
FROM THE 

VAULT
SCIENCE & ART OF RESEARCHING & RECORDING SOCIAL & 

CORPORATE HISTORY (E.G. RAC OF WA AND CO -OPS WA) 

Bruce Baskerville

Looking Back – Looking Forward
The economic and social contribution of the WA Co-operative and Mutual 
Enterprise sector to the state’s development

Presentation to the Co-operatives WA Annual Conference, UWA, 21 September 2022.  



Timeline



The RAC – founding purpose

The  objec t ives  o f  the  C lub  adopted  in  1905 were :

1 . The  promot ion  o f  a  soc ia l  organ isat ion  and c lub  composed  main ly  o f  persons  owning  se l f -prope l led  veh ic les  

or  motor  cyc les .

2 . To  a f ford  a  means  o f  record ing  the  exper iences  o f  members  and  others  us ing motor -cars  and  motor -cyc les .

3 . To  promote  inves t igat ion  in  the i r  deve lopment .  

4 . To  co-operate  in  secur ing  ra t iona l  l eg is la t ion  and  the  format ion  o f  proper  ru les  and  regu la t ions  govern ing 

the  use  o f  motor -cars  and  motor -cyc les  in  c i t i es ,  towns ,  and  country  d i s t r i c ts .  

5 . To  mainta in  the  lawfu l  r ights  and  pr iv i l eges  and  protect  the  in teres ts  o f  owners  and  users  o f  a l l  forms  o f  

se l f -prope l led  veh ic les  whenever  and  wherever  such  in teres ts ,  r ights ,  and  pr iv i l eges  are  menaced.  

6 . To  promote  and  encourage  the  improvement ,  const ruct ion ,  and  maintenance  o f  roads  and  h ighways  and  the  

deve lopment  genera l l y  in  the  S tate  o f  motor ing .

7 . To  mainta in  a  c lub  devoted  to  the  in teres ts  and  advancement  o f  automobi l i sm

Summary :  sa feguard  the  common in teres ts  o f  dr ivers  and  veh ic le  owners  [members] ,  deve lop  a  sys tem of  road  

and  dr iver  regu la t ion [as  none  ex is ted] ,  lobby  the  S tate  to  deve lop  o f  roads  su i ted  to  motor  veh ic les  [protect  

expens ive  mach ines  and  l i ves] ,  deve lop  support  serv i ces  for  members ,  soc ia l  ac t iv i t i es  for  members .



Co-ops WA – founding purposes

Matthew Padbury ,  Cha i rman,  Westra l ian  Farmers  in  1919:  to  advance  the  ac t iv i t i es  o f  the  co -operat ive  

movement  “by  un i t ing  a l l  bod ies  in to  one  body  contro l l ing  the  centra l  organ isat ion”  - the  ‘ centra l  organ isat ion ’  

was  Westra l ian  Farmers ’  L td .  

1. Costs  o f  product ion  and  cos t  o f  l i v ing  i ssues  a f te r  Great  War  – search  to  f ind  a  common ground between  

producers  and  consumers  to  cut -out  the  prof i teer ing  midd le  man (e .g .  sh ipp ing  compan ies)

2 . Great  uncer ta inty  post  Great  War  about  how g loba l  t rade  sys tems wou ld  operate ,  and  need  for  cer ta in ty  in  

market ing  and  export ing  produce  (co-operat ion  v .  compet i t ion)

3 . Incorporat ion  o f  non -gra in  producer  co -ops  in to  a  broader  movement  that  wou ld  have  more  economic  and  

po l i t i ca l  c lout (e .g .  f ru i t  growers ,  da i ry ing ,  s torekeeper  co -ops)

4 . Prov ide  a  s t ronger  economic  base  to  loca l  co -ops  through order ly  re ta i l ing  and  d i s t r ibut ion  o f  goods  (e .g .  

centra l l y  a l locat ing  agenc ies  and  de f in ing te r r i tor ies  for  loca l  co -ops  so  they  d id  not  compete  aga inst  each  

other ,  but  each  cou ld  be  s tab le  and  generate  v iab le  incomes ,  espec ia l ly  in  new wheatbe l t  towns)

5 . Prov ide  t ra in ing  and  educat ion  for  loca l  co -operators  in  bus iness  management  sk i l l s ,  both  for  the i r  loca l  co -

ops  (espec ia l ly  re ta i l  co -ops)  and  for  the i r  own producer  bus inesses  (Co -Ops  Federat ion  

Propaganda/Educat ion  commit tee  ro le)

6 . Fac i l i ta te  the  use  o f  new techno log ies  and  crops ,  such  as  farm mach inery  and  superphosphate ,  and  

improved  f ru i t  or  gra in  var ie t ies ,  as  we l l  as  va lue -add ing  such  as  but ter  fac tor ies .

Summary :  f inanc ia l  cer ta inty for  producers  [members]  a t  a  t ime  o f  great  uncer ta inty ,  through co -operat ing  

ra ther  than compet ing  aga ins t  each  other ;  lobby  the  S tate  to  prov ide  support  serv i ces ;  prov id ing a  v iab le  

economic  base  for  loca l  co -ops ;  t ra in  co -operators  in  bus iness  sk i l l s ;  fac i l i ta te  network ing  between  members



RAC and Co-ops WA: 

founding comparisons 
SIMILAR

• Ident i fy ,  protect  and advance common interests  of  members

• Lobby to  have ef fect ive regulatory  frameworks  put  in  p lace by  the State

• Prov is ion of  support  serv ices  for  members

• Train ing/educat ion in  sk i l l s  (dr iv ing,  bus iness)

DIFFERENT

• Co-ops – support  and develop economic  base;  work with Westra l ian Farmers  Ltd  as  part  of  larger  

organisat ion,  support  ‘Bo ld  Yeomanry ’  State po l icy;  in i t ia l  member base new farmers  and sett lers  in  

Wheatbel t ,  wi th interest  f rom trade union movement  (worker  and consumer co -ops)

• RAC – not- for-prof i t ,  develop serv ices  in  l ieu of  the State in  absence of  any State po l icy  re lated to  

developing motor  t ransport ;  informal  l inks  to  RAC (UK);  in i t ia l  member base weal thy  middle  c lass  in  

Metro  area,  wi th interest  f rom motor  sports  (motor  cyc l is ts  and motor  boats)  and heavy transport  

operators

Mult ip le  founding purposes  are character is t ic  of  Western Austra l ian CMEs



An RAC Story: Richard Strelitz 

and the limits of membership

ACWA Annual Report 1914-15
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A Co-ops Story: The Three Amigos and 

shaping from the inside

WD Johnson
1870 – 1948

Walter Harper
1880 – 1956

Tom Bath
1875 - 1956
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RAC and Co-ops WA: critical incidents

RAC – over 117 years

• Automotive technologies and war-time 
acceleration of technologies and knowledge

• Regulating road and vehicle safety developments 
by the State

• State assumption of vehicle and road regulation

• Centralised corporate structure

• Adaptability in corporate structures (e.g. NFP 
owning for-profit businesses)

• Environmental change, especially with regard to 
emissions and fuels

• Urban population growth

• Motorist [member] support (insurance, tourism, 
mechanical)

• Key personalities

Co-ops WA – over 103 years

• Grain production and transport technologies

• Standardised packaging technologies

• Regulating production and markets through 

the State 

• Regional variation and federated structure

• Governance inertia in post-war period

• UK joined Common Market

• Demutualisation of Wesfarmers

• Environmental change – Wheatbelt expansion, 

soil decline and EEZ

• Rural depopulation

• Member support (advocacy, business development)

• Key personalities



Conclusions 

Key research questions

(tentative responses 
based on observations 
from RAC and Co-ops WA 
only)


