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There are various models of agri-food cooperatives across the EU

- Cooperatives in northern countries have concentrated their operations 
through various kinds of integration processes

- Southern European countries including Spain and Portugal still have an 
extremely large number of very small cooperatives.

1. Introduction and objectives

Agri-food cooperatives play a key role in Spain with their direct

turnover accounting for 68% of final agricultural production

(Cooperativas Agroalimentarias, 2021).

3.669 agri-food cooperatives, more than 1 million members.

Turnover of €30.56 billion in 2019 .



- In Spain, average turnover per cooperaNve stands at around €8.26 million

- Small business size and the lack of organisaNon and concentraNon of 

supply” is sNll the “main problem of this sector” :

1. Introduction and objectives

- 79% are considered small or micro cooperatives (<€10 million turnover)

- 16% median (> €10 million ; < €50 million turnover)

- 5% are big coops (>€50 million turnover).

In Portugal where there are 391 registered cooperatives (199 agro-

food) with a total turnover of €4.05 billion, which means an average of

barely more than €10 million per cooperative (SABI 2021).



Imbalances in the value chain: producer margins are shrinking.

The ageing of Europe’s farmers and the absence of generational renewal

in 2016, for every farm manager in the EU under 40 there were three farm

managers over the age of 65 in the EU (European Commission 2021)

around 30% (or 56 million ha) of agricultural areas in the EU are under at least a

moderate risk of land abandonment and in almost half of EU Member States this

percentage rises to 50%.
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Their small size makes them particularly vulnerable when it comes to addressing 
some of today’s challenges

Coops are gradually losing both members and business.
It has an extremely adverse effect on smaller cooperatives and on their members’ earnings 
due to its impact on fixed costs per unit !!!

1. Introduc3on and objec3ves
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Given this situation, cooperatives face a pressing need to become more competitive, and 
this calls for processes including growth, integration and inter-cooperation coupled with 
organic growth by attracting members.

The purpose of this paper is to study Cross-border cooperation between Portugal and 
Spain  (cross-border cooperatives or agreements between cooperatives from different 
countries) as a way to increase size and competitivity.

1. Current legislation in both countries together with European legislation is examined, 
such as the Statute for a European Cooperative Society, in order to ascertain under 
which conditions cross border cooperation can be set up in either of the two countries
and to pinpoint any conflicts which might emerge as a result of the differing regulations

2. Organisations representing cooperatives in both countries were contacted, in order to 
find Spanish and Portuguese cooperatives which have had some experience in this area 
and characterise them to answer the following research questions by studying their 
cases:

1. Introduction and objectives



Is cross-border cooperation (cross-border cooperatives or
cooperation agreements) a potentially worthwhile option for
Spanish and Portuguese cooperatives to address their current

challenges?

1. Introduction and objectives

Which models are used?
Why have they been set up and in which areas of business do they

operate?
What are the main constraints they face?



2. Methodology

1. The first goal was addressed by studying the European, Portuguese and
Spanish legal frameworks.

2. The second goal, by means of interviews with directors and chairs of 
cooperatives with experience in this field in both countries and the subsequent 
analysis

Interviews were carried out with the managers of the national
organisations representing Spanish and Portuguese agri-food cooperatives,
which identified cases of cooperatives which had members in the
neighbouring country or which had regular operational agreements with
them. 7 cases were identified in Spain and 3 in Portugal.

Structured interviews were conducted with the managers or chairs of these 
cooperatives



3. Study of the regulatory framework enabling the creation of cross-
border cooperatives

Cooperative law is not harmonised in the European Union

Both Spanish and Portuguese legislaYon provide for various legal channels for cooperaYve 
corporate integraYons and concentraYons, including transnaYonal ones

Spanish law Portuguese law

No apparent barriers to create 
cooperatives with foreign members 
trough:

- 2nd-tier cooperatives/federated
- Cooperative groups

No apparent barriers Provides for various legal options for corporate 
integration and concentration for cooperatives

Not all of them can be part of cross-border 
cooperation processes

- 2nd Yer cooperaYves/federated:  EXCLUDED 
- CooperaYve groups: No rules

- Mergers - Mergers

When the intra-EU merger results in a “supranational 
company”, the European Cooperative Society system will 
apply



3. Study of the regulatory framework enabling the creation of cross-
border cooperatives

Statute for an European Cooperative Society  (ESC) Council Regulation (EC) No 1435/2003, 
of 22 July 2003,

It is the most suitable legal mechanism for setting up a transnational cooperative

Inter-cooperative agreements

Agreements based on economic partnership and include forms of “joint ventures, 
whether inter-cooperaYve or with other companies” ranging from incorporaYng 
companies, groupings, consorYums and associaYons. These agreements “are merely 
cases of temporary collaboraYon” which do not restrict decision-making autonomy .

Recognised in Spanish and in Portuguese law



4. Cross-border cooperation in the identified cooperatives

Cooperatives identified



4. Cross-border cooperation in the identified cooperatives



Models

3 of the cases (Spanish ) had members outside their borders (in Portugal). However, only 1 
had Portuguese members as the other 2 had Spanish members who had invested in Portugal 
and owned holdings in that country.

The rest are cooperatives have stable business operations with Portugal under inter-
cooperative agreements: joint purchasing, joint selling, common R+D investments, …

Problems and drawbacks constraining these cross-border relaOons

Livestock cooperatives, noted differences in food safety regulations between countries 
Difference in business culture between the enterprises in the two countries.
None of the cooperatives mentioned language barriers or legal or taxation differences 
as a problem
All the cooperatives identified the Spanish regulations governing aid to cooperatives as 
a hindrance to transnational growth, and even to growth within Spain when it goes 
beyond the borders of a region, since in many cases this aid is tied to geographical 
considerations

4. Cross-border cooperation in the identified cooperatives



5. Conclusions

Spanish and Portuguese legislation provides various legal mechanisms for the integration 
and business concentration of cooperatives. However, not all of them are suitable for 
framing a cross-border cooperation project.

The establishment of a European Cooperative Society and inter-cooperative agreements 
are the most appropriate for framing cross-border cooperation projects between Spain 
and Portugal

Cooperatives in Spain and Portugal do not use the European Cooperative Society to 
cooperate across borders

The introduction of the ECS statute in 2003 has not had the expected success at EU level.
The ECS statute is complex and needs to be revised to promote cross-border mobility
from a legal point of view.

The most common legal and business form used to frame cross-border cooperaYon is 
inter-cooperaOve agreements. This highlights the importance for cooperaYves of the 6th

cooperaYve principle



5. Conclusions

This will enable them to achieve a size to operate efficiently which, given the small 
size of many cooperatives in the south of Europe, is essential if they are to survive

They use it as a first option to approach other cooperatives and their members and 
which, in the medium term, may lead to greater synergies if the experience is positive

Creating cross-border cooperatives can be a good solution, but for them to be 
successful there must be clear benefits for all the parties involved

Although there are more cross-border cooperatives in the north of Europe than in the 
south, we think this solution is valid for southern European countries

Public policies should be guided by these principles and shun approaches which 
prioritise local or regional concerns over making cooperatives more sustainable
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