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The information in this document reflects the situation when it was written in 2007. 
Please bear in mind that some contact information may since have changed. 

 SOCIAL AND CONVENTIONAL ENTERPRISES – 

PARTNERS IN INTEGRATING EXCLUDED PEOPLE 

In building the capacity of social co-operatives in Ravenna, the AGAPE 
consortium is going back to co-operative principles. It insists that 
economic activity must be balanced with social goals. To integrate the hard 
core of the unemployed into jobs, it is researching new services and 
strengthening management capacity, so that social co-operatives can work 
as effective partners with conventional firms. Over and above that, it is 
building a triangular partnership among the public, private and social 
sectors, to promote territorial social responsibility. This will result in the 
establishment of a quality mark and a social economy development agency 
at provincial level.  

The province of Ravenna in northwest Italy, with its 350,000 inhabitants, is in a relatively good 
employment position. During the 1990s it successfully slashed unemployment to its current level 
of 4.3%, and there are an unusually high number of women at work – 40% as against the 
national average of 31%. Nevertheless half the unemployed are from disadvantaged groups such 
as physically disabled and mentally ill people, drug addicts, ex-prisoners and migrants – the so-
called fasce deboli. These number 3,000 in the province, and although the existing system finds 
work for 300 of them each year, there remains a hard core of some 600 disadvantaged people 
who are unemployed but fit for work. 

CHANGING THE CULTURE 

The Agape project aimed to use one of the region‟s key strengths – its dense fabric of small and 
medium-sized enterprises – to create jobs for this excluded group. Its strategy relies on building 
commercial partnerships between social co-operatives and conventional enterprises to create 
high-quality jobs for disadvantaged people. As a support framework for this, the project is also 
building a context of „territorial social responsibility‟ (TSR) built on a three-way partnership among 
the public administration, private sector and non-profit organisations. Key elements of the work 
are improving the business capacity and management of type B social co-operatives
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instance by partnerships with conventional firms, and promoting a stable partnership between the 
local political and administrative systems and the private and non-profit sectors. A tool for this is 
local „work pacts‟ to try to eliminate cultural, social and economic barriers that hinder disabled 
people from finding work. 

“The project has a very long history,” says co-ordinator Stefania Settevendemie of EFESO, the 
training institution attached to Legacoop, one of the national federations of co-operatives. “Since 
2000, our province has built a very good integrated system in which the labour market services, 
local authorities and economic actors work together to solve the employment problems of 

                                                      

1
 Social co-operatives operate for the general benefit of the community and the social integration of citizens, 

and have democratic control (one member one vote), limited liability and limited return on finance. Various 
categories of stakeholder may become members, including paid employees, beneficiaries, volunteers (up to 
50% of members), financial investors and public institutions. Type A co-operatives provide health, social or 
educational services, while those of type B integrate disadvantaged people through work. In type B co-
operatives at least 30% of the members must be from defined disadvantaged target groups. 
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disadvantaged people. This is called SIIL – Sostegno Integrato Inserimento Lavorativo (Integra-
ted Support for Work Integration). Nevertheless it was becoming harder to integrate disadvan-
taged people into work. We realised we needed to address the demand side of the equation – to 
stimulate demand for labour by enterprises.” 

The project has therefore designed a specific action to develop a sort of social dialogue between 
the agricultural, industrial and commercial sectors, to involve them in experimenting with inclusive 
employment practices. “The most important thing is to create a permanent link with them. We are 
always in touch to find out their needs and how we can help them,” says Ms Settevendemie. This 
goes for the trade unions too, which are anxious to be a full partner in the negotiations. The main 
tool the project is using is the provision in Italian law that companies should employ a certain 
quota of disadvantaged people. “The law allows companies to come to an agreement with a 
social co-operatives to employ a share of disadvantaged people on their behalf. This system 
works well in Trentino and in other parts of the region of Emilia Romagna, but has not yet been 
introduce in the province of Ravenna. So we are working to get it adopted.”  

BUILDING CAPACITY 

The project has a carefully articulated programme of work, divided among the partners. The first 
strand of activities comprises market research carried out by EFESO to identify new products and 
services that could provide jobs for disabled and disadvantaged people. “Social co-operatives 
have the tendency always to work in the same fields, such as the environment, catering and 
cleaning,” says Ms Settevendemie. ”We have identified new services for example in building and 
pasta manufacture.” This goes in parallel with raising management capacity amongst existing 
social co-operatives. First is a training course for co-operative managers covering technological 
innovation, strategic marketing, enterprise management and fundraising. It lasts 200 hours and 
combines classes and project work. This is backed up by a number of short consultancy 
assignments for social co-operatives, which differ according to their needs.  

The second strand of work, carried out by CGM and IRECOOP, is to promote corporate social 
responsibility (CSR) among conventional businesses. This comprises a series of workshops for 
business managers and local government staff from the councils of Ravenna, Faenza, Lugo and 
Cervi. 

This leads into the third strand of work, a feasibility study into setting up a social economy 
development agency for the province. The project will select a team of five or six potential 
development workers, some of whom may be existing social co-operative employees. Using a 
mixture of classroom and project work, it will train them as „social development promoters‟. The 
curriculum includes research methods, business management, the functioning of the public 
sector systems, communication, negotiation and fund-raising. This will enable them to guide their 
co-operatives in launching the new services identified. 

The project will also pilot training for integration of disabled and disadvantaged people with the 
aim of including them in profit-making or non-profit companies. The training, consisting of place-
ments and short teaching modules, will be tailored to meet he needs of the individuals and the 
employers, and will last on average 420 hours. 

STAKEHOLDERS ON BOARD 

The AGAPE partnership has 13 operational partners and 21 network partners. “We deliberately 
created a broad partnership, which brings together all the important actors in the labour market in 
the province,” Ms Settevendemie explains. “The operational partners include the province itself, 
the chamber of commerce, the two main co-operative federations Legacoop and Confcoop, and 
their respective training institutions EFESO and IRECOOP. Ms Settevendemie feels that it was 
the inclusiveness of the partnership, and particularly the involvement of the employers, that 
persuaded the province to back the project. “Our most important task is to change the culture – to 
raise awareness among the business community of the advantages of employing disadvantaged 
people. We aim to make people understand that there is a great asset in the territory, and that 
social co-operatives can be an important economic partner.”  



 

 3 I-AGAPE Social Cooperatives 

The project also aims to shake up complacency within the sector, and get the message over 
among social co-operatives themselves that the economic and the social can indeed go hand in 
hand – that the economic activity of the enterprises can serve its social goals, and need not 
contradict them. “Some social co-ops think their economic role is unimportant,” says Ms 
Settevendemie. “But if they stress their social mission, and give it an economic value, it is not 
contrary to their mission. Some don‟t want to grow, and it is true that growth involves solving 
problems. But big co-ops are still good co-ops.” 

To embed this message, the partnership has carefully structured a broad local network, whose 
partners have signed up to a detailed agreement setting out their respective objectives and 
contributions. This partnership agreement covers the local authorities, the public health services 
(AUSL), associations representing disadvantaged people, employers‟ associations, trade unions 
and the university. 

EQUAL‟s partnership methodology has also resulted in a more sustainable organisational 
structure among social co-operatives in the province of Ravenna. At the and of 2005 the project 
set up the AGAPE consortium, and most of the province‟s 18 social co-operatives, employing 
some 300 people, have joined, including all the type B co-operatives (which employ disadvant-
aged people), along with some of the type A co-ops (which deliver social services). Co-ops from 
both the socialist (Legacoop) and Christian Democratic (Confcoop) traditions collaborate without 
problems. 

MAKING A MARK 

The project‟s fourth strand of work – creating a social quality mark – will help to embed the idea 
of corporate social responsibility in the minds and hearts of the general public. The Ravenna 
Chamber of Commerce, aided by CISE, an agency of the chambers of commerce, will organise 
focus groups with companies and social economy organisations to identify what good practice 
means in this field. “We want to find a way to publicly recognise the many informal practices that 
companies have,” says Ms Settevendemie. The project will then devise a social quality mark and 
logo that can be awarded to enterprises that are the best in employing disadvantaged people. 
The award criteria will be developed from the experience of the agreements between 
conventional and social enterprises that are drawn up during the project. It is not yet clear 
whether this certification might spread to have a transnational dimension. 

EXCHANGING MODELS 

The project‟s transnational work includes visits, exchanges and research. In the FRUIT 
partnership they have teamed up with just one other project, EVEA (Economics Values European 
Associations) in Bordeaux. For the Italian partners, a major aspect of interest is the institutional 
form of the CRESS, the Chambre Régionale de l’Economie Sociale et Solidaire of Acquitaine, 
which is one of the two partners in EVEA. “The CRESSes are not like Italy‟s „third sector fora‟, 
says Ms Settevendemie. “They are an interesting model because they bring together a much 
broader range of organisations under the social economy umbrella than is the case in Italy, 
including voluntary organisations.” 

In return, the French partners are gaining useful experience of type B social co-operatives, which 
give workers from disadvantaged groups membership of a productive enterprise, and have no 
established analogue in the French social economy. The French partners will be visiting social 
co-operatives in Italy in November 2006, and in May 2007 the Italians will conduct exchanges 
with the social economy in Bordeaux. The partners will mark the close of the project by holding a 
joint seminar and publishing a document setting out the good practices that have been acquired. 

A RESEARCH BASE 

One of the foundations of a lasting impact on policy is to start with a sound basis of research, to 
marshal facts and arguments. The project has so far published two research studies, which are 
available online and were discussed at the project‟s seminar in March 2006: 
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 The first study, by Flaviano Zandonai of CGM, the country‟s leading consortium of social co-
operatives, investigates, through some good practice examples, the concept of regional 
governance, and discusses what a good model could be for Ravenna; 

 The other study, by EFESO researchers Giuseppe Silvestris and Luca Minguzzi, is on type B 
social co-operatives, and provides the material for innovation, defining new products and 
services, and increasing their competitiveness. 

In 2007, the province is to create a permanent mechanism to learn from such research and 
experimentation, by setting up an Observatory of the Social Economy, which will be hosted by 
the existing Observatory of Social Policy. This group of researchers will monitor what initiatives 
companies are taking in the field of social responsibility, how many and what sort of jobs are 
created, the economic progress of the resulting social co-operatives, and so on. Having such a 
data set will enable the province to improve its planning. 

During the course of the project, three major events, held at roughly 9-month intervals, are taking 
place to keep the issue of social co-operatives and social responsibility on the agenda of key 
actors in the labour market, such as employers and trade unions, the regional and provincial 
governments, the university and relevant associations. 

Results will be disseminated more broadly via a web portal, a conference at the close of the 
project, and publications. There is also a newsletter, which is a very important tool for keeping the 
issues in the consciousness of the network partners. “We have some important organisations in 
the AGAPE partnership, but even they sometimes forget the value of what we are doing. So we 
like to keep it under their noses. We want to reach the highest level of decision-making, and to 
cement a strong partnership that endures after the end of the project,” says Ms Settevendemie.  

A social economy development agency for the province 

The final piece of the jigsaw of mainstreaming activities is the establishment of a permanent 
social economy development agency for the province. It is envisaged that this agency would 
serve the territory as a whole: the social economy, public authorities, economic actors and social 
services. It would have research, advocacy and business development roles. First, it would be a 
problem-solving organisation, which would identify opportunities to create a commercial 
relationship between the profit and non-profit sectors. Secondly, it would carry on lobbying and 
representation, to influence decisions. Thirdly, it would give practical advice to help the develop-
ment of the social economy. 

The agency will be created at the end of the project. At the moment the project is in the stage of 
alchemy – building the stable relationships that will be needed to support he agency. To finance 
it, lobbying is under way with the province, co-operatives, banks, associations and other 
economic actors – all of whom think such an agency is needed. Ms Settevendemie is hoping they 
will put their money where their mouths are: “The agency has a fundamental role in the 
development of our territory,” she says. 

 

DP name: AGAPE – Actions of Governance and People Employment 

DP ID: IT-IT-G2-EMI-013 

National partners: EFESO, Istituto di Ricerca e Studi dell‟Economia Sociale e della Piccola 
Media Impresa; Istituto Regionale di Educazione Cooperativa (IRECOOP); Lega Provinciale delle 
Cooperative e Mutue di Ravenna; Confcooperative – Unione Provinciale di Ravenna; Provincia di 
Ravenna; Camera di Commercio, Industria, Artigianato e Agricoltura di Ravenna; CEFOP MCL; 
Consorzio Provinciale per la formazione Professionale; Ente Nazionale Giuseppini del Murialdo 
CFP „Opera San Paolo‟ (ENGIM); Consorzio Nazionale della Cooperazione di Solidarietà Sociale 
Gino Mattarelli (CGM); Consorzio San Vitale, Consorzio Sistemi; Associazione Italiana 
Promozione Cultura della Cooperazione e del Nonprofit (AICCON);  

Transnational partnership: TCA 4553 France Union Italie (FRUIT). Partner: FR-ACQ-2004-
43178 Economics Values European Associations (EVEA) 

Contact: Stefania Settevendemie 
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Address: EFESO Soc. Coop., Via Faentina 106, 48100 Ravenna (RA), Italy 

Telephone: +39 0544 464636 

Fax: +39 0544 464653 

E-mail: ssettevendemie@efeso.it 

Website: www.efeso.it 


