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Tradition of Mutual Help and Philanthropy  
Mingled with Foreign Influence 

 

Asia’s third sector is enormous in number and varied in content. In all 
countries there are strong traditions of both mutuality and philanthropy. In most 
countries, there is a long tradition of village level mutual aid activities; often to 
manage commonly held resources such as irrigation and commons. Also there are 
strong religious traditions providing social services and charity to help the disad-
vantaged members of the community through giving and volunteering.  These tra-
ditional elements have provided the basic substructure of the third sector. They 
have survived to some extent and are now mingled with foreign influences in the 
formation of contemporary organizations. i 
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For example, in India the inheritance of the British common law tradi-
tion, cultural diversity, huge regional variations, and a federal system of govern-
ment have all combined to encourage a wide variety of third sector organizations. 
Bangladesh is the home to a number of famous NGOs supported wholly or par-
tially by overseas aid due in part to its Islamic heritage of mutual help. In Thai-
land, where Buddhism underpins the strong tradition of reciprocity, there are 
many traditional organizations built around villages and temples. In the Philip-
pines, Catholicism remains deeply rooted in the popular psyche and the third sec-
tor has grown rapidly since the middle class overthrew an unpopular regime 
through a widely ramified network of NGOs.  In Korea, which was colonized by 
Japan and dominated by Confucian traditions, many people adopted Protestant 
Christianity from the U.S. missionaries along with various charitable institutions 
and credit unions. ii 

 
 

Co-operatives as Agents for Socio-economic Development 
 
In Asia and the Pacific region the colonial and post-colonial governments 

have promoted co-operatives to attain their goals of socio-economic development.  
The European co-operative idea was imported into the British colonies in 19th 
century.  In Australia some of Robert Owen’s utopian methods were tried among 
emancipated convicts in the Hunter Valley as early as the 1820s and a variety of 
production and retail co-ops were set up by the 1830s when free immigrants be-
gan to arrive. Co-operative ideas then came to Japan with the first consumer co-
ops created on the Rochdale model in 1879 while the government directed farm-
ers to set up credit co-ops (along Raiffeisen lines), marketing, purchasing, and 
production/service co-ops, all of which were recognized by the Industrial Co-
operative Law in 1900. But the legislation that brought far-reaching impact was 
the Co-operative Credit Societies Act of 1904 installed in India by the British 
Empire. It aimed to check farmer’s enslavement to moneylenders and support 
Raiffeisen-style agricultural credit co-ops. Because there was no indigenous sup-
port for co-operative ideas, it had to be promoted by a special government agency 
headed by a registrar with supreme power. This ‘classic British-Indian pattern’ 
spread throughout the British colonies and became the prototype for co-operative 
legislation in developing countries.iii     

 
This highly authoritarian or top-down approach by co-operative registrars 

or ministers was inherited by new independent governments, which promoted co-
operatives as an engine for national development.  As most Asian countries were 
agrarian before industrialization took off in the 1970s, agricultural co-ops were 
promoted as a way of modernizing rural economies. Birchall distinguished be-
tween two phases of development. The first, lasting until around 1960, was char-
acterized by a top-down, ‘blue-print’ based approach, with the new co-operative 
sector being organized by the state.  In China, multipurpose village co-ops 
achieved considerable success in the early 1950s, until they were turned, by de-
cree, into People’s Communes, which led  to catastrophic famine. In Malaysia, ag-
ricultural, and non-agricultural and fishery co-ops were sponsored and controlled 
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by different authorities. In India, co-operatives received a tremendous boost after 
independence in 1947 when the government decided to promote all forms of co-
operatives through contributing share capital, seconding officers as CEOs and set-
ting up powerful development agencies.  In Iran, multipurpose agricultural co-ops 
were set up and supervised by a central body with direct assistance from the gov-
ernment. The second phase from the 1960s onward was accompanied by a change 
of emphasis. Against a background of economic growth and rapid urbanization in 
some countries, co-operatives were expected to become a major tool for rural devel-
opment. To enable them to fulfill this ambitious role, widespread amalgamations 
between co-ops were promoted by state subsidies or brought about by government 
decree. In most countries federal bodies were created and their leaders nominated 
by governments. Through this process some powerful organizations including Zen-
noh, Zenkyoren, Norinchukin Bank (Japan), NACF (Korea) and IFFCO (India) 
emerged.iv   In this sector the Japanese IDACA (Institute for the Development of 
Agricultural Co-operation in Asia) has been a major provider of technical assis-
tances using the ODA fund. 

 
Globalization and deregulation, has brought about unprecedented impact 

on agricultural co-ops after the late 1980s, which have been under pressure from 
lowered trade barriers and increased competition from foreign food imports. Agri-
cultural co-ops have also faced intense competition in domestic markets losing mo-
nopoly or dominant positions through a number of deregulation measures affect-
ing the transaction of goods and services. They have faced government structural 
adjustment policies which urged withdrawal of public subsidies and preferential 
treatment although  the government did not necessarily give up control of co-
operatives. To cope with this situation and facilitate necessary changes to co-
operative legislation and policy, the ICA ROAP has convened a biannual Co-
operative Ministers Conferences (CMC) since 1990, while the UN’s Co-operative 
Guidelines in 2000 and ILO’s new Recommendation 193 on the Promotion of Co-
operatives in 2001 set out guideline’s for the government’s co-operative policy to 
promote co-operative autonomy and forge equal partnership.  But state with-
drawal from control of co-operatives has occurred at different rates in different 
places. The ICA’s critical study on co-operative legislation and policy reforms re-
vealed that progress on implementation of the CMC resolutions has been rather 
slow and has needed time to gather momentum in many countries while govern-
ment control over co-ops continues and is still prevalent in some countries which 
places them at a disadvantageous position in comparison with the private sector.v  
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In contrast, governments have paid much less attention to urban con-
sumer co-ops or financial co-ops although the registrars have exercised dictating 
power over them. In the consumer sector the development has been very slow 
except for Japan and Singapore. This has been attributable to their small size, 
weak member participation, and shortage of capital, lack of managerial capacity 
and an effective federative system. In some countries the shift from a regulatory 
to a market economy has brought both threats and chances. Such is the case of 
the Indian consumer co-ops  which faced stiff competition after losing their mo-
nopoly in trading basic commodities while Saigon Co-op established itself as a 
major supermarket chains in the past 10 years.  In this respect, the KF Project 
center and the JCCU are extending technical assistances to this sector. As for 
the financial sector, there are co-operative banks and credit unions in many 
countries. They provide financial services to members ranging form micro-credit 
at the grassroots to full-fledged services through regional and national networks 
such as CUSCAL, Australia.  Also, strong insurance co-ops exist  in Singapore 
and Malaysia. In this sector, Canadian co-ops have extended technical assis-
tances through the Canadian Co-operative Association and Desjardin Interna-
tional. 

 
In addition to these traditional co-ops, there are specific types of co-ops 

in Asia. Medical co-ops have been organized by users (Japan, Korea, the Philip-
pines, and Singapore) and providers (India, Malaysia, Mongolia and Sri Lanca) 
to provide medical services at hospitals and clinics.  The JCCU’s Health Co-
operative Association has offered technical assistance and formed a regional net-
work. University co-ops have been organized mainly by faculty members to pro-
vide text books, food, appliances and credit/insurance for faculty and students.  
The National Federation of University Co-ops (NFUCA) of Japan has extended 
technical assistances to the university co-ops and have persuaded them to in-
volve students as full-fledged members. Women’s co-ops have been formed exclu-
sively by women in India, Iran and Malaysia to encourage them to take leader-
ship positions, which would be difficult in co-ops with mixed membership, or on 
religious grounds. Recently new worker co-ops were born to create employment 
and cater to the unattended needs that have developed since the 1980s. They 
have sought to fill the gap of welfare provision, which had been organized in the 
families/communities and supplemented by religious groups.   

 
As a whole, Asian co-operatives are obliged to strengthen autonomy and 

independence, and improve governance and management. They need to adapt to 
the shift in public policy from protectionist to pro-competition under the pres-
sure of globalization.  
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Non-profits Proliferating as an Actor in the Civil Society 
 
In Asia, the third sector is often associated with a small groups commonly 

referred to as NGOs. In fact, NGOs are the dominant type of nonprofits in Asia.  
Most of the NGOs are wholly or partially supported by overseas aid from both gov-
ernmental and non-governmental agencies, which are mainly financed by the offi-
cial development assistance programs of the OECD countries or international or-
ganizations like the United Nations and its specialized agencies. This way of fi-
nancing has the tendency to lead to the development of dependent cultures and 
disguises the development of truly independent organizations. In fact, there are 
many NGOs, which would not be able to survive without foreign support. But to 
focus on the development NGOs that have been sustained by such aid is to miss 
much of Asia’s third sector. vi 

 
As mentioned before, most countries in the region have witnessed ex-

tremely rapid growth and the emergence of a civil society in recent decades. Non-
profits or NGOs are proliferating in many countries regardless of the country’s 
stage of economic development, degree of democratization or form of government. 
As a background to such evolution, the limits of a  government’s ability to cope 
with the numerous and increasingly complex socio-economic issues are increas-
ingly recognized, and as a result bureaucrats have started to turn to civil society 
organizations (CSOs) to shoulder greater responsibility to serve public interests. 
In China, with the reform of the entire economic system including the privatiza-
tion of state-owned enterprises and the transition to a kind of market economy, 
the government is no longer able to bear the social burden and is gradually dele-
gating responsibility to the society through community/social organizations and 
other groups. In Taiwan, CSOs have become more involved in providing services 
directly to disadvantaged groups, thus taking on a responsibility previously exclu-
sively assumed by the government. In Bangladesh, a robust growth of NGOs in 
many areas of intervention such as micro-credit, women’s empowerment and pri-
mary education, has gained global attention and there is a growing recognition of 
the sector’s important contribution to development, especially for the poor, vulner-
able and disadvantaged in the society. In Pakistan, the growing size and number 
of organizations has gained increased recognition and influence over CSOs. In the 
Philippines, NGOs have continued to show great influence in socio-political life as 
demonstrated by the peaceful ousting of a corrupt president and the government’s 
recognition of the NGOs as an extension of ‘people power’ by enshrining  them into 
the Constitution. These examples illustrate that CSOs are increasingly becoming 
involved in the task of improving the governance of each society, which is reinforc-
ing the changing relationship between the public sector and the third sector and 
putting strong pressure on CSOs to improve their effectiveness in carrying out 
their missions as they are expected to fill the widening gap of social needs that 
have been left unattended. vii  
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The growing role of nonprofits and NGOs, in areas once considered to be 
the exclusive domain of government bureaucracy, however, has naturally given 
rise to considerable tension in the relationship between the public sector and the 
third sector in Asian countries. This can be attributed to the dramatic rise of CSOs 
in a relatively short period of time, on the one hand, and the continuing domi-
nance of traditional state-centric power structures over public interest, on the 
other. Governments have shown that they want to harness their power for their 
own purposes rather than allowing them to become reliant on CSOs. There is a 
growing concern among CSO leaders that government bureaucracy will attempt to 
recapture their control over CSOs through regulatory actions that ostensibly tar-
get the need for greater accountability and transparency in the nonprofit sector. In 
fact, the growing pressure on CSOs from the public, the media and donors to im-
prove internal governance on the ground that they are major players has proven 
to be a convenient excuse for government bureaucrats to strengthen their control 
over NGOs and nonprofits. With the higher profile of CSOs, there have been more 
revelations of financial and other irregularities within CSOs that have made such 
government intervention appear to be desirable.viii  

 
Therefore, nonprofits and NGOs are facing ambivalent attitudes on the 

part of their governments in many parts of the region. While they may have grow-
ing support among government officials, they may also face stronger supervision 
as  government  influence  expands.  Faced  with  such  a  situation  where  the 
government’s perspective on CSOs is in a precarious balance and their leaders and 
researchers are unanimously opposed to stronger government control the critical 
contributions that CSOs have started making toward better governance of the so-
ciety may be undermined.   At the same time, there is a growing sense of urgency 
among Asian countries about the need to strengthen their own internal govern-
ance with greater emphasis on accountability and transparency.ix   They may cre-
ate autonomous self-regulating bodies to strengthen governance practices. In the 
Philippines, an umbrella organization, which had encouraged its members to 
adopt good management and governance practices via an accreditation scheme, 
successfully lobbied the government to retain tax deductions for donations to or-
ganizations that were properly accredited when a new tax bill threatened to re-
move all tax deductions. Thus the Philippine Council for NGO Certification 
(PCNC) was born. NGOs certified by the PCNC are eligible for tax exemptions 
while corporate donors can claim tax reductions only for donations to organiza-
tions that have been accredited through this process.x  
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Creating Asian Models but Slow Integration of Third Sector  
 
Asian third sector organizations had been created under strong influence 

from the west.  This does not mean, however, that they are just copies of their 
western forerunners; rather they have evolved into Asian entities adapting to the 
existing political regimes, socio-economic structures and traditional cultures. 
Also, distinct Asian models have also been created which have impacted other re-
gions. For example, the Amul dairy co-operatives in India provided a model for a 
development program that began in 1965 that was termed the ‘white revolution’. 
This program, which was highly integrated into the village, district and state lev-
els, and under members’ control proved to be a system, which effectively offered 
every necessary service.   Furthermore,  Grameen Bank in Bangladesh was 
praised as a successful formula for micro-credit co-ops and empowerment of the 
poor at the  grassroots’ level by the World Bank and its model has been diffused 
to many parts of the third world. The NTUC Fairprice and NTUC Income in Sin-
gapore became the showcase of trade union based consumer and insurance co-
ops. Japan’s multi-purpose agricultural co-ops were once commended as an exam-
ple of a co-operative community by Dr. Alex Laidlaw in his report to the ICA Mos-
cow Congress (1980) while Han groups within Japanese consumer co-ops were 
seen as a model of member participation by Mr. Sven Ake Book in the ICA Tokyo 
Congresses (1992). These models were more or less copied in Korea and Taiwan. 
But all these cases have been so deeply embedded in the socio-economic environ-
ment and local culture that their impact on the west has been rather limited. 

 
At the regional level the consolidation of the third sector is very slow ex-

cept for co-operatives and credit unions.  The ICA established its first regional of-
fice in New Delhi in 1960. Today the ICA Asia Pacific Region consists of 55 na-
tional organizations from 22 countries, representing 61% of co-operators in the 
world.  The ICMIF set up its Asia and Oceania Association (AOA) in 1984, com-
posed of 26 insurance co-ops in 13 countries.  The Asian Confederation of Credit 
Unions (ACCU), set up in 1971, covers 15 credit union centrals in 13 countries. In 
the voluntary or nonprofit sector, national groupings are underway in some coun-
tries, but their diversity hampers the creation of federal bodies at the regional 
level  except  for  network  organizations  such  as  the  Asian  NGO Coalition 
(ANGOC) founded in 1979 and the Asia Pacific Philanthropy Consortium (APPC) 
created in 1994. 
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Governments, academics and the media in Asia do not, for the most part, 
recognize the concept of a third sector.  The integration process of the sector is 
therefore not visible in most countries, while the third sector is most often 
equated with the voluntary/nonprofits sector.  Nonprofits often see co-operatives 
as state-sponsored bureaucratic organizations, while the latter sees the former as 
heavily dependent entities relying on the public or foreign money.  Between the 
South and the North there exists some sporadic examples of collaboration such as 
fair trade bananas from Philippine producers to Japanese consumers, but their 
impact is very limited. 
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CCIJ’s Scholarship programme 
for Future CEOs launched in April 
 

Mr. Akira Uchitate passed away in October 2005 after serving consumer 
co-ops for more than 40 years. He made major contribution to the movement such 
as the founding of Miyagi Co-op, the introduction of reforms in the JCCU and res-
cuing the ailing Co-op Sapporo. He endowed CCIJ with a lump sum to create a 
Scholarship Fund for Future Consumer Co-op CEOs. CCIJ will administrate the 
scholarship programme for trainees who will attend MBA courses at universities. 

 
 

CCIJ’s Publication and Colloquium on Consumer Co-op Studies 
 

The CCIJ has sought to create consumer co-op studies as a distinct field since 
2000. In this endeavor it has organized study groups involving both researchers 
and practitioners. In June, 2005 CCIJ published a volume entitled  “Search for 
Consumer Co-op Studies” consisting of chapters analyzing the current status of 
consumer co-ops in Japan. The second volume was published as an anthology of 
theoretical essays in May 2006. In commemoration of these publications CCIJ or-
ganized a colloquium on May 17th in Tokyo. Chairperson Hasumi introduced the 
concept of consumer co-op studies. Ms. Chikako Futamura of the JCCU then made 
a presentation on the changing consumer consciousness and members’ activities.  
Prof. Shuji Tai, President of Chiba Co-op, presented a report on how co-op business 
is responding to such changes. Mr. Kazuhiro Yano, the JCCU CEO, commented on 
these presentations. Mr. Takeyoshi Fujioka, MD of CCIJ, moderated the ensuing 
discussion. The CCIJ Board members and authors of the volumes attended this 
colloquium. 

 
 

JSCS Conference Discussed on Co-operative Insurance  
 
The Japan Society for Co-operative Studies (JSCS) held its 25th Annual 

Spring Conference on May 20 at the JA building in Tokyo. This year’s symposium 
was moderated by Professor T. Oshio of Meiji University who is a specialist on co-
operative insurance. The Japanese insurance co-ops are regulated by co-operative 
laws for farmers, consumers and SMEs respectively and have demonstrated 
strong growth in the last decade eating into the market shares of private insur-
ance companies, which insisted  that co-operative insurance come under the In-
surance Business Law on the ground of equal footing. The conference focused on 
examining legal and institutional problems together with the international com-
parisons. 
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Inter-university Colloquium on Social/Solidarity Economy 
 
The annual colloquium on Social and Solidarity Economy (ESS) was held 

in Grenoble on June 1-2 where a number of papers were presented on the theme 
‘ESS and Europe: Which Future?’  Mr. Kurimoto of CCIJ made a contribution on 
the Asian viewpoint of ESS. The colloquium, which began in 2001, is organized by 
an inter-university network of Franco-phone researchers, but this colloquium had 
an international dimension comparing experiences in different countries and re-
gions. For more information, please contact the organizer;  
Daniele.Demoustier@iep.upmf-grenoble.fr 

 
 

26th CIRIEC Congress in Istanbul  
 

 
The biannual International Congress of CIRIEC was held in Istanbul on June 

19-21 with the theme ‘The Public, Social and Cooperative Economy in the Context 
of Globalization.’ It attracted approximately 700 political/business leaders and re-
searchers from 30 countries. In the plenary session, Prof. A. Ben-Ner of Minnesota 
University. delivered a speech on ‘Globalization and the Changing Role of the 
Nonprofit Sector’. Ten round tables were organized to encourage debates between 
panelists and the audience. Mr. Kurimoto was a panelist in the round table on 
agricultural co-ops. The next international research conference on social economy 
will be held in Victoria, Canada, in October 2007 and this will be followed by a  
Congress in Seville, Spain, in September 2008. At the General Assembly, Mrs. L. 
Detiege was reelected President. 
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