CO-HOUSING CONFERENCE, 24 APRIL 2010, LONDON

Summary and impressions, by Hugh Hoffman, Vivarium Trust

Over 100 participants

Main speakers – Kathryn McCamant and Charles Durrett, authors of books on CH and advisers to several CH groups in the USA

-
Both are architects who came across CH while studying in Denmark in the 1970s

-
Attracted by the fact that residents of CH socialised and mingled in the shared spaces around their homes rather than keeping themselves isolated indoors 

Some interesting general points from discussions:

1.
Worth developing links with partners (e.g. HAs, developers) rather than attempting to do everything yourself

Hanover HA now has three partnerships with CH groups

-
including OWCH – site in Union Street, Barnet, North London

2.
Some American CH developments include small parades of shops which are let out to independent shopkeepers (inc some CH residents) 

– 
provide retail facilities both to CH residents and to the wider public

-
also source of income for the CH development

3.
New build is often better than conversion:

-
it offers complete flexibility in layouts etc.

-
it usually turns out cheaper to build

-
also cheaper to run with higher building standards, insulation, heating, etc.

4.
Some self-financed groups ask members to put some cash up front before any land or buildings are acquired

-
one group offers these members a discount on the purchase price of their homes instead of interest

-
another group offers lower rents to those who have put up working capital

-
another gives early investors the first choice of houses

5.
Risk of conflict between early members of a group (who have gone through the whole process of group building, planning, development, etc.) and those who only join later once everything is under way

-
important to recognise this risk and plan to minimise conflicts

6.
One group recognise the need to provide accommodation for a live-in caretaker

7.
Best to use service charges to build up a reserve fund as well as covering running costs

8.
Community Interest Company  -  possible legal structure

Some books worth reading / websites worth visiting

-
HAPPI report - Housing our Ageing Population – Panel for Innovation  (chaired by Richard Best)

-
‘Head heart and hands:  lessons in community building’ by Shari Leach

-
Trelay group in Cornwall -   www.trelay.org.uk

Lancaster Group

-
now have site (bought from receiver after developer went bankrupt)

-
members asked for advance payment of £5,000 plus 30% of value of their home

Some things they now realise with hindsight they should have done:

1.
use land agent to help find sites – would have saved a great deal of time

2.
ensure that all members participate in full – spread the workload, ensure feeling of involvement

3.
make it clear what is expected of members, make sure everyone understands the principles of CH

4.
training in principles  of consensus working - how to achieve consensus, how to work with consensus approach

5.
manage the expectations of members – ensure everyone has a realistic understanding of what is possible, what has to be done, what each member needs to do, etc.

6.
encourage ‘sweat equity’ – everyone to contribute time, effort, input, etc

7.
be realistic about costs – avoid undercosting (if things appear too cheap, you may attract inappropriate people!)

8.
expect unplanned extras to be required - growth will be piecemeal rather than fully structured

9.
encourage and facilitate TRUST – in the people, the process and the project

Not a bad idea to keep referring back to the CH books!

Other existing CH groups and organisations:

Threshold Centre, Dorset

-
emphasis on education / promoting CH / demonstration

-
partnerships provide support, expertise, also access to Housing Grants through HAs

The Community Project (Sussex) 

-
running for 11 years, 23 acres of land

Ecoarc  -  a good firm of green architects

Kathryn McCamant  -  Some lessons learned / Do’s and Don’ts 

1.
Have respect for professionals

-
don’t take on more than you can do well yourselves

-
group sets priorities then allows professional partners to achieve the goals

-
accept the advice of the professionals – don’t quibble and criticise

-
three important professional roles in a new project  - an architect, a builder, a ‘process facilitator’ (to help the process of group formation/development)

2.
Ongoing outreach

-
constantly promote CH – talk about it to friends, take every chance to raise awareness, emphasise the attractions and benefits (but be prepared to discuss concerns)

-
every member of the group must be involved in promoting CH – don’t leave it to the Publicity committee

-
keep in touch even with people who seem to have lost interest – their circumstances may have changed and they may be ready again

3.
Be realistic

-
when considering possible sites, don’t hold out for the ideal because you won’t find it

-
be prepared to compromise – acknowledge the positive features as well as the limitations

-
use experience to home in on what features are actually essential, which ones are desirable, which ones can be dispensed with

-
regularly look at properties and sites even before you are in a position to acquire the site – this will allow the group to develop a sense of what you are actually looking for, what would be unacceptable, what is available etc

-
be realistic about finances – work out how much it will all cost to acquire and build the development

-
include all costs

4.
Learn to work together

-
trust your committees

-
support their recommendations, don’t question or criticise

-
recognise that they have spent time exploring the problem in detail

5.
Set the group’s priorities and targets

-
it is the group that must create the community

-
the groups sets the goals and the ground rules

-
the professionals cannot do this for you

-
all you do is brief the professionals about what you want to achieve, then let them advise on how to get there.

In general, anything can be achieved provided that:

-
you obtain a consensus all the way

-
you keep it affordable (in the broadest sense)

There are over 100 CH groups in the USA; and people have been prepared to put their money up because they recognise the value of CH

Kathryn McCamant  -  Marketing Co-Housing 

Leaflets:

· Should be brief, few words, strong visual images more important

· Images of ‘the sort of person the reader would like to be’ (i.e. happy, fulfilled, in control of own life)

· Emphasise ‘neighbourhood’ (rather than ‘community’) – old style village where people knew one another

· Emphasise that Co-Housing is sustainable (environmentally and socially)

· Residents are proactive, make own decisions, not reliant on others

Try to have articles in Lifestyle section of newspapers and magazines rather than Property section

· selling a way of life, not a building

Need for visionaries at development stage

· can see wider picture, broad possibilities rather than focus on specific details

Different messages required at different stages – planning, development, completion

Research shows that residents of Co-Housing in USA contain more Introverts than population as a whole; and more Intuitors (who see the big picture)

US Population

CoHo residents

Extravert




75%



48%

Introvert




25%



52%

Sensors (focus on specific details)

75%



10%

Intuitors (broad picture)


25%



90%

Can use this psychological information to identify target audiences and to ensure that appropriate messages are being communicated

Encourage new people to come to social events

· see that members are normal people

· achieving a fulfilling way of life

Involve interested people – not just treat them as passive listeners

-
ask them about their own lifestyles and concerns for future etc. rather than just telling them how wonderful Co-Housing is

All members of Co-Housing group should be permanent ambassadors for Co-Housing, ready to talk about it and explain all the time

-
not just leave it to the Marketing sub-committee

· word of mouth is the most effective means of communicating attractions of Co-Housing

Be prepared to explain Co-Housing when someone asks what it is

-
be aware of other people’s concerns and fears (e.g. lack of privacy, how deal with conflict, costs, etc)

-
offer answers and explanations so that can deal with these queries

-
have a 30 second speech ready!

Face to face contacts, or even telephone chats, are more effective than emailing

-
personal touch important

Collect contact details of everyone who is interested in CH and who attends events etc.

Then do keep in touch, even with people who seem to have drifted away 

- 
they often return when their own circumstances have changed or when the new CH project has developed

People seek information but often the decision to join a CH group is made by the heart, not the head

-
attracted by the life style and the people more than by the facts and figures or the buildings 

Encourage people to visit existing CH developments to see and sense what is happening

Even if Co-Housing is relatively unknown just now, so were Farmers Markets ten years ago 

-
they are now accepted as a normal part of life, so too could Co-Housing be in the future

Most important thing is to build a strong group of people who enjoy each other’s company

-
focus on the people

-
show how good it is living in CH

-
so that new people will want to be part of it too


