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Executive Summary 
In response to the cry of ‘we can’t afford it’, ‘we don’t have enough space’ Why Co-operate? makes an 

argument for the benefits of groups of people combining resources, to achieve more economical 

outcomes in housing. 

 
Many people are interested but nervous about co-operative and co-housing, yet it addresses all of the 

issues raised in our accessible housing crisis – house/land shortage and cost, sustainable development, 

efficient   use of space and resources, community engagement, “place-making” and social isolation. 

There has been little analysis of the successes and failures of public and private co-operative housing 

initiatives in SA, which compares how people have collectively purchased, designed and managed co-

operatives in order to gain affordable housing. 

 
In this study, I interview members of both public and private multi-tenancy housing co-operatives, to record   

their experiences towards informing others interested in how co-operation can collectively assist greater   

access to secure housing. The study focuses on ‘occupant led’ co-operative housing and looks at how the 

co- operative provision of housing, and co-operative living, can contribute to more affordable housing. 

 
I review how planning and legislation could be utilised by young people, singles and low-income families 

wanting to enter the housing market, and older people looking for alternatives to retirement villages, 

through private investment in co-operative living to meet their housing needs. 

 
The privately owned and operated SA co-operatives have been found via word of mouth and only include 

currently operating co-operatives, in order to demonstrate how they function under 2019 SA planning law 

and how others could function into the future. 

 
This report also reviews how publically funded co-operatives presented an alternative model around 

provision  of social housing in SA. The public co-operative interviewees are drawn from residents of public 

(ex SA  Housing Trust) housing, who were members of co-operatives in SA 1980–2019. While some co-

operatives have retained their independence, the majority of those interviewed are now managed by 

Westside Housing Company Ltd. The interviews track some of the history of public co-operatives in SA 

and the SA legislation    that enabled their operation. Westside Housing Company Ltd Inc has supported 

this project to pay tribute 

to their tenants who are past members of this scheme. The interviews provide only a small selection of the 

experience of thousands of people who have been housed through co-operatives in SA. 

 
While the growth of the SA public co-operative scheme has floundered under changing policy, funding and 

expectations, the learning’s from public co-operatives provide insight for future application in occupant-led 

initiatives, which use co-operation to meet housing needs. 

 
Both sets of interviewees answer similar questions on their attraction to and understanding of the 

philosophy of co-operatives, how they function and their recommendations for others interested in growing 

co-housing options in SA. 
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Glossary 
Affordable housing: 

 
 
 

Co-operative: 

 
 
 

Affordable housing is housing which is adequate in standard and location for a 

lower or middle-income household; and does not cost so much that such a 

household is unlikely to be able to meet other basic living costs on a sustainable 

basis (National Forum on Affordable Housing 2006) 

 
Internationally, a housing co-operative is defined as a legal association formed for   

the purpose of providing housing to its members on a continuing basis (international 

Co-operative Alliance (ICA) 2012). In Australia, definitions of a housing co-

operative include ‘rental housing for people on low to moderate incomes where 

members  select tenants, manage and maintain the housing’ (Common Equity 

Housing Limited Victoria (CEHL) 2009). 

 
 

There are three main types of housing co-operatives: 

Full-equity 

co-operative 

housing: Non-equity: 

 
Part-equity: 

 
 
 

Public housing 

co-operatives (PHCs) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Private co-operative 

These co-operatives are fully funded by their members. The value of a dwelling 

is determined by the free market and any capital gain (or loss) accrues to the 

owner. 

 
There is no financial interest in the properties and no capital gain accrues to the 

resident. This is the archetypal model (of public rental co-operatives) in 

Australia. 

 
This allows for limited capital gain through a formula such as shares in the 

co-operative adjusted by the Consumer Price Index; the value of the loan 

principal paid down; or the land being owned by the co-operative and the 

dwelling owned by the resident.1
 

 
Using Kilner’s 2013 definitions above, the PHCs in SA are mostly non-equity 

co- operatives. Tenant-members of co-operatives are  the operators  and  

managers of the organisation (although they may draw on outside expertise to a 

degree). They form a co-operative not to live together, but to co-operatively 

purchase and manage the provision of stand-alone housing to their members. 

They commonly share decision making about house selections and 

maintenance and require 

members to be active assisting each other and on management committees. 

They generally manage a collection of self-contained properties with a smaller 

number involving properties with shared spaces. The Community Housing 

Council of SA (CHCSA) refers to Co-operatives as ‘Volunteer Member Tenant 

Managed (VMTM)’ Organisations. 

 
A full equity private co-operative which provides collective housing which is fully 

funded by their members. In this study, all of the private co-operatives had formed 

to share the cost of land ownership, live together and manage their housing 

collectively. Sometimes referred to as co-housing, the houses can be one single or 

multi-storied building containing a number of self-contained spaces, or a cluster of 

houses. 

 
 

 

1 Kilner 2013 Pg 12 
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Co-housing 

 
 
 
 
 

 
Co-living 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Tiny houses 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Community Housing 

Association/ 

Provider (CHP) 

Co-housing is another term for co-operative utilisation of shared land ownership, 

where an intentional community is formed of self-contained private homes 

clustered around or making use of shared space. Each attached or single family 

home has traditional amenities, including a private kitchen. Shared spaces 

typically feature laundry facilities and recreational spaces and/or a common 

house, which may  include a large kitchen and dining/meeting area. Owners 

participate in resident selection decisions, expenses and maintenance 

costs/tasks. 

 
Co-living is a developer led and funded form of co-operative living, with an (often 

transitional) community interested in the benefits of sharing resources. The   

developer offers slightly smaller self-contained apartments to rent with en suite 

bathrooms along with common living areas to enable coming together for activities 

such as meals and discussion in the common living areas and may extend to 

shared workspace and collective endeavours such as living more sustainably 

(See Appendix 3) 

 
“Co-living (can be) a sub-market of the build-to-rent sector, and at UKO 

Stanmore, the sizes of the rooms range from 24 to 30 square metres. UKO by 

Alex Thorpe and Rhys Williams is opening in Stanmore, Paddington and 

Newtown, and has a co-working space already in operation in the Sydney CBD. 

In London, there’s The Collective and WeLive by WeWork has opened in the 

US. Other global operators include Nomad House and Roam.”2
 

 
Australia also has ‘architect led’ housing developments supporting co-operative and 

shared space living, such as Nightingale3 , however, like the examples above these 

developments are also not occupant led. They are referenced as they encourage 

community formation, better design and use of space in multi tenancy buildings. 

 
Tiny houses are ‘dwellings of 37 square metres or less’4. Tiny houses have the 

character and functionality of a permanent house and are fixed to the land, as 

opposed to tiny houses on wheels (THOW) which are built on trailers. A small 

house  is anything less than 90 square metres. The average Australian home is 

around 240 square metres. They are included in this analysis as they are a form of 

multi tenancy housing and generally require co-operation through either a 

lease/rent or share purchase with a household utilising an existing housing title, 

enabling sewerage and energy connection and use. 

 
Providers of housing for low-income tenants. Generally formed as an independent 

Non-Government Organisation (NGO). All housing stock and tenant selection is 

managed and maintained by the oversight organisation and a Board of Management 

controls strategic direction and operational decisions. The original stock of housing 

now managed by CHPs was transferred public housing from the SA Housing Trust. 

 
Parent organisations may provide additional resources and assets and the aim    

is to develop/upgrade any available housing/land to increase housing supply 

for 

low-income tenants. Tenants have an opportunity for involvement and consultation 

through tenant advisory mechanisms that include meetings and consultation. 
 

 

2 https://www.thefifthestate.com.au/columns/spinifex/co-living-community-sydney/ 

3 https://nightingalehousing.org/faq 
4 Lara Nobel: Director, The Tiny House Company, quoted in Inside Out magazine January 

2018 See also smallchangedesign.com.au, tinyhousecompany.com.au 

http://www.thefifthestate.com.au/columns/spinifex/co-living-community-sydney/
http://www.thefifthestate.com.au/columns/spinifex/co-living-community-sydney/
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CHCSA  

VMTM     

 

CHASSA  

NHFIC     

NHaHA  

CHRAP  

CSHA  

CHCR  

MAAC  

SACHA  

NRS  

SAFA  

SAHT      

Tier 1,2,3     

Community Housing Council of SA 

Volunteer Member Tenant Management Organisations 
(i.e. Public Housing Co-operatives) 

Community Housing Assistance Service of South Australia 

National Housing Finance and Investment Corporation 

National Housing and Homelessness Agreement 

Community Housing Rent Assistance Project 

Commonwealth-States Housing Agreement 

Community Housing Customer Register 

Maintenance Assessment and Appeals Committee 

SA Community Housing Authority 

National Regulatory System5 

SA Financing Authority 

SA Housing Trust 

Classification system of providers of social housing in SA, with Tier 1 being 

growth orientated, larger housing associations able to provide high  quality  

housing  to those most in need. 
 

 

5 The National Regulatory System for Community Housing aims to ensure a well governed, well managed and 
viable community housing sector that meets the housing needs of tenants and provides assurance for 
government and investors. 
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Study Participants 
The quotes and observations used in this study are drawn from individual interviews with members of 

public  and private co-operatives and as such only represent their personal perspective on their 

experience. Like other oral histories, there is no claim on ‘truth’ but the study does provide owner and 

tenant reflections on a style of housing provision which is largely unrecorded in South Australia. My interest 

in this topic is partly informed by  my own experience as a member of the Carlton Co-operative. My aim is 

to highlight the advantages and some  of the issues for co-operative housing and provide some examples 

of how the formation of co-operatives can provide greater access to secure and affordable housing. 

 
The public co-operatives formed to enable secure housing for people on low income through the collective 

management, purchase, redevelopment and maintenance of stand-alone public housing stock. 

 
The private co-operatives provide examples of how living co-operatively can provide secure, economically 

sustainable housing as an alternative to private home ownership. 

 

THE PUBLIC CO-OPERATIVES 

House One was originally established for single men who had been diagnosed with HIV/AIDS, in order to 

provide safe and affordable housing at a time when discrimination against gay men in rental 

accommodation was common. The co-operative was originally 19, mainly single or 2 bedroom units and 

houses. House One is now managed by Westside Housing Company Ltd. 

 
‘I wouldn’t be here if not for the co-op’ Greg, House One 

 
PEACH was established to enable accessible and secure housing close to the city centre and the co-op was 

geographically based, with the majority of houses in the Prospect/Enfield area. The co-operative maintained 

a total of 30 houses and units. Housing stock from PEACH is now managed by Westside Housing Company 

Ltd. 

 
‘Having secure and cheap housing meant I could go to university’. Victoria, PEACH 

 
Roof Over Our Head (ROOH) was one of the early co-operatives who used the Kensington Norwood Co- 

operative as their model but built and purchased 1-2 bedroom properties mainly in the Bowden/Brompton 

area. ROOH deliberately chose to remain small, with 13 properties. ROOH is now managed by Westside 

Housing Company Ltd. 

 
‘Housing security attracted me but it was also control of who was in the co-op, getting maintenance done, 

equity’. Helen, ROOH 

 
Community Housing in Northern Adelaide (CHINA) was incorporated in 1989 and started with  

predominately single parents, enabling housing choice, security and support for children and parents. At 

their peak, CHINA had 23 houses but chose to reduce the stock to 15 to enable a more containable group. 

Housing stock from CHINA is now managed by Westside Housing Company Ltd. 

 
‘It helped a great deal meeting with other single parents in our situation’. Roz, CHINA 
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MERZ was established as a co-operative to provide secure, long term tenancy for artists and creative’s. 

MERZ has some stand alone houses but has  mainly purpose built housing apartments, with on the first 

block of    units built in Brompton followed by another in the city between Halifax and Carrington St. The 

co-operative commissioned the same architect to design both of the predominately two bedroom 

apartment blocks, which are an early example of the utilisation of rammed earth wall construction. MERZ 

has registered itself as a co- operative under the Incorporated Associations Act. 

 
Westside Housing Company Ltd Inc is a not-for-profit community housing provider offering low cost rental 

housing to people who are disadvantaged in the SA community. Westside has a longstanding focus in the 

western and northern suburbs of Adelaide however homes are now located across the metro area. 

Westside has absorbed many of the ex-co-operative groups in metro Adelaide. 

 
Common Equity Housing SA Services’ (CEHSA) The vision of CEHSA is to enable Tier 3 CHPs, 

including housing co-operatives and associations, to remain autonomous and continue to provide 

secure, sustainable and affordable housing. Merging with CEHSA allows co-operatives to continue to 

maintain their own name,     a separate legal status and manage their tenancies’ day to day activities but 

removes the requirement to be registered for the National Regulatory System (NRS) because Common 

Equity Housing SA is the registered body. Common Equity works with the co-operative members to 

place tenants but provides all maintenance, compliance activities and reports. 

 

THE PRIVATE CO-OPERATIVES 

Carlton Flats is situated on the Esplanade in Semaphore South, Adelaide. Carlton Flats was originally a sea 

captain’s house, a two story stone 1800’s building which was renovated in the 1930’s as flats for seaside    

holiday accommodation. In 1985, it was divided into five self-contained flats by the original co-op members   

(one couple and four singles) and has now been amalgamated into three flats, currently accommodating three 

households of five adults (two couples and one single) on a single title. Carlton has been operating as a 

private co-operative for 35 years and five children have grown up on the property. 

 
Thornber Street is situated in the Adelaide suburb of Unley. Thornber Street was originally built as a 

private girl’s school by two sisters, the Misses Thornber. Over time the school closed and after WW2 the 

building was known as the Mayfair Single People Rooming Flats. The co-operative was formed by previous 

tenants and friends after the Thornber sisters died and plans to  demolish and  subdivide the building  

along with  the 1.5 acre grounds were lodged with Council. The Council supported the group to Heritage 

list both the house and grounds (as a heritage botanic park - which means the land cannot be 

subdivided). It has been operating as 

a co-operatively owned house for 40 years, originally with 10 and now eight single-bedroom and one 

two- bedroom self-contained flats, accommodating 13-14 people at any one time, including children. 

 
Christie Walk was originally established in the early 2000’s as an eco-village by the non-profit 

organisation Urban Ecology Australia. Christie Walk strongly emphasises the role of community, 

ecological restoration and responsible human intervention in the biosphere. Designed in three phases, the 

T-shaped development was purpose built in the inner city of Adelaide and has four town houses, four 

straw bale houses, a multi-story   block of six garden apartments (with rooftop garden) and 12 apartments 

in an apartment block. A total of 27 living spaces accommodate 40 people. 
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Millers Corner promotes itself as  a  ‘social, inter-generational,  co-housing community’. Originally  

purchased as a private home on a 7000sqm block in the rural town of Mount Barker, the owners have 

subsequently been surrounded by urban infill and development. With a  commitment to stay in the area, 

they decided to move to    a community title and develop a co-housing site around social interaction, 

sustainability and quality. Currently   in the development stage after 10 years of planning, the 

architecturally designed housing is being built in two phases. The first is on privately owned individual lots 

around a shared common house and garden, to be followed by a block of self-contained apartments with 

shared areas, to enable people to age in place. Stage   one will house 12-16 people and building started in 

2019. 

 
The Tiny House was included in this study after attending a conference on lack of affordable housing for  

single people in the Adelaide Hills. The Tiny House movement was represented by one of the 

interviewees, John, who highlighted the potential of Tiny Houses as a multi-tenancy housing option, 

particularly given the popularity and growth of granny flats and renovated sheds as a provider of 

additional accommodation in SA backyards. This development of multi-tenancy housing options on a 

single suburban land title needs further recognition and support to facilitate development applications 

which are compliant. John’s Tiny House is in final construction stage and has been approved to be 

installed on a Torrens Title block in the Port Adelaide Enfield Council area. 

 
“Everyone could see there are problems with housing availability – something should be done” John, 

Private Tiny House project 



 

Introduction 
Conversations about any form of co-operative housing always solicit moans of sympathy regarding having to 

negotiate your life and share decisions on management of living space with others. The desire to have 

access  to secure housing and live more sustainably through collective effort is offset by a wariness of 

negotiating decisions about your home – raising tensions around privacy and control, being part of a 

community or     risking social isolation. Without doubt, co-operative living requires more ‘work’ in terms of 

social engagement 

– which is often part of its attraction to the converted but for the uninitiated deserves more promotion on the 

economic and environmental benefits. 

 
In this study I interviewed current members of public (non-equity) and private (full equity) housing co- 

operatives, to record their experiences towards informing others interested in how co-operation can assist 

greater access to secure housing. For the purpose of brevity, I use public and private to describe the 

source of the quotes. 

 
For private owners it reviews how planning and legislation, which now enable multi-owner land titles, 

could    be utilised by young people, singles and low-income families wanting an affordable way to enter 

the housing market and by older people looking for alternatives to retirement villages, through private 

investment in co- operatives. 

 
For people in public housing, I also review how publically funded non-equity co-operatives presented 

an alternative option for low-income earners, as low rental social housing. 

 
The Australian preference for private ownership and the poor design of our living spaces has a distinct 

impact  on engagement with our surrounding community and the environment. The concentration of 

resources in private space is part of the phenomena of growing inequality and social isolation, especially 

for those on 

low-income. Housing designs that have no consideration or engagement with the environment or community 

around them have encouraged poor sustainability in the size and energy efficiency of housing developments, 

and poor interaction with neighbours. 

 
Australian housing has the second largest footprint in the world  and  our  addiction (and  government 

policy bias) to the concept of owning our own home and living on the ‘quarter acre block’ has led to urban 

sprawl and unsustainable resource use.6
 

 
In this study I deliberately retain the word ‘co-operative’ as this form of housing contests the notion that the     

only way  of accessing secure housing is by  private ownership or through Government run social housing –    

you either do it individually or the Government does it for you. I explore some modern applications of 

occupant led co-operative responsibility and/or ownership, which could enable the current generation 

greater access to housing security, particularly for people on low and middle incomes. 

 
Many people are interested but nervous about co-operative housing, yet it addresses all of the issues raised     

in our accessible housing crisis – house/land shortage and cost, sustainable development, efficient use of 

space and resources and does this while achieving effective community engagement, enabling place-

making and reducing social isolation. There has been little analysis of the successes and failures of public 

and private co-operative housing schemes in South Australia, which outline how people have collectively 

managed, purchased, designed and maintained co-operatives in order to gain and maintain affordable 

housing. 
 

6 The average new (detached) house built in 2016/17 was 233.3 square metres, the biggest in four years and more than 11 per cent 
bigger than 20 years ago. 

In fact, the average house built today is over 30 per cent bigger than 30 years ago (the 1986/87 financial year. Australia is 
still building some of the biggest houses in the world, but, on average, US houses are still bigger by around 5 per cent. 

Of all homes built in 2016/17, the average floor area was biggest in Western Australia (214.3m2), then South Australia (201m2). 
https://www.commsec.com.au/content/dam/EN/ResearchNews/ECOReport.20.11.17_Biggest%20homes_size-fall.pdf 

11 

http://www.commsec.com.au/content/dam/EN/ResearchNews/ECOReport.20.11.17_Biggest%20homes_size-fall.pdf
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Co-operative housing is a shared philosophy housing style, and unless all parties are committed to that 

shared philosophy – and are prepared to ‘work’ and connect with other members of the co-operative, it is 

rarely successful. In this study I use the direct experience of public and  private  co-operative housing  

residents  to draw out some themes about what people have learnt from this form of housing, towards 

encouraging others   to ‘co-operate’ and explore this as a housing option. The study focuses on ‘occupant 

led’ co-operative housing and looks at how both the co-operative provision of housing and co-operative 

living can contribute to greater access to affordable housing. 

 
The public co-operative interviewees are drawn from past members of public housing (ex-South Australia 

Housing Trust), which operated as co-operatives in South Australia from 1980–2019 and which are now 

managed by Westside Housing Company Ltd. The interviews track some of the history of public co-

operatives in South Australia and the relevant legislation that supported them. Westside Housing 

Company Ltd is supporting this project to pay tribute to their tenants who are past members of this scheme. 

The interviews provide only a small, selection of the experience of thousands of people who have been 

housed under co- operatives in South Australia. 

 
The privately owned and operated co-operatives in this paper have been found via word of mouth and only 

include currently operating co-op schemes, in order to demonstrate how they function under 2019 SA planning 

legislation and how others could function into the future.7
 

 
Both sets of interviewees answered similar questions. They spoke of their attraction to and 

understanding of the philosophy of co-operatives, how they function and their recommendations for 

others interested in growing co-housing options in SA. Quotes are drawn from both public and private co-

operative members under themes and issues, to highlight the similarities, benefits and some of the 

issues for co-operative housing grounded in lived experience. 

 
 

7 NB: Planning law in SA is under review with changes to be implemented in 2020. 
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Why Co-Operate? 
The importance of a shared philosophy and an understanding of what a commitment to co-operative living 

might entail is key to the success of both public and private co-operatives. This section outlines what 

motivated people to form and join housing co-operatives and then lists the benefits of working for public and 

private co-operatives. 

 
“Shared values and goals in housing co-operatives stem from a commitment to cooperative behaviour, 

consensus decision making, volunteerism, mutual aid and participatory democracy”8
 

 
Tenants in non-equity public co-operatives in this study appear to have three main drivers regarding why 

they joined the co-operative housing scheme; 

 
1. the need to access secure, affordable housing which could meet the requirements of a 

particular interest group; 

 
2. the realisation that the formation or membership of a co-operative would provide a proactive way of 

avoiding the long waiting list for social housing (South Australian Housing Trust). 

 
3. a desire to have more control over the type and location of their housing, their neighbours and 

the people they would be working with. 

 
“I didn’t want to bring up my son in a Housing Trust 

environment”. Roz, CHINA (Public) 

 
“There was very little chance of getting into public 

housing, private was expensive and not very secure. 

The security long term and community values really 

appealed.” Victoria, PEACH (Public) 
 

“I was attracted by having housing security, but also 

control of who was in the co-operative, assistance with 

maintenance, equity – they called it ‘sweat equity’.” 

Helen, ROOH (Public) 

 
 
 

Roz, CHINA (Public) 

 

The majority of the public tenants interviewed, however, had no idea of what a co-operative would 

actually involve and often did not start out with an understanding or commitment to the philosophy of a 

co-operative enterprise. While original, founding members were more likely to hold a commitment to the 

group, over time   as the scheme changed and especially as people with more complex needs joined 

public co-operatives, the capacity for members to hold the group together, grow and maintain the amount 

of work required became more and more challenging. 

 
“The thought is that (in) co-operatives, people will all work as a community – but it’s the politics - that 70’s 

idea of us all working together doesn’t really work”. Helen, ROOH (Public) 

 
“I didn’t know what a co-operative was – the low rent was the attraction. I didn’t have any idea on the 

philosophy. I certainly didn’t know about meeting procedures.” Roz, CHINA (Public) 

 
8 Kilner D 2013 pg 12 



 

It is a testimony to the members of public co-operatives that they were able to make the concept work. 

Individuals joined a group of people where they often did not know the majority of the members. They then    

had to demonstrate that they were committed to the co-operative by regular meeting attendance over a 

period  of months (or years) before they became full members and eligible for placement in a  house or 

unit. While      they were encouraged to undertake basic committee training, the majority were not 

accustomed to meeting procedure and often were not comfortable speaking in groups. 

 
“That first meeting was quite terrifying, I felt very 

anxious and was terrified to speak and almost crying. 

I’m not like that now; in that way it was really good for 

me – now I speak up.” Victoria, PEACH (Public) 

 
Many people emphasised that the development of their 

meeting procedure and group decision making skills 

was a major part of what they learnt from their 

experience with their co-operative. 
 

“I gained a lot of confidence. I  am a  different 

person altogether and a lot of people reached out to 

congratulate me when we wound up”. 

Roz, CHINA (Public) 

 
 

 
Victoria, PEACH (Public) 

 

Skills developed were varied and included public speaking, minute taking and report writing, general 

personal confidence, reaffirming the need for and challenges of democratic processes, an ability and 

willingness to engage in negotiation and discussion, gaining an understanding of the role of different public 

services and advocacy bodies, and a greater understanding of housing maintenance requirements, what 

to look for in a property, how to do basic maintenance. 

 
‘The mutual self-help associated with tenant management in housing co-operatives provides so much 

opportunity for personal development, skills acquisition and connectedness to neighbours and the 

wider community’9 

 
The principle of co-operating in order to support each other appealed to both public and private co-operatives. 

The ‘work’ entailed in keeping co-operative meetings and communication going was balanced by the 

opportunity to use different people’s skills and strengths and engage in collective tasks to keep costs down. 

 
Co-operative members were able to help each other out socially, with shared transport to meetings, 

doctors’ appointments and support when unwell. Many strong friendships formed and some members 

regarded each other as ‘extended family’. 

 
“For us it was a successful scheme for a long time, for a lot of people – have had some really good times with 

each other.” Victoria, PEACH (Public) 

 
The mix of age groups  has enabled intergenerational contact and support which may not otherwise have    

been possible (especially for single tenants). Childcare was provided by other members so that parents 

could have a break and attend meetings. Older tenants could mix with other resident’s children and form 

bonds and ‘surrogate aunty’ status which was appreciated by members of both public and private co-

operatives. 
 

“Having children in the co-operative was fun and enjoyable – gave a broader experience than nuclear 

family for children – (other tenants) like extended family.” Helen, ROOH (Public) 

 

14 
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“We now know each other well. I enjoyed knowing Clare’s mother Sybil (one of the co-operative 

member’s mother, who lived to 102 years) who was an amazing person of her generation. Valued 

watching  everyone’s children growing up.” Helen, Carlton (Private) 

 
The investors in the full-equity private co- 

operatives interviewed for the study were 

much more likely to have a firm philosophy 

on why they were in a co-operative and 

include 

in their legal documents a descriptor of their 

philosophy in working together. In forming a 

privately funded co-operative, the aim  was 

not to make a profit, but to maximise 

housing benefit for co-operative members. 

The most successful co-operatives have 

put a lot of time into finding the right people 

first and  have been willing to be flexible and 

trust each other, improving their by-laws as 

different issues arose. 
 

“It’s a lifestyle decision. Some people need to 

see the thing finished before they can 

imagine it. We haven’t rejected anyone – we 

wait for clarity from people making their 

decision.” Lia and Graham, 

Millers Corner (Private) 

 
 
 

 
Lia and Graham, Millers Corner (Private) 

 

The by-laws or articles of the co-operative articulate how the group will live  and  work  with  each other  (see 

page 27). The big advantage in private co-operatives is they are often friends, hold professional jobs and they   

had more specific control over who invested in the co-operative. In that sense, the interviews also compare 

the low-income and middle-class experience of co-operatives, as private co-operatives are comprised of 

people with individual financial equity, who nevertheless see the benefits of working collectively. I try to draw 

out the issues and benefits of some of the principles of co-operation for the provision of secure housing, even 

though the life experiences of the full equity (private) and non-equity (public) co-operative members were 

obviously  quite different. 

 
“We had a number of people interested in different housing – (they wanted) opportunities to share resources 

and live more sustainably. Not every family having to live on a quarter acre block and have 2.2 children.” 

Clare, Carlton (Private) 

 
“We wanted company and privacy – originally all good friends.” Robert, Thornber St (Private) 

 
Private co-operatives tend to articulate a commitment to a supportive community and all of the 

interviewees also emphasised a desire to live more sustainably and generally ‘look out for one another and 

the broader environment’. Choosing this form of housing was part of their politics and values. The sense of 

community  with like-minded people was important, reducing and sharing costs, along with a commitment 

to reduce their environmental footprint. 

 
“Not something for the faint of heart! It’s a way of living life. We are creative human beings and this 

has strengthened our resolve and we believe that this is something the world needs at this point of 

time.”   Lia and Graham, Millers Corner (Private) 
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The inclusion and understanding of the requirement of ‘work’ from all participants varied across the public 

and private co-operatives. The attendance of meetings and different working groups were common in both 

public and private co-operatives and varying levels of involvement in these was often a point of contention. 

People often took on roles that continued without change or challenge for years, enabling the jobs to be 

done but inhibiting change and development of new members. Monthly meetings of members were 

accompanied by groups working on maintenance, gardens, finance or project work. Most of the co-

operatives also organised either monthly or periodic shared meals and celebrated birthdays, Christmas or 

other significant events  together. 

 
“Our meeting structure is described in the Articles. Important to get together to monitor house (maintenance) 

and money. There is value in seeing each other and to deal with any grievance, otherwise you grow 

apart…..We have regular monthly meetings with a shared meal and take turns to host, cook and chair. We 

have people who are used to meeting routines and making co-operative decisions.” 

Clare, Carlton (Private) 

 
“I learnt a lot of skills, especially meeting procedures. I looked up the process at the library and ended up 

using it a lot at work too. You need good bylaws, legislation and policy.” Victoria, PEACH (Public) 

 
Articulating clear expectations in the articles regarding expectations on the group and agreement to the 

basic philosophy of the benefits of working together often required reiteration and rejuvenation for new 

members. For both public and private co-operatives, any change in occupancy highlighted the need to 

reiterate the expectations and desired outcomes from working together and a recognition that not everyone 

is suited to cooperative living. 

 

BENEFITS OF CO-OPERATIVES 

Co-operatives are only one option as part of a spectrum of housing provision models, but with appropriate 

skill development and support, co-operative living can deliver significant economic, environmental and 

personal benefits. I found everyone interviewed for this study raised the benefits of co-operation. 

 

HOUSING SECURITY 

The public and private co-operatives both raised the benefits from working collectively to achieve housing 

security. The stability of secure housing enabled them to do other things (survive, be a better parent, take 

better care of their health, study) which bought enormous subsequent benefit to their lives. 

 
Particularly for those on low-income in public co-operatives, the ability to have affordable, secure housing 

addressed a basic human need, and while all co-operative members sometimes found the interpersonal 

dynamics challenging, reduced housing stress more than compensated. Joint financing in private co- 

operatives enabled the members to gain secure housing sooner than would have been possible if raising the 

funds individually and presented a more accessible way of entering the housing market. 

 
In discussing the contribution co-operatives had in providing secure housing, all participants highlighted 

the benefits of housing policy that preferences provision of housing security for all and gives greater 

priority to public rather than private housing. 

 
Not everyone can or needs to own their own home and sharing the costs and maintenance in co-

operatives makes the achievement of housing security possible for more people. 
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SHARING RESOURCES 

Both public and private co-operatives utilised shared resources. They shared open space, community gardens 

and produce, outdoor furniture, lawn mowers, tools, exchanged plants and cuttings, jointly worked on gardens, 

set up compost bins and recycling. 

 
By taking on shared maintenance tasks they could reduce costs (painting, garden working bees) and 

together they could plan and cost out expenditure needed for required future infrastructure upgrades. Joint 

purchasing   of things like stoves and carpets for the public co-operatives helped reduce costs. The joint 

maintenance accounts also enabled shared solar or energy efficient appliances and design (see below). 
 

 
The private co-operatives utilised industrial size shared laundries and could share bike sheds and work 

sheds, share cars and save on parking spaces, allowing more recreational space as  well as reducing 

costs  and   energy use. 

 

ENVIRONMENTALLY SUSTAINABLE LIVING 

When the cost of land and housing is shared it not only makes it more affordable but also supports 

more people to share space, decreasing the housing footprint of individual members and helping to 

reduce urban sprawl. 

 
All of the private co-operatives included in their philosophy a care for the environment and sustainability 

focus. Sharing costs and planning infrastructure spend enabled both public and private co-operatives to 

install solar panels and all had discussions on how to reduce energy costs. 

 
The advantage of being able to buy into an area or building which had location or heritage value and which  

would have not otherwise been accessible or affordable, was often a big motivator to form a co-operative 

and make shared ownership work. 

 
In two cases, the formation of a private co-operative enabled a heritage house to be retained, which 

otherwise may have been demolished and redeveloped. This kind of ‘adaptive  re-use’  of  large  historical  

buildings provides a model for sustainable housing development which can support the retention of large 

old houses on expensive land. 

 
“We decided on a collective philosophy in order to raise enough money to buy and keep this house!”. 

Robert Thornber St. 
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The historical building in Unley Park was saved from demolition by the formation of the Thornber Street 

Co- operative, who heritage listed the house and Victorian era grounds, which has resulted in the retention 

of a green heat soak in a surrounding sea of subdivision, where open space and large trees are often lost. 

 
“The co-operative enabled us to keep these grounds – they cannot be sub-divided (due to botanic   

heritage listing). It is rare to have intact land given we are surrounded by urban infill. We have listed 

trees, fantastic bird life.” Robert, Thornber St. 
 

The Thornber St Co-operative 

accommodates nine households on a 

single large block of land. Situated in 

predominately Torrens Title housing 

suburbs, both the Thornber Street and 

Carlton Co-operatives have allowed a 

much greater number of  people to  live 

on one block. The  Carlton  co-

operative in Semaphore accommodates 

three households in a heritage home, 

while the other standard blocks 

surrounding them accommodate one 

household. When it commenced as a 

co-operative, Carlton 

provided housing for five households 

with a total of twelve people including 

children 

– rather than a single household taking up 

the same space. 

 

 

Thornber 
Street 

 

“There are now very few places (on the foreshore) like the large mansion we have and this arrangement has 

allowed it to be kept.” Clare, Carlton 

 
The co-operatives have sensitively renovated while maintaining original features, adaptively reusing a 

historical building. Both public and private co-operatives in this study explored how to use design of 

buildings and adaptations to existing housing to reduce the need for heating and cooling; using sealing and 

insulation, fans and cross ventilation, housing orientation and passive heating,. The Christie  Walk  Co-

operative was built as part of the Eco City movement and specifically worked with their architect Paul 

Downton to ‘design   in’ community gardens, solar passive aspect and solar energy. Even tiny houses are 

able to facilitate energy efficient features. 

 
“I have included good shading from the roof, with the ceiling, walls and floor insulated, with cross 

ventilation with the window placement. Good orientation is important and a tiny house is flexible to do 

that on a block given its size. Structural integrity comes from windows fitting within wall studs, which is 

cheaper and the reinforcement with bracing board on inside is made up of reconstituted wood (also a no- 

paint attractive look). The bracing board helps make it rigid for transport.” John, Tiny House 

 
In the development of sustainable housing features, a number of the private co-operatives struggled with   

the attitude of potential residents and local government, especially on the need for car parking spaces. 

The philosophy of encouraging the use of public transport and reducing the reliance on cars and the 

demand they make on space, environment and resources is in conflict with planning codes and market 

expectations regarding on-site parking. 
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“People ask ‘where are the cars and car ports?’ You have to walk to the housing. This has been critical in 

keeping to the design. It is challenging for some but is to encourage interaction – not some roller door which 

goes up and you lock yourself in your house. Parking at the front is crucial (for child safety on cul- de-sac 

road, community interaction and additional house space) – it is an opportunity for self-selection for people 

who could see that vision.” Lia and Graham, Millers Corner (Private) 

 
A commitment to sustainability saw many co-operatives prioritise up-front additional expenditure to ensure 

long term expense reduction, with the installation of double glazing, high levels of insulation and solar panels. 

This expenditure was often made possible for the public co-operatives by joint capital accumulation by the 

group over time, through their collective control over maintenance account contributions. 

 
“The operating levy, maintenance levy – all were a % of income. We ran a very good account 

for maintenance and had quite a bit of money – it was well managed and we drew from 

interest.” Roz CHINA (Public) 

 
As a result, these public co-operatives were able to plan for and invest in the installation of energy saving     

items, well above what was available in public housing. This ability to make their own decisions about the 

kind   of housing they wanted, encouraged engagement and subsequent pride in and care of the 

properties. 

 
Private co-operatives often struggle with the impact that energy efficient designs have on the price of the 

investment, and the constraints the additional costs and delays from council planning approval 

requirements have on new purchasers. 

 
“Sustainability and affordability don’t quite go hand in hand – (long term investment) becomes more 

affordable in the future….. We had to meet with Council and explain the concept. Car parking space 

was an issue and we had to increase space – wanted to share cars and cut down on resources – 1000 

square meters allocated just for car parking and roads! We also had to increase the size of the septic 

tank and location making it bigger than needed, with more cost. Stormwater storage and innovation re 

grey water were too complicated. There is no flexibility or agreement across health and planning 

departments. It took 3 years to approve the plan and then another for construction – if you want to do 

anything different then expect the same!” Lia and Graham, Millers Corner (Private) 

 

COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT AND HEALTH BENEFITS 

“It is always good to see other members when you are out shopping and can say hello. For me being part of 

a group where members were also struggling at the time was really good. Having that security and making 

friends – it was good to be with people like me.” Victoria, PEACH (Public) 

 
In an environment of increasing loneliness and social isolation, co-operatives by their very nature bring 

people together, fostering care for each other and improving mental and physical health. Members who are 

isolated  and who do not attend meetings, or who have withdrawn or are sick are checked on by other 

members of the co-operative. Many co-operative members talked about the need and benefits of their 

connection with other members of the co-operative. 

 
“I would not be here if not for the co-operative.” Greg, House One (Public) 

 
While we wait for architects and housing developers to finally address how the design of housing impacts on 

community engagement, mental and physical health and safety, private investment co-operatives have often 

led the way in ‘place-making.’ Communities are just waiting to happen; many co-operatives have designed 

spaces for community activity, community gardens, conversation and shared learning spaces. 
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“Originally the main attraction was sustainability but community was the second key reason – I imagined 

a place where I would know my neighbours and have people around that I could talk to…. We designed 

in areas to stop and speak to neighbours. If you really wanted to be a hermit you would have to live 

somewhere else.” Chris & Effie Christie Walk (Private) 

 
“We were a group of friends with similar ideas/philosophies/politics. There was the link with Comfests – the 

idea of community living. We were not interested in getting a house ‘just for us’ we didn’t want to be isolated, 

we wanted to live with people we knew”. Brian Carlton (Private) 

 
In some cases, the existence of the co-operative provided great support in times of need. 

 
“When my son got married I was catering at home (in the backyard of the co-operative house). My father came 

over to stay for the wedding and ended up having a heart attack and died at my home. A whole lot of people 

from the co-operative came around and helped out on the day of the wedding”. 

Victoria, PEACH (Public) 

 
Having access to a safe and secure tenancy has enabled people to stop worrying about and experiencing the 

crisis entailed in housing insecurity, allowing them to build personal resources - which then enabled them to 

step into the private housing market. 

 
“Once they got a roof over their head they could do other things, study, have children and so they 

often moved out (to private housing).” Helen ROOH (Public) 

 
People who were previously excluded from further education could finally afford contemplating and 

undertaking study and as a result, could get better jobs and improve their financial situation. 

 
“Having secure and cheap housing meant that I could go to university. A lot of people did – I wouldn’t have 

been able to do it otherwise. I left my run a bit late but I ended up with different employment and could get 

a better wage.” Victoria, PEACH (Public) 

 

GREATER AFFORDABILITY 

Joint co-operative purchase has enabled greater access to 

an area that would otherwise be unaffordable to individual 

members. The Carlton Co-operative located on The 

Esplanade in Semaphore all enjoy and appreciate 

beachside amenities and a sea view which would 

otherwise have been a financially impossible purchase for 

individual members. 

Many co-operative members expressed the opinion that 

they were prepared to put up with minor irritations in order 

to access the location or security a co-operative provided. 
 

“In single bedroom flats storage is always an issue. But 

the rooms are big and the (seafront) view makes the 

difference.” Clare, Carlton (Private) 

 

 
The Carlton Co-Operative (Private) 

 

“We tried to make the place accessible to people on low-income – not intended to be an investment 

property. We tried to make it affordable for the average person to live here.” Robert, Thornber St (Private) 
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Public Co-operatives made an enormous difference to many people on a low fixed income, and the rental   

policy of adjusting the rent payable to a maximum 25 percent of income allowed people to stay out of crisis 

as circumstances changed in their lives. 

 
“Secure housing and income based rent had an incredible effect on my life. When I became a 

student    I could manage and when I became a pensioner I could survive. I don’t need much. If 

some members were outside the co-operative they wouldn’t have survived – we all had a better life 

because of the co- operative.” Victoria, PEACH (Public) 

 
Building a tiny home and getting it approved by the Port 

Adelaide Enfield Council to be placed in a friend’s suburban 

house backyard, offered a transitional housing option 

for John. Inspired to explore Tiny Houses to address the 

housing shortage and cost for young people, his experience 

with building the tiny house motivated him to train for 

his builders licence. He wanted to demonstrate how tiny 

houses could be built to Council building standards while 

maintaining sustainable design, as he claimed that many of 

the existing tiny homes, small homes and Granny Flats are 

not compliant – partly because it was so onerous. 
 

“I had a personal aim to build a tiny home meeting 

building standards. I wanted to be the first code 

compliant tiny home in Australia!” John, Tiny House 

 

 
John, Tiny House (Private) 

 

It may be that Tiny Houses are a form of housing for meeting transitory housing needs, but once they are 

established, they can be used by subsequent tenants or moved to another location. While there are local   

council planning criteria that must be  met, the block sizes  in  SA can generally accommodate Tiny  

Homes. A lot of private and public housing in SA have backyards bigger than needed, and Tiny Homes 

could offer short    to medium term accommodation to meet an immediate need or to allow the 

accumulation of assets to enable   a move to bigger accommodation. Working co-operatively with the 

residents of the main house, tiny houses allow more than one house and household on a suburban block, 

providing another way of increasing housing supply and sharing costs. A tiny house is designed to be 

transitory, meeting a housing need for a particular period or in an available location. 

 
“Comes down to dollars and the length of time you are planning to live in the house. My life   

circumstances changed ….trenching sewer access is expensive. Need to assess whether existing 

house has capacity to extend sewerage to additional dwelling. Generally have to allow four users in 

main house and tiny home two – common issue when older properties which have enough room in the 

back yard for a tiny home can have old (sewerage) infrastructure. The resident house must also have 

2.3m down the side of the house to enable the truck to deliver to the backyard.” John Tiny House 

 
The Tiny House movement is attractive because of access and cost issues, particularly for young people, 

who tend to have less accumulated financial assets to buy into the mainstream housing market, and less 

physical assets requiring access and storage. Encouraging more young people to share resources and 

infrastructure would allow people to build assets over time, from a position of housing security. 
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There are now also examples of older people getting together and jointly developing a property with Tiny 

Homes, releasing financial equity from a larger/family home and reducing the care and maintenance of 

their homes, while also providing an option to downsizing into a retirement village.10 Sharing land purchase 

and purpose building disability friendly units for co-living, which enables ageing at home, is also gaining 

traction. 

 
The capacity for a co-operative to develop greater 

assets than their members would have been 

able to achieve on their own, was demonstrated 

by the private Thornber Street Co-operative. 

They installed a pool and spa some years after 

purchase of the house, by sharing the costs of 

installation and maintenance – while also enabling 

much greater use with their friends  and  family 

than a normal private backyard pool. 
 

 
ACCESSIBILITY 

Thornber Street Co-operative (Private) 

Public co-operative tenants spoke of the ability to live in areas with better accessibility - close to the city    

with good public transport and accessible services such as Unley and Norwood, which would have 

been impossible without the co-operative. The financial resources of the co-operative enabled them to 

purchase housing in areas with good medical, educational, and community services, improving their 

quality of life. If they had not been able to source housing through the co-operative, comparative costs 

would have forced them to live further away from the city in newer areas with less services. 

 
Co-operatives which formed specifically for people with disabilities, single mothers, creatives, were all able 

to engage with each other to offer design and support options suited to their needs. 

 

FIT FOR PURPOSE DESIGN 

Both public and private co-operatives have been able to find or build housing which is specifically designed 

to match the needs of the occupants. This meant that singles and families could access a range of large or 

small houses/units, which were otherwise difficult to afford or find. 

 
The Westside Housing Association Annual Report 201911 highlights the high demand for single occupant 

dwellings (47% of tenants). It is very difficult to find affordable appropriate housing for low-income single 

people in the housing market and forming a co-operative is perfect for this demographic. 

 
It allows single mothers, members with disabilities, artists who needed working space and storage, all to 

have an ability to input on their housing design requirements. 

 
 

10 Best Friends Build Tiny Town so They Can Retire and Grow Old Together 
https://themindunleashed.com/2019/09/best-friends-build-tiny-town-grow-old-together 
html?fbclid=IwAR0qYY8QvxAkXeB1VCx9VahcwyIQy3105Z6oeKBpoLyObw8oi14bUUe3V_w, accessed June 2019. 

11 Annual Report 2019 Creating Homes and Connecting People. Westside Association Inc Pg 13 



 

Financing, Co-Ownership 
and Responsibility 

The following section outlines how both non-equity (public) and full equity (private) housing co- 

operatives financed and established their housing. It also covers some of the legal structures which 

covered co-operative housing ownership. 

 
Non-Equity community housing in Australia is generally funded via a combination of Federal and State 

Government funds, through the previous Commonwealth State Housing Agreement (CSHA), and the 

current National Affordable Housing Agreement. While the Federal Government provides the majority of 

total funding, States  are responsible for regulation to ensure that providers operate and utilise 

funds/resources in the   required manner. The SA public housing co-operatives in this study received 

housing allocations i.e. ex-  Housing SA stock, once they were approved by Renewal SA. 

 
Ongoing money for the running of co-operatives was derived 

from the rental income from the properties they managed. Co- 

operatives are not-for-profit organisations – the  members  did 

not own houses, rather they are owned by the organisation. If a 

resident left, despite the time and effort they had expended, 

they had no financial claim on the property they were housed 

in. Like community housing applicants, a property is made 

available 

to people who are registered with the Community Housing 

Customer Register. 
 

“(Public) housing co-operative members pay either the market 

rate for their rental housing or 25 % of their gross income. 

Residency operates through a combination of membership, 

occupancy rights and the payment of rent to the co-operative. 

Residents live in their own self-contained private dwelling but in 

some co-operatives, they may have shared space and most 

also come together for shared meals and other social 

occasions and for management meetings in a common space. 

The dwellings are vested in the co-operative through a  trust  

deed, head lease or debenture arrangement from the state 

housing authority 

and their legal structure is incorporated under an appropriate 

Parliamentary Act”12
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Greg, House One (Public) 

 

Private housing co-operatives have to raise their own finances through the finance sector to 

develop their housing. 

 
One of the financial issues for private co-operatives in both development and purchase is the accurate   

valuation of their properties. Co-operative members complained that they often experience undervaluation 

of private co-operative housing when seeking a valuation for a loan to build or when selling existing 

units/houses within a co-operative development. Real estate agents and valuators from financial 

institutions only consider  the privately owned internal space but don’t put value on the additional services 

of shared gardens, meeting spaces, shared sheds and industrial laundry facilities etc. 

 
 
 

12 Kilner 2013 pg 29 23 
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Millers Corner Meeting Space and Laundry (Private) 

The housing market and particularly real estate agents are focused on individual property ownership, 

valuation and appreciation of private assets. This caused challenges where a sale price included an amount 

which put value on the additional features of a  co-operative, but the bank or real estate agent only 

recognised the value    of the private space. There is a general need for more information and examples 

that promotes ‘co-operation’,   to encourage real estate agents to value the benefits of a co-operative 

venture. 

 
“We have difficulty with the valuation of ‘community living’ and having ‘shared resources ‘ from 

real estate agents. Some potential investors had difficulty financing due to (the real estate agent) 

undervaluing the property. We find we just have to match the surrounding market.” 

Chris Christie Walk (Private) 

 
“Some people buying into the co-operative had difficulty getting a loan due to valuation issues – banks not 

able to understand requirements re quality and cost and just taking (as benchmark) the market standard 

Torrens Title land cost. This (the co-operative) doesn’t compare with the brick veneer down the road – they 

didn’t know how to value it. Can be a major stumbling block.” Lia Millers Corner (Private) 

 
“Our valuation would be different to the market around us. Thornber St has sold a lot and the price has 

appreciated. We haven’t had enough experience (with turnover) but we know that the whole property has 

increased significantly in value.” Clare Carlton (Private) 

 
As a building divided into flats, Carlton includes a valuation formula to fairly calculate the difference 

between   a sale of the whole building compared to the valuation of individual flats, as it was felt that the 

return to individuals would be greater if the whole building sold. The standard approach was to use an 

independent market valuation for  individual flat  sales. There was  some difference between co-

operatives on  the impact of individual flat improvements on the whole house valuation, especially when 

some flats are more recently renovated and some are not, but the renovations would improve the price of 

a sale of the whole building for everyone. Other co-operatives dealing with flats inside one co-operatively 

owned building, such as Thornber Street, simply accepted that the whole building would never be sold 

and valuations were based solely on the market price of the individual flats. Sales arrangements in these 

cases can also entail an obligation in the articles to provide a ‘first option’ for existing members to 

purchase. 

 
None of the private co-operatives experienced a loss of money on sale due to being a co-operative. 

 
“We were very stable in the first 10 years, then people started to get married, having kids. The market   

was strong due to the amount of surrounding land and proximity to the city. People have made money 

on sale.” Robert Thornber St (Private) 
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Private investors in co-operatives were often not encouraged to pursue the establishment of their co-

operative by their financial and legal advisors. The unusual legal arrangement has meant some private co-

operatives   have had difficulty raising finance with major banks. Most financial institutions and 

accountants could 

not understand why you would buy into a collective structure rather than private home purchase. All of the 

schemes interviewed accessed finance through building societies or community banks rather than 

working with the four major Australian banks. This was a political preference for some, but they generally 

found the community banks more accommodating and more willing to take on the ‘risk’ of a multi-tenant 

house loan.    The availability of finance often impacted on the legal structure adopted and the community 

banks were more amenable to taking the group’s circumstances into account. 

 
“Our advice was that due to an expected big turnover of tenants and having to pay tax/transfer fees on 

each change, so our lawyer recommended a Company structure to allow a single loan for a group of 

people”. Brian Carlton (Private) 

 
The group had difficulty demonstrating to the Land Tax office that the Company they formed was to 

manage their ‘principle place of residence’ and Carlton co-operative members  subsequently had  to  pay  

Company Land Tax for many years. The community bank however, accepted that their company structure 

enabled the management of their principle place of residence and allowed some flexibility in servicing 

their bank loan. 

 
“When interest rates increased (to 17%) we talked to the bank about the company loan and the bank agreed 

to lower our interest rate given it was for a ‘principle place of residence’”. Brian Carlton (Private) 

 
Carlton eventually changed from a company title to Tenants in Common. 

 
The Carlton Co-operative also offered members 

(who had not managed to save a deposit) the 

financial advantage of using the contribution of those 

members who had more available cash at the time of 

purchase,  to provide the required bank deposit. 

When they received the Company Loan to purchase 

the property, the mortgage payable was simply 

adjusted for each member to match their percentage 

of the loan. 
 

“Peter and Clare (two members of the co-

operative) provided the deposit (through income 

they had  from previous house ownership) on 

behalf of all 

the members of the co-operative, which enabled all of 

the company shareholders to be approved for a 

company loan”. Brian Carlton (Private) 

 
 
 
 

 
Brian and Helen, Carlton Co-operative 



26  

Public Co-operatives 
Legal Structure 

The legal structures governing the formation of SA housing co-operatives evolved over time, as the specific 

requirements of co-operatives formed to provide housing were distinguished from those in other industry 

sectors. 

 
Public housing co-operatives were originally established under the Incorporated Associations Act. In the 

early 1980’s, all South Australian co-operatives were brought under the administration of the Co-operatives 

Act 1983. 

 
When (national government) support for public housing began to wane, some state governments investigated 

housing co-operatives as a self-managed organisational structure that could be developed as a possible  

adjunct to public housing. In SA between 1983 and 1989 the Labor state government increased the number 

of co-operatives … from 3 to 131.13
 

 
In 1991, the South Australian Government enacted the Co-operative and Community Housing Act to 

administer the emerging housing co-operative sector in the state. In 1996, the state signed up to the 

national Co-operatives Laws Agreement, and in 1997 replaced its 1983 act with the Co-operatives Act 

1997. Housing co-operatives remained under the Community Housing Act.14
 

 
“This was pioneering legislation designed to provide a protective and supportive framework for the 

continued growth of co-operative Housing. In 1995, the community housing associations sector was added 

to the legislation which was renamed the South Australian Co-operative and Community Housing Act“15
 

 
The Act also specified the legal requirements of public housing co-operatives– election of a committee, 

along with submission of an annual financial report and budget. 

 
“The development of community housing had the effect of stimulating other programs – it led to the 

building society sector seeing a role in the provision of finance for rental housing. It challenged local 

government perceptions of planning laws and facilitated the acceptability of urban consolidation and in fill. 

It helped re-  define the relationship between landlords and tenants. It promoted choice and caused a shift 

in language from ‘public housing’ to ‘social housing’. 

 
Despite apparent previous endorsement, a change of government in 1993 following the collapse of the 

State Bank saw support for housing co-operatives in SA largely withdrawn, in favour of (community) 

housing associations, in order to consolidate the housing sector and minimise financial risk to the 

government.”16
 

 
Community Housing Associations had the advantage of economies of scale and were seen to be more 

accountable for government money derived from both state and federal coffers. For a while, the two 

sectors operated simultaneously, with the overall aim of improving supply and choice of public housing. The 

Federal Labor Government continued a commitment to providing public housing – supporting the growth of 

both public and private housing and incorporating in their policy position that not everyone could ‘own’ a 

home but everyone needed secure housing. 

 
 
 

13 Kilner, D 2013 pg 27 
14 https://www.coopdevelopment.org.au/salinks.html 

15 Kilner, D 2003, pg 170 

16 Kilner, D 2013 pg 27 

http://www.coopdevelopment.org.au/salinks.html
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“State and territory governments housing policies in the 2000s has been to encourage the not-for-profit 

sector to increase affordable housing opportunities to people unable to access housing through the private 

market or public housing, and to diversify tenure options (Government of SA 2010). These policies provided 

a window of opportunity for housing co-operatives to continue to expand the supply of affordable housing. 

 
In 2010, the then Australian Labor Party (ALP) Minister for Housing, Tanya Plibersek noted that ‘there is 

no issue more important to Australians and their families than having a safe and secure home’.17
 

 
Current housing policy in Australia is not adequately grappling with the growth in homelessness and the 

increasing housing stress for those on low incomes in the private rental market. The public health cost of     

social isolation and the economic benefits of improving funding to forms of public housing which support 

community interaction, is under-rated. European countries have a much stronger cultural acceptance for 

living   in public housing and government support for public housing is higher than has been common in 

Australia. 

 
“Overseas there is more public housing, shared equity housing and rental properties – you don’t need    

to own a house. It’s the Australian Dream of home ownership – what we really need is good 

government rental social housing (and a) market with mix income rental”. Lia, Millers Corner (Private) 

 
The rationale for devolving public housing to Co-operatives and Community Housing Associations was 

partly based on their ability to use the leverage of the value of the housing asset to access finance as an 

NGO, for additional housing purchase and renewal. 

 
The devolution also entailed review of older properties that were no longer fit for purpose or which required 

high maintenance, and using subdividing to renew and increase housing stock. There were high hopes for 

the potential of this process to achieve a significant increase in housing stock and there was pressure on 

small co-operatives to continually grow. 

 
“Policy makers often believe that increased regulation will force amalgamations among community 

housing organisations which will lead to greater capacity and scale, heighten private investor confidence, 

improve access to capital funding and minimise risk (FaHCSIA 2010). Small organisations frequently do 

not have sufficient staff or financial resources for effective operation and often incur operating deficits. 

Financial institutions are often more willing to lend to the non-profit sector when they are assured of 

regulatory oversight which tends to be more thorough in larger organisations.”18
 

 
The co-operatives felt the pressure to grow, but holding joint decision making together became more 

difficult when there are a lot of people involved. The general shortage of public housing also resulted in 

pressure on community and co-operative housing to place more and more complex tenants, with less skill 

and capacity to participate and take on management decisions. 

 
“In bigger co-operatives factions arise. Better to keep small enough that everyone had hands on with each 

other.” Helen ROOH (Public) 

 
“Size push to grow – I felt it was a good idea but difficult to get agreement through discussion – 35 people 

wanting to have an opinion takes a long time. Some go on and on and if you don’t have a strong chair it 

can get out of control.” Victoria PEACH (Public) 

 
 

17 Kilner, D 2013 pg 27 (quoted in FaHCSIA 2010 forward) 

18 Kilner 2013 pg 5 



 

DEVOLUTION OF PUBLIC HOUSING CO-
OPERATIVES TO COMMUNITY HOUSING 
ASSOCIATIONS 

The public accountability measures and growing internal disputes with co-operatives eventually led to a 

policy which preferenced Community Housing Association public housing over co-operatives. In 2017, the 

SA Government directed existing co-operatives to consider one of three options for their future: a merger, 

amalgamation or asset transfer to Renewal SA. The following rationale for merging co-operatives is taken 

from the Merger Easy Guide. 

 
“Merger: A merger might be considered for a range of different reasons: 

• Environmental reasons e.g. increased compliance management requirements 

• Managerial reasons e.g. the organisation is too small to sustain the work required, increasing 

problems with member participation, internal management conflict 

• Financial reasons e.g. limited development capacity and opportunity for growth, 

increasing administrative costs and maintenance liabilities. 

 
In a merger, the organisation receiving the transferred properties would assume full responsibility for 

future property and tenancy management in accordance with their existing internal operating policies 

and procedures. 

 
Amalgamation: An amalgamation is where two or more community housing providers cease to 

operate as individual entities and amalgamate to form one new organisation. An amalgamation might 

be considered where both organisations are performing well and have a similar purpose, service 

offering   and customer base but it is identified that significant cost efficiencies and service 

improvements can be made through economies of scale (i.e. a larger property portfolio). 

 
Asset Transfer: This option involves the relinquishing provider agreeing to transfer its properties 

to Renewal SA who will then manage an Expression of Interest process to determine a Tier 1 

or 2 

provider to accept the ongoing management of tenancies and properties.” 19(This option was presented 

as a much simpler way of achieving a merger outcome due to not having to participate in lengthy 

negotiations and associated legal costs to agree transfer conditions). 

 
The majority of SA Co-operatives to date have chosen the merger option, and by December 2019, 

Westside Housing Company Ltd had become the largest holder of transferred co-operative housing stock 

in SA (stock which had been previously funded under the Housing Co-operatives Act). The members from 

the Co- operatives have given up their separate co-operative names and legal status, as Westside Housing 

Company  Ltd is the registered body within the National Regulatory System. The participation of the public 

co-operatives in this study have come largely from this membership of Westside Housing Company Ltd, as 

Westside sponsored the project in order to pay tribute to their new members past work, as part of the Co-

operative Housing Movement. 

 

TENANT RESPONSES ON TRANSFERRING TO COMMUNITY HOUSING 

The public housing co-operatives were asked about their feelings on the transfer of their titles to Westside 

Housing Company Ltd, and what their views were about the future of co-operative housing. 

 
“Decision made February 2018 – there haven’t been many disadvantages – loss of control? No 

meetings mean no responsibility, stress. Don’t have to do NRS – a big advantage! Emotionally it has 

been no   stress and I have kept in contact with friends from the co-operative, nothing in common with 

the other members.” Roz, CHINA (Public) 

 

 

19 Renewal SA February 2017 28 



29  

“When we were required to change the constitution I just ran out of steam and enthusiasm! Now the 

people often don’t have the skills to do the  tasks required ... disadvantage is that there is no control 

– maintenance when available, not when you want it. Asset planning and replacement and things like 

insulation – if we were in the co-operative we would be doing that now. The kitchen has been there 27 

years, I have taken care of it but it definitely needs to be replaced. With turnover of staff, you lose the 

relationship. But my experience is that things do get done.” Helen ROOH (Public) 

 
Many of the past members of the non equity public co-operatives who were interviewed about the transfer 

to community housing were older and had worked on the management of the co-operative during many 

changes and increasing compliance requirements. While in some cases they felt better not having to deal 

with the demands of management, they also raised the loss interaction with a known group of members and 

the loss      of control over not just the maintenance and asset upgrades but also the future tenancy of 

their homes. 
 

“I don’t have to do meetings and try to get people to 

follow up. I have had enough – I am sad that we are   

not a co-operative but I am also relieved, I feel better 

mentally….. already not involved in a lot of things/ 

decisions. I am a little anxious about security of 

housing (in this location) as this is a big block – I don’t 

need this (having to move if the block is sub-divided)  

at this stage of my life when health compromised. I am 

very relieved not to go to Common Equity – two levels 

of compliance. Don’t want to do the working with 

people anymore, it’s been too long.” 

Victoria PEACH (Public) 

 

 

CHINA (Community Housing in Adelaide) 

“I don’t miss the co-operative at all! The joint activities have been great – we didn’t have a morale officer with 

the co-operative (Westside has a Sustainable Communities Project Officer). The maintenance requests are 

more accessible and less personality based……I don’t know anyone anymore……. Community Housing is 

less responsive to changes in income level – rent reviews only twice a year. It’s an issue for people whose 

income changes for short periods (if they manage to get odd jobs or work sporadically)”. Greg House One 

(Public) 

 
“The disadvantage is that the co-operative sector is in demise and that is sad because it is such a fantastic 

idea. Housing has become such an issue for people I wish that it had worked better. It needed better follow 

through…” Victoria PEACH (Public) 

 
The engagement level of co-operative members with other tenants and the care of the housing in co- 

operatives was a tribute to the members. The achievement of one of the aims for the merger of public co- 

operatives with Community Housing Providers - to enable further development and supply of public 

housing by Community Housing Providers - is yet to be proven. 

 
To provide some other examples on the ‘merger, amalgamation or asset transfer’ options for non equity public 

co-operatives, I also interviewed Common Equity SA, who has set up in SA in order to allow SA co-

operatives    to retain their titles and whatever level of collective involvement they wish to maintain; along with 

an example      of a co-operative (MERZ), which has continued as a public housing co-operative under the 

Incorporated Associations Act. The section on the future of co-operatives in SA will explore how these 

personal experiences of co-operative living could inform any future developments. 
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Private Co-operatives/ 

Co-Housing Legal Structures 
The development of appropriate legal structures for private co-operatives also evolved over time and many 

initially found it difficult to fit under planning legislation and established legal structures that could support 

their aims. 

 
Regulations re planning and ownership tend to be biased towards ‘traditional’ notions of private property – 

where land is owned by one household (generally a traditional couple/family), rather than multiple 

households developing and using the same land title. 

 
Prior to the commencement of the Community Titles Act 1996 on 4 November 1996, land division in SA 

could occur in only two ways, via conventional land division or by strata under the Strata Titles Act 1988. 

Over the   past decade or so, developments have occurred that were not entirely suited to either form of 

division and     were achieved only with some considerable difficulty.20
 

 
Following the proclamation the new Community Title Act in 1996, the majority of the full equity (private) 

co-operatives who were interviewed have opted for Community Title. Some of the private co-operatives 

who established prior to that time, including Carlton Co-operative, who established in the early 80’s using 

a Company title, have reverted to Tenants in Common. 

 
“[We used a] Shelf Company process – a set of articles comes with the company – ours was Olotron Pty 

Ltd. We were not really shareholders as we were not trading, but had to put in an annual tax return. We held 

Director positions of the shelf company and each owner had one vote. We didn’t really use majority vote – I 

can’t remember any votes, most decisions are made by agreement”. Clare Carlton (Private) 

 
Private co-operatives who established more recently have still found that the nature of their development was 

constrained by the legal instruments available. 

 
“The development application required that we become a Community Title otherwise we would have 

required access road and parking spots on the lots. No other option. The only subdivision alternative was 

to transfer to a company structure and people would have been required to be involved earlier (as 

shareholders). Few people want to become involved (in a new build) before they can see potential”. 

Lia and Graham Millers Corner (Private) 

 
The Community Titles Act 1996 allows a community plan division of land into at least two lots and an area 

of common property. Common property relates to land that is shared within the community scheme such 

as    the service infrastructure and driveways. A community title is issued for each lot and the common 

property. Community titles can relate to residential, office and other commercial uses. In some instances, 

the different uses are contained within the one community title scheme. 

 
There are two types of community titles: 

• community strata scheme 

• community scheme. 

 
One of the main differences between strata and community titles is the way the land boundaries are defined. 

 

 

20 https://www.sa.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0012/11406/Community-titles-explained.pdf 

http://www.sa.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0012/11406/Community-titles-explained.pdf


 

Strata titles are defined by the boundaries of the building rather than the land, with an area of common   

property for all residents, while community titles are defined by the lot boundaries and surveyed  

measurements. Because strata titles apply to structures like apartment blocks, townhouses and duplexes, 

boundaries are divided into units, rather than land allotments. Unit divisions are determined through 

structural divisions of a building, not by reference to the land. 

 
For instance, the inside lining of the wall, the bottom of the ceiling, the top of the floor – all of these can be 

used as references of where a particular unit begins and ends. 

 
Common property areas in a strata plan can consist of areas like shared driveways, elevators, 

stairways, lobbies, landscapes and gardens. 

 
On the other hand, community titles are usually divided by land allotments referred to as lots rather than 

units. Instead of dividing the space based on building parameters, each lot owner is entitled their 

respective parcels     of land with its own title, defined by surveyed land measurements, often without 

limitations on height and    depth (unless specified in the community scheme). 

 
Community titles are most commonly used for gated estates, large development lots and other 

similarly structured properties that contain shared infrastructure and services. 

 
To complicate matters a little further, there is another type of community title known as a community strata 

scheme, by which the boundaries of each lot can be defined by parts of the buildings in the same way as 

strata titles. 

 
Both strata and community titles have common property areas like communal swimming pools and other 

amenities. These common areas are shared by the members of each strata or community and generally aren’t 

exclusive to any particular unit or land owner, unless exclusive use of a particular common area is allocated 

by the developer or granted by the strata or community corporation (such as car spaces, lift foyers, rooftop 

access, etc.). 

 
“This means that when you become an owner of either a strata titled property or community title property, 

you can buy into a property that offers access to other lifestyle amenities, including outdoor entertaining 

areas,   BBQ areas, playgrounds, communal relaxation areas and more. To maintain the common areas, 

owners in   either type of title have to raise funds and contribute based on their unit or lot entitlement – the 

capital value 

of their unit or lot compared to the value of all units or lots (as the case may be). In other words, the 

bigger your unit or lot is, the higher your contribution to the corporation will be. 

 
If you own a two-bedroom unit, your unit allowance might be 10 units. Your neighbour owns a three-

bedroom unit in the same complex, and due to the increases size of their property, their unit allowance is 

14 units. 

The total number of unit allowances in the whole complex is 180. The larger property attracts a higher unit 

allowance, because the property is likely to have more residents who will use common facilities such as 

pools and parking spaces. 

 
When raising administration and sinking funds, you as the owner of a two-bedroom apartment will have 

lower fees based on 10 units out of 180, versus your neighbour, who will pay fees equivalent to 14 units out 

of 180. Community title owners have no obligation in maintaining and insuring other lot owners’ buildings. 

This is  because in a community title situation, the individual owner of each lot is responsible for the 

insurance of any building on their lot. The community corporation is only responsible for insuring any 

common area buildings or structures, such as driveways or service infrastructure”.21 (See also Appendix 1.) 

 
 

21 https://www.thinkconveyancing.com.au/blog/the-key-differences-between-strata-and-community-title/ (*) 
https://www.sa.gov.au/topics/planning-and-property/certificates-of-title/community-titles 
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“We originally formed under the Co-operative Housing Act to form the group and develop initial ideas. We built 

the townhouses and (transferred) to the Community Title – legally came under Community Title Act with the 

first resident...all have individual (saleable) title”. Chris and Effie Christie Walk (Private) 

 

TYPES OF FULL EQUITY COLLECTIVE OWNERSHIP. 

Joint tenancy and tenancy in common are the two most common classifications of ownership of a property. 

 
Whilst both arrangements give each party ownership rights and a share of the property, the main difference 

between these two kinds of ownership is the fact that there are different rules concerning the death of one of 

the owners. 

 
Joint tenancy pertains to property ownership in which each party on the title to the property holds an 

individual interest in the property. An example of a joint tenancy is the ownership over a house by a 

married couple.  In this situation, joint tenancy comes with the ‘’right of survivorship’’. That means that 

when one      of the joint tenants dies, the interest of the deceased joint tenant automatically passes to the 

surviving joint tenant or tenants and does not form part of the estate of the deceased. 

 
Tenancy in common, on the other hand, refers to ownership over a certain property by parties who do not 

automatically have a right of survivorship (for example friends or siblings). They are co-owners of the 

property, however their shares and interest over the property do not have to be equal and depend entirely 

on the agreed shares of the parties. In a tenancy in common arrangement, if one of the parties dies their 

interest in the property forms part of the deceased’s estate and does not automatically pass on to any co-

owner of 

the property.22
 

 
The private co-operatives interviewed for this study who are utilising this legal structure simply rectified this 

issue in their individual wills. (See Appendix 2) 

 
“We have all had to adjust our wills to ensure that our share in the house is directed to our children (or 

nominated parties) as part of their inheritance.” Helen Carlton (Private) 

 
In the case of a tiny house, an understanding of building code arrangements was important if moving a 

Tiny House onto a Torrens Title with an existing house, and this needs to be factored into the project. The 

addition  of a tiny house was viewed under the same development requirements that cover the conversion 

of sheds or construction of ‘granny flats’, known as Dependant Accommodation. 

 
“We were a long time working through the building code requirements. Eventually we did get development 

approval from Port Adelaide Enfield Council. ‘Dependant Accommodation’ is a grey area in planning 

regulations – council interpretations change from council to council. When the Minister of Planning changed 

(removed) the requirement for accommodation to be for a ‘relative’ of the main house, it became easier.” John 

Private: Tiny House 

 
Some Council codes limit the number of wet areas in a ‘dependant accommodation’ development to 

bathroom and kitchen (i.e. no separate  laundry). This  seems to  reflect  the evolution of  the regulations 

from covering an extension of the main house to accommodate a growing family to covering stand-alone 

structures, while avoiding their classification as separate buildings by also ensuring some ‘dependency’ 

on 

the main house facilities. John highlighted the high number of non-compliant Tiny Houses, Granny Flats 

and garages fitted out for accommodation and raised the importance of checking the local Council 

requirements before either buying, building or selling a Tiny House. As a Tiny House is a moveable asset, 

its ownership on  the death of the original owner needs to be specified in their will. 

 

22 http://www.cdq.com.au/publications/26/property-ownership-joint-tenancy-vs-tenancy-in-common 

http://www.cdq.com.au/publications/26/property-ownership-joint-tenancy-vs-tenancy-in-common
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The By-Laws and Articles 
It is essential for both public and private co-operatives to establish by-laws or articles which describe the 

particular philosophy and intent of the shared responsibility/ownership arrangement and the details of 

how its members want it to operate. 

 
The by-laws or articles articulate how the group will manage the  property(ies)  and  what  expectations  

they have of each other. The mutually written and agreed document has usually been developed from a 

template    and then adapted over time. The document describes the philosophy of the co-operative, how 

decisions will be made, expenses shared and how transfer of property should be managed. All of the co-

operatives developed   the document over time and changes are frequently made in response to new 

requirements. 

 
“We got the idea of having articles from other co- 

operatives and we have never finished them – for 

many years it has been an item on our meeting 

agenda! ..... When Rob (non-resident investor) 

wanted to sell, the remaining five people had long 

discussions on how much to pay and how to value 

– there was a fair bit of wooliness in the Articles.” 

Brian and Helen Carlton (Private) 
 

“You would need a clarified agreement with house 

residents, with a formula to cover expenses. Also 

need a leasing agreement with  the  main property 

on the block (if you don’t own the block)”. John Tiny 

House (Private) 

 
 
 

 
John, Tiny House (Private) 

 

A key feature of both non-equity and full equity co-operatives is the requirement of voluntary ‘work’ from 

members of the co-operative and it is important to articulate this in the articles or by-laws. The 

expectation    to attend meetings and different working groups was common in both public and private co-

operatives and  this was where the connection and engagement with each other most commonly 

occurred. The philosophy   of working together for collective health, economic and environmental gain is 

manifested in the articles and through these monthly meetings of members, which were accompanied by 

groups working on maintenance, gardens, finance or project work. Everyone is expected to take a role 

and support the operations of the co- operative and this ongoing expectation of some sort of ‘work’ is one 

of the challenges for co-operatives, especially as members age. 

 
Larger co-operatives use a Management Committee structure, and some use an external organisation (like 

a Strata Manager) to assist with general members meetings and annual general meetings. Non equity public 

co- operatives used attendance at member meetings to gauge the suitability and commitment of potential 

tenants before they were officially accepted as new members. 

 
“Management Committee members generally attended three meetings a month. New members were 

given a lease on a 3 month probation, then had to attend another Management Committee – once 

approved they were on a fixed lease for the first two years and then an ongoing lease.” 

Roz CHINA (Public) 
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Members of co-operatives can work in areas of interest or skill and are expected to play an active part of the 

management of the co-operative, ensuring maintenance was done and plans made for future investment to 

improve their houses. Public co-operatives were their own landlords and had to monitor maintenance of the 

housing stock. 

 
“When there was a need, we would have general working bees. I sometimes resented cleaning up others 

mess – tenancy inspections should have been done properly so that yards didn’t get out of control. 

Always participated in every other job – others could do working bees!” Victoria PEACH (Public) 

 
Most of the co-operatives also organised either monthly or periodic shared meals with meetings and 

also celebrated Christmas, birthdays and other significant events together. 

 
“We have had fabulous events here – my brother had his wedding reception on the balcony (balcony can   

fit 100 standing). Each anniversary of the house purchase we have progressive dinners in each part of 

the house – the shed has been a good place to start with cocktails!” Clare Carlton (Private) 

 
A flexible and generative approach to the articles was considered essential by both public and private 

co- operatives and both groups agreed that it was important to keep renewing them. 

 
“Over the years we made changes to the bylaws and never correlated the changes. I had to go back and 

make sense of them!” Greg House One (Public) 

 
“Bylaws are never ever finished! You would always find these grey areas – we had an example of a couple 

splitting up and the wife not being a member of the co-operative- it led to her being evicted.” 

Roz CHINA (Public) 

 
“Now that new people have bought into the co-operative, everyone has to meet (to review the articles). 

The future dynamic of the group will change the vision over time – we recognise our voice is very powerful 

in the group (as founders) – don’t want to be King of the Castle!” 

Graham Millers Crossing (Private) 

 
 

DECISION MAKING AND DEALING WITH CHANGE 

Voting in co-operatives is generally limited to one vote per member or lot owner. In Community Titles    

the voting structure is specified under the Community Titles Act 1996. While there was a preference for 

consensus in both public and private co-operatives, where votes were taken, they were generally 

won by simple majority and a quorum was half the membership/owners plus one. The articles were 

important to clarify the philosophy of the co-operative and approach to decision making about 

implementing change and accepting new members. 

 
“Spent years doing the articles. Not very business-like people even though people had lots of skills. The 

difficult issue is the buying in and out, also different attitudes to money and how people transact. Options (on 

sale) difficult when we wanted to control the space and who lived in it.” Clare Carlton (Private) 

 
“Need to ensure voting structure is clarified in articles. We had different requirements depending on decision 

– 2/3 majority vote to change articles, financial matters require simple majority, application of new landlord 

levy requires unanimous vote.” Robert Thornber St (Private) 
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The quote above indicated a key difference for that particular full equity co-operative when they came to 

dealing with the impact of private investors buying the flats in the co-operative and then renting them out. 

This led to a growing dominance in decision making of non-resident private investors, who then refused to 

participate in co-operative work on the property; blocked any increase in their ‘landlord levy’ (an additional 

monetary contribution to compensate for not contributing time and physical effort in the management and 

maintenance of the co-operative) and resulted in all general maintenance work falling back on the owner 

occupiers. 

 
“Any increase in our landlord levy – an unequal levy (i.e. not applying to all members) needed 100% 

vote – has been rejected. Single levies for big maintenance jobs have been the only other success. A big 

loophole for structure of the co-operative has been to allow rentals (non-resident owners)…. At one point we 

had 3 owner occupiers and 6 tenants – we ended up having to police tenants.” 

Robert Thornber St (Private) 

 
The issue of whether all members of private co-operatives should be owner-occupiers underlined the 

importance of more detail on expectations in their articles for the Thornber St co-operative. 

 
“Need for everyone to participate in maintenance to keep costs down – involvement gradually decreased 

- especially from renters. The provisions in (Thornber St) articles on collective responsibility are not clear 

– nothing explicitly about the workload being shared – as part of the co-operative idea.” 

Robert Thornber St (Private) 

 
For other full equity private co-operatives, this was not 

an issue or it was specified in the articles that 

residents needed to be owner-occupiers or rental was 

to be short term or from applicants who knew the 

owners and the co-operative philosophy. 
 

“We all intended to live here – there was an 

expectation of being an owner occupier. Any change 

in occupancy depended on getting approval from 

others. When we did rentals or short term house- 

minding they all tended to be friends or friends of 

friends”. Helen Carlton (Private) 

 
 
 
 
 

Brian and Helen, Carlton Co-operative 

 

The key factor was articulating an agreement to maintain connection, communication and sufficient input 

into maintenance, either through direct contribution of labour or sufficient additional levies on those not 

contributing labour. 

 
“We will look at renters – the owner will need to make the contribution to the Sinking Fund (Maintenance) but 

they will have a specified role as renters.” Lia and Graham Millers Corner (Private) 

 
“Non-resident investors have resulted in more renters and increased demographic mix. Most renters are also 

committed to the eco/collective. Some past renters are now owners.” Chris Christie Walk (Private) 

 
Public co-operatives had the challenge of high turnover among the members, with subsequent changes to  

group dynamics and changing understandings of the philosophy and rationale of the co-operative from the 

founding principles. The full equity private co-operatives also experienced the impact of changes in 

occupancy changing the dynamics of the group over time, from the original (often idealistic) aims of the co-

operative. 
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When asked about changes in membership reflecting cultural and gender diversity in the co-operative, most 

co-operatives agreed that they were predominately Anglo background, but all genders took key roles in 

managing the co-operative . 

 
There is debate within both the full equity private and non equity public co-operatives on what represents a  

good membership size. All of the co-operatives interviewed spoke of the need to ensure the size still 

facilitated democratic decision-making. As above, some interviewees mentioned the change in size and 

turnover within the group added to the interest and diversity in the group, but there was a general view that 

limiting the size of the co-operative made it easier to manage. 

 
“Having five shareholders has been good and basically is the limit given the number of flats available. It was 

good having children in the house and extra people through back flat rentals to give diversity”. 

Helen Carlton (Private) 

 
The articulation in the philosophy of the co-operative therefore needs to reference the benefit of shared 

purchase/establishment cost and that contributing (voluntarily and financially) to shared ongoing 

maintenance and house improvements, is one of the significant advantages of co-operatives. The articles 

or bylaws also  need to outline how decisions on maintenance will be made and financed. 

 
“Our maintenance fund is in a separate account (to the house loan) and all pay an agreed amount on 

direct debit. Finances are managed by one person, Brian. In early days, we used to check more 

comprehensively on expenditure and mortgage, gas and electricity. For electricity, we all have separate 

accounts/meter and are separately responsible, except for the communal meter, which covers external 

space and is paid out of  the maintenance account. The improvements of  the house are planned over  

time – we either pay out of maintenance or all pay an additional once off levy which is approved at 

house meeting”. Clare Carlton (Private) 

 

DISPUTES 

The expectations about the philosophy, ownership and shared responsibility entailed in keeping the co-  

operative operational and avoiding legal disputes is made possible through the inclusion of and adherence 

to a disputes procedure in the articles or bylaws. 

 
Tenants in non-equity public co-operatives had a right to appeal a decision made by the co-op and all public 

co-operatives provided information about the extent and limitations of appeal rights. 

 
Tenants could lodge an appeal about a decision they disagreed with, ideally after contacting an organisation 

that could assist in resolving disputes, such as the Tenant Information and Advocacy Service (TIAS). Along 

with Welfare Rights Centre/Housing Legal Clinic, TIAS used to assist tenants and provide further advice on 

how to pursue a matter and what rights applied. 

 
There were two levels of appealing a public housing co-operative decision: 

1. An internal appeal of a decision by the Co-operative 

2. An external appeal to the South Australian Civil and Administrative Tribunal (SACAT). 

 
The appeal must have first been dealt with internally and then the tenant could appeal with the South 

Australian Civil and Administrative Tribunal (SACAT) within 30 days of receiving notification of the 

decision. 

 
Any local government Councillor or rental land agent will tell you that tenant and neighbour disputes are 

common and while there is no evidence that the structure of co-operatives assists in reducing or resolving 

disputes, most interviewees indicated that disputes were no more frequent than for any other group. 
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Nevertheless, non-equity public housing co-operatives generally found it hard to deal with disputes objectively, 

as it entailed a degree of skill and pragmatism when often personal relationships were involved. Disputes were 

often left without resolution or consistent recorded decision-making. 

 
“The Management Committee didn’t deal with disputes well – the Secretary didn’t take appropriate notes. 

(The external) process was there – but still emotional strain. We occasionally used a facilitator and felt 

very well supported.” Roz, CHINA (Public) 

 
“We didn’t do disputes well, it was always personal. We didn’t challenge bad behaviour as we should have 

– like inconsistent follow up of rent arrears in the agreed timeframe.” Greg, House One (Public) 

Disputes in public co-operatives centred on unpaid rent, lack of involvement in collective tasks, unruly 

behaviour, mistreatment of property and pets. 

 
“I have appeared at appeals three times because of disputes. I was the Appeals Convenor – they were mainly 

about rent arrears, attendance at meetings, personal interactions. Have to write letters and follow 

through…disputes often take 6-8 months to resolve. A drink (with the person) at the pub doesn’t work – putting 

things in writing is really difficult for people. No evidence (otherwise) that you had done anything. Then the 

sympathy factor cuts in and you have to be clearer on that!” Victoria PEACH (Public) 

 
Private full equity co-operatives also found disputes difficult and in the absence of a formal external appeal 

process, they would either have to reach some form of resolution or they were obliged to pursue expensive 

legal redress or take each other to court. 

 
The private co-operatives all emphasised that the commitment to their philosophy of working together and 

compromising was essential in resolving disputes. Including a clear process for dispute resolution in the 

articles or bylaws was also important, along with a willingness to change the bylaws in response to lessons 

learnt in a dispute. 

 
“We deal with disputes by avoidance! The articles outline a process but the personalities are not 

confrontational. There are always niggles and it relies on some people taking the lead to resolve. 

Compromise – don’t all have to subscribe to a purchase, sometimes we move on separately, have less 

collective purchase of things -(some) people have more financial capacity. An example is our pets’ policy 

– no dog ownership (in articles), people have cats and some residents complain about bird deaths. There 

has to be some generosity, like with gardens and working out which space or how to (allow) people to do 

things differently.” Clare Carlton (Private). 

 
The types of disputes that the full equity private co-operatives experienced included differences of opinion on 

spending priorities or purchase preferences, pet ownership, use and maintenance of shared space. 

 
“We use a socio-democracy model. Trust and compromise, have an open heart, listen and try options. 

Finances have been an area of concern – we try and support. We have a policy of one cat/dog per site. Not 

majority rules, dominant personalities can pressure and push own agenda.” 

Graham Millers Corner (Private) 

 
“We agreed to consensus decision making from the beginning – talk issues through. We had difficulty 

picking a (external) house colour that everyone liked – I could have put my foot down…. We are the kind    

of people to let things go – don’t sweat the small stuff. Important to keep communication going – regular 

meetings (face to face) crucial” Helen Carlton (Private) 

 
“A continuing strength of such a group as ours is because we rely on consensus and we have a basic trust 

and have been able to compromise – came from our political background.” Brian Carlton (Private) 
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Modernising Co-Operatives for 
the Future 

We are in the middle of a housing crisis in South Australia and Australia – and the market is failing to 

provide options for secure housing for a growing proportion of the population, particularly those on low- 

income. This section makes an argument for full, part and non-equity co-operative housing as one part  

of Australia’s response to the housing crisis. 

 
“Markets fail because it is not in the economic interests of private profit-making entrepreneurs to supply 

public goods and there is an inability of markets to comply with any concept of fairness, other than the 

ability to pay.”23
 

 
“In the early 2000s, the not-for-profit sector has delivered more affordable housing than the public housing 

system (Gilmour & Milligan 2012). …Community housing has not traditionally been in a position to deliver 

substantially more affordable housing because it suffers from a lack of access to capital funding. Scale is    

also problematic as only five per cent of NFP focusing organisations manage more than 200 properties 

while 88% manage fewer than 50 dwellings (Australian institute of Housing and Welfare (AIWH) 2010). 

Barriers 

to institutional investment include the need for larger projects, policy commitment and consistency, good 

governance and the availability of data and information on market performance.”24
 

 
Public or non-equity housing co-operatives in SA are no longer funded by the state government to 

establish or expand. 

 
As access to public housing became more restricted, non-equity co-operatives had been increasingly 

required   to fill vacancies with applicants from the Community Housing Customer Register. These new 

tenants were subject to meeting the low-income eligibility requirements of social housing and often had not 

expressed any desire to live in a co-operative, beyond a desire to access more secure accommodation. 

These tenants are generally high need (homeless, health or addiction issues etc.) and as the demise of 

the scheme illustrated,   were inappropriate for co-operative housing and the philosophy of collective, 

mutually beneficial work – where cooperation and a level of self-management are essential. 

 
“We now have high need tenants, with less skill and more complex problems. New tenants are very 

vulnerable – they are different from the founders (of the co-operative). An unending lease becomes a 

disadvantage – (we need to) require renewal (of lease) to get participation and require people to revisit the 

philosophy and to act in the interest of the co-operative.” Greg House One (Public) 

 
One of the reasons a lot of the current public co-operatives merged with larger community housing 

providers was because of the inability of new tenants to meet growing compliance and self-management 

expectations. The new clients referred into the co-operatives led very complex lives, whose causes were 

often out of their hands and the hands of others in the co-op. 

 
“It doesn’t work if you get people (and) they are not capable of taking on the work. It makes it really had 

for those who can do it. People don’t have a mobile phone, don’t know how to use a computer, [and] 

don’t have a car. Needed to hold people’s hand a bit more…most people too busy to have time to do it. 

External training was available but a lot of people just didn’t do it.” Victoria PEACH (Public) 

 
23 Oxley M 2004 pg 63 

24 Bunce 2013 pg 84 
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It is clear from the interviews from both non-equity public and full equity private co-operatives that 

members need both a commitment to the philosophy and a willingness to take on the work of collective 

management – recognising the benefits it can bring. 

 
Many people are prepared to put in that collective effort 

to gain security of housing and to be part of a 

community. 

However, the model does require personal resources 

and  a willingness to engage from a position of stability. 

As access to social housing became more restricted, 

tenants 

referred into non-equity public co-operatives became more 

complex. Subsequently the work required gradually became 

more onerous as the commitment and skill level of the new 

(and old) members declined. 
 

“The co-operative movement started to change, 

government required more evidence of compliance. 

Seven million of real estate to manage – it’s like a 

business; we have to run it properly. It was tax payers’ 

money that we have the privilege of having, but it was a 

big ask – I understand why they bought in the NRS. 

Some people in the co-operative had never worked – 

how do  you teach them to do a financial report? Co-

operatives are folding because the demands are too 

much”. Victoria PEACH (Public) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Victoria, PEACH (Public) 

 

“I was young and enthusiastic – I am less enthusiastic now! Not just because of age but from others not having 

the will to be involved – they want other people to take responsibility….A lot of older people have 

socio/psychological problems, they most often need someone to look after them - not them looking out for 

others! We are not social workers.” Helen ROOH (Public) 

 
“People carry all of the load (on Management Committee), over and over and over again……how we haven’t 

had nervous breakdowns I don’t know.” Roz CHINA (Public) 

 
Investment in public housing in Australia has narrowed to a focus on provision of housing for those most 

at need, rather than a program for supporting public rental housing for those on low income (including 

those      in the workforce who could pay unsubsidised rent). This focus has resulted in a loss of the 

diversity in public rental to only those with very complex lives and the loss of a model of cross subsidy 

from full rent payers. 

Not everyone wants to buy their own house but in the quest for secure housing many are forced to take out 

housing mortgages that take up a significant proportion of their available income. Our savings from 

reducing investment in public housing is now contradicted by the growing social cost of homelessness, 

housing and mortgage stress for people on low income, and housing insecurity for those who rely on the 

limited number of affordable properties in the private rental market. 

 
The lived experience of the past cohort of non equity public housing co-operatives highlights how this form of 

housing for those on low income could be part of a solution, in a modernised (non or part equity) model for 

public cooperatives. 
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CHANGING DEMOGRAPHICS, URBAN INFILL AND PLACEMAKING 

The discussions in the interviews of the impact of ageing for the founders and residents in both public and 

private co-operatives provides examples of how co-operatives could be part of a future which plans 

housing needs over the lifespan. Instead of ‘the one, forever home’, the co-operatives model could be part 

of a range of housing options that meet the needs of occupants at different stages of their lives. 

 
As the Boomer generation and those generations that will follow demand more alternatives to retirement 

villages, the idea of full or part equity housing co-operatives offer collective and intergenerational support 

while allowing downsizing and sustainable design. Those who are able to use the equity of their family 

home to buy into a co-operative could release capital and allow their larger homes and block sizes to go 

on to the market. The shared areas in a co-operative, reduces wasted space and potentially allows for 

luxury additions such as pools or shared gardens. 

 
There was great interest from existing private co-operatives and when presenting these interviews to the 

general public, in new research emerging to look at designing co-operatives to enable people with some 

financial equity to invest in a ‘co-operative alternative’ to retirement villages.25
 

 
“Relationships are built over time. This structure has enabled hundreds of people to be housed – 13 – 14 

people live here at any one time. The concept is brilliant but it needs safeguards. Friends have talked   

about growing old together, having a visiting nurse – using the concept to look at alternative to residential 

care and downsizing.” Robert Thornber St (Private) 

 
“Phase Two (of Millers Corner development) will be based on a ‘Thuishuis’ Netherland ‘Home House’ 

model. A large house that is separated into six individual apartments – self-contained with kitchenette. It 

will include a shared large space for cooking and socialising. (The residents will) be supported by a 

circle of local volunteers to enable people to age in home…. People say ‘you’re dreaming!’ but we 

recognise that others are also chasing a retirement dream, running off to Queensland and they get there 

and they have   no friends/support” Lia and Graham Millers Corner (Private) 

 
Cities in Australia are experiencing urban sprawl, with a shortage of land and houses in developed areas and 

increasing infrastructure and services requirements for those living on the urban fringe. To address the 

sprawl, Government policy is supporting urban infill and private developers are buying and demolishing 

homes and sub-dividing the blocks, developing smaller, more affordable homes - but designed with no 

connection with  each other and often with no energy efficient features. Co-operatives offer a much more 

attractive version 

of urban infill, encouraging people to work together to reduce cost and make better use of the land, and 

they sponsor their own ‘place-making’ by creating communities. 

 
Co-operatives have a low profile in Australia and a modernised version of the benefits of co-operatives 

deserves more promotion to new generations trying to break into the housing market. Raising the money to 

purchase or develop housing is more possible when done collectively and part and full equity models could 

accommodate different income levels. 

 
“We are starting to look at the future and have been here for a long time – others hopefully will take over! 

Clare Carlton (private) 

 
This study aimed to document the lived experience of residents in public and private co-operatives in 

South Australia, to make a contribution to the historical record regarding this housing option and to outline 

some the benefits and issues to consider, for those interested in future versions of this form of housing. 

 

 

25 https://percapita.org.au/our_work/mutual-appreciation-a-social-innovation-thinkpiece/ 
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All of the participants in the study raised the benefits from the period of life they have spent in the co-

operative and that the co-operative model needs further promotion and support to encourage others to 

form new, modernised co-operatives. There was also great interest from existing co-operatives in using 

that promotion  and support to develop and learn from each other. 

 
One of the areas where people were interested in new co-operatives was in response to a desire for options 

for different age groups, to allow young people to enter the housing market and accumulate assets, and 

allowing older residents to downsize. The promotion of the idea of a ‘forever home’ to young families has the 

ultimate result of people staying in their home when they age, when the house is too big and requires too 

much work 

to maintain. The ageing of the population and the retention of their homes in established areas is 

increasingly seen as a barrier to young families seeking family homes. 

 
Existing co-operatives were actively exploring their options as the members aged and how they could 

design what was needed for the future. 

 
There is the impact of us all retiring and getting older. Everyone is hanging around the house more – but 

some of us will be away travelling, some are looking at Air B&B, all of it impacts on the house dynamic.    

My own feeling is that I want to be able to age in the house - so will need a lift. I can’t just think about that 

in isolation – it impacts on others. Also likely that our neighbours will build up around us – cutting views 

and light with multi-story developments. Adapting an old house is going to be more expensive with ramps 

etc.”. Clare Carlton (Private) 

 
Adding an age-in-place residence to the co-operative is incorporated in the future development of Millers 

Crossing, with close consideration of how the new development could be funded and managed while retaining 

the philosophy and original aims of the group. 

 
“We are investigating how to go about it…how do we select the people who are going to live there? 

Potential residents would already own their own home so can’t make investment immediately (to build)  

and can’t get individual loan. Would have to sell their house – how do we get a commitment up front? 

Part equity? A  possible partnership with other organisations or housing association? Although for us, 

even if   in partnership, they have to get what we are trying to do and not take over.” Lia Millers Crossing 

(Private) 

 

FINANCIAL MODELS FOR THE FUTURE 

There was a lot of support for the idea of non-equity, shared and full equity co-operatives from the people I 

interviewed, but there was a general call for more support for this type of housing to make it more possible      

for those who were keen to be involved. The non-equity public housing tenants found the compliance 

expectations and increasing lack of choice on appropriate members of co-operatives discouraging. They 

expressed a desire for the model to be redeveloped for targeted groups and modernised as an option in 

public rental housing. 

 
“Now co-operatives have just become public housing, managed by associations. I am still a huge  

advocate for public housing and a strong supporter for government controlled rents.” Helen ROOH 

Public 

 
The original notion of public housing being about provision of secure housing for workers as well as welfare 

recipients, with government policy supporting cross subsidy of public housing rental, has gone the way of  

budget cuts. Social housing is now limited to those in most need – who subsequently have the most 

complex lives. In addition, there is a preoccupation and government bias towards supporting private 

ownership – rather than supporting more cross subsidy for the provision of secure public housing for a 

wider range of people on  low and middle incomes, especially when affordable housing options in the  

private  housing  market  are  in short supply. 
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“In the old days, a few members had part time work – some had good jobs and were paying ceiling rents and 

levies. Don’t know how you would go with all (tenants on) Newstart allowance.” Roz CHINA (Public) 

 
“All the original people were fairly well educated and knew what had to be done with rents and maintenance – 

our main motivation was secure housing. Most were paying full market rent but we were looking ahead – as 

older single people we would not be able to afford market rent.” Helen ROOH (Public) 

 
For those who are willing to ‘work co-operatively’ to meet their housing needs, co-operative housing can  

present an attractive option. It was supported by everyone interviewed as a viable choice which should  

continue to be offered as a housing option, even by those who were quite happy to transfer to Community 

Housing. Forty years on from the establishment of co-operatives in South Australia, an exploration of how 

the co-operative housing sector can respond to the needs of an ageing population needs to be factored into 

the model. Additionally, it is clear that people with high and complex needs are inappropriate for co-

operatives. 

As an option - in the spectrum of housing ownership and rental management models - the benefits of co- 

operative living outlined in this paper highlights the role government support for this form of public and 

private housing could play, in addressing the provision of secure and affordable housing. We should all 

have both  agency and equity – through the tax we pay – in the provision of secure and affordable housing 

for all. In order   to further expand access to full equity, non and part equity housing co-operatives in 

Australia, and build our capacity beyond the public housing system, it will be necessary to investigate 

alternative methods 

of financing. 

 
The current market and government policies are not meeting housing demand. The support and 

development of co-operative housing provides an alternative to the unsustainable ideal of constant growth 

in the private ownership of available land and resources. Given the growing evidence that a sense of 

community addresses the mental health issues arising from a lack of security and isolation, co-operatives 

are a more community controlled form of ‘place making’, rather than the top down approaches which aim 

to ‘create communities’. 

Initiatives such as the architect led Nightingale developments, highlight  the public  interest  in  and  

need for further information, regulatory support and practical examples, which encourages housing 

design for community connection. 

 
“We started with a vision of how we would like to live – if it becomes an example on how to do things 

differently…it can strengthen relationships and community, address isolation.” 

Lia Millers Corner (Private) 

 
Common Equity claims to enable Tier 3 Community Housing Providers (CHPs), including housing co- 

operatives and associations, to remain autonomous and to have a future in providing secure, sustainable 

and affordable housing. They allow co-operatives to continue to maintain their own name, a separate legal 

status and manage their tenancies’ day to day activities, but they are not required to be registered for the 

National Regulatory System (NRS) because Common Equity Housing SA takes the role of the registered 

body. 

 
“There has been no Government policy to encourage co-operatives to survive – we believe we are the 

solution”. Angelia, Common Equity 

 
Other operating public co-operatives such as MERTZ, have chosen not to merge but to continue by going 

through the onerous process of incorporating under the Incorporations Act. However, under current public 

policy, neither option gives public co-operatives the support to grow in South Australia. 
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FINANCING CO-OPERATIVES - FULL EQUITY 
PRIVATE CO-OPERATIVES 

Some members of private co-operatives took  on  the role 

of developer themselves, in order to make the co-

operative 

possible. Christie Walk and Millers Corner offer examples of 

some of the challenges in being a member and  developer 

of a co-operative in the current environment. These 

examples highlight the under-valuing of the broader 

benefits of co- operative living in the development and 

financing phase 

and how they could benefit from further information, public 

promotion and support for this form of housing. 

 
“A comparison with a 401sqm $240k purchase price is 

favourable to our own price – but without the benefits of living 

in a community – ultimately (as first develop and member) 

we had to cover the cost of creating the community 

– we would have made a lot more money if we had just sub 

divided and sold to individual purchasers! All infrastructure 

is included in our block price – it was what was going to be 

affordable for people – it just reduced our profit. And by 

developing the land for a co-operative we have capital gains 

tax – so that also comes out of the profit. 

 

 

Chris and Effie, Millers Corner (Private) 
 

The sub division required that all the infrastructure was in place – all expenses up front which cost us 

$800k – which we had to pay for. That included all sewerage, storm water management etc.”. Graham 

Millers Crossing (Private) 

 
Christie Walk used a combination of financing and management structures, to raise the finances to build the 

co-operative 

 
“I originally started as a member of our (non-equity) housing co-operative, while trying to build my own unit in 

the (full equity) co-operative and raise the funds needed from the sale of my house. Over time] … the original 

cost of land converted to a much higher land value due to location – I could then borrow off the increased 

valuation for the next stage”. 

Chris Christie Walk (Private) 

 
Becoming amateur developers was challenging for Christie Walk Co-op members and highlights the 

shortcomings of the lack of planning, development, and financial assistance for co-operatives in Australia. 

However, despite the difficulties, all of the private co-operatives interviewed highlighted the gains of being 

able to establish this form of housing and a desire to promote it to achieve greater options for people 

wanting to enter the housing market. 

 
“Organise your finances upfront. Get a professional project manager and builder…but leave some 

collective jobs. We made the garden design together and it built relationships. Our architect planned for 

community contact/privacy as well as sustainability. Design it in.” 

 
It the best thing I have had any involvement in – I love this space. 

 
It’s so nice to have meals and garden together” Chris Christie Walk (Private) 
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FINANCING OPTIONS FOR PUBLIC HOUSING 

Bunce (2013) explores the possibilities for the future expansion of both non-equity, shared equity and 

full equity housing co-operatives in Australia under conservative government funding. 

 
“Non-equity and part-equity housing co-operatives, situated outside of public housing, are collectively 

owned ‘at cost’ housing and should be regarded by governments and local authorities as self-help private 

housing. Within a neo-liberal political environment, self-help housing…facilitated through the use of 

commercial financing, may well be regarded as an appropriate policy setting. 

 
In order to brand and expand, co-operatives need to be viewed by housing consumers, especially the 

younger generation, as a new and exciting alternative to the existing forms of housing, especially if located 

in middle   and inner ring suburbs where many of the younger generation want to live but cannot afford to 

buy.”26
 

 
Bunce takes up the issue of language and promotion/rebranding of co-operatives, suggesting ‘resident 

owned community’. The concerns about the ‘hippy’ image of co-operatives and the growth in usage of the 

term overseas, may support a greater comfort level with the term ‘Co-Housing’ in Australia. 

 
“There is a lack of consumer information and public awareness of co-operatives and little information 

is available concerning their governance structures, performance and long-term potential.” 

 

SUPPORTING CO-OPERATION FOR THE FUTURE 

This study illustrated that for both public and private co-operatives, there is limited information and support 

in SA about workable models for co-operatives and consistent planning and legislation for multi ownership 

and tenancy. Both full equity and non equity co-operatives present an underutilised housing option in SA, 

which have demonstrated benefits for occupants, the economy and community formation. The study 

supports efforts to modernise the model of a co-operative approach to the provision of housing in both the 

public and private sector. A cost benefit analysis of how we could use investment in these forms of housing 

provision to address the growing health cost of social isolation is also a potential area of further research. 

 
“My understanding of a co-operative was pretty good … but I didn’t realise that it (co-operatives) would 

change so much.” Victoria PEACH (Public) 

 
“It was a very valuable scheme – I am so glad I came across it. It is one of the greatest ideas the Government 

has had. We had a really good co-operative. I originally wanted to fight (winding up the co- operative) all the 

way but my sister convinced me to reconsider given how much my dedication to keeping the co-operative 

going was costing me.” Roz CHINA (Public) 

 
All of the people interviewed supported the provision of more information and greater support for housing 

co-operatives from all levels of government. The adoption of ‘access to secure housing for all’ as the key 

philosophy in housing policy (and less dominance in government policy assisting private home ownership) 

would encourage more people to ‘co-operate’ at different stages of their lives, to meet their housing needs. 

Rather than the purchase and dogged determination to hold on to that ‘forever home’, people could be 

encouraged and have the option to plan their different housing needs over their lifetimes. 

 
 
 

26 Bunce 2013 pg 256 
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In an environment of limits in available land use and resources; young people struggling to accumulate   

sufficient assets on their own to enter the private housing market; older people wanting to downsize from      

their large family homes; or households wanting alternate structures to ‘the norm’ – we should be supporting 

more people to co-operate to meet their housing needs. Growing shared equity and non-equity social 

housing that is cross subsidised from different income levels would help remove the stigma and 

community/security issues of public housing developments. Greater support from the three levels of 

government for shared equity and full equity multi-owner housing developments could assist many more 

people to access affordable and sustainable housing. 

 
In summary, this study aimed to document the lived experience of residents in public and private co-  

operatives in South Australia, to make a contribution to the historical record regarding this housing option     

and to outline some the benefits and issues to consider, for those interested in future versions of this form 

of housing. 

 
All of the participants in the study raised the benefits from the period of life they have spent in a co-

operative, which included 

• Greater access to housing security 

• Economic benefits of sharing resources and expenses 

• Sustainable living 

• Community engagement and health benefits 

• Greater affordability 

• Accessibility 

• Fit for purpose design 

 
The study explored the financing, management and legislative structures utilised by both private full equity 

and public non equity co-operatives in South Australia. It concludes with a call for further promotion and 

support     to encourage others to form new, modernised co-operatives, to expand access to secure 

housing in SA. 

 
It was made possible through the support of Westside Housing Company Ltd. and I thank and pay tribute to all 

the people interviewed. 
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Appendix 1 
COMMUNITY CORPORATIONS 

Community strata schemes do not apply in the case of private co-operatives as Community strata lot boundaries 

are defined by reference to the buildings on the community parcel. In a community strata scheme, the buildings 

form part of the common property and are therefore the responsibility of the community corporation to maintain 

and insure. 

 
By using the Community schemes provisions of the Act the boundaries for each lot in a community 

scheme are defined by surveyed land measurements. They are unlimited in height and depth unless 

otherwise specified on the plan of community division. The owner of each lot is responsible for the 

maintenance and insurance of any building on their lot. The community corporation is responsible for 

insuring any buildings or structures in common areas. 

 

THE COMMUNITY CORPORATION 

The community corporation is formed on deposit of the plan in the Lands Titles Office and consists of the 

current owners of the lots in the scheme. The community corporation’s functions include the 

administration and maintenance of the common property, the enforcement of by-laws and the 

management of   development contracts. 

 
The Community Titles Act 1996 requires the community corporation to meet at least once a year to ensure the 

community scheme is adequately insured and to discuss other matters as required by the law. Each 

lot owner has one vote. If the lot is owned by two or more people the vote is shared between them. The lot 

entitlements which are annexed to the community plan determine the share that lot owners contribute to 

insurance and other fees charged by the corporation. 

 

COMMUNITY BY-LAWS 

All community schemes must have by-laws that include provision for the administration, management 

and regulation of the use and enjoyment of the common property and community lots. By-laws may 

impose a penalty for contravention of or failure to comply with a by-law. The original by-laws document 

is lodged in  the Land Titles Office (LTO) at the same time as the community plan. By-laws can be 

varied by a special 

resolution at a community corporation meeting. The variation must be lodged at the LTO within 14 days of the 

resolution being passed.27
 

 
A scheme description must identify the community parcel and the lots and common property into which the 

parcel is to be divided, the purpose or purposes for which the lots and common property may be used and 

specify the standard of buildings and other improvements made or to be made to the lots or 

common property.28
 

 
27 https://www.sa.gov.au/topics/planning-and-property/certificates-of-title/community-titles 

28 https://www.sa.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0012/11406/Community-titles-explained.pdf 

http://www.sa.gov.au/topics/planning-and-property/certificates-of-title/community-titles
http://www.sa.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0012/11406/Community-titles-explained.pdf
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Appendix 2 

TENANTS IN COMMON 

If you buy a property with another person or several other people as tenants in common, the percentage that 

each of you owns, in this case, is usually related to how much of the financial burden of the purchase you 

contribute. Unlike joint tenants, tenants in common hold distinct “shares” in a single piece of land, although 

the land is not divided physically among the co-owners. These “shares” can be assigned either to a third party 

or to  the other co-owner(s). However, each tenant-in-common does not own any specific part of the land 

over another part. Instead, his interest in that piece of land attaches to any part of the land. 

 
What is tenants in common? 

With tenants in common each proprietor can own equal or unequal shares in a property. Take  for instance;   

there are three owners; owner A, owner B and owner C to deal with. Both owner A and owner B owns 25% 

of the 

property, whereas owner C has 50% ownership. There are lots of different variations to tenants in common 

which can be tailored to suit your individual needs.29
 

 
 
 

29 http://www.cdq.com.au/publications/26/property-ownership-joint-tenancy-vs-tenancy-in-common 

http://www.cdq.com.au/publications/26/property-ownership-joint-tenancy-vs-tenancy-in-common
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Appendix 3 
ANOTHER DEVELOPMENT IN COLLECTIVE LIVING…CO-LIVING 

What is old is new again in American cities. People are living with strangers to save money and 

maintain   a higher standard of living than they might enjoy on their own. This time they’re calling it 

“co-living.” This particular brand of housing involves renting private bedrooms in dorm-like buildings 

where living rooms, kitchens, and even bathrooms are shared. This is very similar to the much less 

splashy trend of “having roommates,” though there are some key differences. 

 

 

At co-living spaces like WeLive, you can play foosball with your new friends while your laundry dries. 

Courtesy of WeLive/WeWork 
 

In co-living situations, utilities and WiFi are included, as are a number of amenities, such as house 

cleaning services and catered parties. These units are often furnished and don’t require long leases, while 

repairs and billing are handled through an app. Co-living companies, for now, are mostly opening spaces 

in cities with a significant number of tech workers, and they frequently mention the words “community” and 

“technology” in their ad copy. 

 
“It’s about keeping the good parts of having roommates and getting rid of as many annoyances as possible,” 

Brad Hargreaves, the CEO of the co-living company Common, told Recode. “People had roommates but were 

running into lots of challenges that smart design and technology can solve.” 

 
While co-living is by no means going to replace traditional roommate arrangements anytime soon, it is 

becoming more popular. In the next few years, the number of units offered by major co-living companies 

in the US is going to triple to about 10,000 according to a new report by real estate firm Cushman & 

Wakefield, which provides an in-depth look at the state of co-living. According to the study, major co-

living companies 

— including Common, Ollie, Quarters, Startcity, X Social Communities, and WeLive, which is run by the co- 

working company WeWork — currently have just over 3,000 beds in the US, mainly in major cities. That 

supply has not been able to meet demand, so these companies are expanding. 

 
Co-living companies are marketing themselves by straddling the line between new-agey utopian axioms — 

“The new way of living is inhabiting time, space, and place that stirs inspiration inside of us,” reads WeLive’s 

website — and motivational tech speak — “Relentlessly improve,” says X Social Communities. 
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It’s a combination that’s become increasingly popular among the tech set and can seem like Soylent mixed 

with Kool-Aid. Co-living is geared toward young tech workers, though some co-living companies go to great 

pains to say that their target markets are broader. 

 
“WeLive members run the gamut from young people moving to a new city, to parents with small children, 

to commuters who want to cut down on their daily travel time, to retirees and empty nesters, and 

everything in between,” WeLive told Recode in a statement. The company would not offer specifics on 

the demographic breakdown of its tenants. WeLive currently has two locations, one in New York City and 

one in Crystal City, Virginia, where Amazon will open its HQ2 headquarters. WeLive is opening its third 

location in Seattle next year. The co-living company Quarters, which has US locations in Chicago and 

New York, targets “tech and creative industry professionals” in the millennial and Z generations. The 

average tenant age for Quarters ranges from 23 to 28 years old, depending on the building. 

 
What’s causing the rise in co-living? 

A number of intersecting social and economic factors have made the idea of co-living attractive to some 

city dwellers — and investors — over the past few years. Common, like several other co-living companies, 

is near     full occupancy across its portfolio, which includes New  York,  Chicago, San Francisco,  Seattle, 

Los  Angeles, and Washington, DC, locations. Meanwhile, investors have given the sector hundreds of 

millions of dollars in the last 18 months. 

 
Housing prices are greatly outpacing wages in the US, meaning that paying for a place to live is 

consuming an even bigger portion of people’s paychecks. And as capital and people continue to flock to 

urban centres, the problem has been exacerbated. More people competing for limited housing stock has 

caused the prices of renting and buying in popular cities to skyrocket for all kinds of housing. 

 
Additionally young people, saddled with student loans and lacking the upward mobility of their parents, 

are staying single longer and having children later, meaning there’s less of an impetus to buy a house — 

even      if they could afford to do so. Social factors play a role, too. It’s not a coincidence that co-living 

spaces are 

cropping up in tech cities like San Francisco, Seattle, and New York. Co-living can in some ways be seen as 

— and is in fact pitched as — an antidote to the isolation of our increasingly tech-enabled lives. 

 
“Loneliness is a huge problem for young professionals,” Quarters founder & CEO Gunther Schmidt told 

Recode. “Imagine moving to a new city to start a new job and you don’t know anyone. Co-living opens you 

up to an instant community and connections. We have community events for our members to socialize, 

have fun, and develop genuine relationships.” Marketers love saying that millennials love experiences. 

Living with others is certainly that. 

 
Is co-living worth it? 

Like many things tech, co-living is an old idea in shiny new packaging. Some version of this — whether it’s 

boarding houses in industrializing countries or multi-generational households worldwide — has long 

existed.  But whether co-living renters are getting more for less or less for less depends on your 

perspective. Co-living prices vary depending on amenities and privacy levels, but in general, co-living 

spaces tend to cost at or near market rates. Because more areas are shared, property owners are making 

more money per square foot than they do from traditional housing. 

 
A one-bedroom unit at WeLive’s Wall Street location costs $3,845 per month; while a studio costs $3,175  

(both include private beds, bathrooms, and small living areas). That’s about the same as the median price 

of    a one-bedroom apartment in the neighbourhood: $3,330 according to real estate site Zumper. At 

Common’s Williamsburg Brooklyn location, a private bedroom in a suite with a shared bathroom and 

other roommates 
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starts at $2,130. The median price for a full one-bedroom apartment elsewhere in Williamsburg is a bit 

more,      at $2,840. Quarters says its bedroom units are priced 10-20 percent less than studios with similar 

amenities in the same areas. Common says its rooms are 30 percent less. 

 
Living in regular roommate situations — where several people split a multi-bedroom apartment or house —  

can cost substantially less. However, that requires renters to take care of some of the trickier parts of living 

with strangers (or friends): finding and vetting roommates, splitting utilities, and cleaning the common 

areas. 

 
“It’s not cheaper than finding a roommate on Craigslist,” Hargreaves said. “But people are coming to Common 

because they’re looking for something more reliable and high-quality than finding a room on Craigslist.” 

 
Co-living spaces, though they can be diminutive, tend to be luxury-grade, and they do cost less than full 

luxury apartments. Room and apartment size varies by company and location, but they generally offer less 

personal space than a typical apartment. Quarters’ rooms are 140 square feet on average; Commons are 

about 120 square feet. For comparison, studios in major US cities are about 500 square feet on average, 

according to apartment rental site Rent Café. 

 
“From the perspective of urban development, it is beneficial for cities to have more buildings like ours to deliver 

housing to more people for less space,” Quarters’ Schmidt told Recode. (In New York, the city has asked 

developers for less expensive co-living projects with its program ShareNYC, so it’s possible more affordable 

co-living situations will come about in the next few years.) 

 
For tenants, the appeal of co-living is in the perks. They’re able to get higher-quality amenities and services — 

gyms, laundry, house cleaning — than they would without splitting the costs among others. The shared areas 

are also often nicer than a single renter could afford on their own. 

 
Convenience has value, especially for those who are both time-strapped and well heeled, so things like app- 

based transactions and flexible leases are other pluses. Co-living companies also boast less-tangible offerings 

like “community” and “authenticity,” whose worth depends on the value you assign it. 

 
Is co-living really going to happen? 

The social and economic trends listed above certainly make co-living seem feasible, but whether it will catch on 

beyond a niche market in the US is uncertain. Housing affordability remains a major issue, so co-living could 

ostensibly alleviate the problem — but at the current high-end price points, it’s not for everyone. 

 
Smaller living accommodations are popular abroad, especially in Asian countries where urban density can 

be more extreme than here. Studios in Hong Kong, for example, are often around 200 square feet, less 

than half the size of the typical studio in New York. As a result, the co-living trend is much more 

established in Asia. In general, American homes have some of the highest square footage in the world, so 

a broader move to co-  living might require a bigger cultural shift here than elsewhere. 

 
How people live and spend their time is personal and tricky. Still, seismic changes in how we are willing to live 

have happened before in the US. Case in point: Remember how a few years ago people thought Airbnb’s 

idea to let strangers vacation in your home was creepy? It’s now widely accepted as a threat to hotels. And 

to be a viable industry, co-living doesn’t actually have to grow that much. 

 
“Real estate is so big and so fragmented,” Common’s Hargreaves said. “Even if just 0.1 percent of 

Americans chose a co-living environment over a traditional roommate situation with people found on 

Craigslist, this would  be a massive multi-billion dollar business.” 
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