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Co-operative Organisation in Ireland. *
By

SA@AI-ULLA-EE'IAH,. M. A., (CANTAB, BAR AT-LAW.)

'Lhe Co-operative movement in Ireland has sattracted the
attention of the whole world. It is a practical attempt to deal
with some of the more fundamental Irish problems. It is primaril y
concerned with the economic welfare of the country.

In the - year 1889 the Co-operative movement was inaugu-
rated in - Ireland by Sir Horace Plunkett, and three Co-operative
Bocieties were established in that year. Aeccording to the census
0f 1891 the proportion engaged in Agriculture to that of the defi-
nitely employed population amounted to about 50 % in comparison
with 19 % in BEngland, 83 % in the United States and 419 in
Germany. Yet, agriculture, the basis of the economic life of the
nation, was unorganised and undeveloped.

Ireland can boast of & ferfile soil and its potential productivity
15 hardy equalled in the continent of Europe. Yet these splendid
resources have never been properly utilised, and in place of pros-
perity, there. has been much waste of resources in some areas
*ombined with poverty and distress in others.

" Paper read at the M. A. S. U. Conference in July 1928.
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Many years ago, land in Treland bhecame the property ofa
comparatively sinall number of alien land-lords, and the . original
Irish owner remained an occupier, under a system of yeasrlv ‘rents
or leases. 'This manorial system which worked admirably in
England was never accepted by tha Irish people. © The lack of
security of tenure, biterly impressed by evictions for the non-
payment of rent, had completed the rousing of national redent-
ment sgainst the system of land tenure. Vast stretches of fertile
land were used for grazing purposes, and'in 1891 more than two-
thirds of the land suitable for cultivation was used as pasture.
Such a system of agriculture was unsuited to the support of a

large population.

The economic situation thus stated has been largely respon-
sible for the excessive emigration which has so profoundly affected
the recent history of Ireland. The loss of these people is in itself
a greab injury to a country, though in the case of Ireland., emig-
ration was for some time the only alternative to starvation. Last,
but not least, in imprrtenca was tha ahaenca of a satisfactorv edu-

cational system.

Reforms in the laws affecting land tenure were slowly carried
out, but it was not until 1903 when tenancy - was made secure
through a system of land purchase that the land agitation begzan
to subside. = State action alone, however, could not rewmedy Ire-
land’s troubles. Organised self-help among the people was even
more necessary. The success and tragic failure of the Ralahine
communiby in 1831 is among the romances of Social and Co-oper-
ative history. Although, after two years of most encouraging
development, this little Co-operative -Commonwealth on the
Shannon finally failed, its short history illuminated for a moment
the possibility of an Irish self-help movement.

In this state of stagnation, in -which Ireland -was immersed,
and for which land legislution could be only a partial remedy,
there appeared a man with a cowmplete and coustructive policy
and with the energy and courage to put it into effect. Sir Horace
Plunkett, whose name will go down. to posterity as one of the
greatest statesmen that Ireland has ‘ever produced, summarised
his policy as seeking “Better farming, Better business and Better
living.”” The first object involving costly and protracted research
and elaborate administrative ‘machinery was 'largely ' the sphere
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of- the State. The:second which ‘would enable the farmer to
hold his own with other groups of the public, was ' essentially the
sphere of voluntary éffort. The third was the desired * effect of
both.  Sir Horace realised that the weak national character of
& subject nation would be still further enervated by any large
state Scheme for better” farming. ~Therefore, he wisely concen-
trated his first-éfforts upon establishing organised voluntarv effort
{or securing befter soricultural business.

“ The key-note of our proposal »’, wrote Sir Horace Plunkett,
*is the proposition that the Irish farmers must work out their
own salvation and further that this ean only be done. by combi-
nebion among themselves.” For' this purpose he prompily
-adopted the co-operative methods of Rochdale and Denmark, and
hence co-operation has become the basis of the new economic
social structure of the country. " He had, however, to address over
fifty meetings before he could arouse any response.

Tn 1888, when after a long absence in America, Sir Horace
Plunkett returned to Ireland, he found the economic situation full
of difficulties. . The adoptmu of free trade in 1846 had put an end
“to artificial barriers against foreign competition. Beef from
America and butter from Denmark were rapidly displacing Irish
products, Bir Horace realised first, that only through the large
scale production of produce of high quality could Treland Expact
to meet this competition and second, that only through co-oper-
ative methods could Trish farniers control a - large-scale -business.
Chief among the Irish rural industries, ‘which were in danger of
‘ruin on account of the competition of their more &d?anced and
better organised néighbours was that of butter-making. 8Sir
Horace therefore demded as a first step,’ o attempt the construct-
ion of creameries. The first co- operative creamery was started
in 1889 at Drumecollogher, and was immediately successful , paying
the highest price for milk i its neighbourhood.

From this small beginning.no greater silent revolution had
been effected in Ireland -than that which has transformed the
butter-making industry from an unorganised sluvenly, and uopro-
fitable process, into one which is well organised and profitable,
und which bids fair to give Irich butter ‘a leading position on the
British Market. This change has been bmught about by the

Co-operative Movement.
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In the early part of the 19th century when buiter was made
without the gid of .machinery, the Irish farmer enjoyed a great
advaninge from his close proximity to the great iarkets of
England and Scotland. This happy state of things was brought
to an end by the Danes, who, owing to German tariffs ‘and th»
chenpness of cereals imported from Ameriea, concentrated upon
the production of the breakfast requirements of the British Market.
Denmark beecame covered with a net worlk of creameries equipped
with the most modern appliances for the manufacture of butter of
high quelity. :

This fact was roon reflected in Irish prices, and by about
1885 Irish butter was the cheapest on the market and universally
condemned. Sir Horace Plunkett and his followers quickly realised
the sitaation and saw that this danger conld only be averted by a
~omplete change in the directions; first technique; and secondly
marketing.

Thus with courage and perseverance the Irish pioneers in
1889 began the task of promoting creameries, which were the first
and most successful of Irish Co-operative Societies. They were
organised more according to German than to Danish methods,
having share capital allotted to members in proportion to the
number of their cows.

Many of the creameries enforce a binding rule, by whnich
the members contract to bring to the Society all the milk which
is not required for their own domestic consumption.  Some such
rule is, of course, of the greatest importance in ensuring continued
prosperity for the creamery. B

The price of milk is fixed from time to time by the Com-
mittee according to the percentage of butter-fat in the milk., A
creamery is not generally started until the supply of milk from
100 to 1,000 cows is guaranteed within the radius of not more than
five or six miles. In places, however, where dairying is carried out
by a small population scattered over a large. area, the difficulty
has been got oyer by the establishing of auxiliary cresmeries,
these are merely separating stations, which forward the cream to
& central ereamery for churning into butter.

The problem of capital has always been g difficult one, and
it is held by many that the present mwethods are inadequate.
Shares are of the value of £1 and are usually held in proportion
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of one share one cow. The remainder of the capital is raised by
'means  of an overdraft from a bank, on tha joint and several
guarantee of.the members of the committee, who have as their
protection the uncalled balance of the members’ shares.

In number, membership and value of business the creameries
are the most important group of Irish Co-operative Societies, the
following being their satistics for the year ending 31st March 1922

Number of creameries 339
Membership. 49,959
Paid up share capital. .. £2,05,848
Loaa capital. ... £4,30,3381
Turnover. ... £5,661,518

Many of the ereameries carry out various subsidiary enter-
prises for the benefit of their members, Of these the most com-
mop is the collective purchase of agricultural requirements of all
iinds, in districts where no special society has been found for
shat purpose.- Other creameries do a large trade in eggs and poul-
ry which they collect from their members.

The success of the co-operative movement is shown by the
gradual disappearance of its competitors. The output of factories
and proprietary creameries is on the decline, although unfortu-
nately no figures on the subject are available.

In spite of this progress in the local production of butter, the
creameries have made little advance in federation. They have
not yet realised the necessity of not competing with one another.
In other words the problem of marketing the produce on a national
basis has hardly been approached. A body known as the Irish
Co-operative Agency Society Tiimited with headquarters in
Limerick, has been in existence since 1892, when it was formed
for the purpose of marketing the supplies of the co-operative
*reameries.  Although it still does enough business to justifly its
:xistence, it cannot be said to have taken that place in the move-
vent for which it was originally intended. There is .a tendency
‘iong the creamery 1anagers to make their own bargains as Jong
\&.the market is good, and only to resort to the ngency when there
8 congiderable difficulty in selling.

The Irish Agricultural wholsesale Society (I. A. W. S.) which
7ill be discussed later. has recently developed a considerable
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trade in the marketing of butter and other agricultural produce on-
a commission basis, and this may have a great effect in improving
the position of the Irish Crepmeries. It does, however, disclose o
weakness, that the creameries shonld be uging two' wholesale
bodies for trade which could more economically be handled at one

centre.

- To meel these difficulties, great efforts are being made by the
Trish Agricultural Organisation Society (I. A. O.'8.) to popularise
what is known as the “ Butter Control Scheme ” on the lines adop-
ted so successfully in both Denmark and Holland. The essence of
the scheme is that all the ereameries affiliated to the central, make
butter >f a guaranteed standard, and are allowed to sell it ander a
brand, which will become well known on the Brifish Markeb.

The work of the creameries, however, can never be thoroughly
satisfactorvy, until a system of farming is . adopted throughout the
country which will ensure a more even production of milk during
winter and summnver. In order to encourage winter milk produc-
tion the I. A. O. S. has been advocating the adoption of a systemn
of continuouns cropping suggested by Mr. Wibberly.

The average vield of the cow is a point of the greatest possi-
ble impcrtance in a dairy eountry, and in this respect . Ireland has
«till much to learn. A cow -testing association -or milk record
Society is an inseparable adjunct of a creamery in Denmark and
other progressive countries. Such & Society, if organised, will
cause a rapid improvement of both the quantity and the faf-content
of milk,

- After the creameries the most important trading societies in
Ireland are those known as ° Agricultural Sociefies.” . I'he main
worlk of these societies, of which in 1921 there were 399 with a
membership of 66,831 and a turnover of £ 20,41,290 is to pur-
chase in bulk the seeds, fertilisers,.food stuffs and other agricultu-
ral requirements of their members. By doing this, they eifect
considerable gaving through wholesale rates on favourable terms
and thev also ensure the good quality of materials.

Quite a number of societies carry on a general store business
for the supply of domestic requirements, groceries etc. - Owing to
the strong movement in favour of extendéd tillage during the war,
most of the agricultural societies, developed their trade'in imple-
ments for their members’ use. . The economic resulfs achieved by
Agricultural Sociefies in Ireland are very easily distinguished,
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There -has been a continuous improvement in the conditions of
sale of the principal articles in which these soaieties deal. Prices
‘have been lowered, rings have been broken, and what is more of
importance guarantees of quality have been secured.

The Agricultural Co-operative Movement, besides the work
-of organising the business side of farming in Ireland, set itself to
-develop other rural industries which previously had been neglected.
“These were bacon-curing, poultry-keeping and egg-production,
‘Bee-keeping, and fruit-growing ete.

As regards poultry and eggs, the position of Ireland, in close
proximity t> the Hnglish markets, has offered a particular ad-
vantage and incentive to the industry. Nevertheless, it had never
assumed its proper position in the life of the country. The repu-
tafion of Irish eggs was no mere savoury than that of [rish butter.
The yearly loss. to Irish farmers, distributed among all classes of
the population, and most serious for the poorest, amounted to
thousands of pounds.

Complete ignorance of the technical details of the industry,
and a lack of proper arrangements for marketing largely accounted

for this situation. Winter egg production was as unusual  as
winter dairying. No attempt was wade to sell the eggs either
clean or graded, or to ensure that the produce was delivered fresh.

The situation was one in which the application of the co-
operative principles seemed likely to prove particularly advan-
tagous. Consequently the adaition of eggs and poultry to the
business of the existing creamery societies was recommended, and
in 1897, the formation of independent societies for this purpose
was proposed. - DLater a pouliry expert was added to the staff of
the I. A. O. 8. and a Dane, M. Vigzo Schwaz, was brought . over
to introduce the methods of grading and packing which had
established the Danish egg ac the head of the BEnglish market.

In the year 1820 Ireland exported to Great Britain egos to
the value of £ 14,307,726 and. poultry to the value of £2,017,640.
There were also exported feathers to the value of £ 72,599, The
total value of these exports was thervefore £ 16.597,965. '

Talking in millions conveys little to the mind of the average
person. DBut in. order fo make the value of this undeveloped trade
apparent to all, it mway be mentioned that il represented over
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£ 3'10°0 in income to every man, woman and child: in ‘Trelanc
while it also contributed the main sgource of livelihood fo-a very
considerable pereentage of Irish population.

There were in 1921 in Ireland 10 poultry-keepers socieiies
with & membership of 8.188 and @ turnover of £ 177,282, which
collect, grade, pack, and market the eggs for their members and
in many cases have engaged in the dressing of the poulfry. Thﬁ]"
perform these gervices so far as possible along fhe most modern
and scientific lipes, The eggs which are collected regularly
by vans of the society, are graded according to.size or weight,
and in some cases are paid for on. thet basis.

Bee-keeping in Ireland offers an opportunity for considerable
profit with very little trouble. At present much honey goes to
waste, or rather is not produced at all. And yet the demand is
great and capable of extension. Bee-keepers’ Co-operative Sacie-
tiee are easily formed, since they require practically no eapital.
In 1902, the Irish Beenheapers’ Federation Limited (LB K1)
was cremteﬂ with the depot in Dublin. Unforiunately, however,
interest in thﬁ industry was allowed to lapse, and the few societies
which were formed have now disappeared. The I B E.F. has
been superseded by a depot of the Irish Agricultural wholesale
Society, and a special Society for the encouragement of bee-
lkeeping and the proper grading of honey has been formed. The
history of co-operation in this industry indicates that separate
societies for comparatively subsidiary industries do nof succeed.
Such undertakings are best provided as parts of the wore general
types of societies.

The next section of Irish co-operation is in respect of bacon-
curing and meat. There are two large and successful “societies
engaged in the work, one at Roscrea, and the other and the larger
at Wexford, Beside these, there. are many smaller aucmtles,
sowme of them working in. conjunction with creameries of agri-
cultural societies, These societies take their members’ pigs,
sheep and cattle, slaughter them, produce bacon and sell dressed
meat. The Wexford society is flourishing, and does a large and
increasing trade,

The Irish Agricultural wholesale Society Limited (LA.W.8.)
to which reference has already been made, was formed to act as a
trade federation for the whole movenient: apart from creawmneriés,
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~for which the Agency at Limerick was intended. The L.A.W.S.
has been of the utmost service to the organised farmers, in break-
iing through various rings and combinations of manufacturers,
although ifs task has been almost over-whelming. Tt was opposed
by the manufacturers and it was under-capitalised. Notwith-
standing these difficulties, the Irish Agricultural wholesale Society
‘has succeeded in building up a trade of impressive dimensions, and
:hes conferred great benefits npon the societies. TIts turnover
increased from £ 54,000 in 1905 to £ 1,118,718 in 1921.

“As a result of the working of the Irish Agricultural wholesale
Society, Iriech farmers have obtained a great reduction in the
prices of the artificial fertilisers. In regard to seeds, the I. A. W. S.
gives & gurantee of purity and germination. Tn dealing with dairy
and egg machinery it fought a long fight with the manufacturers.
The Trish manufacturers boycotted it, and it had recourse accord-
ingly to American firmis., By amalgamation with the Irish Pra-
ducers Limited, the I. A, W. S. was enabled to deal in poultry,
honey and eggs. If also established a grocery department for
the sale of household requisites to the distributive societies. It
thus aims at being a joint wholesale society for the consumers’
‘and-producers’ movement.

- Credit societies have played a useful part in the poorer dis-
ftricts of rural Ireland. Not only did they enable hundreds of
pensants to escape from the gombeen-man or money-lending shop
keeper, but they raised in time nearly all their capital by means of
local deposits. The high prices of tarm1 produce during the war
checked the demand for loans and it became necessary for the
I A, 0. 8. to warn societies against receiving an excess of deposits.
It is unfortunate that the lack of credit federation made it neces-
Fary to check this co-operative thrift. The more difficult agricul-
tural situation of the present time may again stimulate the deve-
lopment of credit and thrift societies. If 60, every advantage,
should be taken of the change. Credit and thrift organication is
the soundest foundation for any agricultural co-operative move-
inent, as the experience of Germany hae proved and as the deve-
lopments in India indicate, '

Meanwhile as society after society sprang up, it became
zegential to form a central body to direct and supervise the work
f the movement, Consequently in 1894, the Irish Agricultural

2
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Organisation Society, (I. A. O. 8.) was formed. = With its founda-
tion the birth pangs of the movement were at an end. The 1,A.0.8.
beeame a central commiliee for the local co-operative socisties,
providing them with adviee and auditing services, .convening
conferences among them and organising new  societies wherever
there was demand for them. The Committee and . cfficers are
subject to annual election by delegates of affiliated societies,and by
those individuals who subseribe to the movement. The.control of
the movement is therefore thoroughly deiuocratic,

The work of the I. A. O. 8. is supplemented and strengihened
by the weekly paper, the -“Irish Homestead”, whose editor Mr.
George Russel, better known as A. H., a poet, painter, economist
and writer of the first order, combines this rare assorfiment of gifts
in the articles which stir every week a wide range of readers to
renewed action in the interests of country life,

A later adcition has been the co-operative Referencé Tiibrary
which is established at Plunkett Housé, along with fhe 1. A, O. 8.
It is widely used by agriculturists of -all nations.

The foregoing briefly describes the development of the Irish
rural movement towards “ Better business,” In 1895, when
this movement was 5 years old and. included & complete frame
work of co-operative organisation, Sir Horace Plunkett felt that
the ime was ripe to call in State aid in order to bring 1ip-to-date the
antiquated condition of agricultural tecknigue and to launch a
secondary movenient towards better farming. Scateely less
marvellous than the success of the self-help woverent, was
Sir Horace’s achievement through the Recess Connuiftes. This
body iiicluded representatives of every political party in Ireland.
Not only did it produce a unanimous report upon the form: in
which State aid could best be applied to Ireland, but if elaborated
in twelve mwonths a detailed sehenie, based upon - first hand obser-
vations in other countries, from which subsequently was planied
the Irish Department of Agriculturé and Technical Ingtruttion.
This bedy proved to be oné of the uiost efficient of its kind. Tt
control is deniccratic; and it enablés g cential state Department to
co-operate actively with country Agricultural Committess.

The new * Departinent *, as ii-is called, began work in 1900,
and i has exércised 4 deep and lasting impression. npoti Irish
farming methods. h '
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~ As the Trish farmers learnt from the Department and the
-country Agricultural Staffs how to use profitably modern fertilisers
and feeding stuffs, so they increased the business of their co-
operative societies in such commodities. Conversely, as the
creameries. taught farmers to value their cows according to both
‘the ‘quality and guantity of their milk, so the farmers turned
60 the Deparfinent for guidance and help in the improvement of
their livestock.,

Thus the two paraliel movements towards better farming and
Dbetter business have continued, in spite of minor causes of friction,
to react favourably upon each other, . And if we look back over
the period of about 40 years since the new rural policy was first
announced, ite undoubted success in the face of immense
dificulties is apparent. It has been due in the main to two
factors.  First, to the correctness and appeal of the co-operative
principle as Sir Horace Plunkett adapted it for Ireland, and
second, to his own personality, which has attracted to his support
the best elements of every class in the Irish life. The Irish
Oo-operative ‘Movewment, however, has benefited not merely
Jreland itself. It is an example to rural reforners everywhere,
ond indeed is an inspiration to all who look upon better living as
the ultimate goal of human desire and human effort.



