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FOREWORD

The project documented in this case study
received funding assistance under the
Affordability and Choice Today (A¥C¥T)
Program.  A¥C¥T is a joint initiative,
managed by the Federation of Canadian
Municipalities, the Canadian Home
BuildersÕ Association, and the Canadian
Housing and Renewal Association,
together with the funding agency Canada
Mortgage and Housing Corporation.  The
A¥C¥T Program is administered by the
Federation of Canadian Municipalities.

A¥C¥T, which was launched in January
1990, was designed to foster changes to
planning and building regulations and
residential development approval
procedures in order to improve housing
affordability, choice and quality.  

Through A¥C¥T, grants are awarded to
municipalities, private and non-profit
builders and developers, planners and
architects to undertake innovative
regulatory reform initiatives i n
municipalities across Canada.  Three types
of projects are awarded grants under the
A¥C¥T Program: Demonstration Projects,
Streamlined Approval Process Projects,
and Case Studies (of existing initiatives).  

¥ Demonstration Projects involve the
construction of innovative housing
that demonstrates how modifications
to planning and construction
regulations can improve affordability,
choice and quality.

¥ Streamlined Approval Process Projects
involve the development of a method
or an approach that reduces the time
and effort needed to obtain approvals
for housing projects.

¥ Case Study grants are awarded for the
documentation of existing regulatory
reform initiatives.

Change and innovation require the
participation of all the players in the
housing sector.  A¥C¥T provides a unique
opportunity for groups at the local level
to work together to identify housing
concerns, reach consensus on potential
solutions, and implement action.
Consequently, a key component of
A¥C¥T-sponsored projects is the
participation and cooperation of various
players in the housing sector in all phases
of each project, from development to
realization.

All projects awarded a grant under the
A¥C¥T Program are documented as case
studies in order to share information on
the initiatives and the benefits of
regulatory reform with other Canadian
communities.  Each case study discusses
the regulatory reform initiative, its goals
and the lessons learned.  Where
appropriate, the cost savings resulting
from modifications in various planning,
development, and construction
regulations are calculated and reported.  
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Collaborative housing, commonly called
Òcohousing,Ó is a demanding yet reward-
ing form of community-based housing.
Potential residents of a cohousing
development take responsibility from the
beginning for the following activities:

1) Determining their communal needs
and interests

2) Agreeing on the configuration and
design of their housing  

People are drawn to cohousing for many
reasons, but are primarily interested i n
developing a place that better supports
their combined living and working needs
in one location.  They generally are
dissatisfied with existing choices i n
housing, and want to be involved in a
collaborative effort.  

A cohousing development begins with a
community forming first, before any
development work is undertaken.
Community members play an integral
role in the planning and design of their
housing and shared amenities.  The
intent is to design housing that brings
people together.

Communal features often  address work
needs as well as living arrangements.
Communal facilities such as shared office
space, workshops, dining facilities,
gardens and other amenities are typical.
As such, cohousing often reflects mixed
uses.

Since cohousing is relatively new to
Canada, many municipal planning
departments are not familiar with the
aspirations of cohousing groups. Shared
amenities, clustering of dwelling units,

mixed use and environmental features,
such as alternative waste-handling
systems, are common areas of concern.  

Many cohousing groups are bewildered by
planning requirements and the approval
process, and often find their intentions at
odds with prevailing planning and
zoning practices:

¥ In many municipalities, regulations
favour detached, single-family
dwelling units.

¥ Regulations in some municipalities
may restrict the number of people who
can share living spaces.

¥ Shared septic tanks may not be
permissible.

¥ Prohibitions against meeting rooms
and office space in residential areas are
other typical barriers.

Creative Communities, a multi-unit
housing builder/developer, and the
Collaborative Housing Society received
an A¥C¥T grant in 1993 to research and
produce a handbook on planning and
zoning issues that affect cohousing
projects.  

The project team worked with cohousing
groups and municipalities in the Greater
Toronto Area to develop the handbook,
which was intended to serve two main
purposes:

¥ To assist groups in understanding the
development approval process

¥ To help municipal planners
understand the concept of cohousing
and appreciate the intentions of
cohousing groups
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Research conducted for the project
involved the following components:

¥ A survey of the specific development
needs and interests of cohousing
groups and their experience with, and
perception of, the planning process

¥ A survey of the regulatory
environment, involving interviews
with representatives from four
municipal planning departments

¥ A one-day charrette involving cohous-
ing groups and municipal planners

The research showed that cohousing
groups and planners can benefit by
working together.  Municipal planners
can help groups understand the planning
process, and groups can help planners
understand the benefits inherent i n
cohousing development.  In some cases
where regulatory barriers were
encountered, cohousing groups have
worked with planners to arrive at
mutually beneficial solutions.

External collaboration with planners and
neighbours emerged as being as
significant to the success of a cohousing

development as internal collaboration
within a cohousing group itself.  The
project team found that a lack of such
collaboration early in the process could
pose a real barrier to cohousing
development, and that open dialogue was
a critical factor.  Representatives from
each of the four municipal planning
departments involved in the project were
interested in supporting the cohousing
option, especially as they learned more
about individual cohousing projects and
understood them.

The resulting handbook, Planning for
Cohousing: Cohousing and the Municipal
Planning Process,1 provides a description
of cohousing to assist municipal planners
in understanding the concept.  The
handbook also outlines the planning
process for cohousing groups, along with
strategies for developing a collaborative
relationship with municipal officials and
neighbours.  Education, and employing
the principles contained in the handbook,
can help streamline the approval process
for cohousing projects and foster
improved housing choice in communities
across Canada.

                                                
1 The Collaborative Housing Society and

Creative Communities, (Toronto: September
1994).  A copy may be obtained on loan from
the Canadian Housing Information Centre,
700 Montreal Road, Ottawa, Ontario, K1A 0P7,
Tel: (613) 748-2367, Fax: (613) 748-4069,
TTY: (613) 748-2143.
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1.1 Developing Cohousing

Collaborative housing, commonly
referred to as Òcohousing,Ó involves
people in creating their own affordable,
ÒcooperativeÓ housing designed specific-
ally to meet their needs.  The design often
incorporates shared office space, as well as
other communal facilities. Cohousing
communities typically range in size from
8 to 30 households, 30 being the maxi-
mum for success based on DenmarkÕs
experience, where the concept originated.

Cohousing groups progress through three
stages in developing their communities.
The Collaborative Housing Society
identifies these stages as follows:

¥ Initiation

¥ Condensation

¥ Management

Initiation Stage

Groups in the initiation stage are best
described as collections of individuals
who are in the process of deciding
whether or not cohousing is right for
them.  Often, the key factor holding them
together is a common focus on a
particular, but loosely defined, geographic
area, such as Ònear city X.Ó  At this stage, a
group is not yet making decisions about
how to proceed with building a cohousing
development, but this does not mean the
group is uninformed about planning,
development and design issues.

Those interested in creating a community
together must first agree on shared goals.
A group discusses a wide range of issues
in determining its goals:

¥ Geographic issues, e.g. convenience to
shopping and transportation, type of
neighbourhood

¥ Number of participants or families

¥ Nature of shared amenities
Ñ support amenities for independent 

living
Ñ dining facilities
Ñ fitness facilities or a pool
Ñ green space, playgrounds, gardens
Ñ office space and equipment to 

support home-based work 
Ñ daycare
Ñ place of worship

¥ Price range relative to size of units and
amenities

¥ Any other goals important to
the group that will affect their
cohousing development proposal,
e.g. architectural style, environmental
principles, and tenure

Condensation Stage

As a group continues, the geographic area
becomes better defined, and group
cohesion takes place.  The Collaborative
Housing Society identifies this stage as
Òcondensation,Ó because individuals
ÒcondenseÓ or coalesce into a unified
group.  This stage is often initiated by
discussions about specific sites and
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decisions to learn more about a
municipalityÕs official plan and zoning by-
law, financial models and design options.
Usually at this point, formal contact is
made with local planners.

Management Stage

Once goals are agreed upon, and the
group commits to a site, the participants
enter into the management stage.  They
adopt specific management practices to
deal with issues of developing and
operating a cohousing development.

Benefits and Challenges

Cohousing represents a timely concept i n
affordable housing options.  It results i n
housing uniquely tailored to meet the
collective and individual needs of those
who will be living in the cohousing
development. For developers, cohousing
projects present less risk than traditional
projects, due to their intrinsic consumer-
driven and collaborative nature.  Reduced
development costs (most notably market-
ing to sell the homes) can contribute to
the affordability of cohousing.  

However, since cohousing is relatively
new in Canada, applying existing
regulations can be problematic.
Municipal planning departments are
generally not readily familiar with the
aspirations of cohousing groups, and
many cohousing groups find themselves
bewildered by planning requirements and
the approval process.

Issues arise regarding shared amenities,
mixed use, and alternative waste-
handling and energy-conserving systems,
for example.  These and other features
that commonly characterize cohousing
can be in direct conflict with prevailing
planning practices:

¥ Regulations in many municipalities
favour detached, single-family
dwellings.

¥ Regulations in some municipalities
may restrict the number of people who
can share living spaces.

¥ Shared septic tanks may not
be permissible.

¥ Prohibitions against meeting rooms
and office space in residential areas are
other typical barriers.

1.2 Project Objectives

In 1993, Creative Communities and the
Collaborative Housing Society received
an A¥C¥T grant to develop a handbook
on planning and zoning issues that affect
cohousing projects.  The handbook would
be designed to help cohousing groups
understand the development approval
process.  It would also provide municipal
planners with a generic interpretation of
cohousing, to help them understand the
concept and appreciate the intentions of
cohousing groups.  Education, and
collaboration among representatives of
cohousing groups and municipalities,
would help to streamline the approval
process for cohousing, and thereby
improve housing choice.
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1.3 Project Methodology

The A¥C¥T project was a joint venture
between Creative Communities, a
builder/developer specializing in multi-
unit housing, and the Collaborative
Housing Society, a volunteer, non-profit
organization promoting collaborative
housing in Canada.

The project team worked with close to 20
cohousing groups and four of the
municipalities in the Greater Toronto
AreaÑthe City of Toronto, the City of
Scarborough, the Region of York, and the
Regional Municipality of Halton.  First,
the team surveyed the cohousing groups
to obtain information about their housing
needs and aspirations and to assist i n
developing a charrette (workshop).  
The project team then met with planning

representatives from the four munici-
palities to identify regulatory or other
barriers to cohousing development.

The subsequent charrette generated ideas
for making the approval process
more efficient and easier for cohousing
groups to understand.  The charrette also
served as an opportunity to educate
municipal planning staff and developers
about cohousing.

In the final phase of the project, the team
developed a handbook for use by both
cohousing groups and municipal
planning departments.  Based on the
results of the research conducted by the
project team, the handbook is intended to
help educate stakeholders in an effort to
facilitate the development of cohousing.
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The following pages summarize the
results of each component of the A¥C¥T
project:

¥ Survey of the specific development
needs and interests of cohousing
groups and their experience with, and
perception of, the planning process

¥ Investigation of the regulatory
environment, involving interviews
with representatives from four
municipal planning departments

¥ Coordination of a one-day charrette
involving cohousing groups and
planners

¥ Development of a handbook aimed at
cohousing groups and municipal
planners

2.1 Survey of Cohousing Groups

Survey Objectives

In conducting the survey of cohousing
groups, the project team aimed to meet
three objectives:

1) To obtain input on cohousing group
needs and interests

2) To develop case studies for the
charrette

3) To determine cohousing groupsÕ
understanding of, and expectations
concerning, the planning process

Survey Distribution and Response

An eight-page survey was distributed i n
December 1993 to 22 cohousing groups.
For the purposes of the A¥C¥T project, a
group was defined as having at least three
households meeting on a regular basis

to pursue their cohousing project.  
Nine of the groups submitted their
responses in time for the information to
be analyzed and used in the charrette.

Group Characteristics

Of the nine groups who responded, five
were rural, two suburban and two urban.
Six groups were actively looking for sites:
three rural, one suburban and two urban.
Generally, the rural groups were more
organized and further along in the
process than the urban groups, although
all of them had begun meeting in 1993
and expected to move into their
cohousing developments in 1997.  
The urban projects each expected to have
15 households in total, while the others
were aiming for 20 to 28.  The groups
cited land costs, availability of sites
and density as key factors influencing
size.  Three of the rural groups were
addressing special needs associated with
seniors, and one of the suburban groups
included families with children with
developmental limitations.  Figure 1 on
page 6 contains the survey results
concerning group characteristics.

Design and Tenure Preferences

The two urban groups expressed the
strongest interest in multiple-unit
dwellings, either townhouses, apartment
buildings or converted industrial or
commercial buildings.  They also
favoured condominium, rent-to-own or
equity co-op tenure.  Neither group was
aware of the community land trust
approach, which could be considered a
relevant option for cohousing groups.
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Both suburban groups were considering
townhouse dwelling units, but only one
was considering apartments as an
alternative.  With respect to tenure, one
was interested in co-ownership and the
other in equity co-op.  Both were aware of
land trusts as a tenure option.

Rural groups favoured detached housing,
followed by townhouses.  While they also
favoured some form of equity ownership,
none chose rent-to-own or equity co-op.
All groups expressed interest in some
form of equity co-ownership because they
recognized its necessity for securing
financing.  For the same reason, no group
was considering co-operative housing,
other than full equity, and none were
seeking government assistance.

All groups wanted a common workshop
and, with one exception, communal
parking.  All four suburban and urban
groups wanted shared living, kitchen,
dining and office space facilities.  Three of
the rural groups were interested in these.
Both urban groups considered a daycare
facility to be important, while only half of
the other groups identified this as a need.  

Access to farm land and woodlands was
most significant for the rural groups,
while the two urban groups and one
suburban group wanted atriums.  The two
urban groups were interested in several
environmental features, whereas interest
was less consistent among the other
groups (see figure 2, page 6).  There was a
strong interest in mixed-use
development, and one group indicated it
was pursuing a mixed residential and
commercial cohousing project.  Many of

the groups stressed the importance of
intimately scaled spaces, where
neighbours could informally interact, and
they wanted to create developments i n
which anyone could feel at home.

Community Land Trusts

Community land trusts are typically non-profit
organizations that are set up and maintained t o
act as stewards of land they own on behalf o f
the community.  A land trust can ensure t h e
long-term use of land; protect the common
investment in perpetuity; and promote resident
control and ownership of housing.

A cohousing group could set up a land trust t h a t
would own a parcel of land, leasing plots t o
individual group members.  Individual members
could maintain ownership of ÒimprovementsÓ
they make to the property, such as housing and
other buildings; while the land trust could
maintain ownership of common improvements
used by all members of the group, such as a
daycare facility or dining hall.  

A community land trust may provide access t o
land that might not otherwise be available to a
cohousing group.  The land trust may also b e
able to make land available at a reduced rate ,
thereby increasing the affordability of t h e
housing built on it.   In addition, the land trust
organization can develop policies to control
resale and resident turnover, as well as land-use
planning and modification, to ensure that t h e
goals of the cohousing group are met.

A manual prepared under the auspices of t h e
Canadian Housing and Renewal Association,
Land for Our Future: A Guide to Land Trusts and
Affordable Housing in Canada, was designed
for use by those interested in establishing t h e i r
own community land trust. The manual i s
available from the Canadian Housing
Information Centre, 700 Montreal Rd., Ottawa,
Ontario, K1A 0P7, Tel: (613) 748-2367,
Fax: (613) 748-4069, TTY: (613) 748-2143.
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Figure 1.  Selected Group Characteristics

Rural Suburban Urban All

Survey Responses 5 2 2 9

Average number of households per group
at time of survey

7 7 4 7

Average number of households expected 20 28 15 22

Searching for site 3 1 2 6

Consulted official plan 5 1 Ñ 6

Aware of land trust model 2 2 Ñ 4

Applying for government assistance Ñ Ñ Ñ Ñ

Source: Collaborative Housing Society, ÒPlanning Cohousing: Survey of Resident GroupsÕ Attitudes
and Perceptions of the Planning Process,Ó (Toronto: January 1994), pp. 3-4.

Figure 2.  Interest in Environmental Features

Rural Suburban Urban All

Survey Responses 5 2 2 9

On-site water treatment systems 2 1 2 5

Natural water treatment systems:
Shared septic
Marsh

3
1

Ñ
1

Ñ
Ñ

3
2

Greywater separation/treatment 3 1 2 6

Composting toilets 1 Ñ 2 3

Active solar heating Ñ 1 2 3

Active solar hot water heating 2 1 2 5

Passive solar design 1 2 2 5

Alternative energy systems 3 1 2 6

Other (e.g. solar aquatics, rainwater
collection, cogeneration)

2 2 2 6

Source:  Collaborative Housing Society, ÒPlanning Cohousing,Ó p. 5.
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Familiarity with the Planning Process

Eight groups felt they had at least an
average awareness of the planning
process.  Only one group rated itself poor
in this area.  All groups had at least one
member with professional involvement
in development, construction or real
estate marketing.  All groups, except one,
had discussed cohousing with municipal
planners (either their own project or the
concept in general).  The response was
either positive or neutral, but not
negative.  The rural and suburban groups
intended to work directly with planners
or, in two cases, to hire a consultant.  The
urban groups would leave liaison with
the municipal planning department to
their developer or architect.  Five of the
rural groups had consulted an official
plan, whereas only one of the suburban
groups had, and neither of the urban
groups had done this.  This may be
because residentially zoned areas are
readily apparent in urban areas, whereas
zoning and restrictions are less visible i n
rural areas.

The groups regarded the planning process
as the main obstacle to housing
innovation.  One group criticized
regulatory agencies for producing
restrictive planning documents rather
than ones that tell property owners how
they can achieve their housing goals;

another noted an emphasis on single-
family subdivision development; and a
third group identified conservative
attitudes on the part of local officials as a
barrier to cohousing.

However, most groups anticipated
support for their developments from
their municipal governments and
planning departments, as well as from
local residents.  The suburban groups
expected some resistance, especially from
other residents.  Generally, though, all
groups see cohousingÕs collaborative
approach as providing a valuable means
of enlisting the support of others.

Most groups thought they understood
enough about the planning process to
begin discussions with planners, in the
expectation that planners would aid and
guide them.  Nevertheless, they regarded
the planning process as essentially
adversarial.  They therefore were hesitant
about approaching planning departments
too early.

We approached the township openly and
honestly from Day 1.  With their help and
trust in our intentions, we proceeded.  T h e y
offered us guidance and direction for each step
of the process.2

ÑAn Ontario cohousing community
survey respondent

                                                
2 Collaborative Housing Society, ÒPlanning

Cohousing: Survey of Resident GroupsÕ
Attitudes and Perceptions of the Planning
Process,Ó (Toronto: January 1994), p. 13.
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2.2 Investigation of the Regulatory
Environment

The project team met with planning
department representatives from the
following municipalities:

¥ City of Toronto (urban)

¥ City of Scarborough (metropolitan
suburb)

¥ Region of York (regional suburb)

¥ Regional Municipality of Halton (rural
municipality)

A draft zoning by-law prepared by the
project team provided a basis for
discussion (see Appendix A). The
conclusion drawn from the meetings,
however, was that existing regulations,
for the most part, do not hinder
cohousing development.  Each munici-
pality felt it had sufficient flexibility
within its by-laws to accommodate
cohousing projects.  Introducing a by-law
or special definition for cohousing would
be of little or no benefit and in fact might
impede the process by drawing undue
attention to the special nature of the
proposal.  Based on the results of the
regulatory survey, the team concluded
that any barriers would likely stem from a
lack of understanding or communication.
Contacting a planning department before
discussions about site selection and design
are well under way would be in the best
interests of a cohousing group.

Cohousing can blur land use distinctions
(residential, commercial, industrial), and
cohousing groups need to be aware of
misperceptions that can arise.  Possible
concerns or fears on the part of planners
and neighbours about long-term use need

to be considered.  For example, might
shared kitchens become restaurants or
institutional facilities?  Could shared
work-at-home space lead to a mini-office
complex?  Might shared septic systems,
private roads and common green space
become a tax burden for other citizens?

Groups need to understand what is
acceptable in their community from a
planning perspective (official plan and
zoning by-law) and from discussions with
neighbours.  A groupÕs aspirations may be
easily misunderstood.  This can be
overcome, or minimized, by presenting
and designing a cohousing project clearly
reflecting a communityÕs official land use
policies and local citizen interests.

Opportunities for cohousing within
each municipality are identified in the
following pages.

City of Toronto

In the City of Toronto, R2, R3 and R4
zones allow multi-unit dwellings but
restrict non-residential uses.  While
shared amenity spaces are permitted for
condominium developments, they are
intended as accessory spaces.  If a space
remains Òundesignated,Ó however, it
would probably be difficult to prohibit its
inclusion in an application.

Regulatory changes were pending that
would allow greater flexibility i n
commercial/residential zones.  These
changes may facilitate cohousing
development by permitting uses that
might be judged to be commercial.
Buildings in light industrial zones might
also be potential sites for cohousing.  
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Generally, the City is interested i n
encouraging alternative housing concepts,
as long as proposed developments are not
land-grabs for speculative gain.

City of Scarborough

Scarborough had recently introduced a
Òmain streetsÓ classification to encourage
high-density, mixed-use development.
Cohousing would be a natural candidate
for these sites.  Scarborough also has
many industrial sites encroaching on
residential neighbourhoods, and it was
thought that City officials would strongly
support cohousing development in these
areas, especially if small business interests
were involved.

Region of York

Pressure to preserve agricultural land i n
the Region of York is strong.  Cohousing
in the form of clustered houses would be
considered an urban use, with a density
too high for rural areas.  Under existing
regulations, shared wells and septic
systems would be prohibited.  Although
there is a communal agricultural
community within the Region which
would appear to offer a precedent,
municipal planners advised that the
community would have had a difficult
time establishing itself under current
regulations.

Nothing in the RegionÕs plan necessarily
inhibits cohousing development.  The
plan calls for whole communities with a
blend of uses, diversity and good design.
Whether municipal officials will accept
mixed use applied to a single site, as
opposed to an entire community, remains
to be seen.  For any cohousing group i n

the Region, it would be advantageous to
approach municipal planners early i n
their discussions for input and assistance.

Regional Municipality of Halton

At the beginning of the 1990s, Halton
embarked on a Healthy Communities
Plan, encouraging mixed use, accessibility
and community-based planningÑthe
same principles embodied in the concept
of cohousing.  Economic and
infrastructure realities, though, can
hinder such development.

Water supply and treatment systems i n
Halton were already over capacity.  Well
and septic systems were standard i n
rural areas, and municipally owned
groundwater systems serviced three of the
urban areas within the region.  Before
further development can be considered,
the Municipality requires hydrological
studies, which are expensive.  An area
developed in the 1960s has a privately
owned, communal septic system, but
subsequent regulations do not permit this
in spite of increasing pressure to do so.
Two barriers to cohousing need to be
addressed: who will be responsible for
communal sewage treatment, and what
recourse will be available if a system is
not properly maintained.

Leaving these issues aside, a cohousing
group suggested a new interpretation for
zoning regulations.  Existing regulations
permitted up to five homes per well, but
only one home per four acres for septic
systems.  The cohousing group asked if
houses could be clustered and share a well
and septic system, provided the ratio of
one home per four acres was maintained
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for the entire site.  Halton accepted
this interpretation as meeting the intent
of its by-law.

2.3 Charrette

The project team used the findings of the
cohousing groups and the investigation
of the regulatory environment with
municipal planners to prepare for the
charrette.  Fifty-five people representing
cohousing groups, municipal planning
departments, architects, developers and
resource groups attended the charrette,
which was held in April 1994.  The
charrette served two purposes:

¥ To help planners understand the
intentions and significant differences
inherent in cohousing development

¥ To educate prospective cohousing
residents about the opportunities
and the limitations within the
planning and regulatory systems

The two case studies presented i n
Appendix B illustrate some typical needs
well-suited to cohousing development,
and indicate some of the problems that
can be encountered.

The charrette work groups raised a
number of issues related to planning for
cohousing, which are discussed below.  

Urban Issues

Cohousing groups need to be aware of
how communities and planners actually
view cohousing.  If it is perceived as a
form of social housing, cohousing groups
may find themselves facing stiff
opposition from the community.  If it is
understood that cohousing involves

ownership or condominium-type tenure,
a group will likely encounter less
opposition.

Planners suggested that the two urban
groups go beyond their own communal
interests by finding ways to involve and
help their neighbours.  For instance,
would neighbours be interested in having
access to meeting rooms or shared
childcare arrangements?  This could be a
factor contributing to approval of a
groupÕs application.

Cohousing may offer a desirable addition
to neighbourhoods, but this may not be
readily apparent to everyone.  Cohousing
groups can only benefit from applying
the principle of collaboration to their
external dealings with municipal
planners, neighbours and city councillors.

Rural Issues

Many regional municipalities have made
severance of agricultural lands difficult,
and are restricting new development to
settlement areas.  Rural cohousing groups
find themselves at odds with these
practices, as they prefer to be away from
built-up areas.

Charrette Agenda

¥ Introduction and history of cohousing in
Denmark and the United States

¥ Case studies: two projects in Southern
Ontario (see Appendix B)

¥ Work groups:
i ) Urban issues
i i ) Rural issues

¥ Wrap-up: summary of proceedings
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A fundamental consideration is the
different perspective that planners and
cohousing groups may have on land use.
Planners may consider the residential use
as the primary purpose of cohousing,
while cohousing groups may consider
agriculture or land preservation, for
example, to be the primary or an equal
goal in the design of their development.  
A solution proposed by a cohousing
group and a municipal planner illustrates
the benefits of working together to
identify practical alternativesÑa group
could secure a parcel of land that is both
inside and outside a settlement area,
building where the municipality deems
appropriate, while having access to
agricultural or undeveloped land.

While it is appropriate for cohousing
groups to identify environmental and
social benefits related to their proposed
development, they should describe them
using familiar terms and concepts.
Drawing attention to innovative space or
land use quite distinct from anything i n
the area may prove to be a drawback.

Summary

The following points were raised in the
closing session of the charrette:

¥ Cohousing introduces unique oppor-
tunities for residents to participate i n
the development of housing.

¥ Cohousing demands a holistic
approach which integrates various
functions into complex, diverse and
unique communities.

¥ Experience in other parts of the world
suggests that this model encourages
the development of environmentally,

socially and economically sustainable
communities which meet or exceed
the objectives of most municipalities
for future development.

¥ The planning process is often
antithetical to the intent and
principles of cohousing because it
separates land uses and prescribes
standard responses rather than seeking
means of interaction.

¥ Residential development has become
specialized and favours reproduction
over innovation or flexibility.

¥ Complex layers of bureaucracy and
control create a barrier preventing
ordinary residents from readily
understanding or accessing the system.

¥ Cohousing groups must educate
themselves about the planning process
and municipal objectives to ensure
their proposals are appropriately
formulated and presented to meet
both the groupÕs interests and those of
the community.

¥ A cohousing group should enter into
an informed dialogue with municipal
planners as early as possible.  The
group learns about the local planning
environment while familiarizing
regulatory officials with cohousing.

¥ Outreach to community members and
local politicians can help minimize
potential opposition.  It is also best to
find out about intractable opposition
early in the process rather than later.

¥ Cohousing groups should remember
that legal, financial and planning
structures will contribute to shaping
their development.
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2.4 Handbook: Planning for Cohousing

In the final phase of the project, the team
developed a 16-page handbook, Planning
for Cohousing: Cohousing and t h e
Municipal Planning Process,3 for use by
cohousing groups and municipal
planning departments.  

The handbook describes the concept of
cohousing.  It also outlines the planning
process, identifying key aspects (land use,
cost and access to services, density, and
the political process), and discusses
governing documents and regulatory
bodies.  The handbook also suggests
strategies for successfully introducing a
cohousing project into a community, and
highlights other factors cohousing groups
should take into consideration.

                                                
3 The Collaborative Housing Society and

Creative Communities, (Toronto: September
1994).  A copy may be obtained on loan from
the Canadian Housing Information Centre,
700 Montreal Road, Ottawa, Ontario, K1A 0P7,
Tel: (613) 748-2367, Fax: (613) 748-4069,
TTY: (613) 748-2143.

It is noted in the handbook that urban
neighbourhoods tend to be well organized
politically.  Next to compliance with a
municipalityÕs official plan, political
considerations often are the most
important element facing a proposal.  In
rural areas, water and sewage services are
of greatest concern.

The handbook cautions cohousing groups
to consider carefully in advance how they
will present the various components of
their development.  Some features may
in fact be appropriately identified as
ÒaccessoryÓ uses (for example, shared
dining facilities could be considered
accessory to residential use). Inadvertently
presenting an accessory use as a major
component could lead to unnecessary
regulatory complications and barriers for
a cohousing group.
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3.1 The Origins of Cohousing

In the early 1970s, a group of people i n
Denmark wanted to create a safe
environment in which to raise their
children.  They determined this would
involve having no roads in front of
their homes.  However, they were
unable to find a builder willing to
undertake the risk of developing such an
unconventional design.  To resolve the
matter, the group decided to proceed on
its own, and the first cohousing project
came into being.

Over 100 cohousing communities now
exist in Denmark.  The concept has spread
throughout Northern Europe and is
gaining a foothold in North America.
Less than 10 communities had been
developed in the United States by 1993,
but many more were in various stages of
development.  Interest in cohousing has
been growing in Canada.  Several groups
had formed by early 1993 in the Greater
Toronto Area, where the A¥C¥T project
was undertaken.

3.2 Examples of Cohousing in Canada

The Collaborative Housing Society, also
known as the CoHousing Society,
publishes a newsletter, Cohousing
Ontario, covering collaborative housing
communities in Eastern Canada, related
issues (e.g. land trusts, conferences),
available sites and contacts.  The Society
also edits and distributes an international
quarterly journal, Cohousing, that helps
share experiences and insights among a
broader audience.

While the first issues indicate that most
cohousing activity in Canada in the early
1990s was happening in British Columbia
and Ontario, there were definite signs of
interest elsewhere.  The University of
CalgaryÕs School of Environmental
Design established an Affordable
Sustainable Community (ASC) project to
design, build and market a prototype
residential community with house buyers
working closely with the designers and
builders.  The project coordinator had
visited 30 sustainable communities and
eco-villages in Denmark and Sweden i n
1991.  In 1992, the ASC Housing Society
began forming with the intent to create a
cohousing development.

One ambitious vision, reported in the fall
1992 issue, involves the creation of
Bamberton, a new community on
Vancouver Island, 32 km north of
Victoria.  Bamberton is the site of an
abandoned cement works, and the plan is
to build a new town for 12,000 people
over the next 20 years.  It will have its
own local economy, so that people do not
have to commute to Victoria.  While
cohousing is not the exclusive approach
being used to develop the community, it
is welcomed and encouraged.

Some residents are creating cohousing
communities within established neigh-
bourhoods.  This could involve, for
example, a group of neighbours agreeing
to remove their fences to create a
common green space.  One group i n
Toronto reported considerable delight
with their new ÒparkÓ which emerged
when six households joined their yards
together.  Gardening areas, ideas, chores
and equipment are shared by everyone.
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3.3 Development Characteristics

Each cohousing development is unique
in form, composition and ownership.
While shared amenities are integral to
cohousing, some believe privacy is more
respected in cohousing communities than
elsewhere.  In cohousing communities,
every household is self-sufficient.  All
members, though, have some control
over the configuration of the entire
cohousing community.  This in turn
provides control over when and how
they relate to each other as neighbours.

Common characteristics of cohousing
developments include small dwellings
clustered around a communal open space
and shared amenities.  Each dwelling unit

is self-contained (including its own
kitchen and dining facilities, for example.)
In addition, almost every development
incorporates shared kitchen and dining
facilities, workshop, office space, child
care facilities and gardens.

The idea of shared kitchen and dining
facilities does not stem from a notion that
meals should be communal but a
recognition that sometimes communal
meals are desirable and benefit everyone.
For example, most communities offer
shared meals when children are i n
school, so that working parents can have
more time to spend with their children,
rather than spending considerable time
servicing the family.
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Cohousing offers homeowners con-
siderable flexibility and choice in meeting
a combination of housing and work needs
at an affordable price.  The project team
found that barriers to this housing option
generally stem from a lack of under-
standing rather than true opposition
to cohousing.  

The research conducted by the A¥C¥T
project team shows that cohousing groups
and municipal planners can benefit by
using a collaborative approach from the
outset.  As more cohousing develop-
ments take shape, there will be a greater
body of practical examples on which to
draw.  The project team noted that by the
late 1990s, there should be several
developments in urban, suburban and
rural settings.  Given the unique nature
of each development, options will emerge
for others to adopt and modify to suit
their needs.  Cohousing has the potential
to make a significant contribution to
increasing housing choice in Canada.

The handbook developed by the project
team, Planning for Cohousing ,4 will help
to demystify the concept for planners and
others not familiar with the general goals
of cohousing.  For cohousing groups, the
handbook can help them understand the
planning process so that they are not
discouraged.  

In outlining some strategies for
cohousing groups to use in involving
others in their projects, the handbook can
help to streamline the approval process.
For instance, if a cohousing group can
show how its development contributes to
its municipalityÕs official plan, and it has
the support of other local residents, then
its proposal stands a better chance of being
approved expeditiously.  Education, and
employing the principles contained in the
handbook will promote the interests of
cohousing groups and foster improved
housing choice in communities across the
country.

                                                
4 Refer to section 2.4 for a description of the

handbook and information on obtaining a copy.
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This draft by-law was prepared by the A¥C¥T project team and reviewed with
representatives of four municipal planning departments in the Greater Toronto Area, as
discussed in section 2.0.

1.0 Cohousing

1.1 For the purposes of this plan, the Cohousing designation of land shall
mean that the predominant use of land in the areas so-designated shall
be for a single, planned development of multi-unit and/or single-
family dwellings and/or live/work units with communal amenities,
where the residents share in the management and ownership thereof.

1.2 Communal amenities include common house and/or building and /o r
shared dining facilities and/or fitness facilities and/or office space
and/or work space and/or short-term child care facilities and /o r
gardens and/or green space.

1.3 Nothing in this by-law shall prevent the erection and use of cohousing
communities in ________ zones (where residential use is permitted).

1.4 Cohousing uses shall be included in a separate zoning category in t h e
implementing Zoning By-law.

Short Version

1.1 For the purposes of this plan, Cohousing Communities are designated
as multi-unit and/or clustered single-family dwellings with c o m m u n a l
amenities, which include common house and/or building and /o r
shared dining facilities and/or fitness facilities and/or office space
and/or work space and/or short-term child care facilities and /o r
gardens and/or green space where the residents share in t h e
management and ownership thereof.

1.2 [As for 1.3 above.]

1.3 [As for 1.4 above.]

Source: Collaborative Housing Society, ÒPlanning for Cohousing: A Survey of Planners and By-laws,Ó
June 1994.
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The two case studies below were presented by the A¥C¥T project team at the cohousing
charrette discussed in section 2.0.  The case studies illustrate some of the needs that can be
met by cohousing, and some of the issues that may be encountered in developing
cohousing.

Silver Moon

Silver Moon is an industrial live/work development located in Southern Ontario,
east of the City of London.  It was created by a group of people who wanted access to
space traditionally not included in residential development.  Their occupations
included contracting and excavation, millwork, subcontract candy- and cookie-making
for a large corporation, and carpentry and woodworking.  Each of the occupations
required large spaces to store equipment or for working.

All of the families had lived in standard residential houses and had rented or
purchased industrial space elsewhere.  This arrangement was not satisfactory because
of the additional costs involved and the need to travel between the two locations.  

A real estate developer knew of a suitable site (now Silver Moon), but at the time it
was zoned solely for industrial use.  Over the course of three years, the developer
persuaded the local council to accept the mixed-use, cohousing development.  There
are eight families, and each house is situated on a one-acre lot.  The buildings
resemble large suburban homes with attached, overgrown sheds.  For zoning
purposes, each site is designated 51 percent industrial use and 49 percent residential.

The development hit a snag when Council attempted to control the visual design of
the project.  At one point, it considered rejecting the project because it was deemed
that the proposed design did not have a suitable industrial appearance.  The situation
was resolved by the planning department pointing out that aesthetics were not the
domain of either the department or Council.

One outstanding issue involved taxation.  Most of the families were being taxed twice,
once for industrial use and again for residential.  The residents were appealing this.
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The Lowville Project

The Lowville Project is based in Halton Region, an Ontario municipality 60Êkm west
of Toronto.  A group of seniors who lived in an area near the former village of
Lowville and who wanted the availability of support services initiated the project.
Most of them had always lived in the area and did not want to move to seniorsÕ
Òvillages,Ó primarily located in urban Burlington, a city with a population of 100,000.  

They considered alternatives, such as building a community centre, and attempted to
commission a residential development project, but they were not satisfied with the
results.  The proposed developments were not much different from what they could
expect to find in Burlington.

They then learned about cohousing and realized the solution was to ÒrebuildÓ the
village of Lowville.  As part of the process, they held a number of public presentations
to attract attention and interest in their project.

The Halton Region Community Services Department came in as an early supporter.
The head of the Department regarded cohousing, as exemplified by the Lowville
Project, as an ideal expression of the aims set out in the RegionÕs Healthy
Communities Plan.  The groupÕs contact with the planning department also proved
mutually beneficial.  The municipal planners explained the approval process and
helped the group understand where they could build and why.  The Lowville group
helped the planners examine some of the regulations that could actually impede the
goals of the Healthy Communities Plan.  

It was this group that encouraged the planners to reinterpret the regulation requiring
no more than one house per four acres in rural areas.  They proposed that several
homes could be clustered on a few acres, leaving the rest of the property open.
Dwellings could then share wells and septic systems, something the Region
wanted to encourage, but had not implemented to date.  Questions about
infrastructure ownership still needed to be answered, but the Lowville group
created a stronger foothold for incorporating environmentally sound practices i n
residential development.

Source: Collaborative Housing Society, ÒPlanning for Cohousing: Report on Proceedings of Roundtable,Ó
April 1994, pp. 3-5.


