Cleveland Goes to Mondragon

In October 2008, the Cleveland Foundation sponsored a study trip to the Mondragon Cooperative Corporation (MCC) in Spain’s
Basque region to examine the utility of that model for the Evergreen Cooperatives in the Greater University Circle area in Cleveland. The
Evergreen Cooperatives will be a group of cooperative businesses employing residents of the Greater University Circle neighborhood.
The first cooperative planned is a laundry serving health care institutions in the neighborhood and beyond
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a market economy.

The Mondragon cooperatives prove the
viability of the co-op model on a large scale in
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continued on pg. 12

The Cleveland Foundation study trip group at Mondragon University at the memorial to Fr. Jose Maria Arizmendiarrieta. From left to
right, Lillian Kuri, Cleveland Foundation; Margaret Hewitt, University Hospitals; Andrew Watterson, City of Cleveland; Christina Ayers,
Cleveland Clinic; Bob Eckardt, Cleveland Foundation; Ted Howard, Democracy Collaborative and Cleveland Foundation; Steve Kiel, Hudson
Consulting Group; Mary Ann Stropkay, ShoreBank; Jim Anderson, OEOC; Margaret Carney, Case Western Reserve University; Margaret
Bau, US Department of Agriculture; and Mikel Lezamiz, Mondragon Cooperative Corporation.

Owners At Work Winter 2008-2009 1



717 A7 §43)AGNE )*LS"*.$ 1S HHT #H), 5 $ &).A #$
<SSINF $&7 - # 1%./& BER SBI7 #1$" #8 0#)* +4$ * +#%
FA&-#*S$ Z/&'S 1.%/1./,1$1%4%"*$ "#Sg*1\AHS)#+/&'S
"*1$."HS7&1.SHA*IH/1.)/2A./&'S &5B,&THS &5$4$ )H+/&'S
ISFA)&-#7%(S g*1\AHDH+/&*3S-&OH) TH.$ 1A)0#41%'&>S$
S S HL SIHOHBBRAS)AF'S . g \AHS) & S 1PS
HSD/-ADB&*S)&O/ HS S"HIHS %&'()+&'S [1B&,* H(S(?$
>/"I'$ bI-AD8&*?$$."#I& ()*+&'S 0*33#ALL#ITOBHS)HS
1&THSESS. "#S."+1$."* $/7-)H11#(S."#S1.A(4$+)&A-T

[T]he most important message was that the Mondragon Co-
operative Corporation only works with businesses that they feel
are viable and will make a profit. While they do social good, they
are not promoting a subsidy program. Their companies are in
business to make money and keep people working while adding
to the GDP of the economy.

— $%%)+*)#.$h#>/..2$Z'/0#)1/.4$h&1-/ *31

I was struck by the overall unity of the efforts--how the vari-
ous pieces of financing, governance, worker recruitment, review
of whether to accept employees into the co-op, the level of cost for
co-op shares, etc — all fit together. This meant to me it was hard
to pick up any single piece and move it to US without thinking
through how the other pieces fit with it.

— $9&2%F,8%)(.?7SN3#HO#3*($ &A'(*./1&'

Visiting Mondragon — meeting the people, seeing the busi-
nesses, experiencing the culture—was a real eye opener. For
most of us, our only connection to a cooperative is an occasional
visit to the local food coop. In Mondragon we walked the floor
of an appliance manufacturer producing 800,000 washing ma-
chines a year; we saw a multi-billion dollar bank; we met with a
professor at Mondragon University. All organized as democrati-
cally run, worker cooperatives that are efficient and effectively
run businesses. Of course, none of this happened overnight. It all
began in the early 1950s with three workers; today Mondragon
has grown into a network of 120 plus cooperative companies with
more than 100,000 worker-owners. For those of us interested in
adapting this model to the realities of Cleveland, Ohio, this study
visit to Mondragon provided new insights into critical strategic
issues such as moving to scale, financing, governance, nurturing
a network of local enterprises, and fostering a culture in which
cooperative ownership and management are valued. Funding
permitting, 1'd urge that we organize additional study visits for
other leaders of Cleveland.$

— BIH(Sh&>*) (?$!"#SQH# 7 &,)*, 4SN&33*2&)* .[0#

The study team has been an inspiration. Everyone is commit-
ted to learn and has been open and diverse in discussion of coop-
eratives in general and Evergreen in particular. I especially can
relate to the need to create the bank early in the Mondragon ex-
perience. We have a similar issue with the Evergreen Fund. The
Mondragon experience reinforces the need for thorough plan-
ning as company start ups are vetted and launched over time.
It was gratifying to note the need for profits in order to sustain
the enterprise. Also, the commitment to customer service as the
priority goal above all other strategies.$

— $I/7T$H'(#)1&'?$"F NS* (SNFA?SFO#)+)##'$

N&&-#)*./0#$G*A'()4
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As a co-op developer, making the pilgrimage to Mondragon
was like I had died and gone to co-op heaven. Mondragon and the
Basque area put serious resources into co-op development, and
the region is rewarded with an 85% success rate of new business
start-ups. Mondragon co-op organizers are quite savvy about
keeping abreast of market trends, utilizing cutting edge technol-
ogy, nurturing competent management, incubating the business
idea, and securing ample self financing. What a refreshing alter-
native to expecting a solitary entrepreneur to shoulder the entire
burden of starting a new business — and then lamenting the high
failure rate.

— P+ #.SQ*A?EBRH-*).7#.$  &SH+)/,A3.A)HPA)*3$
Q#O#3&-T#'.

We are not angels and this is not paradise.
—$%/8#IBGHD 7 /DB *R)* BUNE& ()*+& $.)*/' ' +$
, && #)*./0#

The Mondragon Cooperatives have been described at con-
siderable length previously in Owners at Work, most notably
in Karen Thomas, “Lessons of Mondragon’s Employee Owned
Network,” OaW, Summer 2000, pp. 5-9, and John Logue,
“From Mondragon to Ohio: Building Employee Ownership,”
OaW, Summer 2001, pp. 16-17. You can read those articles in
our website library at http;//dept.kent.edu/oeoc/publicationsre-
search/Spring2000/EnvisioningEmployeeOwnership.htm  (2nd
article) and at http.//dept.kent.edu/oeoc/publicationsresearch/
summer01.pdf respectively. Thanks to Mikel Lezamiz for his as-
sistance in getting the facts right in this article. oaw

$

%\ recreation of the study of Father José Maria Arizmen-
diarrieta, the driving force behind the Mondragon coop-
erative system.
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