YECN

COOPERATORS NETWORK

Advancing a Democratic Economy in Enlarged Europe

Budapest Recommendations

Young adults seek self-determination, economic security, and genuine community.
Cooperatives champion a democratic, inclusive business model which offers collaborative
entrepreneurship, protection from rising living costs, and a community-minded way of life.
Yet young people remain heavily underrepresented among cooperatives and largely
unaware of the cooperative business model as an effective entry point for launching

entrepreneurial ventures across different economic sectors.

Preamble

We, young cooperators and entrepreneurs coming from 19 European countries -
representing Young Cooperative Members & Workers (seeking formal channels and
pathways to leadership role), Coop Entrepreneurs (seeking tailored funding and skills), and
emerging Cooperators (knowing little about the social economy) - ask Cooperatives

Europe and its members, along with national and European policymakers holding a portfolio

on inclusive economic empowerment and entrepreneurship, to take action on the

following five recommendations:
1. Integrate entrepreneurship in

2. Facilitate access to finance for affirmed and emerging youth-led cooperatives
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3. Provide accessible and
4. Foster and

5. Create and sustain

These 5 recommendations, developed below, were co-designed by us, young participants
of the first-ever #coopssdev@® European youth cooperative forum "Youth Voices,
Cooperatives Choices: Advancing a Democratic Economy in the Enlarged Europe”, hosted
in Budapest (29th June-2nd July 2026) by Cooperatives Europe and the student cooperative
Diakész, in partnership with the Young European Cooperators Network (YECN) under the
ICA-EU Financial Framework Partnership “People-centered businesses: for sustainable,
democratic, and inclusive development" (#coopsitdev@)). The event's peer-to-peer and
policy dialogues revolved around 3 core themes: 1) empowerment and engagement,

, 3) entrepreneurship.

These recommendations build on and reinforce the current EU internal and external agenda
linked to inclusive economic entrepreneurship, notably - but not limited to - the Social

Economy Action Plan (2021-2030) and its 2026 mid-term review, the 2023 Council

Recommendation on developing social economy framework conditions, the EU Youth

Strategy (2019-2027) and the 2026 EESC Recommendations on EU Competitiveness and

Youth Entrepreneurship.

Recommendations

1. Integrate Entrepreneurship in

: Standard curricula across Europe rarely include cooperative business
education, leaving students with little exposure to democratic business models as viable
economic and entrepreneurial paths. This gap runs counter to the EU Youth Strategy, which
calls for the development of talent, creative skills, entrepreneurial mindsets, and cultural

expression among young people.

g i Co-funded b
#coops4dev Q - the Exropean Union


https://coopseurope.coop/
https://yecn.coop/
https://coopseurope.coop/policy-topic/cooperative-development-support/
https://coopseurope.coop/policy-topic/cooperative-development-support/
https://social-economy-gateway.ec.europa.eu/eu-initiatives/seap_en
https://social-economy-gateway.ec.europa.eu/eu-initiatives/seap_en
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/eli/C/2023/1344/oj/eng
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/eli/C/2023/1344/oj/eng
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/EN/legal-content/summary/eu-youth-strategy-2019-2027.html
https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/our-work/opinions-information-reports/opinions/eu-competitiveness-and-youth-entrepreneurship
https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/our-work/opinions-information-reports/opinions/eu-competitiveness-and-youth-entrepreneurship
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ACTION POINTS

. : Collaborate with Ministries of Education and universities to
integrate cooperative models across subjects in primary, secondary, and higher
education, incorporating regional and national cooperative history, and granting
credits for cooperative field projects (in the form of study visits and work-placement
programs). This integration should draw on and build toward a European update of
ICBEC's 2014 global mapping of cooperative business education and make use of
existing open-access resources — such as PortailCoop's Cooperative Education
Collection — to equip educators with classroom-ready, cooperative-specific

teaching materials.

. . Integrate core cooperative skills and
values (such as democratic governance, ethical leadership, intercultural
communication, and constructive conflict resolution) into vocational and

entrepreneurial training to enable broader community cooperation.

. : Launch a centralised, pan-European digital repository
offering open-access webinars, trainings-of-trainers, toolkits, and case studies for
educators, students, and (cooperative) entrepreneurs. This repository should build
on the EU-OECD Youth Entrepreneurship Policy Academy (YEPA)'s ongoing learning
work on access to finance, the green transition, women's entrepreneurship, and
social entrepreneurship, and extend its reach specifically into formal education

settings.

2. Facilitate Access to Finance for affirmed and emerging youth-led

coops

Challenge: Young cooperative entrepreneurs often lack access to funding instruments and
networks when seeking initial startup capital. They also frequently lack sufficient financial
literacy and face high commercial interest rates, further limiting their ability to launch and

sustain their ventures.

Co-funded by
the European Union

P



https://yepa-hub.org/
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Cooperative Banking Partnerships fostering financial literacy: Partner with
cooperative banks and microfinance institutions to design youth-focused products
with low-interest financial terms. Relatedly, provide online training in cooperative
financial literacy, as part of broader business training, in partnership with both

cooperative financial organisations and universities' finance faculties.

EU Seed Fund: Establish a dedicated European "Cooperative Seed Fund" providing
grants and low-interest loans up to €50,000 for youth-led cooperative initiatives,
prioritising marginalised communities and rural areas across the European Union and
EU Accession countries, in line with the EU Right to Stay Strategy. This fund would
complement existing mechanisms under the reinforced EU Youth Guarantee, which
supports employment incentives and start-up measures for young people. Upon

approval of the new EU Multi-Financial Framework (2028-2034), the Fund would align

with the EU's proposal to offer up to €150 billion in loans to its Member States under

the ESF+ to continue investing in the social economy and social innovation.

Banking Access: Update banking regulations so that e-banks include cooperative
businesses within their users' scope, independent of their size and annual turnover.
This would enable current and emerging cooperators to open business accounts

under the same conditions as commercial Limited Liability Companies (LLCs).

3. Provide Accessible and Technical Support

Challenge: Across Europe, young founders choosing the cooperative entrepreneurial path

face additional challenges that may discourage them from ultimately adopting this

business model. This is mainly due to the lack of ad-hoc provisions in cooperative legal

frameworks and the absence of cooperative-specific social procurement processes, often

compounded by burdensome reporting requirements.
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https://european-social-fund-plus.ec.europa.eu/en/future-esf
https://european-social-fund-plus.ec.europa.eu/en/future-esf

YECN

COOPERATORS NETWORK

ACTION POINTS

. : Extend the employers' scope of the EU reinforced Youth Guarantee to
cooperative enterprises, incorporating them into local, national, and EU youth
employment packages. This builds on existing employment incentives and startup
support for young people, aligns with the Social Economy Action Plan's mid-term
review (30 March 2026), and reinforces the 2023 Council Recommendation on

developing social economy framework conditions.

e Public procurement regulations: Improve the recognition of cooperative
organisations in public tenders by introducing specific quotas (e.g., 10%) for
cooperatives with simplified bidding processes for small-scale providers. This
measure should be accompanied by the development of a certification system that
includes environmental, social, and governance (ESG) impact criteria as well as ad-
hoc training programs for public procurement officers on the nature of the

cooperative business model and its value for public services.

. : Provide incentives and consortium-building support for
cooperatives seeking ownership of their IT and computational infrastructure (e.g.,
cooperative data centers and shared Al capacity). These include free training on
digital and Al literacy, alongside digital management tools for transparent

accounting, secure member voting, and market analysis.

4. Foster and

Challenge: Young members and workers are heavily underrepresented in cooperative
decision-making processes, often lacking a seat on cooperatives' boards, which results in
their perspectives being excluded from strategic decision-making. Without formal
participation or clear pathways to leadership roles, coops risk demographic stagnation

and failure to attract the next generation of cooperators.
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. : Create permanent, voting Youth
Representative seats on boards across cooperatives at the local, national, and
European levels, as well as within European regional and international cooperative
networks to enable young cooperators to shape strategic decision-making and to
ensure demographic diversity across executive ranks. This mirrors the EU's own
commitment to youth participation under the EU Youth Strategy's "Engage" pillar,

reinforced by newer Commission instruments such as the 2026 foresight impact-

assessment Youth Test or Check tool (currently piloted across EU Member States)

and Youth Policy Dialogues with Commissioners, introduced to further mainstream

youth perspectives across EU policymaking.

. . Establish permanent youth
committees and cross-generational working groups within national APEX
organizations and European sectoral federations to institutionalize intergenerational

dialogue, skill transfer, and joint strategies.

. . Institute an ad-hoc cross-European
mentoring network pairing emerging young cooperators with experienced
cooperators for strategic coaching, virtual consultations, and operational exchanges.
The network should build on the model already piloted through YEPA, one of the ten
key actions of the Social Economy Action Plan, which facilitates exchange between

policymakers, young entrepreneurs, and experts.

5. Create and Sustain

Challenge: Emerging young cooperators often operate in isolation, without structured
access to peer-to-peer exchange or shared tools, preventing cooperative enterprises from

scaling their social impact.
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https://youth.europa.eu/news/eu-youth-testcheck-what-it-and-why-should-it-be-implemented-all-member-states_en
https://youth.europa.eu/news/eu-youth-testcheck-what-it-and-why-should-it-be-implemented-all-member-states_en
https://yepa-hub.org/
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e Digital Community: Establish a "European Emerging Cooperators Portal" within the
existing EU Social Economy Portal, featuring a voluntary mapping database, a

Community of Practice to scale best practices and share lessons learned.

e International Mobility: Expand the Erasmus for Young Entrepreneurs EU programme

to explicitly include cooperatives as host organizations. Facilitate cross-border work
placement and internship programs between cooperatives across sectors, in line
with

. This expansion would also help address the 2024 EU Youth Strategy

evaluation report's recommendation to ensure programmes such as Erasmus+

remain accessible and inclusive, particularly for smaller organisations and

underrepresented groups.

e In-person Coop Youth Summits: Establish Coop Youth Summits as an annual
gathering with rotating host organisations to foster in-person networking, joint

venture formulation, and collective advocacy both at European and national levels.

Adopted in Budapest (HU) on Tt July 2026.
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https://www.erasmus-entrepreneurs.eu/
https://op.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/9762377f-0899-11f0-b1a3-01aa75ed71a1/language-en
https://op.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/9762377f-0899-11f0-b1a3-01aa75ed71a1/language-en

