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‘AFFORDABLE COHOUSING: TURNING VISION IN REALITY’
Background note to event on 24 May 2010 hosted by Hanover and supported by the UK Cohousing Network, the National Housing Federation and Age UK.  

Speakers included: Chuck Durrett and Katie McCamant (cohousing pioneers in the US), David Orr (Chief Executive, NHF), CDS Cooperatives, Bruce Moore (Hanover) and the Homes and Communities Agency

For more information about this event, or Hanover’s involvement in cohousing, please email publicaffairs@hanover.org.uk 
1. Introduction
‘Cohousing’ is a way of living that brings individuals and families together in groups to share common aims and activities while also enjoying their own self-contained accommodation and personal space.  The idea has been embraced in Europe and other parts of the world such as the USA.
The concept is gaining ground slowly in the UK and would seem to tie in with the current agendas around community and sustainability as well as tenant choice, participation and control. The Independent Commission on Co-operative and Mutual Housing, which reported last year, attracted high-level membership and considered cohousing within its brief.
Cohousing could appeal to older people in particular.  The 2009 ‘Housing our Ageing Popultion: Panel for Innovation’ (HAPPI), chaired by Lord Best, highlighted several examples of cohousing in Europe and recommended that:
mutual and co-housing models be supported, where a group of households meet their own needs by collectively procuring and managing their retirement housing.
 
The model would seem to appeal to new generations of older people and mutual support ethos is relevant to the ‘future of long-term care’ debate.
Until now, UK cohousing developments have been restricted to home ownership models. Access to capital investment has remained a barrier to mixed-tenure cohousing communities and those on low incomes.  Housing associations have the clear advantage of being able to lever in Social Housing Grant.

· Synergy (Dorset) became the first housing association to sponsor affordable cohousing units - in an independent scheme - last year
· The RSL Cohousing Learning Forum was established last year, with several players including Servite expressing interest in cohousing
· Hanover is the first national provider to seriously enter the frame: it is working with three groups (London- based Older Women’s Cohousing Group, Yorkshire-based Lifetime Cohousing and the London Countryside group) to develop / develop and manage the UK’s first cohousing schemes for older people.  These would also represent the first cohousing schemes in London.  
2. Features of cohousing
According to the UK Cohousing Network (www.cohousing.org.uk):

‘Cohousing is a way of living which brings individuals and families together in groups to share common aims and activities while also enjoying their own self-contained accommodation and personal space. Cohousing communities offer particular benefits for children in terms of secure play-space and shared activities with their peers. Older people can also find companionship and mutual support in such communities.’

The main features of cohousing communities, and broad requirements for being listed on the Network website, are that:
· They are set up and run by their members for mutual benefit 

· Members are consciously committed to living as a community 

· Developments are designed to encourage social contact and a sense of neighbourhood among members. 

· Common space facilitates shared activities like community meals and other amenities like laundries, heating systems, guest rooms, transport, etc may be shared 

According to the Network, there are eight fully-established cohousing communities in the UK: Springhill in Stroud (the first UK cohousing scheme) , the Community Project near Lewes, Thundercliffe Grange near Rotherham, Canon Frome in Wiltshire and the Threshold Centre in Dorset.  Smaller cohousing schemes include Stroud Co-flats, Frankleigh co-flats and the Courtyards near Bradford-upon-Avon. 

All are based on owner-occupation, although the Stroud community has three shared-ownership units. The cohousing groups listed on the Cohousing Network site are set up as (not for profit) companies limited by guarantee.
Around 20 cohousing schemes are in development. However, there is no fixed model in the UK and many cohousing groups may not have heard about the cohousing concept, do not use this term and therefore may not be counted among this ‘developing’ figure held by the Network.
3. Cohousing’s links with Co-operative and Mutual housing
Cohousing is not to be confused with cooperatives and other models, although a cohousing development could also be a cooperative.
Cooperative and mutual housing had some profile last year with the Independent Commission on Co-operative and Mutual Housing - formed in mid-2008 to explore the historic role of housing co-operatives and chart potential mutual futures for this diverse sector.  It enjoyed senior membership from the NHF (David Orr), and CIH (Sarah Webb). Their report-launch in November 2009, ‘Bringing Democracy Home’ (click here) was attended by housing minister John Healey MP, Grant Shapps MP  (Conservative) and Sarah Teather MP (Lib Dem).  
The Commission's report says that, by 2030, people in all towns, villages and communities should be able to live in co-operative and mutual housing.
4. The international development of Cohousing
The cohousing model can be traced back to Denmark in the 1960s: and the Danish term bofællesskab (living community). Sættedammen, was established in 1972, and is the world’s oldest known cohousing community.   It comprises around 60 adults and 20 children in 35 families. 

Cohousing is a well-established way to provide affordable housing within mixed-tenure developments in Scandinavia, North America, The Netherlands and elsewhere.  In Europe especially, there is public funding for this model.
The HAPPI group, chaired by Lord Best, highlighted a number of European cohousing schemes including Solinsieme, Gallen (Switzerland).
5. The American model

But it is American Charles (Chuck) Durrett who is credited with coining the term ‘cohousing’.  Having studied architecture in Copenhagen, he and his wife and professional partner, Kathryn McCamant, introduced cohousing projects to America in 1988.  Their first project - designed, constructed and occupied specifically for cohousing - is Muir Commons in Davis, California, completed in 1991. The second project was also finished in 1991, in Emeryville - Doyle Street Cohousing. Chuck and Katie lived there for 12 years.

There are about 100 completed cohousing communities in the U.S.  Chuck and Katie designed over half of them. Around one third of US cohousing occupants are older people.
Chuck’s book ‘CoHousing: A Contemporary Approach To Housing Ourselves’ (1988) is considered the bible on getting cohousing built. The US Cohousing Association website (www.cohousing.org ) says there are ‘six defining principles’:
I. Participatory process: Future residents participate in the design of the community so that it meets their needs. 
II. Neighbourhood design. The physical layout and orientation of the buildings (the site plan) encourage a sense of community. For example, the private residences are clustered on the site, leaving more shared open space. 
III. Common facilities. Common facilities are designed for daily use, are an integral part of the community, and are always supplemental to the private residences. The common house typically includes a common kitchen, dining area, sitting area, children's playroom and laundry, and also may contain a workshop, library, exercise room, crafts room and/or one or two guest rooms. Except on very tight urban sites, cohousing communities often have playground 
IV. Resident management. Residents manage their own cohousing communities, and also perform much of the work required to maintain the property. They participate in the preparation of common meals, and meet regularly to solve problems and develop policies for the community. 

V. Non-hierarchical structure and decision-making. Leadership roles naturally exist in cohousing communities, however no one person (or persons) has authority over others. Most cohousing groups make all of their decisions by consensus, with a fall-back voting option. 

VI. No shared community economy. The community is not a source of income for its members. 
In recent years, Chuck has turned his attention to ‘senior cohousing’.  His latest book ‘Senior Cohousing: A Community Approach to Independent Living’ outlines how to approach this particular model.  
Unlike in Europe, there is little or no government funding for Cohousing in the US: rather, costs are kept down, sometimes ‘not for profits’ get involved e.g. Habitat for Humanity in one case.  One of Chuck’s latest developments however - Petaluma Avenue, Sebastopol, California – can only be accessed by people on low incomes. 
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