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As the cost of buying your 
own home escalates higher, 
and more of us want to live in 
environmentally-friendly ways, 
increasing numbers of people 
are choosing to live in cohousing 
communities all over the UK. 
Young and old, whether single, 
in a couple or with a family, 
people from all walks of life 
are either moving into existing 
communities, some which have 
been running for over 40 years, 
or forming their own groups 
and starting the whole process 
of building a community from 
scratch. It isn’t just about 
affordability and eco-living either, 
the isolation of modern life, with 
more single people living alone 
than ever before, makes many 
rethink what they want from their 
lives and what it means to share 
space, skills and resources in a 
bid to be happier, healthier and 
more connected with others.

 Cohousing offers the chance to have 
private living accommodation, in the form 
of your own quarters in a larger building, 
such as a renovated hospital or former 

Jacobean mansion, for example, or your 
own, separate house or flat in an often 
eco-friendly, purpose-built development. 
Key to cohousing is the various shared 
facilities, from allotment space, woodland 
and workshops, to kitchen, laundry or 
music room. In the UK, communities 
range from ten to 40 households, in 
urban, rural and semi-rural areas, with 
a growing trend for more city cohousing 
especially, says Sarah Hewitt from the 
UK Cohousing Network, set up in 1997.

 ‘Overall, we’ve seen a 100 per cent 
increase in cohousing groups setting up 
in the last two years,’ she says. ‘And it’s 
not just on big farms in the countryside. 
A lot of the new projects are city-based, 
including projects in London, Bristol, 
a recently completed one in Leeds 
(LILAC), and a new development soon 
to start building in Cambridge (K1). 
I think there will be more and more 
urban cohousing interest because it’s 
so expensive to buy or rent in cities, and 
there’s a deficit of social housing, yet 
that’s where people need to work. For 
anyone on an environmental path, who 
wants to live sustainably with others, 
cohousing offers a viable alternative. 
It’s no longer a niche option.’

 Scandinavian Roots

Cohousing as a modern movement 
began in Denmark in the late 1960s, with 
groups of families creating their own 
communities, as the traditional housing 
areas they lived in did not meet their 
needs. Some UK communities, such as Old 
Hall in Suffolk, a 70-acre working farm, 
have been around since the early ‘70s, but 
the movement really began developing 
here in the 1990s. There are now 18 built 
cohousing communities, including winner 
of the Observer Ethical Awards 2014 
Lancaster Cohousing (Forgebank), which 
has regular tours to find out more; LILAC, 
the UK’s first Low Impact Living Affordable 
Community, in Leeds, with 20 straw 
bale homes; and The Threshold Centre, 
in Dorset, which holds courses and 
retreats for anyone interested in creating 
a cohousing community themselves.

 Chris Coates, one of the editors 
of Diggers and Dreamers directory, 
now online but originally a printed 
journal when it began in 1990, lives 
at Forgebank. He has been involved 
in communal living since 1975, so 
he’s seen it change over the years. 
‘With cohousing, communal living has 
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definitely got more organised and 
professional, although part of it has got 
harder because of the crazy housing 
market we have in this country. What was 
easy to do in the ‘70s and ‘80s, because 
property prices were relatively low, is 
almost impossible now. You can’t buy 
the big farmhouses and old institutions, 
perfect for communal living, anymore; 
property developers are snapping 
those up. So you have to find the right 
site and get all the right planning 
permission for the development you 
want to build.  The Lancaster Cohousing 
project began in 2005. We didn’t think 
it would take so long just to find the 
land. Three sites fell through, but by 
the time we found the site we’re on, 
we’d really worked out what we wanted 
– from the size of the development 
of 41 units to using insulation made 
from recycled plastic bottles.’

 How does cohousing work?

 Depending on the community, residents 
can join in different ways: by buying or 
renting property, as in the mainstream 
housing market, buying shares in 
the mutual company or cooperative, 
which owns the land or properties, 
or buying a share of loan stock in the 
housing association, if this is how it’s 
created. In many, you can also stay for 

a few months to try it out – in fact, an 
extended visit at a community you like is 
an essential part of the joining process.

 All members manage the property 
and grounds themselves, and pitch in 
with the cooking, cleaning, growing 
food, milking cows, looking after other 
animals if there are any, building and 
repair work and sometimes even 
childcare. This could take anything 
from a couple of hours a week to up 
to 15 or more. You may cook and eat 
together once a week, or every day, 
depending on how it’s run, by general 
consensus usually, and expect regular 
meetings – from quarterly to weekly - to 
smooth the running of the community.

 Unless, like the Threshold Centre, 
the community is the employment, 
most cohousing-dwellers do paid 
work in the outside world, as teachers, 
social workers, journalists, designers, 
accountants, nurses, carpenters - you 
name it. Some cohousing groups are 
set up as a spiritual community, with 
daily meditation, for example, but 
many have no particular ideology. For 
them, it’s more about living with others 
in a sustainable, green way. ‘Building 
neighbourhoods as if people mattered’ 
says Martin Field in his book Thinking 
About Cohousing, which explores the 

UK Cohousing scene, later to develop 
than its European or US equivalents.

 In the US there are now more than 120 
operating cohousing communities and 
another 100 or so in the planning stages, 
while in the Netherlands some 300 
cohousing communities exist. Around 
230 of these are for senior dwellers 
only, who see cohousing as the future 
of living wisely and well, with limited 
resources, where people feel part of 
something bigger, which can support 
them through old age. In the UK, there 
are also quite a few cohousing groups 
specifically for people over 50, who are, 
as the saying goes, ‘making choices 
now before others start making them 
for you,’ by choosing to live together for 
social, financial and practical reasons.

 The UK Cohousing Network has seen 
a definite trend towards cohousing 
communities for the over-50s. As Hewitt 
explains, ‘Many in that generation 
are single and looking for community 
living, and cohousing offers a viable 
alternative to retirement homes or 
typically isolated mainstream housing. 
But there is also growing interest from 
families as well, wanting help with 
childcare and raising kids in safe, friendly 
environment, with secure play space 
and shared activities with their peers.’

The Threshold Centre in Dorset
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 While usually still going to the local 
schools and engaging with the wider 
community, in cohousing children have 
a freedom, quality of life and chance 
to do things they might otherwise 
have never tried. One community has 
its own swimming pool, others have 
a well-stocked music room, library or 
bicycle repair workshop. Many members 
have very different skills, which means 
you have the chance to learn sewing, 
French, guitar, art, IT or gardening on 
site. Plus, shared resources mean more 
money for film projection equipment, 
staging and lighting, or chicken coops 
for a much broader education at home.

 According to the UK Cohousing 
Network, ‘Children who live in cohousing 
tend to be more confident and engaged 
locally than their peers. All members 
of the community benefit from the 
intergenerational contact, which enables 
learning to take place across generations 
as well as providing mutual benefit to 
the old, young and their parents.’

 Not only is it fun and educational, 
but it’s efficient and eco-friendly too. 
So many places are built with recycled 
materials, use renewable energy for heat 
and power, share cars and keep their 
use to a minimum, and grow food using 
sustainable, permaculture methods, 

focusing on what the community needs 
to be practically self-sufficient.

 ‘What has attracted me over the years,’ 
says Coates, ‘is that it gives me access to 
resources that on my own I could never 
have. This might be land, workshops, a 
range of vehicles in a car pool, communal 
kitchens. Having lived the full-on 
communal life in a big house, where you 
all do everything together, cohousing is 
a very happy medium between that and 
living as a nuclear family, in a house, on a 
street. You’ve got your own space, but can 
opt into communal life easily, choosing 
how much you want to be involved.’

Is cohousing for me?

 On the Lancaster Cohousing website 
there’s a nice list of reasons why 
cohousing might be for you; it’s tailored 
to this community but applicable to all:

•   Would you like to live somewhere 
where you know, share values with 
and socialise with your neighbours?

•  Do you want a social life you 
don’t have to plan in advance?

•  Would you like to share 
large living, cooking, dining 
and outdoor spaces?

•  Do you have ecological values?

•  Would you like to regularly eat 
shared (vegetarian or vegan) meals?

•  Would you be happy for your 
car use to be limited to occasional 
use of a car pool scheme?

•  Do you wish to own a private 
home with self-contained 
kitchen and living space?

•  Would you like to benefit 
from the ecological and financial 
advantages of sharing some 
facilities with other households?

•  Would you like to know that 
children can play outdoors in 
a car-free environment?

 If you answer yes to most of these, 
consider cohousing. But while it 
may sound idyllic, it’s certainly not 
easy - everything from the legalities 
of shared ownership to dealing with 
issues with other residents needs 
to be worked out carefully.

 As Hewitt has seen at the Threshold 
Centre, which has been running for 
ten years, ‘Communication is a key 
element to making it work, as is agreeing 

LILAC Community in Leeds
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on the decision-making process. So 
if you reach a stalemate you have 
procedures in place to deal with it. 
Also allowing people their own space, 
personal and emotional space, as well 
as the communal space, is vital.’ 

 Anna, who has lived at the Threshold 
Centre for ten years, agrees. She says, ‘I 
think the main challenges for me have 
been to do with space and boundaries. 
Because we live and work from home, 
it’s all too easy to get distracted into 
something that’s not work. We are 
constantly finding new strategies 
and adapting them as we go along.

 ‘What I love most is the emphasis 
on listening to each other, accepting 
different views, and the support we give 
to each other.  As long as you don’t expect 
immediate decisions and know progress 
will be slow but constant, then all is 
well. I always keep in mind a saying that 
Michael, one of the founders of Threshold, 
used to say to me: “Can you live with it?” 
None of us have the absolute answers and 
it’s a work in progress, together, through 
the ups and downs.  The important thing 
for me is that we’re living in a cohousing 
community and giving it a go, rather than 
just talking about it. Living at Threshold 
has definitely enriched my life.’

Making it Happen

If you’re feeling a pull towards this way 
of living, what should you do next? 
Most cohousing communities take 
volunteers to live and work there for 
short periods of time, so you can find out 
if it really is something you want to do.

There are 60 plus cohousing groups 
currently developing projects, and new 
groups forming all the time, so have a 
look on the websites below to find other 
local, like-minded people you can join to 
help get things off the ground. It will take 
many meetings to thrash out the detail 
of how it will work financially, practically, 
environmentally, spiritually, if that’s part 
of the plan. At the moment, from planning 
to building can take up to six years, 
although as local councils and housing 
associations start to realise this is a 
sensible future for housing development, 
it may start to become an easier process.

 As Coates says, ‘It’s still a bit scary 
and outside the comfort zone of most 
housing associations, but they’re 
starting to be interested, because a 
self-managed housing estate, tenants 
running their own place, is a holy grail.

 ‘In Denmark, cohousing is just part 
of the cooperative housing movement. 
It’s certainly not an exclusive, gated 
community, more as it is in the US, 
which we don’t want cohousing to be 
seen as here. I don’t think it will be, 
because it’s finally on the government’s 
radar. In Lancaster, we’ve had the 
head of the local council saying, “I 
wish everyone was building housing 
developments to your standards.” 
There’s definitely a drift towards 
making cohousing more mainstream.’

Let’s hope so because it solves so 
many of humanity’s problems right 
now, by helping people live sustainably, 
with a low carbon footprint, creating 
social cohesion and safe, places for 
everyone, of all ages, to flourish.

FIND OUT MORE 
For more information on cohousing, 

groups forming and places 
needing new residents go to 

www.diggersanddreamers.org.uk 
and www.cohousing.org.uk

Lancaster Cohousing  (Forgebank) 
www.lancastercohousing.org.uk

LILAC, Leeds – www.cohousing.
org.uk/lilac-low-impact-living-

affordable-community
Threshold Centre  

www.thresholdcentre.org.uk

Lancaster Cohousing (Forgebank) in Lancashire


