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Introduction

This presentation will not pretend to know what is good for Iceland; only the residents of this island can decide such matters.  But it will argue that if Icelanders are interested in extending the bold moves made so far towards taking more control over Iceland’s economic affairs then “adult education” can play a key role. 
Iceland can draw on Nordic and Northern European adult education traditions – for examples; study circles, research circles, folk schools, gräv där du står (dig where you stand, Sven Lindqvist), educational settlements, funded public adult non-formal education.

Iceland can also draw on Nordic and Northern European notions of social democracy including equity and publicly funded social services – for examples; ideas of the highest paid CEO being no more than say 7-10 times that of the average wage; pay equity between men and women; high minimum wages combined with free or subsidized child care; worker representation in company decision making; high levels of union membership; progressive public policy debates such as the Swedish “wage earner funds” proposals. 
Combining these two threads it would be possible to use adult education to engage the population of the island as to what’s next for Iceland – forward to a deeper democracy or retreat to a neo-liberal economic policies and global economic strictures of free markets and free enterprise? Having been accused of “state terrorism” by the former PM of England for daring to take some control over the financial crisis of 2008 – we would argue that you could decide to embrace your new role – not a terrorist state, but a country that puts the interests of the majority of the people before the interests of the global rich and powerful (the entrenched corporate interests may well view that as “economic terrorism”). For theoretical underpinnings to this argument see Brookfield, The power of critical theory: Liberating adult learning and teaching, (2005); and for practical guidance see Newman’ Defining the Enemy: Adult education in social action, (1994).
Broader contextual questions

The banks and finance – we do not know what the current situation is – is there an idea of making banking and finance in Iceland conform to what “credit unions” and “mutual insurance” are supposed to be (not-for-profit financial co-operatives) or will the former profit-conscious banking and finance be re-instated?  We might suggest looking at the way the bank in the Mondragon co-operatives of Northern Spain operate as a model of responsible banking under workers management (bank workers and representatives of the co-operatives sit on the banks top board). The Mondragon bank not only plays a role in mobilizing the savings of the population and offer good banking facilities but it also helps plan and develop future co-operative enterprise and helps with monitoring those that are established – in short the bank serves the Mondragon community rather than chasing “profitable” international financial investments.
How will economics be taught in school, college and university?  Will monetarist models – essentially neo-liberal economics emphasizing unfettered free enterprise, profit maximization, free trade, privatization, de-regulation, reduced public spending, global finance and production – be replaced by socially and environmentally responsible economics?
 Can teachers of economics and finance at all levels of schooling be persuaded to start investigating aspects of social economics and socially responsible finance to support whatever emerges in Iceland as a “new economics”?

Do Icelanders need to undertake an audit of international interests in the island economy? Can such foreign investment be limited (or eliminated) in future? What of existing foreign investment – the Hilton hotel in Reykjavik for example or American Airlines ownership of Icelandic Air – can these corporations be forced to keep their profits in Iceland?  Can they be forced to share their wealth with employees?  Can they be made to hand over (perhaps sell at a reasonable price) the assets?  In neo-liberal economics and global capitalism foreign investment is seen as a progressive force but it can also be viewed as a way of restricting local populations from taking control of their own economic affairs and as sucking wealth (real resources) from them.
Do Icelanders want to maintain social programs and broader equity policies? In spite of having to accept IMF rules the government did defend social welfare programs and introduce more progressive taxation and set an example by abiding by the plebiscites and not paying the banks debts (a decision now upheld by NAFTA adjudication). It is important to remember that the IMF has always been used to support neoliberal economic ideologies. Countries that have tried to moderate inequality come under pressure whenever they seek IMF/World Bank funds. For example when Sweden sought IMF support they were told to not only cut social services and lower their minimum wage rates but to also abandon the ratios that had limited top incomes: all based on the bogus neo-liberal argument that more inequality leads to greater economic growth (Institute for Global Futures Research. 2000) – sometimes referred to as “trickle-down economics.”

Do Icelanders support economic growth? It’s now 50 years ago that E. J. Misham warned of the “The Costs of Economic Growth” and the evidence of ignoring his warnings are all around us – global warming and climate change (reduction in cold water fish around Iceland and increase in mackerel being one example).  Perhaps Icelanders could pioneer a steady state economy, sustainable production and consumption, a more equitable distribution of wealth and income with full employment concentrated on improving social and community services. 
Adult Education
What do adult educators and trainers do at present?  Do you need an audit of what resources are available? Could existing adult educators conducting a training course or an adult leisure class be encouraged to take time out to discuss some of the issues above – to ask the question “what do Icelanders want the future to be for themselves and their children/grandchildren”?  What volunteer adult education resources exist?  Can adult educators run additional discussion/study groups alongside their existing workload?  What retirees are available – and what sorts of skills and knowledge do they have?  For example can a group of retired fisherfolk talk about sustainable fishing practices and what scope is there for more co-operative fish processing and marketing?  Can there be a similar discussion about sustainable energy production and consumption given Icelanders impressive record on harnessing the earth’s energy to date?
How do we go about getting study groups and exciting the imagination of citizens?  We should never forget that Jimmy Tomkins working amongst the fishers and farmers of Nova Scotia invented the role of “adult educator as pest”! (Lotz & Welton, 1997). He cajoled, bullied and prodded the locals into attending meetings, reading leaflets, until he had enough to form a study group on how the fishers or farmers could set up a local credit union and a worker-owned co-operative (and link these to the other Antigonish Movement co-operatives and banks). Its not enough for adult educators to just see themselves as “facilitators” – they also need to embrace Moses Coady’s approach as provocateur (Coady was the key figure in the Antigonish movement, arguing that citizens should become “masters of their own destiny”; Welton, 2001). Today we might use new social media, video clips and other means to help prod folks into attending meetings and discussion/study groups. Icelanders have already demonstrated the value of social media with the re-writing of the constitution and the two plebiscites rejecting the idea that citizens should pay for bank failures and refund bank debts.
Too often adult educators forget about the role of labour education (the education and learning that takes place within trade unions) as a key component of adult education – in can be argued that historically workers’ education was the cornerstone on which the foundations of adult education was built. Iceland has close to 50% union density within the paid workforce; unions can provide a vehicle for some of the adult education initiatives discussed here, they have the basic organization and ability to contact working people (Spencer, 1995; 2002). 

Adult educators have traditionally been concerned with social purpose adult education, an education for transformation of not just the individual but also the group, community and society. This can be built with community organizing, meetings, focus groups, identifying issues, “dig where you stand,” with imaginative events, displays, video stories, plays/performance arts etc – in effect re-visiting and re-imagining all the techniques that have historically been used in Nordic and other countries to help create positive change. A key to community organizing and community education is to perhaps to be in and of the community – for an example of a community-based research project with an arts component see Kelly, 2010. A discussion of community/educator practice will form part of the presentation.
APPENDIX  (Abbreviated extract taken from the presenters Work and Learning: An Introduction Thompson Educational Press, forthcoming 2013)
Empowerment at Work: The Example of Mondragon

The best known and most interesting European example of an alternative cooperative “mini-economy” is the Mondragon group of co-operatives in the Basque region of Spain. Much has been written about them, and they do provide an instructive model. They are not perfect – some would argue that they are not even proper worker co-operatives, because of the form of representative democracy (as opposed to direct democracy) used to manage the companies. Nevertheless, the Mondragon co-operatives are a working model of a mini-economy founded on workers’ ownership, a form of ownership that excludes external finance (non-working shareholders). They provide, therefore, an example of how workers’ control of production might work in practice within a market economy, as well as an example of how larger worker-owned companies can be managed, and is, we believe, worth examining in some detail as an example of a different kind of “employee empowerment.”
 
The Origins: Creating Jobs

The Mondragon co-operative began with the objective of providing work in a depressed area of Spain. During the period 1965-75, they created 1,000 jobs a year and their structures developed as they grew. The enterprises were organized around a structure in which workers possess a capital stake that is paid on entering, and withdrawn on leaving. This rule means that only existing workers can be owners, and yet the numbers employed can expand. Newcomers “buy-in” to specific enterprises with a small capital stake (which may be borrowed from the co-operative bank). 

In the Mondragon network, the bank (which was set up three years after the first co-operative and is controlled by the co-operatives), together with the financial and coordinating functions it has spawned, has come to play a pivotal role. These institutions provide financing and coordination between co-operatives, and give support services to would-be co-operative enterprises and to those in financial difficulties.
 Although crucial, the bank and financial institutions are recognized as secondary to the needs of production, and are therefore established as a secondary co-operative, with both bank and financial employees, and representatives from the producer co-operatives on their governing boards. The co-operatives have created and run their own schools, technical college and university, housing sector, social-security system and shops. 

The success of the linked enterprises provides support for a number of key observations:

· First, workers can run industry without capitalists. 
· Second, current production techniques provide an ample surplus for societal needs (in addition to the social provisions mentioned above, ten percent of profits go into a social fund). 
· Third, resources remain for job creation and retention, and for research and development (Mathews, 2009). 
· Finally, most importantly for this book, this example demonstrates that it is possible to integrate work and learning into a genuine “employee empowerment.”
Running the Co-operatives

Not everyone participates directly in the process of decision-making – there is representative rather than direct democracy, and inevitably, management wields great influence. (Similar tendencies have been seen in many studies of co-operatives in the former Yugoslavia and elsewhere.) However, management is hired and fired by workers, and is treated as part of the workforce, with its pay determined in a way similar to that of other worker-members. There are wage differentials, but they are fixed so that manager-members cannot award themselves bonuses larger than a fixed proportion of the lowest wage (currently wage differentials, including managers, have to fit within a 1 to 6 scale – the highest pay rate can be no more than six times the lowest – compared to the 300-400 times greater salary of CEOs in North America!). Also, all workers receive proportional capital benefits that are considerable in size, and that are enjoyed at retirement. Managers tend to be recruited from the local community, and are committed to the co-operatives.

The co-operatives offer increased job security. No firm is taken over (or moved to a low-wage economy) without the knowledge of the workers. No worker can be sacked on a whim of management. Any decision to close (or sell) an enterprise must be agreed to by a general assembly of members, and approved by representatives of the other Mondragon co-operatives. Although there have been some redundancies and closures because of market failure, the linked structure of the co-operatives have allowed workers to find new work in a different co-operative enterprise within the Mondragon group.

The Co-operatives during Recession and Growth
If all the Mondragon co-operatives failed together it would be disastrous. At one time, their concentration on domestic consumer products (“white goods”) did make them vulnerable. However, more recently, the bank and its offshoot operations act as “minder” of the new and troubled co-operatives. This eliminates unnecessary competition between co-operatives in the group and has stimulated diversification of Mondragon production beyond domestic electrical products. It cannot, of course, isolate the co-operatives from the national or world economy. Studies suggest that the entry of Spain into the European Union and the globalization of transnational competitors are presenting problems, because Mondragon co-operatives have to operate in more competitive markets against exploiters of cheap labour.
The following record illustrates this vulnerability to the external economy:

· Mondragon jobs grew even at the outset of the mid-1970s recession, but this growth was checked in the early 1980s, with jobs remaining static (although this record should be compared with a 20 percent loss in other jobs in the Basque region 1975–83).

· From 1985 to 1989, a 17 percent growth in co-operative jobs was reported, but the early 1990s saw zero growth as the co-ops consolidated.

· There was rapid expansion of jobs from 1992 (25,322) to 2008 (92,773) but many of these were temporary, non-member jobs. 

Paul Phillips (1991) also has reported on a number of changes that the Mondragon co-operatives made in order to adjust to changing market conditions:

· Joint ventures with traditional firms.
· Internal restructuring to match capitalist corporate competitors (stronger sectoral groupings).
· A growth in the size of co-operatives through mergers.

Seeking external finance and the growth of temporary employees could be added to Phillips's list (see Moye, 1993). All of these developments threatened co-operative independence and, as Phillips emphasized, resulted in more remote decision making.

At one level, these problems illustrate that co-operative forms are perhaps more compatible with a managed government intervention (controls to safeguard co-operative forms of ownership and regulated trade), than with unfettered markets and free trade. However, the changes did create a challenge to the Mondragon ideals (Phillips, 1991; Whyte, 1999).

With many new jobs outside the Basque Country, and even outside of Spain the majority of the new employees were not co-operative members; many of the new jobs were in distribution, and as noted above were either part-time or temporary positions. The growth in temporary jobs was a worrying trend with less than a third of all employees being co-op members at its peak, which undermined the co-operative ideal. While these developments were clearly an attempt by the co-operatives to match the cost-cutting tactics of traditional competitors, it struck at the heart of the worker-ownership and employment-creating principles that underpinned Mondragon. In May 2003 the General Assembly of all Mondragon co-operatives approved a resolution regarding “membership expansion,” which urged the non-co-operative “spin-off” companies to develop formulas which would enable non-member employees to participate in the ownership and management of their companies. It took a number of years for these programs to be developed but “co-operativization” initiatives were carried out in recent years and this has been successful in achieving the target of more than 75% co-operative membership. By 2011 Mondragon co-operatives were reporting an average of 83,569 people employed per year in more than 250 different companies with 84% of the industrial workforce being co-operative members although this drops to 82% if all distribution employees are included (Mondragon: Humanity at Work, 2012).

The Lessons from Mondragon

How big can such a network grow? Has Mondragon reached its limit? Can it be emulated today? These are open questions. But what this relatively small-scale co-operative economy (surely no longer an experiment) does show is that, for production needs, planning can be undertaken through worker-controlled organizations; in this case, working with the secondary co-operative banking functions. What Mondragon also shows us is that production planning does not have to be bureaucratic or “top-down”; worker–ownership, planning and market choice can operate constructively and harmoniously, under most conditions.
The continued success of Mondragon reputes the idea that workers' control is unable to serve societal needs. Even if, for example, environmental concerns or the interests of minorities were not directly addressed in the first instance, it can be argued that, since the workers live and work in the area and are part of the community, ignoring those needs will eventually directly reflect on them. It is not a remote government or an absentee employer/shareholder who is making the decisions about the nature of work in the locality, or how to dump waste products, but the workers themselves – although operating in hostile market conditions. The data in 2011 showed that Mondragon social funds, environmental initiatives, research and development, education and training were all growing in real terms.
Studies of other worker co-operatives have concluded that “running a co-operative firm puts worker-owners in a position to make decisions that wouldn’t be entertained by ordinary workers – or even board members of an ordinary firm” – they know they have to deal with practical issues related to production, questions of equity and sustainability in relation to resources, and to community (Byrne and Healy, 2006, p251).  

Mondragon differs from the schemes of wider share ownership, or profit-related pay that are being promoted by some companies. It operates within the limits of the marketplace, but aims to have only those who are currently producing as owning and controlling the companies. There are no absentee shareholders. What is more, the Mondragon co-operatives have a good record of job creation and retention (their original purpose) compared to traditional companies, and has spread from manufacturing and some agriculture production to banking, services, knowledge institutions, housing and retail. It can be argued they have achieved this growth because their company structure and worker involvement gave them a competitive advantage.

Using the Example

Mondragon is small in scale compared to some large corporations, but it does provide an interesting comparison to privately owned companies seeking new forms of employee participation. It represents a more complete “empowerment,” a real extension of democracy (industrial democracy), workers’ ownership and control, and the possibility of economic “self-management.” These real gains are in contrast to the false “sense” of self-management and ownership claimed as a benefit of new participatory management techniques. At the time of writing it is being tested during the 2012 crisis in Spain but reports suggest Mondragon co-operatives are doing better than average Spanish companies and unemployment in the Basque region is running at less than half the national average, it still serves as an example of an alternative work organization (Wolff, 2012).

The Mondragon co-operatives are not perfect. The form of worker-ownership may be more impressive than the decision-making structures at the level of production. However, Mondragon has made use of a proactive education and training program to ensure that workers participated in formulating, as well as understanding, current policies and remained active participants in the implementation and development of policy. Such attempts might appear to be no different from other companies’ “workplace learning” programs, but they are because they exist within a different framework: in the end workers vote for what they want and they hold CEOs accountable. 
Mondragon wants all members to have the tools to participate in key investment decisions; dialogue and debate are valued within Mondragon co-operatives, and this discussion rests on a bed of generally agreed values – solidarity, participation, communication and social justice. These values are not usually associated with privately owned companies, whether or not they are “learning organizations.” Mondragon co-operatives struggle to remain true to their worker-ownership and participation principles during difficult economic conditions but continue to provide a valuable example for others. On Oct. 27, 2009 The United Steelworkers (USW) announced a framework agreement for collaboration in establishing Mondragon-styled co-operatives in the manufacturing sector within the United States and Canada:

The USW and MONDRAGON will work to establish manufacturing co-operatives that adapt collective bargaining principles to the MONDRAGON worker ownership model of “one worker, one vote.”

“We see today's agreement as a historic first step towards making union co-ops a viable business model that can create good jobs, empower workers, and support communities in the United States and Canada,” said USW International President Leo W. Gerard. “Too often we have seen Wall Street hollow out companies by draining their cash and assets and hollowing out communities by shedding jobs and shuttering plants. We need a new business model that invests in workers and invests in communities.”  (Dollars and Sense: Real World Economics, October 27, 2009.) 
Developments in other countries have also been significant – the growth in co-operatives in Argentina and Brazil being leading examples in South America with 233,000 employees in co-operatives in Argentina, while in Brazil agricultural co-ops produce 40% of agricultural output (International Co-operative Alliance, 2010). One of the threats to the take-over of factories in Argentina and converting them to co-operatives is the threat of the return of the previous owners; this has been met to date by building strong community contacts and by the workers contributing to the community culturally and economically (Byrne and Healy, 2006, p254).

Supporters of Mondragon have modestly claimed it: 

fits in well with the latest and most advanced management models, which tend to place more value on workers themselves as the principal asset and source of competitive advantage of modern companies (Mondragon: Humanity at Work, 2010).

This statement, put out by Mondragon on its website is designed not to alienate shareholder corporations: but it can be argued Mondragon goes much further than this statement in that the workers own and control the enterprises: the work, the wealth, and the knowledge belong to them.

See for a video on Mondragon http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NORmQ8zaL1c
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� Although Swedish economist Axel Leijonhufvud may not be remembered for his critique of monetarist policies as much as for his writings on Keynesian economics, it was more than 40 years ago he pointed out that supply-side monetarist policies would fail to provide a steady-state fuller employed economy – a mixed economy with some public industry and public spending is needed to achieve that goal.  





� study by CCPA (Russell & Dufour, 2007) looked at the share of national income going to Canadian workers compared to the share going to profits. The workers’ share had dropped from 65.1% of national income in 1978, to just over 60% in 2005; whereas the Canadian corporate profit share of national income had increased from 25.8% in 1978, to 33.68% by 2005. Similar evidence in the US showed workers share of national income down to 51.6 % in 2006 (from 59.3% in 1970); and in the UK it was down to 53% in 2009 (from 65% in 1973) reported in a Trade Union Congress report, 2009. 30 years of neo-liberal economic policies but no trickle-down evident anywhere!





� They have been described by Greenwood and Santos, in the introduction to their 1992 study, as a form of “worker capitalism,” but this conceptualization is, in our view, a mistaken one, because it ignores that the separation of capital and labour so fundamental to capitalism is absent in the Mondragon ideal.





� Many radicals have argued that commercial banks and other private sector financial institutions should function in this way – rather than just concentrating on building their own profits.





