it falls into a gray area.
As an entrepreneur, you are theoretically free
from subordination, but as an employee, you
are theoretically subject to it.

Our mission is
to help ensure
that people are
“free and enjoy
lasting safety at
work.” We want
to demonstrate
that there is an
alternative to
the hierarchical
organization of
work.
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The principle

is that of the
“democratic
common fund.”
Each entrepre-
neur runs their
own business...
and generates
revenue. Of
that amount,
10% 1s contri-
buted to the
cooperative’s
common fund...

At Babel.Coop, we elevate this relationship:
we are our own employers. We are all entre-
prencur-employees-partners.  There aren’t,
on one side, “permanent” employees with job
security and, on the other, “precarious” wor-
kers, as is sometimes the case in other CAEs.
We are a micro-democracy where the rules
are co-created. We are subject to our “consti-
tution,” but since we are its authors, we are
uitimateiy subject oniy to ourselves.

How is the economic model of such a coo-
perative structured? How do you ensure
members’ compensation and social security
coverage?

The principle is that of the “democratic com-
mons.” Each entrepreneur develops their own
business—for example, training programs or
instructional design—and generates revenue.
Of this amount, 10% is contributed to the
cooperative’s common fund, and the remai-
ning 90% is used to pay the entreprencur’s
salary, expenses, and various contributions.

This 10% common fund is comparable to
taxes in a state: it finances “shared services”
(accounting, digital tools, administrative
management, and support). The compensa-
tion for the entreprencur-employee-partner
therefore varies depending on the business,
but they enjoy all the benefits of salaried em-
pioyment: social security, a works council,
and even a value-sharing bonus.

We often hear that entrepreneurship is a so-
litary journey. Is that the case for you?

Not at all—it’s quite the opposite. The idea is
to work as a team. Instead of trying to be the
goalkeeper, the forward, and the defender
all at once, we divide up the roles according
to our Strengths. We have “hubs” (or circles
in sociocratic terminology) that manage
their own budgets. For example, a group of
instructional engineers might have its own
shared fund for its specific needs.

This provides stability. If a member is scrug-
gling, the collective is there to support them

through co-development or training. We've
come to understand that entreprencurship is
a profession in its own right, distinct from
our core technical work (such as being a trai-
ner), and we support our members as they

build chese skills.

Babcl.Coop does not receive any subsidies.
How do you manage to thrive in a market
dominated by traditional capitalist compa-
nies?

At the very beginning, we tried to secure a
grant from the region, but our application
was rejected. This forced me to design a
non-subsidized business model. Ultimately,
a grant can be seen as a “poisoned gift” that
prevents one from becoming self-sufficient.
To survive, I had to study how capitalism
works.
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My analysis is as follows: capitalism has
extremely powerful “1ighthouses” (marke-
ting, communication) that attract all the
ships, while the social and solidarity eco-
nomy (SSE) often has only “candles” to
make itself visible. To grow, we must equip
ourselves with our own beacons to become
visible, while remaining grounded in coo-
peration and collective intelligence. We
are like dolphins swimming among sharks;
we must understand the sharks so as not to
be devoured. T have nothing against sharks
per se; the problem, in my view, is the do-
minance of this species in our global eco-
nomy.

You mentioned a “constitution” and a “High
Council.” That’s very political terminology
for a business.

Baln’l.Coop : a company without a subordinate rclationship

Financing the Social and Solidarity Economy. Photo : Arthur Péquin

Because Babel.Coop is a political entity. We
are founded on the rule of law, not on hierar-
chy. Our Constitution rests on three pillars:
freedom, equity, and sharing.

The High Council is our Constitutional
Council. It has the power to repeal any inter-
nal rule that would violate our fundamental
prineiples. For example, if a collective deci-
sion were made that discriminated against a
portion of the members, the High Council
could overturn it in the name of equity. It’s a
“political immune system” that’s essential for
growing without losing our soul.

How are decisions made on a day-to-day ba-
sis? You reject majority Voting—why?

Majority voting is, in my view, the “zero
degree” of collective intelligence. Mathema-
tically, it aggregates individual preferences

Nous sommes
comme des
dauphins na-
(%eant parmi
es requins :
il faut com-
prendre les
requins pour
ne pas se faire
devorer.
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To me, majority that are often irrational and creates a col-

voting is the I
lowestform of

cctive entity that is no less so.

We use decision-making by consent. We

collective intel- don’t ask if everyone is “in favor,” but
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ligence. ...

rather if anyone has a substantive objec-
tion—that is, if the proposal causes harm

to the organization or its members. [t’s a

highly structured process: a round of cla-
rification, a round of feedback, amend-
ments, and then a search for objections.

This transforms the company into a “lear-
ning organization.” Let’s take a simple
example: if I find that the images on the
cooperative’s blog are of poor quality, I
don’t issue an order. I propose a policy
to the General Assembly: “Anyone publi-
shing an article must use high-definition
images.” If there are no objections, it’s ac-
cepted; it becomes a shared rule that en-
capsulates collective know-how.

You attended the World Forum on the
Social and Solidarity Economy in Bor-
deaux. What are your thoughts on this
major gathcring?

My feelings are mixed. On the one hand,
I was moved by the wealth of interna-
tional initiatives, such as the speech by
the mayor of Ramallah. But on the other
hand, I got the impression that we were
scattered “oil slicks” racher than a cruly

unified field of flowers.

[ was also struck by some inconsistencies:
there was a “VIP area” with separate meals
for officials. At a forum that champions
the SSE, this shows that we are still living
in a society of privilege rather than one
of equal rights. My dream would be for
the GSEF itself to become a “democratic
commons” governed by the rule of law.

You seem to perceive a political urgency
behind your approach, particularly in light
of the rise of the far right.

It’s a race against time. We're secing the rise
of populism and “illiberal” democracies that
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amount to the law of the jungle rather
than the rule of law. For me, majority vo-
ting inevitably leads to populism because
it isn’t sophisticated enough to handle the
complexity of today’s world. It’s like trying
to manage a complex world with a compu-
ter from the 1960s.

We must engage in “resistance” by propo-
sing a powerful alternative model.

France has a special responsibility because
it is the cradle of human rights. We must
demonstrate that it is possible to self-or-
ganize in a fulfilling way. That is Why [ ad-
vocate for the proliferation of “micro-de-
mocracies” like Babel.Coop to experiment
before scaling up to the national or global
level.

You talk a lot about “consent” as a tool for
personal and social transformation.

Shared go



vernance

Consent is a “diamond.” It’s a gentle revolu-
tion that begins in private, within the family,
with children. Today, our society systemati-
cally cramples on consent: women bear the
brunt of it, but so do children who are asked
to raise their hands just to go to the bathroom.

By practicing consent at work, we learn to
stop disregarding others’ opinions. We in-
crease not only collective intelligence but also
“collective sensitivity.”

In closing, what message would you like to
share with our readers, many of whom are
cooperative members or teachers?

Let’s move away from the military model!
Our schools and businesses were built on the
model of barracks during the Industrial Revo-
lution. Let’s create democratic schools where
children and adults collaborate to learn how
to be the “representatives” of their own edu-
cation.

Bab(’].C()op : a company without a subordinate r(’lal‘i(mship

Democracy is not a fixed answer or an ideo-
logy; it is an ongoing “research program” for
the human race. We're still “babies” when
it comes to dcmocracy—perhaps even in
its “Middle Ages.” Babel.Coop is a humble
contribution aimed at trying to move beyond
this prehistory and prove that freedom and
safety at work are not incompatible.

Thank you, Samir Saidani. We'll be fol-
lowing the development of Babel.Coop with
great interest.

Our schools
and businesses
were modeled
Zﬁer barracks
uring the
Industrial Re-
volution. Let’s
create demo-
cratic schools
where children
and adults
work together
to learn how to
be the “repre-
sentatives” C(?[
their own edu-

cation.
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Federico Parra Hinojosa: An urban anthropolo ist with a master’s degree n anthropology and
a Ph.D.in political science and international reim'ons ﬁom the National University of Colom-
bia, and a member of the Research Group on Collective and Environmental Rights (GIDCA)
at the university’s School of Law, Political Science, and Social Sciences, Federico Parra is a lea-
ding advocate for ir?[ormal workers. As a specialist in the social and solidarity economy (SSE)
at the international organization WIEGO, he is based in Bogota, Colombia. His background,
which combines anthropology and political science, has led him to support waste pickers in
their struggle for ojﬁcial 1recognition.

WIEGO: DEFENDING THE RIGHTS

OF WORKERS

IN THE INFORMAL ECONOMY

INTERVIEW WITH FEDERICO PARRA HINOJOSA

By Michel Tissier

The Wiego team
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Tell us about your career path. How did an
anthropologist by training end up leading
programs at an international organization

like WIEGO?

My career path is closely tied to the issue of
recognition for “invisible” workers. 1 began
my studies with a bachelor’s degree, followed
by a master’s in social anthropology. I then
went on to earn a Ph.D. in political science
and international relations. Throughout my
academic journey, my work has always been
rooted in the reality of recyclable waste col-
lectors—those we call “recyclers.”

My commitment has not remained purely
theoretical. In Colombia, we fought to have
these waste pickers recognized as official
providers of public recycling services, which
now allows them to receive payment for
their work. We first promoted this organi-
zation at the national level, then through a
continental network, and finally established
an international network in 2024. Since 2023,
I have served as a specialist in the social and
solidarity economy (SSE) at WIEGO. My
work involves sharing all the lessons we have
learned about creating grassroots organiza-
tions in local communities, whether they are
associations, mutual aid societies, self—help
groups, or cooperatives.

Speaking of which, can you tell us about
WIEGO? What is the organization’s mis-
sion?

WIEGO stands for “Women in Informal Em-
ployment: Globalizing and Organizing.” It is an
international nongovernmental organization
(NGO) dedicated to addressing informal
employment in various parts of the world.
Our headquarters are in Manchester, United
Kingdom, but we have a direct presence in 52
countries through professionals Working on
the ground with local organizations.

WIEGO’s goal is to create opportunities
and raise the visibility of women’s work,
particularly for those in the informal eco-
nomy who are engaged in forms of the so-
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Waste pickers in Bogotﬁ (Colombia).
Photo : Juan Arredondo/Getty Images/lmages of

Empowerment.

cial and solidarity economy. We want to
show that they are not a problem to be sol-
ved, but an essential part of the solution
to local challenges. For us, the informal
cconomy is not a precarious or marginal
form of economic activity, but a liVing ex-
pression of the social and solidarity eco-
nomy (SSE). All over the world, millions
of people are already organizing collec-
tively to secure their livelihoods, whether
through recycling cooperatives, street ven-
dor associations, or solidarity—based sa-
vings systems.

What is your vision of the social and so-
lidarity economy in relation to the domi-
nant economic model?
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Our approach is fundamentally political.
For us, the SSE is not just an abstract idea
or a project for the future; it is an exis-
ting economic reality that enables people
to generate income, gain access to a certain
level of protection, and strengthen collec-
tive organization. We seck to challenge the
conventional understanding of “decent
work” and “formalization.”

Instead of viewing the informal economy
as a sector in need of correction, we sce
workers as actors capable of building SO-
lutions based on their own organization.
WIEGO collaborates with global networks
such as the Global Social Economy Forum
and the International Labor Organization
(ILO) to share these concrete experiences.

Our message is simple: the social and soli-
darity economy is built on the realities of
its users, not on theoretical concepts.

WIEGO is organizcd around five major
programs. Could you tell us about them?

Absolutely. To carry out our mission, we
have structured our work into five specia-
lized programs:

1. Organization and Representation: This
program promotes the creation of asso-
ciations, cooperatives, and mutual aid
societies, as well as unions, to ensure
the political representation of informal
workers in decision-making bodies.

2. Human Rights (Law): This program
conducts research and seeks to in-
fluence global and national policy
and regulatory frameworks. It analy-
zes how legal systems restrict or pro-
mote workers’ rights. For example, we
are working with the Inter-American
Commission on Human Rights on the
specific rights of waste pickers in Latin
America.

3. Statistics: This is a fundamental tool

for raising visibility. This program
collaborates with the United Nations

s “ _..ﬂ"ﬁ.ﬂ

Members of he USME ARAUS, a branch of the Bogota Recy

Statistics Division. It is thanks to this
work that we can state that 58% of the
world’s workers are in informal em-
ployment. Making this sector visible
through statistics is a crucial step
toward political influence.

Urban policies: Our premise here is that
informal workers, such as waste pic-
kers, are essential actors in urban ma-
nagement. They ensure the continuity
of the waste management system and
are an integral part of the recycling va-
lue chain, even though they are often
overlooked by urban planners.

Social protection: We believe that the
first step toward formalization must
be expanding access to healthcare,
pensions, occupational risk coverage,
as well as childcare and elder care.
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Which worker networks do you collabo-
rate with in practice?

WIEGO does not work with individual
workers, but with established organiza-
tions. We serve as a technical and policy
support organization. We are affiliated
with four major international networks
that represent millions of people:

« StreetNet: Represents more than one
million street vendors in over 50 coun-
tries.

The International Alliance of Waste Pic-
kers: Brings together approximately
400,000 waste pickers in 46 countries.

The International Federation of Domes-
tic Workers: Represents more than one
million women workers.

Dqﬁ’nding the rig/u‘s of workers in the informal economy

e HomeNet: The international network of WIEGO dO(’S

home-based workers.

not work with

We must also mention our founding orga- individuals, but

nization, SEWA (Self-Employed Women’s with established

Association), established in India, which
alone represents more than three million
women workers. WIEGO bridges the gap
between these grassroots networks and
global decision-making forums, such as the
ILO, because informal workers—although
they make up the majoricy—often lack a
voice of their own in these forums, unlike
traditional unions.

You express a certain skepticism toward
“social entreprencurship.” Why do you
find chis concept dangcrous?

This is a crucial debate. Social entrepre-
neurship is often presented as a miracle
solution: a family or an informal worker
is told that by acquiring individual skills,
they can escape informality by becoming
competitive in the market. For us, this is
a flawed and even dangerous assumption.
In the capitalist system, the promise of be-
coming an individual entreprencur does
not hold true for these populations. Go-
vernments sometimes create microcredit
programs or small support initiatives, but
once the aid stops, people cannot compete
with large companies. They end up back
where they started.

Instead, we believe in self-managed social
organizations rooted in the local commu-
nity, family ties, ethnic identity, or class.
The collective interest takes precedence.

Without collective organization, formali-
zation is impossible. Empirical evidence
shows that only through organization can
we redistribute income, reduce production
costs, bypass intermediaries, and gain ac-
cess to social protection. We advocate coo-
peration, not competition.

How, then, would you define the produc-
tion model you advocate?

organ 1zations.
We serve as a

source Of [CCh’

nical and policy

SlleOVf. .
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tion....

There is no single model; it adapts to spe-
cific contexts and local value chains. So-
metimes governments try to impose a rigid
cooperative or entreprencurial model, and
that doesn’t work. In Colombia, associa-
tions and cooperatives have been a great
success for waste pickers. In India, unions
tend to predominate.

The challenge is to self-manage one’s pro-
ductive activity through practices of re-
distribution and collective ownership. It’s
about fighting exploitation by managing
one’s own production. This is a constant
tension, because even if a cooperative is re-
distributive internally, it must sometimes
face competition from the external mar-
ket—often with public policies that are not
in its favor.

The issue of social protection seems cencral.
How can this be ensured without resorting
to traditional formalization?

The question is not “should we formalize?”
but “who defines the process and based on what
reality?” We use a bottom-up approach. For
Cxample, in Africa, about 80% of social pro-
tection systems are already self-managed by
the workers themselves, because the state is
absent.

For us, formalization must be a gradual,
differentiated, and rights—based process. It
only makes sense if it genuinely improves
living conditions: more rights, more pro-
tection, and greater capacity for represen-
tation. If it is merely an administrative bur-
den, it reinforces exclusion. We are working
to build bridges between what is already
working on the ground and public systems,
as we have seen with the Federation of Wo-
men’s Cooperatives in Thailand.

You participated in the Global Social Eco-
nomy Forum (GSEF) in Dakar and Bor-
deaux. What is your perspective on these
major gatherings?

WIEGO is not an ofticial member of the
GSEF, but we actively participate to am-
plify the voices of informal workers. Often,
the world of large industrial or financial
cooperatives in the Global North ignores
the reality of “small” workers in the Global
South.

Our participation in Bordeaux was very
important in gaining recognition for the
Social and Solidarity Economy (SSE) as
a vehicle for “decent work” in the Global
South. This helped broaden the discussion
to include forms of economic organization
that emerge from the grassroots and are
often invisible in international debates. Tt
is politically essential that workers speak
out directly in these forums to defend their
priorities. This makes the SSE more demo-
cratic and connected to the realities on the
ground.

Could you give us a concrete example of
success? The case of Colombia seems em-
blematic.

It is indeed a textbook case. In 1990, waste
pickers in Colombia were living in appal-
linzgr conditions, marked by systematic kil-
lings. In a small village, waste pickers were
being killed so their bodies could be sold
to medical schools for student dissection. It
was an absolute horror that drove the waste
pickers to organize to fight discrimination
and ensure their survival.

WIEGO arrived ten years later to support
this fledgling organization. We helped de-
velop a strategy focused on legal advocacy
and shaping public opinion. After ten years
of legal battles, Colombia’s Constitutional
Court recognized waste pickers as “subjects
of special protection by the State.”

Today, the results are incredible and unique
in the world:

+  Waste pickers receive an initial payment
for the sale of recyclable materials.
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«  They receive a second payment from the
government as official providers of the
public recycling service.

. Thcy now have special access to social
protection, supported by the govern-
ment.

Today, these cooperatives are so strong
that they no longer need direct support
from WIEGO; thcy have become an inter-
national source of inspiration for waste
pickers in Argentina, Brazil, and India.

What exactly was WIEGO’s role in this
Colombian victory?

We acted as “organic intellectuals” for the
organization. We provided legal support
for their appeals to the government and
conducted crucial research to quantify the
value of their work. For example, we de-
veloped a calculator to demonstrate how
many metric tons of greenhouse gases are
avoided thanks to the work of waste pic-

Dqﬁ’nding the rig/n‘s qf workers in the informal economy

Work-at-home worker.
Photo: Paula Bronstein/Getty Images Reportage

kers. This scientific data was a powerful
tool for securing political recognition. It
is this combination of research, grassroots
training, and legal advocacy that transfor-
med a situation of persecution into a mo-
del of worker-managed public service.

The interview ends on a hopeful note despite
the international crises. Federico Parra em-
phasizes that, despite the uncertainties sur-
rounding the funding of international coope-
ration, grassroots worker networks continue
to resist and organize to defend their rights
and dignity.
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Roundtable Discussion Organized by the International SSE Coalition. Photo : GSEF.
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While pursuing a university dcgree in economics and finance—a field that seemed to
him far removed from the real concerns of people and communities—Stéphane Mon-
tuzet turned his attention to local development and participatory methods. The Social
and Solidarity Economy (SSE) seemed like a natural fic for him, both as an activist and
a professional. Today, he chairs the Regional Chamber of the Social and Solidarity Eco-
nomy of Nouvelle-Aquitaine and serves as vice president of ESS France for European
and international affairs. He was elected co-president of the GSEF in October 2021.

THE SOCIAL AND SOLIDARITY
ECONOMY: A MODEL FOR REGIONAL
TRANSFORMATION

INTERVIEW WITH STEPHANE MONTUZET

By Dominique Bénard

Stéphane
Montuzet

Stéphane Montuzet, president of CRESS Nouvelle-Aquitaine and co-president of GSEF, opening ceremony. Photo : Arthur Péquin.
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For CRESS,
Changing
practices and
bringing about
change is not
just about
supporting
social economy
organizations,
but also about
transforming
conventional
businesses and
influencing pu-

blic policy...

Nouvelle-Aquitaine is often cited as a re-
gion of excellence for the Social and Solida-
rity Economy (SSE). Could you tell us about
CRESS Nouvelle-Aquitaine and explain
what makes this region unique in this field?

CRESS (Regional Chamber of the Social and
Solidarity Economy) Nouvelle-Aquitaine is a
particularly dynamic organization with ap-

roximately 100 direct members, but which,
through its member networks, brings together
nearly 900 Organizations across the entire re-
gion. What sets us apart is our long-standing
commitment to Working Closely with local
communities—whether in cities, towns, or
rural areas—to promote and develop the SSE
in close collaboration with the conventional
business sector and local governments. Wit-
hin this large region, we maintain a presence
across all of the former regions through three
regional offices (Bordeaux, Limoges, and Poi-
tiers), a strategy designed to ensure local ac-
cessibility.

It is important to understand that the so-
cio-ecconomic landscape in these arcas is
multifaceted and involves a multitude of ac-
tors, both public and private. For CRESS,
changing practices and driving transforma-
tion involves not only supporting SSE orga-
nizations but also transforming conventio-
nal businesses and influencing public policy,

i R

® iimil__d

e e e i

A project by PTCE Sud-Aquitaine: the Eole community restaurant (work
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integration enterprise)

regulatory frameworks, and the practices of
local governments. Our activities are deeply
rooted locally among citizens, service users,
and members. We are advancing a compre-
hensive cooperation initiative that includes
public authorities—municipalities, intermu-
nicipal bodies, departments, the region, and
even the national government—as well as
businesses in the conventional sector.

This regional excellence is supported by a
long-established, structured support ecosys-
tem comprising incubators, solidarity—based
finance networks, and structures to assist in
business creation—which can be considered
the “backbone” of the SSE in Nouvelle-Aqui-
taine. Furthermore, the Regional Council
was a pioneer in establishing a dedicated
SSE department very early on, even though
this department has recently been weakened
by the financial constraints imposed on local
governments.

Could you illustrate this capacity for trans-
formation with concrete examples from the
region?

Absolutely. The SSE in Nouvelle—Aquitaine
is not an abstraction; it manifests itself
through emblematic and transformative pro-

]CCI‘.S.

First, I'll mention the Regional Econo-
mic Cooperation Hubs (PTCE), a model
that’s been in place for about twelve years
and was formalized by the 2014 law. Taking
the example of the South Aquitaine PTCE
(southern Landes and the Basque Country),
which I know particularly well, we've succee-
ded over the past 20 years in structuring en-
tire industry sectors. In the agriculture and
food sector, we have established Coopera-
tive Societies of Collective Interest (SCICs)
that produce between 7,000 and 8,000 meals
per day, more than 80% of which are made
from local and organic products. In the field
of green building, we work with social hou-
sing providers to construct sustainable so-
cial housing. This ecosystem supports more
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than 400 jobs and brings together numerous
conventional businesses around themes such
as training, sustainable food, and the energy
transition.

Other flagship projects illustrate this mo-
mentum, such as the conversion of the bar-
racks in Poitiers or the Ikos project in Bor-
deaux. Tkos is highly significant in terms of
reuse and environmental management. This
type of project demonstrates that when
the social and solidarity economy (SSE) is
given financial and land resources equiva-
lent to those of the conventional economy,
it is capable of radically transforming our
consumption patterns, reusing resources,
and bringing stakeholders together around a
vision of positive impact. The social and so-
lidarity economy is not just an activity; it is
an approach that breaks down the barriers
between the public and private sectors to
create shared synergies.

Bordeaux rcccntly hosted the Global Social
Economy Forum (GSEF). What role did lo-
cal realities play in this international event?

The establishment of the GSEF headquar-
ters in Bordeaux and the success of its fo-
rum (which brought together more than
10,000 people) demonstrate the strength of
the social and solidarity economy in Nou-
velle-Aquitaine, in France, and around the
world. An international organization cannot
establish itself in a vacuum; it must take root
in fertile local soil and an existing culture,
otherwise it may face rejection. If CRESS
Nouvelle-Aquitaine did not have the stren-
geh it is known for, we would never have been
able to join forces with the GSEF, at both
the national and international levels, around
this project. This international recognition is
the result of concrete action and the ability
to foster synergies among all stakcholders.

How does CRESS take concrete action to
support this movement on a daily basis?

CRESS’s work revolves around four key
functions:

*  Advocacy or “building consensus”™ This in-
volves lobbying to bring SSE issues into
the public discourse and convince deci-
sion-makers of their relevance.

e Local engagement: We work with local go-
vernments to conduct assessments and
territorial analyses, and assist them in draf-
ting their roadmaps and implementation
guidelines. We also support SSE stakehol-
ders to help them form networks, grow,
and develop projects to sccure ﬁmding.

«  Innovation and research: Through our obser-
vatory, we conduct studies on specific sec-
tors to envision the development projects
of the future, often in collaboration with
national networks such as ESS-France.

«  Education on the Social and Solidarity Eco-
nomy: We carry out a very proactive
outreach program with young people in
clementary and high schools to raise their
awareness of collective entrepreneurship
and cooperative models. The goal is to
promote these models among the young
people who will shape the future of our re-
gion.

You mentioned growing difficulties in your
relations with public authorities. What is the
nature of this problcm?

We are facing a paradoxical and worrying si-
tuation. On the one hand, the wealth produced
in France is captured by very large multinatio-
nal corporations or private fortunes and is not
redistributed locally. On the other hand, the
government claims to be financially drained
and is cutting its budgets, which directly un-
dermines local authorities and, ultimately,
the SSE, since these authorities are essential
partners.

This is a true “scissors effect.”

But beyond the purely financial aspect, this is
a genuine ideological and societal debate. Some
po]icymakers believe that the so]idarity and
social cohesion promoted by the social and so-
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Some policy-
makers believe
that the so-
lidarity and
social coﬁ)esion
promoted by
the social and
solidarity eco-
nomy no longer
have a place in
the world of to-
morrow, equa-
ting the social
and solidarity
economy with
welfare depen-
dency.
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These themes are in-
trinsic and historic to
the SSE. The founding
project of the SSE is
one of emancipation.
Cooperatives did not
arise from a mere eco-
nomic idea, but from
the desire of people
suffering  from  in-
dustrial alienation or
poverty to take back
control of their means
of consumption, pro-
healchcare,
and ﬁnancing in order

duction,

to live betrter lives.

Today, we face new
forms of alienation,
such as “uberization,”
which exploits self-em-
ployed workers wit-
hout real social pro-
tection. In Bordeaux,
the experience of deli-
very worker collectives
symbolizes this strug-
gle against the deregu-
lation of labor law.

At the international level, institutions such
as the UN and the ILO are being under-
mined by authoritarian countries secking
to dismantle mechanisms of solidarity. In
my view, Europe is missing a historic tur-
ning point by failing to step up and sup-
port these institutions of social cohesion.
We cannot meet geopolitical or environ-
mental challenges without sustained social
cohesion; demanding it without nurturing
it only leads to radicalization and a shift in
votes toward the far right. In response, the
GSEF recently amended its bylaws to wel-
come more networks and become an even
more unifying space alongside local govern-
ments and on-the-ground actors.

You are also carrying out concrete

- Sorting and Processing

Shopping mall

- Services Dfferad

cross-border cooperation initiatives, parti-
cularly with Navarre. What do they entail?

Cooperation with Navarre and the Spanish
Basque Country has a long history for us.
Currently, we are leading a project focused
on youth entrepreneurship. The goal is to
offer young people real-world experiences
within cooperatives so they can discover the
social and solidarity economy (SSE) and, po-
tentially, develop a new perspective on their
future careers.

This project is managed in a participatory
manner: the young people are members of
the steering committee, which concretely
illuscrates the principle of “empowerment.”
We work across borders because this is a real
1iving and cmployment area that extends
beyond administrative boundaries. In the
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Does the social and
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lidarity economy no longer have a place in
tomorrow’s world, equating the social and
solidarity economy with welfare dependen-
cy. There is a concerted effort by a segment
of the ruling class and the ultra-rich to de-
prive citizens of access to wealth.

Weakening the SSE is not just an attack
on organizations; it deprives thousands
of citizens of access to essential services:
healthcare, home care, carly childhood care,
public housing, and environmental and
cultural services. Social cohesion itself is
being undermined, and we are secing this
trend intensify with budget amendments
deliberately aimed at eliminating social and
solidarity economy networks and democra-
tic forums such as the CESERs. We must fi-
ght against this erosion, which is not only a
national but also an international issue.

also suffer from a
lack of visibility or a
communication pro-
blem?

Absolutely. We have
significant room

for improvement in

- communication. Our
"--,I topics are often per-
ceived as tedious or
I “drab” because they
/ address  fundamen-
tal issues, sometimes
,,-/f related  to  poverty
- or the environment,
which can turn off a

portion of the general

public.

However, there is
also an issue with
media coverage. For
example, during
the GSEF in Bor-
deaux, even though
we brought together
10,000 people—which
1s Cxceptional in France—some of the press
chose to focus on controversies rather than
highlighting the scale of the event. We need
to strengthen the media specific to the SSE,
which are often politically attacked, parti-
Cularly by the far right.

Yet the SSE is Cverywhere: there isn’t a
single resident who doesn’t use an SSE or-
ganization at least once a week, if not every
day. To address this lack ofrecognition, we
are currently working with ESS-France on
an “SSE brand” to better unite our efforts
and make our actions visible to the public.

The project led by the GSEF is cmincntly
political: just transition, decent work, and
the power to act. How do these themes reso-
nate at the regional and international levels?

The Social and S()lidarity Economy: A M()delﬁ)r R(’gional ﬂ'ariqﬁ)rmati(m



i

We are living
n a time when
capitalism,

unable to adapt

to society,

1s sceking to
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itself in order
to make it less

democratic and
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facilicate the
accumulation
of wealth.

longer term, our goal is to convince local
authorities to implement a genuine strate-
gy for developing the social and solidarity
cconomy at the Euroregional level, moving
beyond one-off projects and establishing a
long-term approach with stable support. A
cross-border observatory for the social and
solidarity economy will be explored and
established in the coming years.

How do you fund all of these public inte-
rest initiatives?

Our model relies primarily on publie funds,
which makes sense given our missions. Our
primary funder is the Nouvelle-Aquitaine
Regional Council, whose support remains
proactive despite a decline in recent years.
The national government also provides
funding, but we face the constant threat of
a funding freeze.

We are increasing the number of agree-
ments with departments and intermunici-
pal associations. [t’s a complex undertaking
because we manage a multicude of small
grants for very broad initiatives, which
puts our teams under constant strain. We
also respond to calls for European projects
to diversify our funding sources. In the fu-
ture, we plan to further leverage our ex-
pertise in engineering and training to ge-
nerate our own revenue, while remaining
true to our model.

To conclude on a more personal note, what

path led you to the presidency of CRESS?

My journey began as a form of rebellion. I
studied economics and finance, which qui-
ckly seemed very detached from the real
concerns of people and communities. So |
turned to local development and partici-
patory methods. Back then, the social and
solidarity economy (SSE) wasn’t part of
top-tier university curricula, though for-

tunately that has changed today.

For me, the SSE seemed like a natural fi,
both as an activist and a professional. I be-

gan my career by explaining to elected offi-
cials that the “trickle-down theory” didn’c
exist and that, to take control of a region’s
future, we needed to regain control of es-
sential functions like food and education
through collective efforts.

Today, I accept these responsibilities as
long as I have the energy to do so, be-
cause the fight is more important than
ever. We are living in a time when capita-
lism, unable to adapt to society, secks to
change society itself to make it less demo-
cratic and facilitate the concentration of
wealth. In the face of this drift toward au-
tocracy and these political compromiscs,
the Social and Solidarity Economy (SSE)
must stand firm, reject bad alliances, and
remain united to maintain collective resi-
lience. This is a struggle for civilization.
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FemuQui is a regional social and solidarity-based investor, deeply rooted in Corsica’s
history and geography and an integral part of the Corsican economy—one that creates
jobs through local initiatives. With more than 4,600 contributors, all of whom are soli-
darity-based investors, FemuQui is also part of the European movement for ethical and
solidarity-based investment. As such, FemuQui represents Corsica within the European
Federation of Ethical and Alternative Banks (FEBEA), which is itself a member of the
GSEF. Ghjuvan'Carlu Simeoni, the president of FemuQui, agreed to answer our ques-
tions.

FEMUQUI: INVESTMENT TO SUPPORT
INNOVATION AND DEVELOPMENT
IN CORSICA

4 INTERVIEW WITH GHJUVAN'CARLU SIMEONI

By Dominique Benard

General Assembly of FemuQui

FemuQui: investment to support innovation and development in Corsica (79



Capital is not

an end in itself,

but rather the
fuel or water
that allows
seeds (entre-
preneurs) to
sprout...

To begin with, could you remind us of the
spark that gave rise to FemuQui?

The founding of FemuQui was directly ins-
pired by the “Herrikoa” project, a concept
that emerged in the carly 1980s and was dis-
covered during a study trip to the Basque
Country. The central idea was to mobilize
savings from the general public to enable
Corsicans to regain control of their eco-
nomy.

FemuQui’s work can be compared to that of
a gardener in an arid environment. Capital
is not an end in itself, but rather the fuel
or water that allows the seeds (the entre-
preneurs) to sprout. The gardener does not
grow the tree in its place, but prepares the
soil and installs the necessary irrigation sys-
tems so that, in 20 or 30 years, a forest (a
diversified economy) can finally protect the
land from the scorching sun of immediate

profit.

All these principles were enshrined in a
founding charter, drafted collaboratively
even before the company was established.

The project really took off in the carly
1990s: we grew from just a few people in
1990 to 9oo sharcholders by 1992. At the
time, the context was difficult, with the col-
lapse of regional development agencies and
a banking sector in crisis. There was a fierce
determination to create tools for a “normal
economy” in Corsica.

Looking back over the last three decades,
what have been the most significant miles-
tones in FemuQui’s development?

We can identify three major phases:

1. The first decade (1990—2000): This was the
“proof of concept” phase. We operated
exc]usive]y with private capital from
small investors—individuals. It was du-
ring this period, in 1997, that the pivo-
tal investment in Brasserie Pietra took

place.

2. Institutionalization (2001): We opened up our
capital to institutional investors such as the
Territorial Collectivity of Corsica and the
Caisse des Depots. Technically, our capital
increased from 3 million francs to 3 million
curos. The region became a key sharchol-
der, while maintaining a governance struc-
ture in which private sharcholders retain a
majority on the board of directors.

3. Professionalization (since 2016): We created
a portfolio management firm, FemuQui
Ventures, to manage funds on behalf of
third parties. Today, we manage approxi-
mately 50 million in assets across various
funds such as Soumina (FIP), Alsa (seed
funding), and Travalca (growth funding).

So you have various investment vehicles. Can
you tell us about them?

Since professionalizing its structure in 2016
with the creation of the management company
FemuQui Ventures, the organization has relied
on three main fund lines or “brands” to support
the Corsican economy:

+  Soumina: This line comprises Local Invest-
ment Funds (FIP). This vehicle is aimed ex-
clusively at individual investors and helps
mobilize private savings.

o Alsa: Created in 2021, Alsa is the organiza-
tion’s seed fund. It is specifically dedicated
to ﬁnzmcing Research and Development
(R&D) and carly-stage technology compa-
nies—a stage often overlooked by traditio-
nal financiers.

«  Travalca: This is the most recent fund, spe-
cializing in growth capital. Unlike FIPs,
Travalca is a fund intended for institutio-
nal investors.

This structure, organized into different pro-
duct lines, enables FemuQui to increase its
assets under management (currently around
50 million euros) and to support companies
at every stage of their growth, from startup to
maturity....
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You can think of FemuQui as a multi-fuel
gas station for Corsican companies. Alsa is
the high-performance fuel needed to launch
technology “rockets” (seed funding); Soumi-
na is the standard fuel provided by local re-
sidents for short-distance trips; and Travalca
is the powerﬁﬂ diesel engine used by major
carriers (institutional investors) to support
companies that are already traveling long
distances and wish to scale up.

Can you give us concrete examples of invest-
ments that illustrate your local impact?

First, there was the investment in the Pietra
brewery, which I've already mentioned. It’s
a pivotal investment, both ﬁnancially and

symbolically.

Here are the main lessons we can draw from
it:

« A symbol of bold risk-taking: FemuQui
stepped in at the riskiest moment—the
start-up phase—when the Pietra foun-
ders’ ambition seemed counterintuitive:
getting Corsicans to drink beer in a land
of wine. The success of this venture,
which has now expanded internationally,
illustrates FemuQui’s mission to support
entreprencurs where traditional finan-
ciers hesitate.

+  Survival and Financial Return: From a pu-
rely pragmatic standpoint, the brewery’s
success has provided the financial return
essential to FemuQui’s survival and long-
term viability. This support enabled the
organization to weather its first decade,
a period fraught with opportunitics for
failure.

* Industrial and Heritage Impact: Pictra is
considered one of the few major Corsi-
can industrial successes of the past thirty
years. Its success is such that it is often
compared to that of the Mattei establi-
shments of the late 19th century, a ma-
jor historical landmark in Corsica. The
brewery has since acquired the Mattei

The Pictra Brewery

brand, thus completing a significant
chaptcr in its heritage.

ceeding in a sector where no one else was
willing to take risks, this investment ser-
ved as “proof of concept” and established
the firm’s rcputation as an investor ca-

pable of identifying local gems.

Beyond its initial performance, Pietra repre-
sents a model of long-term success, having
already begun its transition to the next gene-
ration. In short, the investment in Pietra was
not only a successful financial transaction;
it was the symbolic and economic fuel that
enabled FemuQui to evolve from an experi-
mental project into a recognized institution
within the Corsican landscape.

We can cite three other cxamplcs in very
different fields that demonstrate our ability
to support innovation:

«  In technology: The startup Agrid, founded
by an Ajaccio-based engineer who gra-
duated from Polytechnique. They use ar-
tificial intelligcnce to control the heating
and cooling systems of buildings, parti-
cularly hotels.

« Inindustry and agriculture : Acclier Corse
Fruits et Légumes. This is a factory in the
castern plains that transforms “sorting

FemuQui: investment to support innovation and development in Corsica

You can think

of FemuQui as

o Validation of the Model and “Proof of a multi—fuel
Concept™ Pictra has demonstrated the
viability of the FemuQui project. By suc-

station for
Corsican bu-
sinesses....
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Artificial Intclligencc for Building Energy Management

rejects” from clementines (fruit chat does
not meet supermarket size standards)
into juice, pulp, and sodas under the La
Corsica brand.... This adds value to pri-
mary agriculcural production.

« In education : The company Aflokka,
which is leading the Mira engineering
school project (Mediterranean Institute
of Robotics and Automatism). This is es-
sential for creating an ecosystem condu-
cive to innovation in Corsica.

FemuWho identifies with the Social and So-
lidarity Economy (SSE)?

It’s a complex question. On paper, we've held
certifications such as the “solidarity enter-
prise” designation since 2003 and the Finan-
sol label. However, we don’t want the SSE
positioning to serve as an intellectual justi-

fication for business models that wouldn’t
be viable without public subsidies.

For us, the act of solidarity lies in creating
a standard investment fund within an eco-
nomy as small as Corsica’s. We seck real
cconomic balance while using these labels
to help our investors navigate a complex
market.

What are the major economic challengcs
you're trying to address today for Corsica?

The reality is sometimes harsh: Corsica lags
behind other French regions—and even
other Mediterranean islands—in terms
of per-capita Rescarch and Development
(R&D). Without R&D, we cannot prepare
for the future.

We're trying to address this issue indirec-
tly by supporting tech entreprencurs and
cducation. We strongly believe in indirect
approaches and the transformative effect
of capital over the long term. Another
Challcnge is directing Capital toward pro-
ductive sectors rather than toward seaside
tourism real estate “rents,” which all too
casily capture funds.

Why is research and dcvclopmcnt SO im-
portant to FemuQui?

Here are the specific reasons behind chis
priority:

«  Corsica ranks low in terms of R&D per
capita. This level is lower than that of
all other French regions, the European
average, and even other Mediterranean
islands such as Crete. We believe that,
without R&D; it is impossible to pre-
pare for the island’s future.

« Each year, approximately 1,500 high
school graduates leave the Corsican
education system, many of whom have
science backgrounds. However, the
majority leave to work elsewhere be-
cause opportunities in technology in
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Corsica are considered limited. Inves-
ting in R&D helps combat the brain
drain by creating a favorable environ-
ment where these talented individuals
can start businesses or work locally.

« Capital in Corsica naturally flows
toward seaside tourist real estate, as it
is an casy solution that requires no ef-
fort to structure. FemuQui sees its role
as promoting economic diversification
beyond real estate rents by directing
capital toward productive and techno-
logy-based sectors (through tools such
as the Alsa seed fund) to bring about

lasting social transformation....

«  Supporting R&D also means suppor-
ting projects like the Mira enginee-
ring school to generate systemic and
educational impact. FemuQui believes
that the impact of such an institution
is even more valuable in Corsica than
elsewhere, as it fosters scientific voca-
tions and changes society’s perception
of science to an “unprecedented de-
gree.”

« It is also about addressing the lack
of interest from pub]ic and private
stakecholders. R&D is currently not
a top priority for Corsicans or their
clected officials. FemuQui has there-
fore chosen to take action at its own
level, both directly and indirectly, to
ehampion this cause and demonstrate
through investment that this field is
viable.

One can compare a region’s economy to a
ship. Real estate and tourism are like sails:
they allow the ship to move quickly when
the wind is favorable. But R&D is the in-
ternal engine that is built piece by picce.
FemuQui invests in this engine so thar,
even when the wind of tourism trends dies
down, the Corsican ship can continue to
sail under its own technological power and
the intelligence of its crew.

In an environment like Corsica’s, isn’t your
impact limited by the small scale of the
projects?

Quite the opposite: small-scale action can
be compared to a pebble thrown into a
pond—in a vast lake (a large nation), the
shockwave quickly dissipates and does not
alter the state of the water. In a small pond
(Corsica), the ripp]es created by the stone
quickly reach every shore, setting the entire
water surface in motion and thus transfor-
ming the entire ecosystem in a visible and
lasting way. To illustrate this phenomenon,
we can look at the example of chess educa-
tion in Corsica, which today enjoys excep-
tional widespread adoption. Introduction
to chess is integrated into the school cur-
riculum starting in elementary school (CP
or CE1). This has led to a situation where
familiaricy with the game is nearly universal
among young people, with club membership
rates far exceeding national averages.

In a small area like Corsica, all it takes is a
very small but extremely motivated group
ofpeople to “spread” a practice everywhere.
On the scale of a country like France, such
widespread adoption would require mas-
sive, costly, and potentially ineffective pu-
blic policies, whereas in Corsica, local ac-
tion has been enough to reach everyone. The
impact has been such that Corsica’s image
has changed in the eyes of outsiders: it is
now perceived by some observers as a “land
of chess.”

This success proves that a small scale can
alter the “normality of the educational lands-
cape” FemuQui, in fact, drew inspiration
from this to attempt to replicate the model
in the teaching of robotics and computer
logic. This scale effect is also what makes
certain projects—such as the creation of
an engineering school—more “valuable” in
Corsica than elsewhere. On a small scale,
the leverage effect on scientific vocations
and social fulfillment is amplified.

FemuQui: investment to support innovation and development in Corsica

Research and
development

is a strategic
priority _for
FemuQui be-
cause it is the
essential driver
for shaping
Corsica’s ﬁtture
and breaking
away from an
economic model
based on rent-
seeking.
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Vincent Marcadal, one of the partners at Atelier Corse Fuits et Légumes7 out-
lines the company's national goals

In summary, the concept of scale is “consubs-
tantial” with FemuQui’s vision: acting on a
small scale allows us to avoid replicating top-
down (Jacobin) models and instead to deve-
lop local solutions that ultimately permeate
the entire social fabric.

How do you identify the entreprencurs you
support? What criteria do you prioritize?

In a limited area like Corsica, this first re-
quires a constant presence on the ground
and the cultivation of local networks. For
new entrepreneurs, we rely on an empirical
and heuristic approach. The number one
criterion is the entreprencur’s commitment.
We look for people who want to bring about
change, not “opportunists.” We're not here to
make decisions for them, but to guide their
decisions as a “risk-taking” investor working
alongside them.

How does FemuQui's governance structure
ensure the independence of small sharchol-
ders?

FemuQui’s governance structure was spe-
cifically designed to preserve its commu-
nity—oriented identity, even after opening its

Capital to institutional partners. The funda-
mental objective is for the company to re-
main led by individuals rather than institu-
tions.

To guarantee the independence of small
shareholders, several mechanisms are en-
shrined in the articles of incorporation and
the governance charter, particularly since
the institutionalization phase in 2001:

The Reserved Chairmanship: The company’s
chairperson must be elected from among the
small sharcholders. This prevents a public
institution or a large financial organization
from taking the helm of the organization.

Majority on the Board of Directors: Private
small sharcholders must hold a majority on
the Board of Directors. This rule ensures that
final decision-making power remains in the
hands of the general sharcholder base, even if
institutions sit on the board.

Maintaining the public sector as a minority
sharcholder: Although the Region (Corsican
Local Authority) and the Caisse des Dépots
are “major sharcholders,” the public sector
holds a minority stake in the company’s ca-
pital. The central idea is to benefit from pu-
blic leverage without the company becoming
an administrative extension of these institu-
tions.

Anchored in a founding charter: All of Fe-
muQui’s activities are based on a charter
drafted collectively as early as 1981, which
defines the long-term vision and the values
of solidarity and responsibility. This do-
cument serves as an cthical compass and a
foundation for sustainability policies, there-
by protecting the original mission from ex-
ternal pressures.

In short, this structure makes it possible to
manage a certain “complexity” associated
with the mixed nature of its funding while
ensuring that the project remains “in the

hands of the people.”
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FemuQui’s governance can be compared to a
ship where, even though major ports (insti-
tutions) provide the fuel needed to cross the
ocean, the helm and command remain exclu-
sively in the hands of the local crew (small-
scale operators). This ensures that the course
remains true to the destination chosen by
the residents, rather than to the administra-
tive directives of port authorities.

Finally, how do you manage to maintain a
“human-centered economy” in the face of
pressure from global finance?

Our greatest safeguard is our scale. In Corsi-
ca, there is no anonymity. We run into entre-
prencurs and our investors (who are some-
times our friends or relatives) in the village
square or at the beach.

This closeness creates a sense of responsibility
that encourages virtue. Unlike large commer-
cial banks or Parisian investment funds that
view small and medium-sized enterprises as
a distant “province,” we live in the very com-
munities where we invest.... We do not claim
to be virtuous on principle; we are virtuous
as a result of this small-scale commitment.

Ajaccio: Mira, the new engineering school specializing in robotics and compu-
ter science, has opened its doors (Corse Matin)

FemuQui: investment to support innovation and development in Corsica
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A B Pathway 5

- ‘! Developing the power to
act: autonomy for all

8

Alba de la Cal and the young pcoplc from the International Youth Declaration for the SSE closing ceremony. Photo : Thomas Sanson.
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Since 2015, MEDIABASK has been an mdependent media outlet based in the Northern
Basque Country, now offermg text, photographs, video, and audio in French and Basque.

Mec?labask provides in-depth reports on ?ocal life, interviews wlth key figures from the
Basque Country, feature stories, and analyses all with complete mcf/ pendence As the
leacan media outlet in the Basque Country, it stands out for its commitment to the lo-
cal communiry, its m—depth and authentic storytelling, and its critical yet constructive
dpproach to regional issues. ]ean—Frangow Lefort, chairman of the media outlet’s board of

Fectors, answers our questions.

MEDIABASK: A COOPERATIVE MEDIA
MODEL SERVING THE LOCAL

o«  COMMUNITY
@6\3‘0 INTERVIEW JEAN-FRANCOIS LEFORT

By Dominique Bénard

Photo Guillaume Fauveau
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We offer a diffe-
rent perspective
on the Basque
Country. Our
“natural” terri-
tory consists of
the seven pro-
vinces located
on both sides
of the border,
which sets us
apart from tra-
ditional local
media outlets
that focus on
the French side.
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To start this interview, could you tell us
about your career path at Mediabask? Are
you the founder?

No, I'm not the founder of Mediabask. The
publication was launched in 2015, and 1
joined the staff in 2018. However, I've been
following this journey since its very begin-
nings. I was one of Mediabask’s very first
subscribers, as this project is part of a lon-
ger editorial tradition. Before Mediabask,
there was a print daily called *Le Journal du
Pays Basque®, which ran for about fifteen
years. | was already an avid reader and a de-
voted subscriber. When that first newspa-
per was launched, a very strong grassroots
movement had taken hold: neighborhood
by neighborhood, Viiiage by Viliagc, groups
of citizens had come together to support
and launch this new media outlet.

So this is a project that, from the very be-
ginning, was born out of a mobilization by
the residents themselves?

Absolutely. T myself was part of a local rea-
ders’ group, “Le Vi]iage,” which worked to
seccure financial support and subscribers
to make the project’s launch possible. It’s
an adventure I've been involved in, direc-
tly or indirectly, from the very start. This
grassroots initiative responded to a specific
need: to break away from a kind of mono-
poly held by the regional daily press. Until
then, the Sud-Ouest newspaper was the only
one providing regionai news in the Basque
Country. However, a significant portion of
the population did not identify with its edi-
torial choices, particuiariy on issues related
to the region’s identity.

There was also the influence (I think the
word “drive” is more appropriate) of a
major media outlet based in the Southern
Basque Country (on the Spanish side),
which sought to extend its editorial reach
into the Northern Basque Country, toward
Bayonne. But in practice, it was the drive of
local citizens that made the difference.

General Assemb

What are the fundamental differences to-
day between Mediabask and the traditional
regional press?

First, I'd like to clarify that we're not in di-
rect opposition to other regional media out-
lets. We're partners, and we respect the work
of their journalists. What sets us apart is that
Mediabask is, by its very nature, a collective
project. We are organized as a Cooperative
Society of Collective Interest (SCIC). Cur-
rently, we have 237 sharcholders, of whom
approximatciy 210 to 220 are subscribers.

Our goal is for this news outlet not to be
owned by a single person or a small group of
individuals, but rather by a collective serving
the region and fostering democratic debate.
We are a media outlet driven by and for a
collective. Under our model, any profits are
systematically reinvested in the project or
used to improve employees’” working condi-
tions.
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ly of Mediabask

Why did you spcciﬁca]ly choose the SCIC
status? Was this an evolution of your initial
model?

Yes, initially, we were a nonprofit associa-
tion. However, after several years, the as-
sociation’s board began to show signs of
fatigue. It was necessary to revitalize the mo-
del. Furthermore, employees had taken on
an increasingly important role in day-to-day
management without having a legal struc-
ture to formalize that authority. So in 2023,
we took the step toward becoming an SCIC.
This allows us to preserve the original col-
lective spirit while giving employees control
over the day-to-day management of the pro-
ject. To validate this transition, we organized
20 local meetings throughout the Basque
Country to engage with our subscribers.

Does this collective dynamism influence
how you cover current events and local is-
sues?

Absolutely. We offer a different perspec-
tive on the Basque Country. Our “natural”
Lerritory encompasses the seven provinces
on both sides of the border, which sets us
apart from traditional local media focused
on the French side. We regularly cover to-
pics close to our hearts: Basque identity, the
Basque language, as well as the issue of mi-
grants—which is crucial given that we're in a
cross-border region—and the tragedies asso-
ciated with it.

We also advocate for human rights, gender
cquality, and public services. We strive to
shed light on complex situations rather than
resorting to oversimplifications or focusing
solely on the symptoms. A key decision we've
made is to avoid covering sensational news
stories, unless they prompt reflection on is-
sues ofpublic interest.

How do you manage to reconcile this col-
lective dynamic with journalistic indepen-
dence?

This is a crucial distinction for us. The edi-
torial staff is completely independent. There
is an editor-in-chief and a team of journa-
lists who carry out their daily work without
sharcholders or subscribers interfering in
editorial decisions. My role, along with that
of other non-journalist staff’ members and
sharcholders, is to develop the project’s ove-
rall direction, organize public debates (on
health, youth, etc.), and manage the plat-
form’s development—but never to dictate
the content of articles.

People often talk about residents’ “power to
act.” How do you see yourselves in relation to
that? Are you an activist or a mere observer?

We are a media outlet, and we provide in-
sights into the struggles shaping the region.
For example, if farmers occupy a farm to
prevent its sale and the loss of farmland,
we cover the story extensively, featuring it
on the front page for several days. That’s a
strong editorial choice.

Mediabask: a cooperative media model serving the local community

In our model,
profits—when
there are any—
are systemati-
cally reinvested
in the project or
used to improve
employees’ wWOr-
king conditions.

79



80

The current We are not a “neutral” media outlet—neu-

system favors
largc media
conglomerates
owned by a

handful of bil-

lionaires. ..

trality does not exist; all media outlets have
their own editorial line—and we are a com-
in the
face of the rise of the far right, we decided

mitted media outlet. For examp]e,
not to invite candidates from the Natio-
nal Rally to our debates for the municipa]
clections in the ten largest municipalities of
the Basque Country. We believe that the far
right is a threat to democracy and that our
role is to strengthen the defenses against
these ideas.

What business model supports this mis-
sion?

Our main source of revenue is subscriptions.
We have just under 1,800 paying subscribers
for a region of 300,000 residents, which is a
good proportion, even though we hope to
grow furcher. In addition, we rely on adver-
tising and legal notices, as well as some sales
of merchandise such as our photos.

It’s important to note that public subsidies
are negligible for an organization of our
size. For 20 emp]oyees, we receive just over
5,200 curos in direct subsidies from the Mi-
nistry of Culture. That’s an extremely small
amount. The current system favors large
media conglomerates owned by a handful of
billionaires who are already generating pro-
fits elsewhere. The allocation of public sub-
sidies to the press is a major concern for us.

You publish your news online, but have you
also kept a print edition?

Yes, we publish a 32-page weekly print edi-
tion every Thursday, available at newss-
tands throughout the Basque Country and
even in Bilbao, San Sebastian, and Pamplo-
na. Although maintaining a print newspa-
per is very costly (paper, printing, postage),
we're very committed to it. About 1,000
of our subscribers receive the print edi-
tion. This format allows readers to take a
step back from “breaking” news through
in-depth features. Our older readers enjoy
flipping through it on Sunday mornings at

a café. At the same time, we're Cxpanding
our presence on social media placforms like
Instagram to reach a younger audience that
consumes news differently.

How much emphasis do you place on the
Basque language in your publications?

Promoting the Basque language is essential.
We believe it should have co-official status
alongside French. Currently, only 20% of the
population speaks Basque, and that number
is declining despite language instruction in
schools. To address this challenge, we have
a website that’s 100% in Basque: Kazeta.cus.
In our weekly print edition, which is 95% in
French, we include articles in Basque. One
unique feature is that we categorize these
articles by reading difhiculty level to encou-
rage those learning the language or at an
intermediate level to give them a try. Me-
diabask aims to serve as a bridge between
new residents and the region’s culcure.

Do you also participate in regional poli-

cy-making bodies?

Yes, we are members of the Euskal Hedabi-
deak association and we sit on the Basque
Country Development Council. This body
brings together 400 stakeholders to discuss
the region’s future through 2040. In parti-
cular, we contributed to a white paper on
what local media should look like in 204o0.
This council is an independent association,
a]though it is funded by the Basque Country
Metropolitan Area, which guarantees a cer-
tain degree of autonomy from political au-
thorities.

Another major challcngc today is media li-
teracy. Do you have any initiatives in this
area?

This is a growing concern in light of the fake
news phenomenon. One of our journalists
has just completed a certification course
on media literacy. We want to develop
programs in schools to help young people
analyze information and understand why
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reliable news requires qualified journalists.
The goal is to rebuild trust between citizens
and the media, which necessarily requires
transparency regarding our governance and
finances.

In conclusion, what impact do you think
you've had on local life since Mediabask was

founded?

It’s hard to measure, but we've broken the
monopoly on information. The simple fact
that we cover certain topics from a particu-
lar angle forces other local media outlets to
take an interest in them as well. Without Me-

diabask, many topics would likely remain in
the shadows. We also encourage direct parti-
cipation: every week, we dedicate three pages
to the opinions of our readers, associations,
and unions. As elections approach, we give
a voice to civil society—housing advocates,
language advocates, and experts—so that the
debate is not solely the domain of the candi-
dates, but truly that of the citizens.

Mediabask: a cooperative media model serving the local community &1



Imagine a group of fifteen teenagers who, over the course of a summer, don’t just look
for a summer jo —they start their own business. No boss looking over their sizoulders,
no orders from above: I:hey decide everythin ; from accounting to markel:ing, includin
which projects to take on. That’s the principle behind Youth Service Cooperatives (CJS).
To get a éehind—the—scenes look at this human and economic adventure, we met with
Aurelie Lagarde, project coordinator at Co-actions and a key figure in the network in the
Landes region.

Aurclic Lagarde

STARTING A BUSINESS AT 16:
A CLOSER LOOK AT “YOUTH SERVICE
COOPERATIVES”

INTERVIEW WITH AURELIE LAGARDE

By Dominique Benard

Coopérative Jeunesse de Services
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To start with, Aurélie, what exactly is a CJS?

It’s a project that comes straight from Que-
bec! Over there, they're always a step ahead
when it comes to active learning and youth
movements. The concept is simple: during
the summer, a group of 12 to 15 young people
(usually between 16 and 18 years old) sets up
a cooperative business from the ground up.
Supported by two facilitators, they offer ser-
vices to local residents and businesses. They
handle everything: quotes, invoicing, sche-
duling, and in the end, they pay themselves
from the profits they’ve generated themsel-
ves.

And what about Co-actions—what’s your
role in all chis?

Co-actions is a Cooperative for Activities and
Employment (CAE). Basically, it’s a “shared
enterprise” that allows self-employed indi-
viduals to test their business while enjoying
the security of salaried employment. Within
the CJS framework, Co-actions provides the
legal and economic structure. Young people
aren’t left to fend for themselves in a va-
cuum: they use Co-actions’ tools to prepare
their quotes and invoices, we provide their
insurance, and we issue their pay stubs at the
end of the month. We make the experience
secure so they can focus on learning.

We've heard of an organization with a racher
unusual name, “Les Ploucs.”™ Who are they?

(Laughs) Yes, we fully own that name! Les
Ploucs is an acronym for “Local, Open, Use-
ful, Collective, and Solidarity-Based Pro-
jects” It’s a social and solidarity economy
(SSE) network based in the Landes region,
which Co-actions co-founded with other lo-
cal organizations. We added the “S” for “Soli-
darity” to make it “Ploucs,” because we're in
the countryside and we wanted to show that
“ploucs” can do incredible things and make
Villages incredibly vibrant.

In organizing the CJS here, Les Ploucs han-

dle the educational aspect and raising awar-
eness about the SSE, while Co-actions ma-
nages the economic side.

In practical terms, how do you prepare for a
CJS before summer?

It’s a ]orlg—term effort! From February to
June, my role is to lead a local committee.
We bring everyone together: elected offi-
cials, youth leaders, town hall secretaries
(who know everyone in the villages!), and
local economic stakeholders like the Landes
de Gascogne Regional Nature Park. The idea
is to create a sense of community momen-
tum. We ask partners to set aside their own
interests to serve the interests of the young
people. Together, we figure out how to com-
municate and what tasks we can assign to the
young people so they can start working right
at the beginning of summer.

How do you recruit young people? Are you

looking for specific profiles?

Absolutely not! That’s one of our core prin-
ciples: we don’t pick and choose young
people—we let everyone know about the
program. We aim for maximum diversity.

We don't just want young people facing dif-
ficulties, nor do we want only high-achieving
students; we want a mix. We target 16- to
18-year-olds because at that age, it’s really
hard for them to find a summer job (since
they’re minors), but they’re too old for youth
centers, which no longcr interest them.

To reach them, we use very direct methods:
we send personalized individual letters (it
works really well!), we send text messages,
and we put up posters on the town’s electro-
nic billboards. We also rely on partners like
the AE] (Youth Employment Support) or the

Mission Locale.

Once summer arrives, Wl’lat dO tl’lC young

people do during the first week?

1. In colloquial French (slang), “Plouc” is a highly derogatory term for a peasant.
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The first week is crucial: it’s dedicated to
building group cohesion and helping them
establish their identity. They don’t necessa-
rily know each other, so we hold workshops
where they create their own cooperative
name and logo. We've had some great names
like Ovaos (We Help You, We Help Each
Other), La COP coude, and even 4ZR.

We also have them do participatory map-
ping: they draw their ideal village, identify
people’s needs (such as a lack of bike paths or
public transportation), and figure out how
they can address them. That's when they rea-
lize that in the social and solidarity economy,
we don’t create artificial needs—we respond
to real ones.

What are some typical projects they take on?

It’s very varied! It ranges from mowing lawns
at private homes to small painting jobs for
social housing providers like XL Habitat.
But they also take on much more ambitious
projects. For example, they work for the Mu-
sicalarue festival in Luxey: they manage the
signage to ensure the site’s safety. It’s a source
of immense pride for them to participate in
such an event.

ﬂle,VC 2150 1Cd WOI‘kShOpS on I'CdUCil’lg fOOd

waste at recreation centers and organized ca-

\What are your plans fOI’ thiS summer?

tered meals for 70 people. They’ve even ser-
ved as greeters at the Marqueze Ecomuseum.

But how do they manage a business if they
don’t know anything about it?

That’s where the “active learning” training
comes in. We bring in professionals to teach
them how to design a logo, communicate on
social media (they discover that Facebook
is for older people and customers, not for
them!), or manage a kitchen with HACCP

hygiene training.

They use our management tool, “Louty,” to
create quotes and invoices. We quickly in-
troduce them to serious topics like sales tax,
payroll taxes, and employer contributions.
When they see that out of €7,000 in reve-
nue, they have to give 20% back to the go-
vernment, they immediately understand the
reality of bcing a business owner!

Do they actually make any money in the
end?

Yes, but it’s not a fixed salary like in a ty-
pical summer job. It’s a risk: they earn what
thcy’vc managed to bill after deducting ex-
penses. Last summer, carnings ranged from
400 t0 1,000 euros for about 20 to 25 hours of
work per week.
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What's fascinating is that the collective de-
cides how to divide the earnings. Some choose
to pay in proportion to the hours worked,
while others decide to split it equally because
they believe everyone did their best given their
circumstances (disabilities, fatigue, or unavoi-
dable famﬂy vacations). It’s a real lesson in de-
mocracy.

Don’t the young pcoplc compete with local
professionals?

That’s a question we're often asked. The foun-
dation of the cooperative is cooperation, not
competition. We teach them that if there’s
already a snack bar in the village, they don't
set up another one right across the street; ins-
tead, they go talk to the manager to offer a
complcmcntary service. Plus, since thcy’rc mi-
nors, they're limited in the types of jobs they
can take on. We explain to local small business
owners that the jobs these young people take
on are often one-time tasks (like helping an el-
derly person weed a garden) and that this won't
hurt their business—on the contrary, it some-
times creates new opportunities.

What skills do they gain from this experience?

They learn a great deal of “soft skills™ calling a
client (which often stresses them out at first!),
writing a professional email, answering the
phone, working as part of a team, and mana-
ging a schedule without making mistakes.

But it also has a profound impact on their
career paths. Some discover a passion for bu-
siness management and pursue those fields.
Others realize that entreprencurship, with its
financial uncertainty, isn’t for them and prefer
to pursue salaried employment: knowing what
you don’t want to do is also a success! And then
there are surprises: like Capucine, a young wo-
man who only wanted to do office work but
ended up loving hands-on field assignments.

What does the future hold for CJS in France?

Things are a bit turbulent right now. The natio-
nal network, La Fabrique Coopérative, had to
close at the end of 2025 for budgetary reasons.

iy
) &
A Youth Services Cooperative.

Photo Régis Tirlemont - Le journal de I'animation.

Fortunately, the Ligue de lenscignement has
taken up the torch to ensure national coordi-
nation in 2026 so that there is no disruption to
projects on the ground.

We're also trying to advocate at the national
level—for example, to have these educatio-
nal projects exempted from VAT, since 20% is
a huge burden for young people who are still
1earning. We're continuing to ﬁght because
we firmly believe that if this model were wi-
dely adopted, young people would take a much
more active role in shaping their own lives and
communities.

Any final thoughts, Aur¢lie?

Simply that the CJS is about much more than
money or work. It’s a human adventure where
young people realize they have a place as full-
ﬂcdged citizens. When they present their re-
port to elected officials and partners, they’re
proud, they've grown, and they've proven that
young people, when given the tools and confi-
dence, are capable of great things.

In short, the CJS is a real-life learning lab. As
Aurélie says, we're not inventing anything—
we're just putting young people in the shoes of
those who get things done. And that comple-
tely changes their perspective on the professio-
nal world and on their own abilities.

Starting a business at 16: a closer look at "Youth service cooperatives”
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Fatoumata Souar¢ and the young people of the International Youth Declaration for theSSE, closing ceremony. Photo : Thomas Sanson.
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With more than 2o years of experience in the Social and Solidarity Economy (SSE),
Florian Perret works to develop the SSE—as an employee, as a volunteer, and by pro-
moting it to students in higher education. He is convinced that the SSE must take action
to address the new needs of people and the planet, using a “One Health” approach that
simultaneously improves the health of all people and the planet. He explains how, from
this perspective, we can develop social innovations to make the right to health a realiry.

VYV GROUP: COMBINING MUTUAL AID,
SOCIAL INNOVATION,
\ND THE RIGHT TO HEALTH

INTERVIEW WITH FLORIAN PERRET

By Dominique Bénard

Pour nous,
votre santé
est capitale.
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ly, the mutua-
list model. ..

PRENDRE SOIN

Caring for Everyone

o bcgin this interview, could you
please introduce yourself, talk
about your professional back-
ground, and explain your exact

role within the VYV Group?

[ am currently the Director of the Social and
Solidarity Economy (SSE) and Social Inno-
vation at the VYV Group. My role is at the
group’s exccutive level, which means I coor-
dinate these initiatives across all business
lines and entities within our organization.
My background is closely tied to the social
cconomy, as | began my career as a profes-
sor and researcher in economics, spccializing
in this very field. My personal involvement
began on the ground, as a student activist
within a student mutual insurance organi-
zation, which served as my gateway to dis-
covering the social and solidarity economy
and, more specifically, the mutualist model.
I subsequently joined MGEN, where I wor-
ked for ten years, before helping to found
the VYV Group in 2017. Originally, my role
was not the one I hold today; I was recruited
to design and structure the group’s regional

activist network, which was then a fledgling
organization. | also worked to create what
became the group’s Activist University, our
internal body dedicated to training our
board members and activists.

It may seem surprising to have a department
dedicated to the Social and Solidarity Eco-
nomy (SSE) within a group that, by virtue of
its mutual insurance status, already belongs
to this sector. Why do you think this role is
indispensable?

That’s a legitimate question, but for us, this
department is absolutely essential because
it encompasses several strategic dimensions.
Admittedly, we are a player in the SSE by
virtue of our bylaws, like any mutual, but my
role is to ensure that this idcntity is concre-
tely embedded in all our internal business
lines, as they are extremely diverse. It’s about
ensuring that our way of “practicing the SSE”
is disseminated throughout the organization.
Furthermore, this department serves as an
interface with the outside world: we deve-
lop alliances and partnerships with other
SSE organizations, whether they are asso-
ciations or cooperatives. We are convinced
that no single SSE organization can success-
fully meet the challenges of tomorrow on its
own; the key is to break down historical silos
and cooperate more effectively. Finally, my
department drives social innovation—that
is, the transformation of our three main bu-
siness areas to go further in guaranteeing the
right to health by changing our practices and
improving our models. It is, therefore, a role
that is both internal and external.

Could you tell us more about the VYV

Group, its structure, and its core mission?

The VYV Group was founded in 2017 and will
therefore celebrate its tench anniversary next
year. Despite our youth, we are supported by
an extrcmely strong activist network. Our
structure is inherently nonprofit, which is
a key characteristic, and we operate accor-
ding to a model of internal democracy. Our
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board of directors is composed exclusively
of clected members, supplemented by re-
gional representatives. The group’s central
objective is to ensure the effective realiza-
tion of the right to health. Although this
right is enshrined in the French Constitu-
tion, the reality on the ground shows that
there are profound inequalities in access
to healthcare based on income, region, or
background. To address this, the group re-
lies on three complementary areas of acti-
vity.

« The first area, and the best known, is
“supplemental health insurance.” We bring
together the major French mutual insu-
rance companies, such as MGEN for the
civil service, Harmonie Mutuelle for the
private scctor, the social and solidarity
cconomy (ESS), and the self-employed,
MNT for local government employees,
and the Mutuelle des SCOP et des SCIC.

«  Our second business area involves health-
care services. We directiy manage a wide
range of health and social care facilities,
covering every stage of life—from day-
care centers to nursing homes—inclu-
ding clinics, dental centers, optical care
facilities, and ESATS.

«  Finally, our third and most recent bu-
siness arca is social housing. We are the
fourth—iargest piayer in this field natio-
nally, and we have pioneered the concept
of “health-focused housing,” which aims
to build or renovate homes that promote
the health of their occupants.

How do vou explain the group’s rapid

y p group p
growth and the significant position it has
achieved in less than ten years?

This success is above all the result of a
“mutualist revival.” The major French
mutual insurance companies realized they
needed to join forces to remain strong
and preserve their operating principles
in the world of tomorrow. At the time,

we  were
mutuals being absorbed
by non-mutual groups.

seeing  many

By choosing to coope-
rate with other organi-
that share the
same values, we are able

zations

to undertake projects on
a scale that no single mu-
tual insurance company
could manage alone.

In what concrete ways
does the VYV Group’s
mutual and nonprofit
status make a difference
compared to for-profit
private healthcare pro-
viders?

LA SANTE
EST UN DROIT

Healch is a right

The fundamental difference lies in the ab-
sence of pressure to generate profits. Un-
like for-profit entities, we do not seck to
maximize profits—a crucial distinction,
especiaiiy when Working with vulnerable
populations, whether in early childhood,
clder care, disability services, or even fu-
neral services. Recent events, including
scandals involving certain private nursing
homes and daycare centers, have clear-
ly demonstrated the limitations of the
for-profit model in these sectors. For us,
the nonprofit status is the only one that
is perfectly aligned with the human pur-
pose of our organizations. Furthermore,
our model is rooted in the local commu-
nity. We do not decide from Paris what a
region needs; rather, it is local activists,
on the ground, who run the organizations
and set priorities in collaboration with the
Regional Health Agencies (ARS) and local
governments. We are also very open: since
the 2014 Social and Solidarity Economy
(ESS) Act, our regional unions have welco-
med not only mutual insurance companies
but also associations and foundations that
manage healthcare facilities.

VYV group: comhining mutual aid, social innovation, and the right to health

The major
French mutual
insurance com-

anies have rea-
lized that they
must join forces
to remain strong
and preserve
their operating
principles in the
world of tomor-
row.

89



Food is indeed
our second
major focus area
a]tcr housing.
We want to
tackle the root
causes, because
what we eat
directly affects
not only our
health but also
the environment
[/n‘ough agri-
cultural produc-
tion methods
that impact the
qua[ iy of water,
air, and soil.

90

Can you illustrate this regional approach
with a concrete example, particularly in
areas affected by a shortage of doctors?

The example of Mayenne is very telling. In
this region, we observed—in consultation
with the ARS and local elected officials—
that 5,000 residents no longer had a primary
care physici:m. Yet the primary care physi—
cian is the essential gateway to the health-
care system. To resolve this problem, we mo-
bilized our network and contacted retired
doctors who had worked in our facilities
in the past. They agreed to return to prac-
tice to open one, then two, and eventually
up to four health centers in the area. This
success demonstrates that what sets mutual
insurance companics apart is their abiiity to
cooperate with public stakeholders and to
develop solutions based on real needs on the
ground.

The VYV Group also appears to placc a
strong emphasis on prevention. Why is this
so important, and how does it manifest in
your activities, particularly in housing?

Prevention is a long-standing focus of mutual
insurance companies that strongly sets us
apart from traditional insurers. It’s not just
about reimbursing medical care, but about
taking proactive steps to prevent health pro-
blems from arising in the first place. We seck
to empower individuals to improve their
own health through behavioral changes. This
involves comprehensive support programs—
for example, for people with Long-Term
Conditions (ALD)—to address all aspects of
their condition.

But we go a step further by focusing on “de-
terminants of health” Housing is a major
one: it’s where we spend most of our time.
Poorly insulated housing can harm mental
health due to noise or disrupt sleep. Indoor
air quality, influenced by building materials,
is also crucial. By partnering with the Arcade
Group to create “Arcade-VYV,” we've deve-
loped certification standards for construc-

tion and renovation based on 40 criteria for
overall health. We call this approach “One
Healch™ by improving housing, we simul-
tancously benefit human health, the planet,
and biodiversity.

You mentioned food as another major de-
terminant of health that you're addressing
through your social innovation lab. What
concrete actions are you taking in this area?

Food is indeed our second major focus area
after housing. We want to address the root
causes, because what we eat directly affects
our health, but also the environment through
agricultural production methods that impact
the quality of water, air, and soil. We have
developed innovation programs for each of
our three business segments.

In the field of supplemental healch insurance,
Harmonie Mutuelle now offers professional
sectors the option to include a smzirtphone
payment method in their group plans. This
allows employees to purchase healthy and
sustainable food each year from a network of
4,500 stores, while also receiving preventive
healch advice to help them Change their ea-
ting habits. This addresses two barriers: the
financial cost and behavioral resistance.

In our daycare centers, through our VYV En-
fance network, we have partnered with the
“Programme Malin” association. Together,
we train our healthcare professionals on nu-
trition during a child’s “first 1,000 days"—a
critical period for the individual’s future
health. We have revised the menus served
and provide financial assistance to low-in-
come families through discount vouchers for
purchasing recommended foods. This pro-
gram, succcssfuiiy piloted in the Pays de la
Loire region, is being rolled out to 100% of
our daycare centers by next year.

Finally, in the social housing sector, we have
launched the “CoopératiOns” program with
four social economy organizations: Pro-
gramme Malin, the Reseau Cocagne, Vrac,
and the Petites Cantines. We are piloting
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solutions in six regions to provide residents
with easier access to healthy and affordable
food. It’s a win-win cooperation model: re-
sidents gain access to a concrete social inno-
vation, and the organizations use the group’s
infrastructure to grow.

Despite your successes, what are the main
obstacles and challenges facing the VYV
Group and, more broadly, the social and so-
lidarity economy in healthcare today?

The first challenge is political: we need grea-
ter recognition for our unique mutualist
characteristics. Operating under a mutua-
list structure imposes principles that do not
grant us the same advantages as for-profit
entities, particularly regarding financing,
since we can only rely on our own resources
to invest. This is, in fact, what justiﬁcs the
consolidation of mutuals.

We have also faced legislative setbacks. For
example, in the latest budget law, a one-
time tax of one billion euros was imposed on
supplemental health insurance providers to
finance... the postponement of pension re-
form. It is paradoxical to siphon funds from
healthcare to finance pensions while the
cost of care is rising for the French people.
Another cause for concern involves health-
care networks. We created these networks
to ensure that our members pay as little out-
of-pocket as possible by negotiating with
dentists and opticians. However, a current
bill threatens to ban direct billing within
these networks. If our members have to pay
upfront for expensive care, it will be a major
barrier to access to healthcare.

How do you manage the constant tension
between economic imperatives and your
values of solidarity and community engage-
ment?

This is the fundamental Chaliengc facing any
social and solidarity economy (SSE) orga-
nization. To ensure our long-term viability,
we must have a robust business model and
avoid operating at a loss; however, this eco-

nomic performance is
merely a means to serve
our social mission. This
is what makes our sec-
tor so rich: we move
forward on “two legs.”
On the one hand, what
we contribute to society
and our members, and
on the other, the per-
formance needed, for
example, to continue
opening health centers
and providing access to

care for an ever-growing
number of people.

In conclusion, what do
you see as the major
challenges for the co-
ming years?

The crucial challenge is to link the effective
realization of the right to health with the
challenge of climate change. We know that
new health risks will emerge or intensify:
cpidcmics, heat waves, etc. By t:lking action
on housing and food, we achieve “co-bene-
fies™ what is good for health is also good for
the climate. Our role in the future will be to
lead collective and transformative actions in
cooperation with a wide range of stakehol-
ders to mitigate these anticipated risks and
ensure the sustainability of our social protec-
tion system. We are beginning to be heard
by public authorities, as the COVID crisis
served as a catalyst. And above all, when we
offer concrete solutions, the health argument
often helps convince even the most skeptical
of the need to take action on climate change.

VYV group: comhining mutual aid, social innovation, and the right to health
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Ms. Denise Fatoumata NDOUR s the Executive Director of the Sen’Finances Foundation, an
organization working to promote ﬁnancial inclusion among the people of Senegal. She holds a
Master’s degree in Econometrics (Aix-Marseille University), a postgraauate czggree in Mana-
gement Information Systems (Lyon Institute of Business Administration), and the “Financial
Institutions for Private Enterprise Development (FIPED) Program Grade” (Harvard Univer-
sity, USA), she is president of Inaise, the international association of investors in the social
economy, and a member of the GSEF steering committee as a representative of the Social and

Solidarity Finance College.

THE SOCIAL AND SOLIDARITY
ECONOMY IN SENEGAL: A MODEL
OF ENDOGENOUS DEVELOPMENT

INTERVIEW WITH DENISE FATOUMATA NDOUR

By Dominique Bénard
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Savings Group in Ndondol Samkhadan, Thiadiaye, Sénégal. Photo : Nathalie Brown
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ould you introduce yourself
and describe your career path
in the field of the social and so-
lidarity economy (SSE)?

My name is Denise Fatouma-
ta Ndour. I am the Executive Director of
the Sen’Finances Foundation, a Senegalese
foundation that works on issues of financial
inclusion, as well as on offering financial
products and services and supporting people
who are excluded from the traditional finan-
cial system.

My academic bac](ground didn’t neces-
sarily set me on this path. After carning
a science-focused high school diploma, I
studied applied mathematics in the social
sciences, econometrics, and management in-
formation systems in France.

I returned to Senegal with the desire to serve
my country. [ first worked at the Dakar
Chamber of Commerce on studies concer-
ning the informal sector, which accounts for
90% of our economy. My first assignment was
to sct up a functional 1iteracy program for
workers in the informal sector. The second
involved a formalization center designed to
help businesses navigate the formalization
process. I did a lot of fieldwork. That’s where
I discovered the extraordinary potential of
entreprencurs who were often illiterate but
capable of incredible achievements—people
mostly from very small businesses who had
managed to accomplish extraordinary things
without necessarily even having received ba-
sic ]iteracy training.

It was as a consultant to the Chamber of
Commerce that 1 helped set up a fund
called the Senegal-Swiss Counterpart Fund,
created as part of a debt cancellation agree-
ment between Switzerland and Senegal to
finance development projects. 1 was then
hired to manage this fund. That’s how I dove
headfirst into social and solidarity finance,
secking solutions for rural communities and
the informal sector.

The challenge was to set up something pro-
ductive that would meet people’s needs. We
worked extcnsively on financial engineering
and collaborated with microfinance institu-
tions to offer financial services tailored to
this target population. And this fund wor-
ked very well for about ten years, under what
we might call a co-management arrangement
with the Government of Senegal, but it also
entities,

involved various private-sector

such as the two major organizations in the
informal sector—UNACOIS and GES—as
well as NGOs, rural producers’ federations
(CNCR), and other organizations.

After ten years of successful co-management
between the government and the private
sector, this initiative gave rise to the Sen'fi-
nance Foundation in 2007. Recognized as a
public-benefit organization, the Foundation
manages public funds while also opening it-
self up to other types of technical and finan-
cial partners, always with the same objective:
to provide financing solutions for productive
activities to populations who lack access to
the traditional banking system. It is, in fact,
the first Senegalese organization dedicated
to supporting and financing the social and
solidarity economy (SSE).

What is your role within this foundation?

[ am the executive director of Sen’Finances.
For public—beneﬁt foundations, the gover-
nance structure consists of an executive
board and a board of trustees. The executive
board therefore serves as the foundation’s se-
nior management.

[ am assisted by a team of five people, and
the Foundation has a board of trustees that
includes all the founding members, inclu-
ding the Government of Senegal.

This board is very diverse: it includes the Go-
vernment of Senegal, as well as the various
organizations that were already members of
the technical committee of the counterpart
fund, namely the Chamber of Commerce,
UNACOIS (National Union of Merchants
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and Industrialists of Senegal), and GES—or-
ganizations representing operators in the in-
formal sector—CONGAD, an organization
representing development support NGOs,
as well as CNCR, the National Consultative
Framework for Rural Communities, which
brings together all producer federations. We
also have AGETIP, the Agency for the Im-
plementation of Public Works to Combat
Underemployment, and a large women’s as-

sociation called RASEF.

That is how I found myseif in the world of
the social and solidarity economy. At first,
people weren't really talking about the social
and solidarity economy yet. The Founda-
tion’s goai was o support organizations and
entrepreneurs who were not served by the
traditional financial systcm—who were not
necessarily formally organized but who, for
the most part, operated either within econo-
mic interest groups (GIE), cooperatives, or
were simply independent entreprencurs. Ne-
vertheless, their situation and needs aligned
with the social and solidarity economy eco-
system.

How has Sen’Finances evolved?

Sen’Finances started with its own funds,
which came from the matching fund, but
we quickly had to seck out other sources
of financing. That's how we entered into a
partnership with SIDI, whose director was
Dominique Lesaffre. SIDI was a member of
INAISE, the International Association of
Social Economy Investors, and Dominique
Lesaffre invited us to join INAISE. Sen’Fi-
nances has been a member since 2013. As for
me, | have been president of INAISE since
2022.

So you hold important positions at the in-
ternational level. Can you tell us more about
that?

Within INAISE, as part of our various ini-
tiatives, we have worked closely with the
GSEF, since there was no funding structure
within the GSEF. We began with a mutual

Photo hteps://www.solsoc.be/

membership arrangement: the GSEF joined
INAISE, and INAISE joined the GSEF. We
proposed addressing all issues related to so-
cial and solidarity finance at the GSEF level.
In 2023, for the organization of the GSEF
Forum in Dakar, Dominique Lesaffre and
I, along with other INAISE members, orga-
nized all the panels, prepared the workshops,
and drafted the conclusions regarding the
theme of social and solidarity finance.

Over time, INAISE has become more inter-
national but has also seen many members
leave, notably some European members who
went on to found FEBEA. We took our col-
laboration with the GSEF a step further by
deciding to integrate INAISE into the GSEF,
which, at its General Assembly in Octo-
ber 2025, approved the creation of a “Social
and Solidarity Finance” Coiiege to welcome
INAISE members and all social and solida-
rity finance organizations wishing to join.

At the GSEF General Assembly on January
15, 2026, [ was elected as the representative of
the Social and Solidarity Finance College on
the GSEF Executive Committee.

What is the current state of the Social and
Solidarity Economy (SSE) in Senegal? I this

a ncw COl‘lCCpt fOI‘ thC country?

The SSE is not a new concept for us; it is
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rooted in our traditional values of solida-
rity and sharing, through practices such as
tontines or solidarity gourd funds. Today,
we are in a phase of structuring and moder-
nization. There is a genuine political aware-
ness: a dedicated ministry has existed since
2018—the Ministry of Microfinance and
the Social and Solidarity Economy—and a
law on the SSE was enacted in 2021.

The SSE is no longer viewed as merely a
social sector, but as a genuine economic
model that places people at the center of
its concerns. For example, SSE focal points
have been established in each sectoral mi-
nistry (agriculture, fisheries, crafts, etc.) to
coordinate actions.

The social and solidarity economy addresses
cross-cutting challenges that affect all sec-
tors, whether it be access to basic services,
health, education, energy, agriculture, or
youth employment—a major issue in our
countries. Women’s economic autonomy
is also a very important issue. Authorities,
the public sector, the private sector, and
civil society are realizing that these are
challenges to which the social and solida-
rity economy can provide a solution.

In praetical terms, many organizations, as-
sociations, and institutional mechanisms
have been established to leverage the social
and solidarity economy in order to address
these various challenges. Numerous pro-
jects have also been launched, particularly
regarding the formalization of stakehol-
ders. The government is plaeing great em-
phasis on “Productive Solidarity Coopera-
tives” (CPS), which represent a first step
toward organizing and structuring com-
munity-based enterprises operating within
the social and solidarity economy. The goal
is to create 5,000 CPSs by 2029 O struc-
ture community-based enterprises. Nume-
rous programs and projects are being im-
plemented to facilitate, in particular, the
organization of women and young people
and their access to income-generating acti-

vities, as well as to ensure risk coverage, as-
set security, and so on. There is, therefore,
a whole movement aimed at helping them
become better organized,

In practical terms, how does Sen’Finances
support entreprenecurs on the ground?

We operate on two fronts: technical sup-
port and financing. Our core mission is
truly to strengthen the operational capa-
city of microfinance institutions, particu-
larly those located in rural and peri-urban
arcas. We focus on refinancing these mi-
crofinance institutions and on professiona-
lizing them, because we have very remote
areas where there are no banks, but where
there are savings and credit cooperatives—
which, however, are not necessarily strong
enough.

We therefore offer training, financial edu-
cation, and capacity-building in gover-
nance, as well as capacity-building for the
end beneficiaries. We operate at both le-
vels: that of the microfinance institutions
and that of the beneficiaries. We stren-
gthen credit funds by providing them with
lines of credit that enable them to meet the
needs of their members and beneficiaries.

But we also have partnerships with other
organizations. For example, with the Fonds
d’investissement solidaire du Québec (FI-
SIQ)—which is, in a way, the SIDI’s coun-
terpart in Quebec—we have established
a program called PIEV, the Green Energy
Investment Program, which includes a spe-
cific component for women. This enables
us to help women’s groups who wish to ac-
quire, for example, a solar-powered mill in
areas without electricity, or solar drying
ovens for processing fish. We also support
1arger community projects, such as a city
government’s installation of a Vegetable
preservation center in a market. We also
have other partnerships with local orga-
nizations on speciﬁc products that we're
trying to develop while taking local needs
into account.
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Does the Social and Solidarity Economy
(SSE) offer hopc in the face of current crises
and the withdrawal of certain forms of in-
ternational aid?

For me, the SSE isn’t just a source of hope—
it’s a reality, a true driver of development. As
[ said, in the case of Senegal, the SSE consists
of practices we've been implementing for a
1ong time. The communities themselves have
established activities based on our values of
solidarity and collective culture, which—pe-
rhaps without realizing it—are models of the
social and solidarity economy.

We have many experiences that can inspire
us to establish a genuine model that is sus-
tainable, replicable, and in line with our
culture, our history, and our social and re-
ligious constraints, as these are factors that
must be taken into account for sustainable
and inclusive economic development.

And endogenous...

And endogenous, yes. That's the third term 1
use. Endogenous, because it takes our realities
into account and values our local knowledge
and resources.

n Who Process Local Products. Phooto hétps://www.solsoc.be/
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Did you attend the GSEF meeting in Bor-
deaux?

Yes, I attended. I was also very involved. [ was
part of the scientific committee and worked
in particular with Dominique Lesaffre to de-
Velop the entire program on social and soli-
darity finance.

So, what stood out to you about this mee-
ting? What is your assessment, and what will
you take away from it for the future?

The Bordeaux Forum was spectacular. It re-
flects the interest that the social and soli-
darity economy (SSE) has generated among
the public, economic organizations, and go-
vernment bodies. Unfortunately, we noted
that the French government was underre-
presented. But others were present, notably
representatives from African countries—at
least those who had been able to obtain a
visa....

Another positive sign was the genuine enthu-
siasm shown by the youth representatives. It
gives me great hope to see that young people
are realizing that what matters today is not
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just making money, but ensuring a fair dis-
tribution of all the world’s wealth—whether
human or material. So it was this aspect that
really struck me. This shows that the social
and solidarity economy is gaining ground,
even though we still have work to do with
certain governments, such as France’s.

When we see the enormous excesses of the
international financial system—the billions
currently being invested in sectors like arms
or artificial intelligence, for example in the
United States—we can affirm that the re-
sources to meet the world’s social needs do
exist.

But the urgent priority is to raise awareness
and convince the genera] public of the value
of social and solidarity-based finance, and to
work more on the concrete mechanisms that
can make it a rea]ity.

Social and solidarity-based finance may be
the way to fund and support the social and
solidarity economy (SSE). And when we see
that some governments are cutting budgets
allocated to the SSE, we realize there is a
problem with communication or persuasion.

To demonstrate the relevance and value of
the SSE, we need to measure its impact. We
lack effective tools to measure this impact.
I'm speaking from an African perspective,
but I believe this is also the case internatio-

nally.

Sometimes we get discouraged because it’s
difficult to convince certain people who are
motivated solely by the pursuit of profit.

It is difficult to convince them that they can
make money, but that profits could be dis-
tributed more equitab]y to create jobs and
restore dignity to people in need. I believe
the GSEF is working toward this goal. Wor-
king groups have been established, bringing
together researchers and local stakeholders
as part of open continental dialogues.

In Bordeaux, where the mayor of Ramallah—
who was in attendance—delivered a memo-

rable speech, I moderated a roundtable on so-
cial finance and resilience with participants
from Palestine, Lebanon, Burkina Faso, and
the DRC. It was a deeply moving moment.
We can sce that solutions are emerging from
the social and solidarity economy and social
finance. And that many people are waiting
for them.

What message would you like to share in
closing?

I believe that the social and solidarity eco-
nomy and finance should not be a marginal
alternative today—neither for countries in
the Global South nor for those in the Global
North—but rather a means of rebalancing
the capitalist system and fostering sustaina-
bility by integrating the fundamental values
of sharing, solidarity, and equity.

Do you have the opportunity to meet with
Senegalese entreprencurs to convince them
to take an interest in solidarity-based fi-
nance?

I'm smiling because I had a meeting this mor-
ning with the chair of our board of trustees,
who himself comes from the private sector.
He is the president of a major organization,
the Senegalesc Shippers’ Council, which ma-
nages all imports and exports by sea. He is
someone who, as he told me earlier, has ma-
naged (he said this in Wolof, our language)
to “backtrack” from his capitalist model and
become convinced of the merits of social and
solidarity-based finance. And I think there
are many people like him. We're secking
resources for the foundation, and that has
allowed me to get in touch with other bu-
sinesspeople. We've convinced a few of them.

So this is a source of hope. Thank you very
much, Ms. N'Dour.
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Medhi Baccouche was born in France. He earned his graduate degree from the Institute
of Political Studies in Lyon, specializing in international relations, cooperation, and de-
velopment. Passionate about social innovation, particuiariy in Tunisia and the Mediter-
ranean region, Medhi Baccouche is the co—founder ofShanti, a Tunisian organization that
works with change-makers to collaboratively design and develop solutions to the social,
economic, environmental, and cultural challenges facing our societies.

SHANTI: A LEARNING ORGANIZATION
THAT PROMOTES
THE SOCIAL ECONOMY
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“Ramadan” Market: The crafts and local products market organized by Shanti in Tunis (Photo La Presse)
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gain access to
new rights.

edhi, to begin this discus-
sion, could you please in-
troduce yourself and cell
us how the Shanti organi-
zation was founded?

I am Franco-Tunisian; I was born and raised
in France. I studied in France at the Institute
of Political Studies in Lyon, specializing in
international relations, cooperation, and de-
velopment.

Afterward, 1 gained my first professional
experience in the nonprofit sector, notably
with Arc-en-Ciel, a Lebanese NGO that also
established a branch in France. I worked
with them in both France and Lebanon. I
also gained experience in Lebanon and Be-
nin Working on sustainable tourism issues,
and then in 2013, I came to Tunisia to set up
a social enterprise incubator on behalf of a
French NGO, as part of a program called
LABES, the Laboratory for Social and Soli-
darity Economy.

[ worked for three years at that organization.

At first, [ was in charge of the incubator. Then
I became the program director. And after
three years, together with a former colleague
from that same organization, we decided to
leave the French organization and create our
own Tunisian organization, Shanti.

First, because we thought the situation was
favorable—we were in the boom that fol-
lowed the 2011 revolution, with a vibrant
nonprofit ecosystem that was growing ra-
pidly, a lot of positive energy, and oppor-
tunities arising from the support of many
financial partners. We felt it was the right
time to take the plunge, as the local nonpro-
fit ecosystem was maturing. We wanted to
be part of that by asserting our 1egitimacy
to create a Tunisian nonproﬁt organization
capable of competing for the same funding
and operating on the same scale as the inter-
national NGOs present in Tunisia.

Today, I am the executive director of Shanti,
and we still have the same mission: to colla-

boratively build solutions to address Tunisia’s
social, economic, environmental, and cultural
challenges in order to contribute to the emer-
gence of a more inclusive society, based on
equal opportunities and access to rights. We
defined this issue of access to rights in 2021; it
is fundamental. The initiatives we lead are not
only aimed at ensuring the success of a social
enterprise or a social and solidarity economy
project, but are truly intended to play a trans-
formative role and, in particular, to enable the
most vulnerable populations to gain access to
new rights. Our goal is to better serve the en-
tire population in the future through public
policies that are up to the challenges facing
Tunisian society. Unfortunately, this is not cur-
rently the case in our country. We have not yet
succeeded in bringing about new public poli-
cies, but that remains our 1ong—term vision.

In practical terms, how does Shanti operate on
the ground? It seems like you wear many hats.

That’s correct. We carry out our mission in two
main ways.

First, we have our long-standing role as a sup-
port organization: we provide training, gui-
dance, and funding to actors in the social and
solidarity economy (SSE), whether they are
associations, cooperatives, or cven informal

groups.

We support producer groups organized as coo-
peratives, agricultural development groups, or
mutual agricultural service companies. We also
support informal groups because a large part of
our economy is informal. Often, the informal
sector is the only option because formalization
is far too costly. We seck to open pathways so
that informal producers can find a solution to
their vulnerability through cooperation.

We also support businesses that are legally clas-
sified as traditional entities—such as limited
liability companies (SARLs) and sole proprie-
torships—Dbut that also operate within a collec-
tive framework and dynamic.
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Furthermore, we are an entrepreneurial as-
sociation. This means that we lead and deve-
10p our own economic initiatives, primarily
in three sectors.

In the crafts sector, first of all, we have pro-
duction units and a shop in Tunis that sells
the work of the producer networks we sup-
port.

In sustainable tourism, we develop tourism
activities in southern Tunisia. We own a
guesthouse that welcomes friends, guests,
and clients, enabling us to involve small lo-
cal tourism operators through guided tours,
bike tours, and agritourism. We handle the
marketing, sales, and promotion.

And finally, personal care and services in
Greater Tunis. In this last area, we work with
collectives of care assistants and domestic
workers. We have a partnership with Beiti, a
women’s association that operates a training
center for careers in cosmetology and sewing.
We aim to revitalize all these professions to
enable the genuine integration of vulnerable
women into the economic fabric, particular-
ly in urban areas such as Tunis. Personal care

services are set to boom in the coming years

because, in this sector, no public services
exist, even as the population ages—just as
it is worldwide. We are moving beyond the
myth that families take care of their elders.

In families navigating modern life—where
both women and men work—the elderly are
often completely abandoned without any
support from the government.

You're also dcvcloping an “action research”
initiative. Why is this so important to you?

Yes, running across all of this, we're develo-
ping a comprehensive action research pro-
gram. We're committed to creating locally
generated knowledge, because unfortunately
very little knowledge comes from Tunisia—
we have to look abroad for references and
sources. We want to help change this situa-
tion.

The three pillars—support, entreprencurship,
and research—feed into one another. To have
1egitimacy in supporting entrepreneurs, you
have to have experienced entreprencurship
yourself. Action research allows us to create
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With the support of Orange Tunisia, Shanti is launching the El Mensej project to
promote artisanal production by women's groups.

Action research locally generated knowledge. At first, we

C
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allows us to
generate lo-
ally produced
knowledge.

operated in a fairly ad hoc manner, but
when tackling complex issues like climate
change or sustainable agriculture, a “make-
do” approach is no longer enough. We need
research to lend crcdibility and substance to
our messaging and our on-the-ground ac-
tions. How can we support entreprencurs
it we haven't cxpcrienced Cntreprcneurship
ourselves? That's why we make it a priority
to have entreprencurial experience that will
inform our support services. And conversely,

The hundreds of companies we support pro-
vide a wealth of real-world examples that
enrich our entrepreneuria] experience. Be-
cause we see the mistakes that are made, we
note the ideas that emerge—we draw on all
of that. So it’s important that all these expe-
riences be documented so they can be shared.

How does this link between research and
the field play out, for example, in the agri-
cultural sector?

We act as an intermcdiary. There are public
research centers that do excellent work but
struggle to move beyond their laboratories.
On the other hand, farmers only believe what
they see. For example, to test a new seed va-
riety, a farmer takes on a financial risk they
can’t afford. Shanti then steps in: thanks to

our partners, we cover the costs of cultiva-
tion and irrigation. If the results are pro-
mising, the process takes off. This allows
us to move from idealistic talk to tangible
results, which empowers the farmers them-
selves to drive change. When the farmer
sees the resules with his own eyes—a hi-
gher-yielding crop, denser forage that will
better nourish his livestock—rthat’s when
things really click, and we can starc talking
about the values that matter to us: the col-
lective approach, shared labor, things like
that. Well-meaning rhetoric, full of grand
ideas, is something we discuss among our-
selves, but when we get out into the field,
nobody cares—we lack credibility.

Research is essential because the results it
yields lend credibility to our arguments
and to the collective approaches we advo-
cate. And on the other hand, it also allows
us to build a relationship wich public offi-
cials, with the Department of Agricultu-
re, since we're building on the resules they
themselves have produced through public
research centers. We can then approach
these issues from a very practical, very pro-
fessional angle, without the political bag-
gage that tends to cloud the debate.

I can’t just walk up to a farmer and say right
off the bat: “Team up with your neighbor to
defend your rights.” That approach doesn’t
work. Instead, I'll say: “We’re going to test a

half-hectare of crops by applying the research

findings, and we, as an association—since we

have funding from our partners—uwill cover all
the costs: seeds, irrigation. You won’t have to
take any risks. The harvest is part of a prepaid
production contract, but on the condition that
we follow the research recommendations.”

This is the kind of initiative we're current-
1y trying to carry out—and for which we
need research, just as research needs far-
mers willing to experiment. We act as an
intermcdiary, providing a little fuel for the
engine.
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And given the current situation in Tunisia,
with the return of authoritarianism, I think
we have no choice but to go through this pro-
cess to get things moving a bit.

You can’t build on abstract ideas; you need
tangible results and concrete actions so that
farmers say to themselves, “Okay, we get it,
this works, we’ll think about the next step,”
and they themselves become active partici-
pants and advocates for the cause.

In a supportive role, we don’t have to do
things for them. So research is invaluable
because it helps us make choices based on
concrete facts, not just on wishes.

For a long time, I operated based on good
intentions, but ultimately, in the field, in-
tentions must be grounded in something fea-

sible.

Of course, there are difficulties because,
sometimes, researchers don’t want to en-
gage too deeply with reality. They operate
at completely different paces, particularly
researchers in the social sciences or econo-
mics. When it comes to management models,
we'd like to form partnerships with, for exa-
mple, the Institute of Management, in order
to develop different organizational models.
We sometimes run into roadblocks because
researchers aren’t always willing to engage
in dialogue with producers on the ground.
There are signiﬁcant differences in timelines
and approaches; we're in a process where we
need to learn to work together with farmers
and researchers and find avenues for coope-
ration.

We must also embrace our capacity to be
researchers ourselves, even if we may so-
metimes encounter biases due to a lack of
sufficient objectivity in our work. We must
accept this risk as part of an action-rescarch
approach that allows us to fulfill our role wi-
thout being confined to a purely academic
research approach that ignores the realities
on the ground.

This is why cooperation—where everyone
plays their role in a complementary and res-
ponsible manner—is essential. And indeed,
I see that in France and Europe, this is how
things are unfolding. Action rescarch is ful-
ly legitimate. We must adopt a similar ap-
proach and be more proactive in fostering
the emergence of self-generated knowledge.

What is your view on the current state of the
social and solidarity economy in Tunisia?

There is a very strong cultural foundation.
Even if we didn’c call it the social and solida-
rity economy (SSE), the pooling of resources
for harvests or community-based crowdfun-
ding for weddings are living practices in Tu-
nisia.

Legislatively, we achieved a major feat in
2020 with the unanimous passage of a law
on the SSE, the result of intense advocacy
by grassroots actors and the UGTT union.
Unfortunately, with the political crisis of
2021 and the dissolution of Parliament, this
law has remained a dead letter: no imple-
menting decree has been passed. The current
government favors a different model—com-
munity-based enterprises—which are heavily
controlled by the state and have so far failed.

So the political and financial context seems

particularly difficult today?

We are witnessing a return to authoritaria-
nism, with administrative “crackdowns” on
associations and threats to international
funding. At the same time, international
cooperation funds are plummeting. For exa-
mple, AFD funding for Southern NGOs has

bCCl’l cut ]Z)y three—quarters in one year.

This is a seismic shift, but it’s also an oppor-
tunity to reinvent ourselves. It’s pushing us
to pool our resources among local associa-
tions. We're more legitimate and far less ex-
pensive than international NGOs.
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An agreement was signed between Shanti and LaSalle Middle School in Tunis
to give students the opportunity to participate in social and cultural projects
that enrich their educational journey and experience.

You participated in the Global Social and
Solidarity Economy Forum (GSEF) in Bor-
deaux. What did you take away from it?

It was unifying to see so many people gathe-
red together, but I also sensed a disconnect.
The event was very “French-centric” or Eu-
ropean. There was insufficient representa-
tion of initiatives from the Global South.
In fact, I was the only Tunisian speaker out
of 180—and that was almost by chance. It’s
essential that actors from the Global South
be more present and proactive in generating

knowledge.

To conclude, how do you see the future des-
pite these challenges?

Crises are cyclical. We're in a slump right
now, but we need to be ready for “what co-
mes next.” In 2011, we weren’t. My role—and
Shanti’s—is to build a realistic and solid al-
ternative so that, when the political situa-
tion opens up again, we can propose an eco-
nomic and social model that cruly works for
Tunisians. We also want to publish more and
share our experiences, because that’s how we
build a long-term vision.
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Issa Kassis is a man of systems and numbers, but above all, he is a man of conviction. A
banker by profession at HSBC, he returned to Palestine in 2001 after spending most of his liZe
in the diaspom. Now the mayor of Ramallah, he bears the heavy responsibility of leading the
country’s capital and its administrative and ﬁnancial center in the midst of an unpreced@nted
crisis. He participated in the GSEF meeting in Bordeaux to share his insights on the role of
local communities in peacebuilding. For Approches Coopératives, he offers a powerful account
of the occupation, the importance fof the social and solidarity economy, and his refusal to let
his country’s youth give up on the future.

RAMALLAH: RESILIENCE
THROUGH A CULTURE OF LIFE

INTERVIEW WITH ISSA KASSIS, MAIRE DE RAMALLAH

By Dominique Benard

Ramallah, Palestine
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What I call a
“soft war.” It’s
not just about

tanks. It’s the
daily pressure

exerted by

the settlers—
backed by the
army—who are
targeting far-
mlands, stu-
dents, and the
elderly.
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r. Mayor, could you tell us
about your background
and what led you to be-
come the head of the Ra-

mallah municipality?

[ am Palestinian, originally from Ramallah,
although I was born in Jerusalem in 1967. 1
lived in exile for 33 years before returning in
2001 to work as a banker for HSBC. Profes-
sionally, I have been deeply involved in the
private, financial, and educational sectors,
notably as an advisor to the governor of the
Palestinian Monetary Authority (PMA)—
which performs the functions and holds the
powers of a central bank in other countries—
and as a member of the board of directors of
the Palestinian Investment Fund (PIF). My
commitment to my country ultimately led
me to accept, after several requests, the po-
sition of mayor of Ramallah under the Fatah
banner. It was a difficult decision because I
have a very structured personality, focused
on governance, whereas being mayor in this
part of the world requires being seen as the
“father of the city.” But I fele it was my duty
to contribute to the development of my

people

What is the current situation in Ramallah,
and how does the occupation affect the dai]y
lives of your fellow citizens?

Ramallah has long been an island of prospe-
rity, the financial and administracive heart
where people came secking refuge for edu-
cation and medical care. But today, the city
is suffering devastation similar to that of
other Palestinian cities. Unlike Hebron or
Nablus, which have a strong and resilient
industrial sector, Ramallah’s economy is ser-
vice-oriented and dependent on wages. With
movement restrictions in place, local tou-
rism has come to a halt and the employment
rate has plummeted.

We are 1iving through what [ call a “soft war.”
It’s not just about tanks. It’s the daily pres-
sure exerted by settlers, backed by the army,

who target fields, students, and the elderly. Oc-
cupation is when you're prevented from having
aspirations, from dreaming, or from doing good
for your country. Today, Isracli soldiers invaded
downtown Ramallah (the Qasaba movie thea-
ter) in broad daylight, right under the noses of
the Palestinian police, who were ordered not to
intervene or confront the Israeli army so as not
to give it a pretext to commit massacres similar
to those in Gaza

Given this paralysis of political authority, what
role does the municipality play?

The Palestinian Authority is weakened and
lacks financial resources; it can no longer sup-
port us. The municipality therefore finds itself
on the front lines, facing the restrictions im-
posed by the occupying forces and the growing
demands of residents. My strategy is simple:
must continue to promote a culture of life and
hope. We have also adapted our crisis manage-
ment.

For example, we are actively supporting mi-
cro-enterprises and SMEs ]:)y redueing their
municipal taxes by 50% to help them survive.
We have also established an “innovation hub.”
Originaﬂy intended for entreprencurs, I've
opened it up to students so they have a safe en-
vironment, an air-conditioned space, and a fast
internet connection to enable them to conti-
nue their studies and develop their innovative
ideas and projects, because education and sup-
port for innovation are our top prioritics, in
addition to providing traditional municipal
services.

You place a central focus on youth. How do
you involve them in decision-making?

65% of our popuiation is under 40. If we offer
them nothing, they will be driven to tragedy.
So I created a Municipal Youth Council. A
concrete example of their influence: in 2022, [
wanted to build a business center for the pri-
vate sector. At a public meeting, a 22-year-old
student ehaﬂenged me: “Why are you spending
$1.2 million on 22% of the population? We want a
collaborative workspace, a place to think and inno-
vate.” Today, we have the region’s first munici-
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pal innovation hub. Another example: when
the municipality of Ramallah developed the
sports village project—which is also the firsc of
its kind in the West Bank and was inaugurated
last November—young people asked me for a

17

“padel™ court rather than a tennis court. I liste-
ned to them, and the court is in constant use
24 hours a day. My success over the past four
years stems from the fact that I've been able to
listen to the right people and involve the local

community in decision-making

International solidarity seems to be a crucial
driver of Ramallah’s resilience. Can you tell us
about your partncrships?

Absolutely. We maintain relationships with
dozens of cities around the world. Over the
past few years, we've succeeded in establishing
strong and fruitful partnerships based on mu-
tual respect and the common interest of all.
Our ties with French cities, for example, are
among the strongest, particularly with Bor-
deaux and Toulouse. They've provided us with
technical and financial support for vital in-
frastructure projects. Ramallah is the only city
in Palestine fully connected to a sewer system,
without septic tanks. Istanbul has also helped
us by installing solar panels on our Palace of
Culture, which allows us to operate at no en-
Crgy Cost.

We are also working with Barcelona, which
has created a virtual “11th District” dedicated
to solidarity with us. The “District 11” project
is a one-of-a-kind so]idarity initiative created
by the city of Barcelona to support Ramallah.
While the city of Barcelona is physically com-
posed of 10 districts, Catalan authorities de-
cided to symbolically create this eleventh vir-
tual district dedicated to justice and support
for Palestine. This solidarity project has the
following objectives:

« Funding an environmental laboratory:
Thanks to this commitment, Ramallah
has received a grant of 350,000 ecuros.

THE RAMALLAH YOUTH CITY COUNCIL

The Ramallah Youth City Council operates on the principles of par-
ticipatory democracy and social resilience. Here’s how it’s organized
in practice:

A structure modeled after the city council: The Youth Council draws
inspiration from the traditional city council (the “senior” council).
It enables the direct involvement of young people, who make up the
largest segment of society (65% of the population is under 40). The goal
is to put young people “in charge” ) they can take ownership of their
own needs and projects. This active listening has tangible effects on
municipal decisions, particularly on the following issues:

«  Changes to infrastructure projects: Following input from young
people at public meetings, the mayor scrapped a $1.2 million bu-
siness center project to create a collaborative municipal innova-
tion hub.

«  Upgrades to sports facilities: At the request of young people, the
municipality replaced the tennis courts with padel courts, which
are now used nearly 24 hours a day.

« Access to city resources: The municipality opens its facilities for
Youth Council activities, including the public library, parks,
cultural centers, community centers, and the theater. These ve-
nues are used to screen films and broadcast messages promoting

“a culture of life and hope.”

+  International and Digital Cooperation: The Youth Council (or
Children’s Council) stays connected to the world through weekly
Zoom calls with youth councils from other partner cities, particu-
larly in the United Kingdom and France. Young council members
also actively use social media platforms like TikTok to commu-
nicate.

In short, this council helps turn young people’s “crazy ideas” into
concrete projects, while strengthening their sense of belonging and res-
ponsibility toward their city.

This funding is earmarked for the crea-
tion of an environmental laboratory lo-
cated in Area C-

1. Padel is p]ayed by four peop]c on a court that is a combination of a tennis court and a squash court. However,
it offers more possibilitics than either of those two sports, since the court can be either outdoors or indoors.

2. Area C is an administrative division of the West Bank, in Palestine, that is entirely under Israeli occupation.
It was defined by the 1995 Oslo 1T Accord and accounts for 61 to 62 percent of the West Bank’s territory.

Ramallah: resilience thnmgh a culture u_/']l:/'e
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THE RAMALLAH MUNICIPAL
INNOVATION HUB

Established about two years ago, this hub is the fust of
its kind in the region  to be managed directly by a mu-

nicipality. Its

operations are based on  several pillars:

A collaborative and secure workspace: originally designed
for entrepreneurs, the mayor decided to open the Hub to
students in order to provide them with a safe, welcoming,
and comfortable space. It features high-speed internet ac-
cess, which is essential for young people to continue their
studies while public schools are closed due to the crisis.

An entrepreneurship incubator: The Hub is a space for reﬂec—
tion and action where hackathons and “pitch” days are organized.
These events allow young entrepreneurs to present their startup
ideas to local investors. The goal is to serve as a “suggestion box”
for innovative projects, such as those related to “smart cities.”

A talent pool for the city: The municipality directly incorporates
the Hub’s expertise into its own projects. For example, a young wo-
man who is a member of the Hub became the digital designer for
the city’s social media page and created the sports village’s website.

The Hub fulflls a major political and social function: it helps
maintain the constructive engagement of young people (who
make up 65% of the population). It is a tool for social resilience.

108

. ucation and connection to the land: This
Educat d tion to the land: Th
laboratory allows students to study ve-
getation, the history of plants, and soil
composition. The goal is to strengthen
young people’s sense of commitment, de-
dication, and love for their city and their

land.

*  Resilience Strategy: This project is a form
of constructive response to the occupa-
tion. By raising young people’s awareness
of their own land, the municipality secks
to preserve the territory and maintain a
strong connection to i, rather than suc-
cumbing to senseless violence.

You often Cmphasize that you want to “live
for Palestine” rather than “die for it.” What
meaning do you actribute to this form of re-
sistance?

The simple fact of existing on this land is the
most powerful form of resistance. I refuse
to let Ramallah become a refugee camp or
a field of ruins like Gaza. I want my city to
be clean, full of flowers, with public spaces
where families can sit and read. We're offe-
ring free Wi-Fi in parks so people can show
the world their resilience in real time.

As a Palestinian Christian, I also feel a sense
of mission to promote inclusivity. Ramal-
lah is a city where 60% of the city council is
Christian, but it is a city for everyone—inclu-
sive and optimistic. We are the descendants
of Christ on this land; we have been here for
2,000 years, and we are not going anywhere.

What message would you like to convey to
the world, and what is your vision for the
future despite the gloomy news?

Palestinians are among the most educated
peoples in the world; our literacy rate is 99%,
one of the highest after Canada’s. We are not
an uneducated people; we have scientists,
doctors, and engineers at the world’s leading
universities. I continue to believe in a better
future, because God is just.

The occupation comes at a price, but inde-
pendence comes at an even higher one. My
duty is to keep our cause alive through qua-
lity services, culture, and education. Next
year, we will celebrate the 100th anniversary
of Ramallah’s first Scout troop. This shows
who we are: a people who love life and who
will continue to fight through excellence and
resilience.
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Alba de la Cal is an independent researcher and activist in the kﬁeld of social economy,
currently engaged in research, communications, and policy work at the European Fec[Z—
ration of Ethical and Alternative Banks and Financial Institutions (FEBEA). Aﬁer com-
pleting her graduate studies in economics in Madrid, she was first employed by FIARE,
a Spanish ethical finance institution, in its youth advocacy group before joining FEBEA.
At the GSEF meeting in Bordeaux, she participated in the group of youth delegates tasked
with preparing the “youth declaration.”

THE SOCIAL ECONOMY AND ETHICAL
FINANCE: A LEVER OF CHANGE
FOR YOUNG PEOPLE

INTERVIEW WITH ALBA DE LA CAL

By Dominique Bénard

*NEF=

Membership Directory of the European Federation of Ethical and Alternative Finance and Banking (FEBEA)
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Could you tell us about your career path?
How did a recent graduatc in philosophy
and political economy end up working in
the ethical finance sector today?

First of all, thank you for giving me this
opportunity to share my story. My jour-
ney began with a desire to find structures
that were more meaningful than those of-
fered by the traditional business world.
After studying philosophy and political
cconomy, I realized that traditional po-
litical paths were too closely tied to an
economic system I no longer believed in.

It all began for me in Madrid. There, I
joined the School of Activism and the
Social Economy, where I was able to par-
ticipate in a project funded by several so-
cial economy organizations. At the time,
I knew very little about this sector, burt
thanks to that work, I was able to study
it in depth across various fields. That’s
where 1 discovered FIARE, a Spanish
ethical finance institution. I was imme-
diately drawn to this pillar of the social
cconomy, as it struck me as one of the few
concrete alternatives I could contribute
to and truly believe in.

I think my generation is very much driven
by a kind of moral ambition: we want our
work to align with our values. So I joined
FIARE’s youth advocacy group, and the
more | participated in their informatio-
nal sessions, the more involved I became.
Eventually, FEBEA (the European Federa-
tion of Ethical Banks), where I currently
work, sent a job offer through this youth
network. I was hired, first as an intern,
and then I was offered a contract a few
months ago. My journey into ethical fi-
nance has been short but intense: I began
taking a serious interest in the social eco-
nomy at the end of the year, and by the
following May, I was already working at
FEBEA.

SSE, closing ceremony. Photo : Thomas Sanson.

At FEBEA, what are your main responsibi-
lities, and what issues are you Working on?

My work is multifaceted. 1 mainly focus on
public policy, and more specifically on hou-
sing—a topic that resonates with me perso-
nally as a young person, since the housing
crisis is hitting my generation particularly
hard. At the same time, I work on communi-
cations. The goal is to create new, more com-
pelling narratives to explain to the general
public what ethical finance is and why it is
absolutely crucial for the development of the
social economy.

You recently participated in the GSEF (Glo-
bal Social Economy Forum) in Bordeaux,
notably as part of the youth delegation.
What role did you play at this international
event?

The GSEF is an impressive organization, al-
though, to be honest, the on-site organiza-
tion wasn’t always optimal. I attended with
Cooperatives Europe, a Belgian delegation of
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We fe It thar youngpeople involved in the social economy,

by doing so-

mething purely

artistic, we ris-

ked losing what

little credibi-
lity we had as
young people.

as part Of an Erasmus program.

At first, our role wasn’t very clearly defined.
The organizers wanted the young people to
promote the social economy, but the me-
thod they proposed was surprising. We were
divided into language groups. Since I speak
Spanish, I joined that group, which included

So we took people from France, Latin America, and va-

matters into

our own hands

i
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rious African countries. We were then asked
to participate in a workshop to present a
“youth declaration” that we had never read,

a”d turned and the organizers wanted us to do so in an

that workshop
nto an intense
brainstormin

session led by

artistic way—through a song or a poem.

We all refused. We were about to speak in
front of 10,000 peopie—expcrts, poiiticai
leaders, and police officers. We felt chat by
doing something purely artistic, we risked
losing what little credibility we already had
as young people. So we took matters into our
own hands and turned that workshop into
an intense brainstorming session led by our-
selves. We spent hours organizing our ideas,
connecting them to the official declaration
while incorporating our on-the-ground rea-
lities, because the social economy does not
take the same forms or address the same
challenges in Latin America, Africa, or Eu-
rope. From this collective effort emerged a
declaration that we delivered during the fi-
nal plenary session

This speech addressed powerful themes such
as dignity, fundamental rights, and social
justice. Were these your own ideas, or were
they based on the provided declaration?

It was a mix. These concepts were present in
the initial declaration, but it was very brief
and general. It covered our demands, but it
was difficule to say something impactful in
just one minute on such broad topics. So we
used that text as a foundation to craft a more
speciﬁc message rooted in our respective ex-
periences.

The co-leaders of the GSEF’s Jeun’ESS Hub. From left to right:
Ndoumbé Pouye, Fabrice Balou.

Was it difficult to collaborate with young
people from such different cultures and

backgrounds?

Not at all. On the contrary, we were all ex-
tremely determined to share a strong po-
litical message. The real challenge wasn’t
cooperation—since everyone was very well
prepared—Dbut rather prioritizing our ideas.
We had very little speaking time—about one
or two minutes per person—and we had to
bring together very diverse backgrounds.

For example, T brought a European pers-
pective focused on ethical finance, while
another member of the group came from
Colombia with a background in volunteer
work and international cooperation. Our
biggest challenge was successfully merging
these perspectives to produce a substantive
speech capable of capturing the audience’s
attention.

What do you take away from this internatio-
nal experience? What lessons do you draw
from it for the future?
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Aurore Prévot, Berenice Alcade, Laurie Bouregois, Sohee Eom,
Closing ceremony. Photo : GSEF.

The main lesson is the incredible Vitality of
the international network of young people
engaged in the social economy. Secing so
many young people who are prepared and
leading projects and cooperatives on every
continent gives a lot of hope for the future.

[ also discovered that leaders in the social
cconomy are truly willing to listen. After our
speech, many people approached us to say
they’'d been moved by our words. We made
it clear to them that we didn’t want to be
merely “tokenized”—that is, to be there just
to have young people in a photo—but that
we wanted to be an integral part of the or-
ganization and hold decision-making posi-
tions. Their response was very encouraging:
“Of course, let’s collaborate!” Today, I have
a strong international network with which
[ stay in touch and collaborate, particularly
through webinars.

In a world marked by international tensions
and a questioning of solidarity, what role do
you think the social and solidarity economy

(SSE) can play?

It’s a complex question, but I'm convinced
that the social economy—and, even more so,
the solidarity economy—has a structural role
to play in transforming the world order. As
it grows, it can foster greater solidarity—one
capable of prioritizing values that prevent
conflicts and positively transform our socie-
ties.

However, we're not there yet. The social eco-
nomy is strong, but it still lacks autonomy.
That is precisely why I work in ethical fi-
nance: to help the sector become autono-
mous and independent. Undil it is fully au-
tonomous, it will not be able to realize its
full potential as a pillar of resilience in the
face of today’s global uncertainties and the
challenges of capitalism. We must coordinate
our efforts, build strong international ties,
and invest heavily in the social economy’s in-
frastructure and value chains.

Beyond the political aspect, the social eco-
nomy also offers alternative ways of wor-
king. Is this an important aspect for your
generation?

Absolutely.  Working in  this sector is
life-changing. Personally, I find it offers in-
credible flexibility for balancing my personal
and professional lives. Working conditions
are good because they're based on respect
and solidarity.

Unlike the traditional system, where people
can fall victim to harassment or mistreat-
ment, social economy structures—such as
cooperatives—enable collective decision-ma-
king where everyone is listened to and res-
pected. It’s a revolution in the way we think
about work, and it’s one of the main reasons
we believe in this system.

You're from Spain, a country where the so-
cial economy seems very dynamic. Would
you agree with that impression?

Yes, Spain is one of the European countries
where the social economy is most developed.
We have very strong networks in key sec-
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The main
takeaway is the
extraordinary
vitality of the
international
network of
young people
involved in

the social eco-
nomy. Seeing
SO many young
people who are
well-prepared
and leading
projects and
cooperatives on
every continent
gives us great
hope for the

future.
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¢ pillars of eco-
nomic sovereignty
_qobet 2025 are well established
: there, even though we
still lack a more ro-
bust legal framework.
Among my circle of
friends, it has beco-
me common to know
people who work in
cooperatives or social
economy organiza-
tions.

In practical terms,
how does your advo-
cacy work play out
on a day-to-day basis?
Do you lobby institu-
tions?

Yes, you could say it’s
a form of “positive
10bbying.” At FE-
BEA, we produce po-
licy briefs and engage
with Members of the
European Parliament
and committees to
promote cthical fi-
nancing solutions.

The challenge is to
ensure that European Union laws stren-
gthen the social economy by drawing on
ethical finance. It’s a delicate task be-
cause cach region has different needs that
must be successfully reconciled at the Eu-
ropean level. We're also Working to create
our own narrative so we don’t have to rely
on frameworks imposed by big banks or
organizations outside the social economy.
We're also pushing for intergenerational
renewal within ethical finance organiza-
tions.

In closing, what message would you like
to share with our readers?

I'd tell them: never stop talking about the so-
cial economy with the people around you. So-
metimes our friends roll their eyes when we
bring up the subject for the hundredth time,
but that’s how ideas spread and gain trac-
tion. We need to show people that another
system exists and that it’s already working.
If we can make these concepts “mainstream,”
we'll have much more clout to transform so-
ciety. So let’s keep spreading this message!
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Born on December 9, 1986, in Toulepleu, Fabrice Adelph Balou is a young, visionary lea-
der committed to promoting peace, social cohesion, and sustainable development. With
a high school diploma in the D track, he began his career in zo1z during the post—conﬂict
period as a volunteer with the Red Cross of Cote d’lvoire, providing aic;g and assistance to
displaced persons and war victims in the Toulépleu department, his hometown. He is the
co-founder and CEO of the inclusive social enterprise Abewe, and also serves as co-leader
of the youth division of the Global Social Economy Forum (GSEF).

THE SOCIAL AND SOLIDARITY
ECONOMY: A PATH TO EMPOWERMENT
FOR IVORIAN AND AFRICAN YOUTH

INTERVIEW WITH FABRICE ADELPH BALOU
By Michel Tissier

Merem Tahar, Special Youth Envoy to the President of the 15th United Nations Convention to Combat Desertification, Statement on
Lasting Peace. Photo : Thomas Sanson.
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nomy.

ould you introduce yourself and
outline the key milestones of
your professional career?

My name is Fabrice Adeiph Ba-

lou. T am the co-founder and
CEO of the inclusive social enterprise Abew,
and [ also serve as co-leader of the youth di-
vision of the Global Social Economy Forum
(GSEF). My carcer began in the humanita-
rian sector, where I served as a volunteer with
the Red Cross from 2011 to 2012. Afterward,
I worked for the Danish Refugee Council
(DRQ), first as an intern and then in the pro-
tection department. It was during our huma-
nitarian operations in western Cote d’Ivoire
that we identified gaps in the programs of the
European Union and USAID. Together with
friends who were also involved in humanita-
rian work, we decided to create a youth piat—
form to support local initiatives and promote
the social and solidarity economy as a tool for
sustainable peace and social cohesion.

How did that initial platform evolve into the
social enterprise Abew that you lead today?

At first, we operated as a platform for youth
organizations. The turning point came in
20202021, during the COVID-19 pandemic.
Thanks to funding from COICA (the Korean
cooperation agency), secured while the GSEF
headquarters was still in Seoul, we proposed a
solution to mitigate the impact of the health
crisis on economic actors. It was a tool for

connecting producers and buyers, successful-
ly deployed in western Cote d’Ivoire. In res-
ponse to the enthusiasm it generated—and to
ensure the initiative’s sustainability after the
funding ended—we structured Abewe’s bu-
siness model. The name “Abewe” means “to
bring together” or “to unite” in the local Ivo-
rian language.

What cxact]y are Abewe’s current missions
and activities?

Abewe aims to support youth employability
through an incubator specializing in the so-
cial and solidarity economy (SSE). We sup-
port social entrepreneurs, youth cooperatives,
and small-scale producers. Our support goes
beyond simple training or project structuring,
We help these young people access the market
by promoting their products on our platform,
as this is often a major obstacle for them. We
also work on social finance by mobiiizing im-
pact investors to help these businesses grow.
In addition to incubation, we develop soli-
darity—based tourism activities and organize,
every two years, the Forum for Young Leaders
in the Social and Solidarity Economy.

How do you view the current youth employ-
ment situation in Cote d’Ivoire?

The situation is gradually improving thanks to
the structural programs implemented by the
government and non-state actors. However,
a iargc portion of economic activity remains
rooted in the informal sector. It is precisely
for this reason that we turned to the social
and solidarity economy (SSE). We’ve observed
on the ground that young entrepreneurs face
significant challenges, particularly the lack of
an appropriate legal framework and a burden-
some tax system that prevents many organiza-
tions from surviving bcyond three years. Our
role is to help them formalize their projects so
they can present them to funders and to advo-
cate for a more favorable environment.

What is the current status of the ]cgislativc
framework for the SSE in Cote d’'Ivoire?
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At first, collaboration with central authorities
was difficult because they remained focused
on macroeconomic indicators and did not re-
cognize the concrete impact of the SSE. We
had to persevere, mobilize local governments,
and leverage the influence of our internatio-
nal networks to bring about change. Today, a
draft law on the social and solidarity economy
has been approved by the Council of Minis-
ters and received unanimous approval from
the Social Affairs Committee of the National
Assembly. We are now awaiting the imple-
menting decrees that will ﬁnal]y allow SSE
actors to be officially recognized and better

supported.

You organize the Forum for Young Leaders
of the Social and Solidarity Economy. Can
you explain the origins and evolution of this
event?

The first edition took place in Grand-Bas-
sam in 2021. The idea was to create a space
for young people to express themselves and to
explore partnerships with local governments,
which are closest to the people. Thanks to
the support of the International Association
of Francophone Regions (AIRF), based in
Lyon, the forum quickly took on an interna-
tional dimension with the participation of
young people from Mauritania, Benin, Togo,
and Mali. The second edition was held in Ya-
moussoukro in 2024 and marked a significant
expansion: we went from 200 to 400 partici-
pants, coming from eight countries and three
different continents. Forty percent of the par-
ticipants were young women.

Could you give us some concrete examples of
social enterprises led by young people?

Of course. One example that comes to mind
is Roboloto in Togo, a finalist at the Yamous-
soukro forum. This company repurposes plas-
tic waste to make school backpacks equipped
with solar power systems. This allows child-
ren in rural areas without Clectricity to study
at night thanks to the light provided by their
backpacks. Another great example is Mayam,

an organization led by young women in wes-
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Leaders in the Social and Solidarity Economy

tern Cote d'Ivoire. They organize rural women
into a cooperative to transform local cocoa
into organic chocolate. The profits are then
reinvested to send these women’s children to
school. Finally, in Burkina Faso, we support
the Miel d'Afrique cooperative, which specia-
lizes in beckeeping.

How does the selection process work for the
projects you support at your forums?

We issue calls for projects before cach forum
to identify and map out youth initiatives. At
the last forum, we received 288 projects. A
scientific committee reviews them to deter-
mine whether they meet the criteria of the
Social and Solidarity Economy (SSE). We se-
lected 40 projects to be featured in our “initia-
tive booklet,” a strategic document we use to
advocate with decision-makers. Among them,
six finalist projects (four from Cote d’Ivoire
and two from abroad) participate in a pitch
competition before a jury of experts and mi-
nistry representatives. The three winners then
receive enhanced support and, in some cases,

TII(’ social Lﬂ‘ld solidarity cconomy: a path to cm()w(’rnwntﬁ)r Tvorian and African youth
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The next edition of the Young Leaders Forum
will be held in Cote d'Ivoire from October
28 to 30, 2027. Our ambition is to support
the implementation of the new Social and
Solidarity Economy (SSE) law so that it ge-
nerates concrete opportunities, particularly
by facilitating young people’s access to public
procurement. We want to make this forum a
leading continental event. Today, the youth
movement is well-organized, influential, and
firmly focused on social impact.

My goal is to ensure the long-term sustainabi-
lity of this initiative so that every young per-
son with a project can find the support nee-

Participantes du Forum. Photo : GSEF.

ded to transform their community.
assistance to participate in international
events such as the GSEF in Bordeaux.

You also play an important role at the
international level through the GSEF’s
youth division. What does this mission en-
tail?

Historically, there was no space within
the GSEF specifically dedicated to young
people. Following the momentum gene-
rated in Grand-Bassam, we advocated at
the 2023 General Asscmbly in Dakar for
the creation of a youth division. This pro-
posal was approved by all members, and 1
was chosen to lead this process.

Today, this division is up and running; it
helps recognize the role of young people
and facilitates their gradual integration
into global political dialogue forums.
For me, this commitment is a civic one:
I wanted to make a difference in my own
country. It has allowed me to travel the
world—from South Korea to Morocco,
via Bordeaux—and to collaborate dircctly
with ministers and international parctners
such as the European Union.
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When he talks about young people, Michel Seyrat knows what he’s ralking abour. A gra-
duate of the agrégation in literature, he taught in the Berry region, in Ales, and in Nice at  F9
the Lycée Thierry Maulnier. He also served as national leader of the older age group of the
Scouts de France and as deputy general commissioner of the movement. He is a founding
member and an elected member of the executive committee of Approches Coopératives, to
which he contributes regularly. He is a recognized author of children’s books and detective
novels. Here, he responds to the GSEF’s International Youth Declaration.

YOUNG PEOPLE AT THE WORLD FORUM
ON THE SOCIAL AND SOLIDARITY
ECONOMY

BY MICHEL SEYRAT
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International Youth Declaration on the Social and Solidarity Economy, Closing Ceremony. Photo : GSEF.
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OT everyone

The firse is that “young people” also use the

omewhat conventional and solemn language
characteristic of this type of declaration. One
might well forgive them, given their “youth,”
for using more direct 1anguage, which would
give the statement greater impact.

The second raises the question of why chis
q y
was organized as a gathering “among young
people” rather than an open event for all ages.
For, as we can see, they certainly have a lot to
) , they y

say!

This international youth declaration on the
Social and Solidarity Economy (SSE) at the
World Forum on the Social and Solidarity
Economy in Bordeaux in 2025 highlights six
major areas.

LIVING

Young people emphasize the conditions for a
dignified life guaranteed by law and protected
by social justice everywhere and for everyone.
Achieving this requires an ongoing commit-
ment from leaders and citizens to build a so-
ciety that recognizes every citizen as equal.
“The Social and Solidarity Economy demons-
trates that it is possible to place social justice
at the heart of public policies by recognizing
the value of care, solidarity, and sharing.”

They recommend strengthening legislation
that guarantees universal social protection
and a tax system that ensures equitable redis-
tribution. They call for support for local ini-
tiatives, the assurance of gender equality, and
the facilitation of youth participation in the
development and implementation of public
policies.

WORK

To ensure that work is fulfilling and gua-
rantees a healthy life and economic empower-
ment, young people emphasize the impor-
tance of the social and solidarity economy
(SSE) model through cooperation and collec-
tive responsibiiity. They therefore recommend
that it be financially supported, guided, and
fully recognized. They call for more training

in social and cooperative entrepreneurship.

LEARNING

“The SSE teaches us that knowledge is meant
to be shared, that cooperation can be learned,
and that culture can be a driving force for
transformation.” Young people want spaces
where they can experiment, create, and de-
bate in order to develop solutions for the
future, empowering everyone to understand
and act freely and consciously.

They recommend that the values and practices
of the SSE be deepiy integrated into educatio-
nal settings at all levels: forms of non-formal
learning, spaces for social innovation, coo-
peration between schools and organizations,
and the promotion of all forms of the arts.

PROTECT

This involves “protecting life: ecoiogy, terri-
tories, climate, and biodiversity.” The SSE is
generally frugal, protective of life, respectful
of local cultures, and a catalyst for community
solidarity.

To this end, “young people” advocate suppor-
ting agroecology, food sovereignty, and short
supp]y chains; preserving marine and river
ecosystems; managing water as a common
good; and broadly involving young people in

this commitment.

It is by encouraging cooperation among all
local initiatives and promoting a circular eco-
nomy that we will protect the Earth, our uni-
versal common good.
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GET INVOLVED

As “the Social and Solidarity Economy teaches
that everyone can be an agent of change and
that shared governance is the key to more just
and inclusive societies,” young people want to
be fuﬂy involved in the governance of regions,
institutions, and organizations.

To this end, they want every organization to
create forums for youth participation, for ci-
tizenship education to be Widcspread, and for
youth organizations to be recognized as essen-
tial political actors. Finally, they emphasize
transparency and freedom of information as
prerequisites for responsible citizenship.

BUILDING PEACE

Extensive consideration is given to peacebuil-
ding “through solidarity, culture, and coope-
ration... Peace is established when everyone
can live, get involved, and thrive within their
community.” This is greatly facilitated by the
Social and Solidarity Economy (SSE).

Young people therefore recommend that so-
ciety as a whole develop local communities
to prevent forced migration, expand all pro-
grams that foster cooperation, and “promote
youth as actors in citizen diplomacy and inter-
cultural mediation.”

The young people at the forum emphasize
that “mobility must be a right, not a privile-
ge.” Peace is strengthened when people can
move freely, be welcomed with dignity, and
forge bonds between peoples based on good-

will and reciprocity.

The youth declaration concludes with a call
“to governments, institutions, communities, and
social and solidarity economy (SSE) actors to ful-
ly recognize youth as a force for transformation
capable of prioritizing cooperation and solidarity
to address the major social, economic, and envi-
ronmental challenges of our time.”

In summarizing this beautiful text, the au-
thor of this summary shared in its enthu-
siasm but also watched in astonishment as
leading political figures trampled underfoot
all the efforts made over the past half-cen-
tury to bring peace to the world through or-
ganized and deliberate cooperation. And he
took comfort in hearing “the young people”
at the World Forum on the Social and Soli-
darity Economy declare with conviction: “All
over the world, we are already at work.”

Approches Coopératives #28, Spring 2026. “GSEF: The Global Forum on the Social and Solidaricy Economy”
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Michel Tissier, a retiree, lives in Calviac in the Perlgord reglon During his rofesswna
career, he worked successwely in adult education for immigrants as part of public em-
ployment pohcws as a union representative with the CFDT and the ANPE, and ﬁna

in the ﬁeld of corporate social responsibility. Since retiring, he has taken on the role of
executive secretary of the International Network for a Human Economy. He has thus
been involved with the social and solldarlty economy throughout his life. He is a member
of the editorial board of *Approches coopératives*.

TOWARD A CROSS-FERTILIZATION
BETWEEN THE SOCIAL AND SOLIDARITY
ECONOMY AND THE HUMAN ECONOMY

BY MICHEL TISSIER

Photo of Mostafa (Mfnctn) on Unsplash
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s the Bordeaux forum de-
monstrated, the Social and
Solidarity Economy enjoys
significant recognition. It has
ocal, national, and interna-
tional institutions, and is the subject of na-
tional legislation and international conven-
tions. It is a field of academic research. The
same cannot be said of the human economy.
While the term is sometimes used, it takes on
different meanings and does not constitute a
school of thought or a structured movement.

The International Network for a Human
Economy (RIEH) has its roots in the life and
work of Louis-Joseph Lebret, a Dominican
friar, cconomist, and sociologist (1897-1966).
He was the founder of Economie et Huma-
nisme. He was one of the drafters of the en-
cyclical  Populorum Progressio. He inspired
and guided several countries in launching
their development policies during the era
of independence (Lebanon, Senegal, Niger,
Colombia, Brazil, Uruguay). The members
of RIEH—some fifty organizations in Latin
America, Africa, South Asia, the Middle
East, and Europe—carry out initiatives ins-
pired by human economy, thereby helping
to give this approach its dynamic substance.
Several of these initiatives were featured in
issue 26 of Approches coopératives.

HumMmaAN ECONOMY: WHAT ARE WE
TALKING ABOUT?

According to this approach, the economy is
not limited to what is commonly referred to
as the economy (that 1s, the organization of
production, consumption, and the exchange
of goods and services). It is, more broadly,
the way society organizes itself to meet hu-
man needs. In other words, it is a form of
policy, but not in the sense of the conditions
under which power is exercised in society.
This is not merely a mactter of definition. It
is a fundamental orientation: the refusal to
treat the economy as a specific field of action
and discipline, independent of the life of so-
ciety and the other human sciences.

A critique of the very concept of homo eco- La Création d(,

nomicus. According to the first part of the
emblematic formula, the human econom
aims at “the whole person and all people” or the
definition of development as the transition
from a less human situation to a more human
one. We can also speak of a person-centered
cconomy. Or even an economy of needs or an
cconomy of the common good.

The key point is that the creation of mone-
tary wealth is not an end in itself, much less
a sacrosanct goal. The goal is to grow in hu-
manity—each person, each society, and all of
humanity—by taking into account the two
meanings of the term “humanity™ the col-
lective of all human beings, and that which
constitutes the dignity of human beings and
all living things, which gives meaning to the
human journey linked to the journey of all

life.

The second part of the phrase—“all people”—
is to be understood both as the recognition
of the equal dignity of everyone—the foun-
dation of equal rights and solidarity—and
as the sharing of the power to act by eve-
ryone—the foundation of democracy. The
two are linked.

Every member of our diverse societies and

of our shared hum:mity must both have their
rights recognized and recognize the rights
of others. And what is true for individuals
is also true for organizations: civil society
organizations, €conomic actors, and public
authorities.

THE SOCIAL AND SOLIDARITY ECO-
NOMY: WHAT ARE WE TALKING
ABOUT?

I quote Timothée Duverger here. The social
and solidarity economy “is generally defined
either by its principles (the primacy of people and
social and environmental objecrives over capital,
reinvestment of most profits back into the bu-
siness, democratic or participatory governance,
voluntary cooperation, and solidarity) or by its
legal status or forms of organization (coopera-
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La Cité Bleue, the Bordeaux GSEF2025 Youth Headquarters. Photo : GSEF.
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tives, mutuals, associations, foundations, social
enterprises, self-help groups, etc.).”

This distinction between principles and le-
gal status is essential, because the connec-
tion between the social and solidarity eco-
nomy and the human economy lies at the
level of principles and not legal status—if
only because the human economy is not de-
fined by the legal status of the enterprises
that refer to it.

It should also be noted that defining the
SSE in terms of legal status is highly im-
precise, especially at the international level.
The English term, in fact, is “Social Eco-
nomy.” According to Timothée Duverger,
the addition of the term “solidaricy” dates

Approchcs Coop("mtivcs n°28 printemps 2026.

back to the year 2000, to account for en-
terprises in certain European countries
that combine social integration activities
with community—based services. In the An-
glo-Saxon world, he highlights the third
sector, nonprofit organizations, and social
business. And above all, the “popular eco-
nomy”—rooted in Latin America but exten-
ding widely into Africa and Asia—which
consists of economic activities carried out
by grassroots (or community-based) groups
aimed at meeting the basic needs of the po-
pulation, within what is often referred to as
the informal economy.

This diversity argues for giving priority to
principles over legal status, while adding,
however, that the goal here is not merely to
proclaim principles but to implement them
in economic action.

COMPLEMENTARY APPROACHES

Since the SSE does not claim to be a sepa-
rate sector but rather a network of actors
working to restore the economy to its foun-
dations, its vision is the same as that of the
human economy.

It is a vision of what we are striving toward,
which means we are not there yet—there
is always room for progress. This scope for
progress may be greater for some businesses
than for others. But no business can claim
to be 100% part of the SSE. And disputes
over authenticity have no place here.

In this approach, the social and solidarity
cconomy is neither a fortress to be defended
nor a sector that needs to be expanded. It is
a movement in which all businesses are in-
vited to participate, regardless of their legal
status.

It therefore makes lictle sense to try to
quantify its share in terms of revenue or
jobs. What we need to measure instead—
and this is no casy task—is how companies
contribute, for example, to achieving the
UN'’s Sustainable Development Goals or to
improving the Human Development Index.

"GSEF : I(’f()rum mondial de I'"économie sociale et solidaire"



By formally incorporating these principles
into their mission statements, SSE enter-
prises play a decisive role in identifying what
is possible and what is very difficulc—or even
impossible—as well as determining which
structural changes are needed and pinpoin-
ting the opportunities and obstacles.

One consequence of this dynamic approach
to the SSE—as a pioneer in exploring the
changes needed to make the economy increa-
singly people-centered—is the type of call to
action issued following a meeting such as the
Bordeaux Forum. These calls are directed at
public authorities at various levels, from the
local to the international.

Shouldn’t these calls be directed first and
foremost to other economic actors, inviting
them to draw inspiration from the same
principles and offering them cooperation
toward common goals? Calls should also be
made to consumers, encouraging them to
choose goods and services produced on this
basis.

Let’s go even turther: these calls could be di-
rected at the organizations themselves, out-
lining the progress they intend to make to
ensure their practices align with their ambi-
tions.

During the campaign for the municipal elec-
tions in France, it is regrettable that the
demands made have almost exclusively fo-
cused on recognizing the SSE, supporting
it, and providing it with financial resources.
Shouldn’t there also have been a call for an
cconomic policy aimed at the well-being of
all, while respecting planetary boundaries

and the diversity of life?

THE PATHS TO TRANSFORMING THE
EcoNOoMIC ORDER: A SHARED PRO-
JECT OF THE SSE AND THE HUMAN
EcoNOMY

Without attempting a comprehensive syn-
thesis—which  would require in—depth,
long-term, multinational, and multicultural

work—Ilet us mention a few elements, each of
which is barely touched upon in a few lines.

Deﬁning the Purpose of the Economy

This topic was raised at the beginning of
this article in defining the human economy.
One might prefer a different term. The es-
sential point is that the economy is not an
end in itself. Nor can it ignore this purpose
by focusing solely on how it functions. And
this purpose cannot be the accumulation of
financial wealcth. Money is merely a means.

Towards a crossfcrtilizati()n bctwa’n l’l”lf social and solidarity C(‘()H()ﬂ‘ly and l']‘lC human CC()H()THy
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And as the saying goes, it is a poor master but
a good servant.

For the cconomy is also concerned with
means, secking the lowest cost relative to the
desired objective. It is also its responsibi]ity
not to deplete the resources it draws upon—
whether natural or human—and even to en-
sure their renewal.

With a view to extending the principles of
the social and solidarity economy (SSE) to
the entire economy, it is necessary to address
the issue of non—proﬁt status or limited pro-
ficability. Every business legitimately secks to
generate profit margins. The question is what
it does with those margins. There are two gui-
ding principles: the first is to use these mar-
gins to strengthen the enterprise itself; the
second is to compensate each stakeholder ac-
cording to their contribution to the results.

Indicators for ! [easuring Economic Per-

f ormance

This topic has been the subject of numerous
studies and reports, which have put forward
alternative proposals. Yet in the media and
political discourse, GDP remains the sole in-
dicator of the health of a national and global
cconomy, and financial results the sole indica-
tor of a company’s health.

Governance of the Local, National, Conti-
nental, and Global Economy

First and foremost, we must reject the view
that simply allowing cach economic actor
to pursuc its own interests is sufficient to
achieve the common good. But beyond that,
the issue is one of democracy in the conduct
of economic poiicy. The entire population
is affected by economic policy decisions,
and these must be debated, deliberated
upon, and co-constructed with all the so-
cial actors they impact. Yet this co-crea-
tion is most often limited to those with the
greatest wealth.

Dcﬁning the Purposc of a Corpomtion

Making the maximization of sharcholder
profit the sole purpose of a corporation is a
dogma that poorly conceals its true purpo-
se: protecting the interests of the wealthiest.
[t remains astonishing that such a principle
could have taken hold in democratic coun-
tries.

That this ideological choice has hijacked the
term “liberalism” constitutes a distortion
of vocabulary worthy of Orwell. The true
champions of entreprencurial freedom are
the actors in the social and solidarity eco-
nomy and all those who create goods and
services that improve quality of life while
developing their own business models. Just
as civil 1ibcrty is exercised by recognizing
the equal dignity of all the people with
whom each individual interacts, the free-
dom to engage in enterprise is exercised by
taking into account the interests and expec-
tations of all its stakeholders.

The work carried out within the framework
of Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR)—
provided it is not merely a marketing and
communication tool—thus achieves its full
potential.

Moreover, it is noteworthy that SSE enter-
prises, often built by empowering one of
their stakeholders, also make it their mis-
sion to take others into account.
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Corporate Governance

In line with the very definition of a company,
governance must include the company’s key
stakeholders. This is what many SSE organi-
zations do by establishing multiple gover-
ning bodies.

One might, however, question whether a
principle often applied in SSE enterprises—
namely, “one person, one vote”—can be gene-
ralized to all companies . This rule of political
democracy is undoubtedly not immediately
applicable across the entire economic sphere.
Rather, it is the balance among the various
stakeholders that is at stake. This balance
must be sought through dialogue and nego-
tiation among these different stakeholders

The Role of Finance

Finance is not the enemy, but it becomes one
when it becomes an end in itself. The Social
and Solidarity Economy (SSE) is rich in exa-
mples where finance serves production, in-
cluding in the grassroots economy. To say
that the task ahead is immense in ensuring
that finance maintains its proper place wit-
hin the economy as a whole is an understa-
tement.

Work and Working Conditions

It is work that produces the goods and
services that meet the needs of society’s
members; capital is merely a means to that
end. Every enterprise must therefore strive
to ensure that work is productive while res-
pecting the dignity of those who perform it.
This balance must be achieved through dia-

logue and negotiation.

One of the current challenges is taking into
account people’s aspirations to find meaning
in their work while allowing cach individual
to devote time to their other obligations and
aspirations.

The revolution in work-time flexibility has
yet to be led, including within SSE enter-
priscs.

Towards a CT()SS'f(’)‘l’l.ll.Zﬂ['i()n berwecn ['hC social and solidarity (’C()Tl()ﬂ’!y and [I‘l(’ human (’C()Tl()ﬂ’ly
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If the economy aims to harness the labor of P”Oduces the
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jective in itself, and all enterprises have the society's needs’.

purpose of contributing to full employment. cap ital is me-

These, then, are areas of work for a humane rely ameans. ..

cconomy that the social and solidarity eco-
nomy must take on—Dboth for its own sake
and to advance them throughout society as
a whole.
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TOWARD A GLOBAL ORGANIZATION
OF ACTORS IN AN ALTERNATIVE
EcoNnOMY

The Bordeaux Social and Solidarity Eco-
nomy Forum was a major gathering with
over 10,000 participants from 107 countries.
It is heartening to see that such an event was
successfully held even as the world order is
being upended by the offensive of the most
powerful and the wealthiest, who seck to im-
pose the law of the strongest. The Forum also
provided an opportunity for young people
from every continent to work together; they
took the floor to express the kind of wor-
Id they want to live in. This is living proof
that young people are not confined to digital
communities that reinforce each individual’s
sense of belonging to a group in conflict with
all others.

The momentum of the World Social Fo-
rums has waned because they have pro-
ven powerless to provide solutions to the
concrete problems people face and to effec-
tively transform the global economic and po-
litical order.

Yet all citizens who are committed both to
their own countries and to our shared hu-
manity need, now more than ever, to engage
in dialogue to find a common language, to
deliberate on proposals for structural change

in their countries and for the world, and to
take action to ensure that these proposals are
translated into public policies at both levels.

It is therefore very important that such
events take plaee every two years in cities
and countries on every continent.

It is regrettable that the impact of the Bor-
deaux Forum remained limited even in the
host country. This is, of course, due to the
way the media operates. But it may also be
because this event was presented and or-
ganized as one focused on a specific sector
secking to promote and defend its particu-
lar characteristics, rather than as a force for
change in the economy as a whole and the
political order as a whole.

This could serve as a suggestion for future
international GSEF meetings: to bring to-
gether, facilitate discussions, and draft final
declarations not only with the official actors
of the SSE, but with all economic actors who
view humanity in solidarity with all living
things as both the end goal of the economy
(human development) and its means (the de-
velopment of human capacities). Such a pro-
ject could be called the “human economy.”
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Aude Saldana, the GSEF's Secretary General since April 2022, advocates for interna- b, ‘
tional recognition of the central role of the Social and Solidarity Economy (SSE) in
achieving the Sustainable Development Goals. On behalf of the GSEF, she supports
network members in their efforts to collaborate and advocate with local and national
governments, the European Union, international organizations, and United Nations
agencies. ... She coordinates the implementation of the GSEF action plan and trans-
lates the aspirations of both the Presidency and the network’s 86 members into concrete
actions in order to better address current socioeconomic and environmental challenges. ™

THE GSEF: THE SOCIAL AND SOLIDARITY
ECONOMY AT THE HEART OF LOCAL
COMMUNITIES

INTERVIEW WITH AUDE SALDANA, SECRETAIRE GENERALE DU GSEF

GSEF General Assembly, from left to right: Pierre Hurmic, mayor of Bordeaux and co-chair of the GSEF; Stéphane Pfeiffer, deputy
mayor; Aude Saldana, secretary general of the GSEF. Photo : GSEF.
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HO”’I_)). ..

ello, Ms. Saldana. To begin

with, could you describe

the Global Forum for So-

cial and Solidarity Eco-

nomy (GSEF) within the
international SSE ecosystem and explain
what makes its appr()ach unique?

The GSEF (Global Forum for Social and
Solidarity Economy) is an international
organization of local governments and
civil society networks committed to pro-
moting the Social and Solidarity Economy
(SSE) as a means of achieving inclusive and
sustainable local development.

The GSEF was established within an in-
ternational SSE ecosystem that already
included networks such as RIPESS (Inter-
continental Network for the Promotion of
the Social and Solidarity Economy), the
voice of a strong international social mo-
vement, and the International SSE Forum,
created by a network of Belgian, French,
and Canadian mutual entreprencurs. Ci-
ties, networks, and researchers sought to
create an organization whose objective was
to promote a SSE rooted in local commu-
nities.

The GSEF therefore advocates the idea
that systemic change begins at the local le-
vel, based on a partnership between civil
society and the public and private sectors,
with the ambition that the SSE will scale
up and become the norm for tomorrow’s
economy, incorporating collective mana-
gement of the commons. The GSEF pro-
motes various forms of the SSE,; including
social enterprises, cooperatives, founda-
tions, mutual aid societies, and self—help
groups, which prioritize people over pro-
fits.

Our mission is to support inclusive and
sustainable local development that draws
on local knowledge, region-specific re-
sources, and the priority needs of local
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communities. Unlike other networks, we
emphasize the link between local govern-
ments (cities, regions) and SSE actors to
jointly develop supportive public policies.
This emphasis on the role of local govern-
ments is a clear affirmation of their cru-
cial role in governance and in addressing
the major challenges of the 21st century,
whether they involve climate change, so-
cial cohesion, or inequality.

The GSEF brings together 94 members
from 36 countries across five continents,
including one-third local governments
(such as the cities of Dakar, Montreal,
Seoul, Cuenca, Bordeaux, and Zahle, as
well as regions and departments), local
government networks (from Cameroon
to Nepal, South Korea, and France), and
more than 30 civil society actors.

In October 2021, the GSEF General Assem-
bly selected Bordeaux’s bid to assume the
presidency and thus host the headquarters
of its permanent secretariat, previously lo-
cated in Seoul, South Korea.

The city’s bid was supported by four
partner local authorities: the City of Bor-
deaux, Bordeaux Metropole, the Gironde
Department, and the Nouvelle-Aquitaine
Region, in partncrship with the Nou-
velle-Aquitaine Regional Chamber of the
Social and Solidarity Economy (CRESS-
NA), which represents stakeholders and
networks of stakeholders.

The GSEF is chaired by Pierre Hurmic,
mayor of Bordeaux (with Bordeaux Me-
tropole serving as alternate), and co-
chaired by Stéphane Montuzet, president
of CRESS-NA. Since the establishment
of continental co-chairs in 2021, the Nou-
velle-Aquitaine Region has held this posi-
tion for Europe (with the Gironde Depart-
mental Council serving as alternate). The
leadership will be renewed in January 2026.
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EF Members at the General Assemb]y. Photo : Thomas Sanson.

Every two years, we organize a World Fo-
rum on the Social and Solidarity Economy,
developed in collaboration with member
cities across the continents. The Bordeaux
Forum, which was the seventh edition of
these forums, is part of this tradition of in-
ternational mobilization.

How is the GSEF organized, and how does
it operate?

The GSEF’s governance and operations
are based on a decentralized structure that
prioritizes local roots and intercontinental
collaboration. We manage the network in
three complementary ways:

«  Governance structured around continen-
tal dynamics: The GSEF does not ope-
rate in a centralized manner but is
based on a continental approach that
prioritizes local roots and interconti-
nental collaboration:

Our board of directors includes a pair of
co-chairs for each continent. These co-

chairs are tasked with defining advo-
cacy strategies and developing support
tools tailored to the specific political
and economic contexts of each geogra-

phic region.

The GSEF supports the emergence of au-
tonomous continental structures, such as
the African SSE Forum (FORA’ESS) or
the Ibero-American Intergovernmen-
tal Nerwork (RIFESS) in Latin Ame-

rica.

Thematic and Working Group Activities:
Beyond geography, the forum is driven

by cross-cutting discussions:

Thematic Working Groups: We bring to-
gether the expertise of members from
different continents to work on com-
mon themes, such as research or peace.

Intercontinental Youth Hub: Created in
2024, this hub is led by co-chairs from
cach continent (for example, in South
Korea or Cote d’Ivoire) who mobilize
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youth networks to develop advoca-
Cy initiatives tailored to their speciﬁc
CONtexts.

+  The World Forums as Highlight Events: The
network’s activities are punctuated by
major international gatherings—the fo-
rums—which take place every two years
and serve as catalysts. The most recent
forums were held in Mexico City (2021),
Dakar (2023), and Bordeaux (2025).

Each edition of the World Forum on the So-
cial and Solidarity Economy (SSE) pursues
a political objective by bringing together
clected ofticials and leaders from around
the world, international experts, develop-
ment agencies, networks, and grassroots ac-
tors committed to promoting this economy
centered on people and respect for the en-
vironment. A final declaration formalizes
the political commitments, which are trans-
lated into a roadmap for the next two years.

The forum fosters the exchange of expe-
riences and expertise from all continents.
Successful innovations led by local govern-
ments and all stakeholders involved in the
SSE are highlighted through a comprchen-
sive, collaboratively developed program.

This networking aims to support the emer-
gence of a true international SSE commu-
nity. The forums also aim to demonstrate
that the SSE can address major environ-
mental and social challenges, such as the
fight against inequality and hunger.

The forums provide a space for sharing
cxperiences and initiatives through a wide
variety of formats: the program includes
roundtables on continental dynamics, re-
gional tours to meet local stakeholders, and
market-style spaces to raise public aware-
ness.

They also serve as a catalyst: when a local

government or stakeholder wants to launch
a project or build a network, they can find
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examples at the forum and draw inspira-
tion from them rather than starting from
scratch.

In terms of numbers, participation is
growing: the Dakar forum drew 6,000 par-
ticipants over six days in 2023, while the
Bordeaux forum set a record with 7,800 re-
gistrants, a very high proportion of whom
were international participants (more than
5,000 non-French attendees, for a total of
over 10,000 participants across all three fo-
rum sites). We had feared a decline in par-
ticipation due to the g]oomy international
climate and reduced funding, but the facts
have proven otherwise. Participation has
never been as high as it was at the Bordeaux
forum. This 7th edition is therefore the lar-
gest gathering dedicated to the SSE ever or-
ganized.

How should we understand the SSE in rela-
tion to the capitalist cconomy?

For the GSEF, the Social and Solidarity
Economy (SSE) should not be viewed as a
mere peripheral segment or a “sector” of ac-
rivity, but as a genuine economy present in
all fields. It offers a structural alternative to
the traditional capitalist model by drawing
on radically different management prin-
ciples and objectives:

+  Cooperation Rather Than Competition: The
GSEF criticizes the capitalist economy
for its tendency to generate widespread
competition and the systematic exploi-
tation of natural and human resources
around the world. In contrast, the SSE
promotes a different approach to entre-
prencurship based on cooperative ma-
nagement and the pooling of resources.

«  The Logic of the Commons: Unlike the
capitalist model, which often relies on
private property, the exploitation of
natural and human resources, and the
maximization of individual profit, the
SSE is structured around the concept

"GSEF : [c_/‘i)rum mondial de I'"économie sociale et solidaire"



Forum Participants. Photo : GSEF.

of the commons. This approach aims
for the sustainable management of lo-
cal resources to meet the actual needs of
residents rather than the imperatives of
financial proﬁtability.

At the heart of the GSEF’s vision lies the
idea of democratic renewal. Whereas the ca-
pitalist economy can distance citizens from
cconomic decision-making centers, the SSE
enables residents to reclaim control over the
cconomic development of their own region.
It harnesses local knowledge and resources
to foster inclusive development.

In short, the GSEF views the SSE as a lever
for transforming the global system, repla-
cing the predatory nature and individua-
lism of Capitalism with a socially organized
and solidarity-based approach to produc-

tion and consumption.

The forum also addressed global issues
such as peace. What connection do you see

between the SSE and global stabilicy?

This is a major politica] issue. For the first
time, we issued a declaration on the SSE’s
contribution to peace. We worked for six
months leading up to the Bordeaux forum

on this declaration to highlight the SSE’s
contribution to lasting peace. The SSE is
not merely a sector; it is a differenc way
of doing business than the capitalist eco-
nomy, which often fosters competition for
the exploitation of resources—a competi-
tion that creates tensions and conflicts. By
prioritizing cooperative management and
the concept of the commons, the SSE helps
prevent local and international conflicts.

The less we operate within a logic of fierce
competition for resources, and the more we
move toward cooperative management of
the commons and of human and natural re-
sources, the more we reduce the risk of ten-
sions. The SSE offers a different approach
to entreprencurship, one that stands in
opposition to the Cxpioitation of resources
and people characteristic of the traditional
capitalist economy. It is therefore a matter
of democratic renewal and the reappropria-
tion of economic development by the inha-
bitants of a given territory.

Youth seem to play a central role in your
recent activities. Can you cxplain the
GSEF’s strategy in this regard?
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The GSEF Youth Focal Points for Africa and their dclcations. Photo : GSEFE.

The Interna-
tional Youth
Declaration
was developed
based on the
continental
advocacy state-

ments drafted
by young people
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The central message—derived in particular
from the youth declaration of the Dakar
Forum—is the call for young people to be
genuinely recognized as key actors in sus-
tainable transformation and change. It is
about trusting them to actively engage in
sustainable development.

The advocacy led by young people within
the GSEF centers on recognizing youth as
agents of change and establishing a scruc-
tured, global-scale organization to am-
plify their voices. This initiative began at
the Dakar Forum, where we organized a
pre-forum dedicated to youth.

To give weight to this advocacy, the GSEF
established an institutional framework by
creating an intercontinental youth hub
in 2024. This hub’s mission is to drive
the strategy for developing activities and
to coordinate the development of poli-
cy advocacy. It operates with co-leaders
on each continent (such as in Africa or
South Korea with the Next Generation
network) tasked with mobilizing and rai-
sing awareness among youth organizations
and networks in their respective regions.
The idea is to trust young people to engage
in sustainable development and to ensure
that their voices are incorporated into the
final political declarations of our forums.
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The International Youth Declaration pre-
sented at global forums (such as the one in
Bordeaux) is the resulc of a bottom-up pro-
cess. It is built upon the continental ad-
vocacy documents developed by the young
people themselves in collaboration with
their co-leaders. These youth declarations
are considered major policy statements, on
par with gcncral declarations or those on
peace, and are intended to be championed
and pursued after the events.

In summary, youth advocacy is a struc-
tured process aimed at transforming young
people’s energy into concrete policy pro-
posals integrated into the global social and
solidarity economy movement.

What current continental trends do you
observe, particularly outside of Europe?

It is crucial to move beyond a perspective
centered on Europe or North America.
Currently, the strongest trends in terms
of public policies supporting the SSE are

found in Africa and Latin America.

In Africa, we have supported the creation
of an African SSE Forum, spearheaded
by several national governments. In La-
tin America, networks such as RIFESS
(the Ibero-American Intergovernmcntal
Network for the SSE) have emerged. We
are also working to strengthen ties with
networks in  North America—beyond
Quebec—such as the USSEN network in
the United States or the Democracy Col-
laborative. These organizations are deve-
loping models of community wealch buil-
ding, which are local and participatory
approaches to the economy, even in some-
times challenging political contexts.

The impact of public policies is measured
at the local government level. The city of
Bordeaux has implemented an active local
public policy to support the development
of the SSE ecosystem.
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The BordeauxGSEonzS Exhibitor Hall at Palais 2 I'Atlantique. Photo : Archur Péquin.

What is the political impact of the GSEF,
and how do you perceive the commitment
of governments?

Government commitment varies from one
edition to the next. In Mexico in 2021 and
in Dakar in 2023, the presidents of the res-
pective countries attended the opening ce-
remonies, thereby demonstrating strong
national support. In Bordeaux, although we
received a video message of support from
Emmanuel Macron and a closing address in
the afternoon from the minister in charge of
the social and solidarity economy portfolio,
Mr. Serge Papin, the French government’s
commitment seemed less pronounced, as the
cvent may have been perceived as too “regio-
nal” and not Paris-centric.

In conclusion, what tools does the GSEF
provide to ensure these exchanges conti-
nue after the forums?

We are working on several tools to promote
knowledge sharing, drawn from a rich pro-
gram comprising 15 plenary sessions and
170 roundtables:

A comprehensive directory of the forum’s
more than 700 speakers to facilitate di-
rect contact.

«  Video reeordings of the presentations, such
as Ms. Tchernéva’s opening address,
posted on our YouTube channel.

«  Audio podcasts of more than 30 round-
table discussions

«  Occasional publications, such as the

“trend reports” coordinated with re-
like Timothée
which feature in-depth articles on local

searchers Duverger,

initiatives.
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show that the
social and soli-
darity economy
s not merely

a “sector” of
the economy,
but rather an
economy in its
own right that
must play a
greater role...
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A summary report analyzing the content
presented during the seven thematic
tracks.

« A series of webinars to continue the
dialogues initiated during the forums,
particularly among Canadian, Ameri-
can, and European networks.

Our goal is to nurture the expertise of the
“international SSE community” that we
are helping to build, so that it can conti-
nue to take action across all continents
and at all levels, well beyond the physical

forum event.

Drawing on the energy of the thousands of
Forum participants—SSE actors and poli-
tical leaders—GSEF members and partners
will be responsible for bringing the politi-
cal declarations and recommendations of
the Bordeaux Global SSE Forum to life in
international debates.

We are plcased to invite you now to the
8th edition of the GSEF World Forum, to
be hosted by the City of Marica in Brazil
in October 2027.
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