CREDIT UNIONS … SHARED VISION SHARED VALUES WEATHERING THE STORMS. HON. ROSELYN CASSELL-SEALY 

Now is an appropriate time to send a clear message to the Caribbean community that our credit union model is inherently a more ethical provider of financial services than any other regional or international financial model. 

SLIDE 1
We are the decision makers in our co-operative model. We are the customers and we are the owners. Our belief in the justice and equality of democracy makes it less likely for us as co-operatives to exploit each other, or our membership. 

Our self-help model continues to serve members needs even in the most extreme circumstances. It would seem impossible then for us to exploit ourselves or set up ponzi schemes and then run off with our own money, no matter the financial exigencies.

And even as these statements contain much more that a modicum of truth, we cannot sit back on our collective co-operative laurels and be satisfied with our existing co-operative model. What we must do at this critical juncture as David Jessops recommends in The View from Europe is “start to look beyond the pain of the current economic crisis and ask what kind of credit union model we may wish to have when a chastened world economy emerges.” 

SLIDE 2 Today, therefore, we must review our co-operative purpose, re-examine our co-operative values, re-assess our co-operative vision, re-invigorate our faith in our regional co-operative relationships, re-commit to our co-operative principles and prepare our selves to take on board the changes that the new economic environment will demand.

The new co-operative model must be one where fresh competencies, adequate governance, fearlessness, credibility, integrity and co-operation would be the pillars on which every credit union of the Caribbean Confederation will stand. SLIDE 3 The new Caribbean Credit Union must be totally committed to do the right thing even when nobody is watching.

In a news release in 2008 Peter Crear of the WOCCU said: -“Credit Union principles must be preserved for the sake of…….members and the continuing strength of the credit union movement….”   As credit unions of the Caribbean Confederation we need to return our co-operative principles to the front burner. 

We temporarily lost track of these co-operative principles, and that is one of the reasons why we got caught up in the CL Financials developments. We became more focused on building large deposits in exchange for unsustainable interest rates rather than staying focused on our members. Yes, it is prudent to carry satisfactory levels of cash reserves, but it is possible that just for a moment, we lost sight of our local member needs and our fellow regional credit union needs and became caught up with the age old temptation of amassing institutional income and reporting on our income generation successes and skills.

We got tested when the interest rate on “the money lied”, and when “the temptations of the traditional capitalism 

became so loud  “that we just couldn’t hear the credit union principles for the ringing of the cash register.”

SLIDE 4

So for a moment in time we lost our co-operative spirit and we forgot that our mandate is, in the words of our President Michael Alleyne to “serve and empower our masses of members, not to accumulate huge profits for a few.” 

And this temporary loss of co-operative spirit contaminated many of our members as they in turn reached out to CIMPEX and Olint and the many other regional schemes and poured much of their life savings or created new debt to pour into an unrealistic dream. This behavior has left many a financially distraught and devastated Caribbean national and many a credit union member in need of serious financial assistance.

For a while we lost our co-operative soul and became just like every other regional and international banking unit offering services for profit and on the prowl in search of an attractive bottom line. SLIDE 5
And in our blindness what did we do?

We moved significant amounts of financial resources out of the ambit of the regional credit union movement and SLIDE 6 offered it up to the international banking system that in turn perpetuated reckless, unrestrained and destructive lending practices with our members savings. We denied our members use of the movement’s considerable financial resources when we seemed to have set aside those three co-operative principles which speaks directly to members access to co-operative services, member’s decision making role and members economic participation in their own co-operatives. And this has come right back to haunt us. Today, a fair portion of the credit unions’ financial resources is unavailable and may be lost to us. 

SLIDE 7 Today the regional movement could find itself in a position where it may be unable to live up to the 6th co-operative principle because regional co-operatives are incapable of combining their resources to best meet the needs of their distraught membership across the region.

Our movement is built on co-operation. By co-operating both credit unions and credit union members benefit. But, as credit unions of the Caribbean do we have the will, the desire and the trust to work together, to pool our resources together in pursuit of a common goal?

The regional credit union movement has discussed many a times and for many a year the establishment of a Central Financing Facility and a Regional Credit Union Stabilization Fund. We analyzed possible outcomes and set up many a committee to build up many a structure many a times.

But for just as many reasons we have been reticent in pursuing either of these initiatives to the final conclusion.  And there may be very good reasons for this. 

Indeed, CCCU had almost gotten such an initiative off the ground when there was a call to return credit unions’ contributions. As a regional credit union movement we have failed to understand, in the words of former Prime Minister Owen Arthur, that “regional co-operation must be placed high on the Caribbean Agenda” and I would add, on the agenda of every individual credit union of the Caribbean region. Regional Credit Unions, it would seem, must have never appreciated the need and I quote Prime Minister Arthur again to “pool what we have to support each other in these dangerous times.”

But this does not mean that we as a movement have totally failed to pool co-operative funds. The Jamaican credit union movement has worked together successfully and has established a Stabilization Fund. Credit Unions in Jamaica have successfully developed a formula to lift all credit unions up to a satisfactory and similarly functioning level. The Trinidad Movement has a Stabilization Fund but has unfortunately not found the mechanism, goodwill or trust among their co-operative units to work in tandem for the good of all co-operatives. And the Barbados Movement is researching a deposit guarantee Program. But each country’s movement seems to be focused on working within their own borders. SLIDE 8 Is this about different currencies, is this about insularity, is this about size or is it about trust? Central Bank Governor Williams laments “one gets the impression that we are going our separate ways, not realizing that in the final analysis we are one regional space.” 

As credit unions of the Caribbean, as credit unions under the umbrella SLIDE 9 of the CCCU we, together, could have done much more, so much more to house our members, to educate our members children and keep our members savings safe and secure if we had the foresight to lift each other up and the trust to pool our resources right inside the regional credit union movement.

We failed to recognize the huge mortgage-financing gap in the OECS. And so the banking sector has moved in and is providing pools of funds for a secondary mortgage market for the OECS credit unions. And it is clear that many OECS credit unions are trustworthy and credible because the ECHMB continues to make millions of dollars in mortgage financing available and continues to reap all the benefits of interest incomes that should rightly be enjoyed by the regional credit union movement.

Regional credit union funds could have been addressing this need. Our regional credit unions resources could have been safely held right here in the region improving the lives of Caribbean nationals. Our member savings could have been pooled right here within the CCCU area with no concern about possible loss of members deposits had we trusted each other, lifted each other up to the same operating levels and standards and believed in each other and in our selves. The region’s more successful and stronger Credit unions could have been benefiting not just from the interest to be earned but also from the opportunity to serve and strengthen another regional co-operative and improve the housing conditions, the earning potential and the lives of every credit union member in the Caribbean Community.

As a regional co-operative movement we failed to recognize that there are income-generating opportunities within our own Confederation credit union block and so we failed to serve our own membership or properly protect our members savings.

Our Caribbean-ness, our commitment to CCCU, our stated belief in regional integration and our acceptance of the 6th co-operative principle –“ co-operation among co-operatives”, are all being sorely tested today. It seems as former Prime Minister Owen Arthur said that there is a “drift in the regional spirit; and inertia in regional affairs.”

The Caribbean credit unions must close ranks and walk in lock step, because in the face of the ongoing economic situation we must now design and be prepared to manage a new financial services sector that responds to our members, our countries, our Caribbean community. 

SLIDE 10 It’s time for the regional co-operative financial system to recompose, re-energize and reshape so as to take on its proper role of serving the peoples of the Caribbean confederation of credit unions and protect the savings of ordinary people.

Ron Saunders tells us “the Caribbean needs to care again about the Caribbean.

And I say to you today that the Caribbean credit unions need to care again about each other and care again about the CCCU, because as disconnected and separate little societies adrift on our little island territories we cannot survive any further financial shocks in splendid isolation.

SLIDE 11 It is time to look inside our regional credit union conscience and confess to being guilty of dismantling the Caribbean credit union faith community based on a kind of “brotherhood economics” that our pioneers left us. A kind of creed whereby regional co-operatives reached out beyond the needs of their own co-operatives to meet the needs of other co-operatives; and where the co-operative focus was always on meeting the financial and social needs of members over the desire to give in to individual credit union and individual island competitive posturing.

We have not stayed faithful to our co-operative principles and values.

It would do us good to look again at what our traditional co-operative values and principles have taught us about how co-operatives were meant to behave.

And we should bring to mind what the historic role of the co-operative has been in times of crisis.

What is most critical at this time however is for us to bring our minds back to the rationale for the establishment of the CCCU and for us to rediscover the Vision statement of the Confederation :

SLIDE 12
“World-Class co-operatives…. prosperity for all.”

This then must be our shared vision.

This must be the underpinning of our shared values system. It is this vision of first-rate credit unions in the Caribbean, co-operating together, with their unique set of values and principles, to ensure prosperity for all credit unions and all credit union members that will provide solutions to these unprecedented problems that we face.

Our history of community ownership, fiscal restraint and focus on self-help are the hallmarks of our co-operative response. 

Credit unions build up lives. They strengthen communities. They are the instruments for human, social and economic development. Our modus operandi is grounded in our conviction that we truly are a living breathing presence in our communities that responds to social injustice, that touches the daily lives of members in our communities.

That is why there is righteousness in our co-operative hearts SLIDE 13 when we acknowledge that pooling our resources and keeping it under our communal control gives us opportunities to do something meaningful and wonderful and truly socially transforming for our communities.

As credit unions sharing a common vision we must fight together and agree to share together so that together we will all achieve our common goal.

We must remain grounded in social responsibility and care for others and continue to demonstrate that we can meet our members’ needs better than any one else can. And we must show that to provide for one member in any Caribbean community is to provide for all members in every Caribbean community.

This is the essence of our credit union creed. This is our credit union value system.

This is what is supposed to motivate us to bring our co-operative credit union principles to life. 

As members of the Caribbean confederation of credit unions we have created a regional community that has as its purpose the aim of living together co-operatively in order to foster a shared vision that reflects core shared values.

This is the key to successfully weathering the impending storm because our regional co-operative financial services system is only as strong as the weakest co-operative.

It is therefore incumbent on the strongest credit unions in the Confederation to encourage and lift up the weakest. 

SLIDE 14 This is the CCCU vision in action. 

When the Jamaica movement with its successes and knowledge and experience lifts up and teaches the OECS movement we are well on our way to regional co-operation among regional co-operatives. 

When the Jamaica movement provide credit union consultants and credit union strengthening and development consultancies to the rest of the Confederation credit unions for  SLIDE 15 reasonable co-operative fees we live out loud our SHARED co-operatives visions, principles and values and we guarantee that all regional credit unions will become world class credit unions.

When all members of the Confederation assist the Trinidad movement to heal its co-operative rift and seek to have all Trinidadian credit unions rejoin the ranks of the Confederation we are putting our Confederation’s vision in action.

When every credit union in every community that is part of the Caribbean Confederation find their way to unite their own in-country movements and become part of and continue to uphold the notion of a Caribbean Confederation of Credit Unions; the purpose, the power and the dignity of the regional credit union movement is re-affirmed.   

SLIDE 16  When we support our Confederation and attend our Confederation’s convention we buy into the unity thing. We buy in to a shared vision; we become part of a regional union. We support our own development. We participate in our own movement.  And we confirm that it is possible for every credit union in the Confederation to become world class credit unions if we only but focus on prosperity for all…..not just for some.

SLIDE 17  In times of man made or natural disasters it is the 6th co-operative  principle that the regional credit unions could anticipate to be the bridge that would span the chasm in the wake of such disasters.

Co-operatives in such national agony should rightly anticipate the support and comfort of every regional credit union. 

I can say, and with intimate knowledge and experience, that such comfort and support exists. The support for St Patrick’s Credit union in Montserrat came from every corner of the Caribbean Confederation in the wake of volcanic activity. No, not from the WOCCU but from the Irish movement and the Caribbean Confederation.

But the support that made the difference, the support that allowed St Patrick’s to regenerate itself and rebuild its member’s lives was the level of co-operation that CICSA Credit Union visited on St Patrick’s. 

CICSA Credit union made available to St Patrick’s loans valued at over one million east Caribbean dollars and all at reasonable co-operative rates. 

CICSA Credit Union trusted St Patrick’s in the worst and most uncertain of times and St Patrick’s met CICSA Credit Union obligations responsibly and in a timely fashion.

This is what credit unions are supposed to do. This is how the Caribbean Confederation’s credit unions shared values and shared visions become effective in action. SLIDE 18 It is this kind of support and this kind of co-operation that will allow all credit unions of the Confederation to weather the storms be they man-made or Acts of God. CICSA Credit Union’s action was a demonstration of the 6th principle of co-operation among co-operatives. 

But is CICSA’s Credit Union vision, one shared by all regional credit unions?

 Are the credit unions of the Confederation committed to a shared vision or shared values? Are the Confederations credit unions committed to each other? Are they connected, bound together by a common aspiration?

You be the judge.

SLIDE 19

We want to be preferred locally.

We want to lead regionally.

We want to be first. 

And sometimes we remember we have members and that it is for them that we exist.

SLIDE 20

We want to be perpetually globally accessible.

And we want too to build up our communities and improve the life of our members.

If we looked across the confederation it may be said that as a movement we do not have a similar picture of a co-operative vision or share similar values.

And if there is no real consensus on co-operative principles, values and vision how will the regional movement ever weather the CLICO created impending storm, the Single regulatory unit approaching storm, the fall out from the global economic storm and the resulting damage to our economies. SLIDE 21

Caribbean credit unions must recognize and confess that there has not been sufficient regional co-operation. There is a need for regional credit unions to work more closely, develop the ability to anticipate crises and respond in a coordinated way to any other evolving crisis. 

But there is a lot more that Caribbean credit unions must do right now to weather the storm and confront the challenges that await them.

SLIDE 22 We must build stronger co-operatives and we must become world-class co-operatives by doing all we can to meet established and best operating practices. Our commitment to becoming world-class co-operatives, not just for our selves, but for our members, demands that we all utilize PEARLS as our benchmark. There can be no exception to this.

We must continually strive to strengthen our co-operatives and make them more effective. Our policies and processes must be able to assure all, that the accountability, integrity and credibility of credit union executives and staff is maintained through mechanisms that seek to reduce or eliminate all instances of principle-agent problems, while at the same time protecting members’ welfare. 

Directors must accept their fiduciary responsibilities. Policies must always be adherred to because it is incumbent on us to protect our movement from the kinds of political attacks that will destroy credit unions as unscrupulous politicians deliberately set out to make political mileage on the backs of our short comings. And I can speak to this intimately and  knowlegeably as St Patrick’s is currently under such political attack even as I speak. 

And once again St Patrick’s needs the help and support and protection of the regional movement.

Active politics can have no place in the operations and business of a credit union.

But I am an active politician and my 20 year relationship with St Patrick’s makes it difficult for the community to separate me from the credit union even as I have not been in the management structure of the credit union for over a year.

Today St Patrick’s does not seek financial assistance from the movement. Instead St Patrick’s needs assistance from the regional movement so as to have protection from a Regulator with limited understanding of credit union philosophy but with an abundance of deference for the Montserrat’s governance structure. Today St Patrick’s needs the support of the regional movement to protect its members deposits and savings and its impressive 55 year track record to the Montserrat community. Today St Patrick’s seeks the voice of the regional movement to

articulate its cause and the expertise of the movement to assess any deficiencies.

Because we can only protect caribbean credit unions from such attacks by ensuring that each and every caribbean credit union  is a world class credit union that can withstand the scrutiny of all comers.

Caribbean co-operatives must strive to be fiscally responsible at all times. Potential Loan losses must be provided for. Dividends must be paid out of profits. Adequate reserves must be built up. Annual meetings must be held and proper and timely reporting must be done. Diligence in loan assessment, approval and collection must be the engines that drive portfolio growth. But, at the same, it is important that credit unions not loose sight of the need, to at all times balance members desires and needs with operational meticulousness. And where we are not up to speed we must strive to get there in the shortest possible time.

As credit unions under the CCCU umbrella, full support must be given to CCCU’s efforts in the development and enactment of co-operative regulation and legislation that embraces our co-operative principles and values. We must however have continuous dialogue with our regulators to ensure not only that the cost of regulation not become burdensome, but that the regulators themselves uphold confidentiality requirements, and  are objective and independent. Lack of faith in the regulatory environment will ensure that members loose confidence in credit unions and further exacerbate the current tenuous financial situation. 

 SLIDE 23 Each league, each credit union, each official, each member must now accept and articulate one vision for the Caribbean movement and become an ardent advocate for the credit union movement. We must build a strong Caribbean co-operative lobby that speaks often and loudly to the regional political directorate to seek representation at the OECS and CARICOM levels.

Because it is only at this level that we can properly and adequately express our concerns about our member’s deposits held in CL Financials. It is only at this level that we can make recommendations to regional governments about the utilization of the Regional Stabilization Fund to protect poor peoples money and safeguard the regional financial system.   

Caribbean credit unions play a major role in the Caribbean financial space. Our contribution to Caribbean life is significant and must be acknowledged at the highest levels.

As Caribbean credit unions we have a responsibility to place economic power in the hands of the poor, the young and the marginalized in the face of the bleak financial and economic outlook. Their future depends on us doing so.

 Our shared vision and our shared values are the only tools we have to help us weather the financial storms. SLIDE 24
Unfortunately we have no regional Trouble Asset Relief Program at our disposal, no Federal Reserve and no Bernanke to bail out regional credit unions. We must do that all by ourselves. We can do this all by ourselves. SLIDE 25 Yes, yes we can.
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