
 

 
 
 
 
 
Mr Martin Hughes 
Joint Committee on Business, Enterprise and Innovation 
Leinster House 
Dublin 2 
D02 XR20 
 
E-mail: jcbei@oireachtas.ie 
 
1st May 2019 
 
Dear Mr Hughes, 
  
I refer to your recent letter requesting a written submission in relation to your Committee's 
deliberations on the Industrial and Provident Societies (Amendment) Bill 2018.  
 
ICOS is the umbrella body for co-operatives in Ireland, and a key promoter of the co-operative model 
throughout the economy.  ICOS has been engaged in ongoing discussions with both the Registrar of 
Friendly Societies, and the Department of Business, Enterprise and Innovation, over a number of years, 
in relation to the need to provide a more modern, fit for purpose legislative framework for modern 
co-operatives.  The Industrial and Provident Societies Act, has provided a valuable framework for the 
development of the sector in the past, however, it needs to be consolidated and updated, ideally 
through the development of an entirely new Co-operatives Act. 
 
Co-operatives are different to companies; principally due to their democratic ownership and control 
structures, which are based very firmly on a set of principles that must be protected.  For that reason 
any new co-operative legislation must capture these principles, and it cannot simply be a co-operative 
version of the Companies Act. 
 
It is our understanding that the Department of Business, Enterprise and Innovation has been working 
to develop the framework for a new Co-operatives Act, and we are keen to work closely with them on 
this. 
 
In parallel, we have become aware of the existence of a Private Members' Bill; the Industrial and 
Provident Societies (Amendment) Bill 2018, which seeks to amend the current Act in particular ways. 
In general terms, we would have preferred that any amendments which Members of the Oireachtas 
might seek to have made to the Act could have waited until the Department had conducted a full 
review of the Act.  
 
The following are ICOS' observation on the Industrial and Provident Societies (Amendment) Bill 
2018; 
 

1. Definition 
 
No objection 
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2. Amendment of section 5 (Conditions of Registration) of Principal Act 
 
The Bill proposes lowering the number of members required to establish a co-operative from seven 
persons to three.  
 
ICOS would strongly resist amending the minimum number of individual members required to 
constitute a society below the existing seven.  The current requirement of seven members has 
never acted as an impediment to the establishment of a sustainable co-operative. The purpose of 
a co-operative is to bring together like minded individuals to help them achieve solutions through 
economies of scale. The requirement for seven individuals in order to establish and sustain the co-
operative is realistic and achievable. Any number less than this would undermine the “economies 
of scale” principle, and bring into question the viability of a democratic ownership and control 
structure. 

  
3. Amendment of section 9 (Cancelling and suspension of registry) of Principal Act 

 
We have no objection to the substitution of the words “his” for “the registrar’s”.  In relation to the 
change from “seven” to “three”, please see comments mentioned above.  

 
4. Amendment of section 14 (Annual returns) of Principal Act 

 
This section relates to the filing of statutory accounts to the Registrar. ICOS supports the 
transparency of filing accounts to the Registrar.  However, ICOS would support audit exemption 
for co-operative societies subject to specific criteria in line with that of the Companies Act 2014.  In 
the case of a co-operative such criteria might include the turnover level, the balance sheet value, 
and the number of members and employees.  With the added safeguard that the members of the 
co-operative could elect to reverse the decision to avail of the audit exemption at the AGM.  ICOS 
considers this as a key principle to ensure member control.  It is a fact that for certain micro or 
community based enterprises, the cost of an annual audit is an impediment to their being able to 
establish and sustain a co-operative. 

 
5. Exemption from filing annual returns, etc., in certain cases  
 
Under no circumstances would ICOS support any suggestion of an exemption from filing annual 
returns as defined in the IPS Act. 
 
As mentioned above ICOS supports audit exemption in certain circumstances.  ICOS would prefer 
that any such exemption be implemented by way of statute and not Ministerial Order.  

 
In relation to “one or more than one specified class” and also “certain specified classes of 
documents” ICOS would like clarification as to which societies and which documents this relates 
to. 

 
6. Use of electronic communication 
 
ICOS has no objection to submitting documents to the Registrar via electronic means. 

 
7. Short title and collective citation 
 
ICOS has no objection to this. 
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ICOS welcomes the fact that a Committee, such as yours, has shown such an interest in the co-
operative as a way of doing business, and would welcome the opportunity to address you at any future 
time.  ICOS believes that the co-operative model has never been more important or appropriate to 
the economy  now.  The model has stood the test of time; ICOS is celebrating its 125th anniversary this 
year, and we are committed to ensuring that the model has an appropriate and supportive legislative 
framework as we head into our next 125 years. 
 
Yours sincerely, 
 

 
___________________ 
TJ Flanagan 
CEO 
 
 
 
 




