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What people have
said about the
report:
"I strongly support open, democratic
housing cooperatives. I'd like to see
more follow in the footsteps of the 250
cooperatives already registered in
England that have successfully led
tenants to play a more active role in
their local communities."
John Healey MP, Minister for Housing

"We welcome this report into co-
operative and mutual housing. It gives a
lot of food for thought into ways we
might tackle the housing crisis and how
we can work with and trust
communities, incentivising and
empowering them as part of a wider
community housing policy that places
the needs of local people above those
of bureaucrats and planners."
Grant Shapps MP, Conservative
Shadow Housing Minister

"Co-operative and mutual housing is an
important form of tenure that has
historically been overlooked in the UK. I
very much welcome the contribution
that this report makes and hope it will
reinvigorate the debate around the
future of co-operatives."
Sarah Teather, Liberal Democrat
Shadow Housing Minister

"From our National Conversation we
established that some of the most
satisfied tenants lived in co-operative
housing. We welcome this report and
look forward to exploring further the role
of mutual and co-operative forms of
housing in meeting the needs of
prospective tenants."
Peter Marsh, Chief Executive, Tenant
Services Authority
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The independent Commission 
for Co-operative and Mutual
Housing was launched in 2008 
to research the English 
co-operative and mutual 
housing sector and to draw
conclusions about its 
relevance in the current
environment to national 
housing strategy. 

A sector largely forgotten by UK housing policy makers
since the 1980s, the Commission has found that co-
operative and mutual housing has been consistently
producing a range of benefits. 

We call for an aim to be set that by 2030, each town,
village and community should be able to offer
cooperative and mutual housing options to potential
residents.

Marked by above average resident satisfaction ratings,
confirmed by Government research as being significantly
higher than other types of housing, independent research
also shows that service provision statistics are generally
as good as, if not better, than the best of other housing
providers. 

The Commission shows that this is because the people
who live there democratically own and/or manage their
homes, taking responsibility and feeling a sense of
belonging, identity and ownership.

For copies of the full report, which was edited by 
Nic Bliss,
visit: www.ccmh.coop 

Or contact:
Commission Secretariat
c/o Accord Housing Group
178 Birmingham Road
West Bromwich
B70 6QG
T 0121 500 2334
E info@accordha.org.uk
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This is a sector that provides some potential answers to
the serious housing and community challenges we face,
significant problems even before the global financial crisis
made them even harder to resolve. Aspirations to
individual home ownership are less likely to be fulfilled for
a growing number of people, but co-operative and mutual
housing can meet many of the factors behind those
aspirations – having a decent home, security, freedom,
status, community, lifestyle, environmental. The
Commission has identified that co-operative and mutual
housing could provide homes:

■ through mutual home ownership and community
land trusts for low income households who stand little
chance of getting onto a housing ladder that’s been
pulled beyond their reach.

■ through co-housing and mutual retirement housing
developing mutually supportive environments for
elderly people that values their ongoing contributions
and provides them with respect.

■  through housing co-ops, tenant management
organisations and community gateways offering
different ways to provide housing for low income
households that helps them to help and respect
themselves and to feel like they’re part of society.

All potentially producing sustainable mutually supportive
communities with less reliance on the state, co-operative
and mutual housing could potentially be an investment for
society. It is a move away from detached managerialism
and the dependency created by an expectation that the
state will always be there for people. 

The Commission’s recommendations for developing a
mature co-operative and mutual housing sector in England
go beyond simply calling for Government support. They
are underpinned by the need for society as a whole to be
aware of co-operative and mutual housing solutions. With
a need for England to become a nation of home builders,
the Commission’s research suggests that many
communities would find co-operative and mutual housing
options more attractive than traditional models … if they
know about them, and if they have a clear route map to
implement them. 

■ many members of co-operative and mutual housing
organisations who would not want to live in any other
type of housing, not least because of the mutually
supportive communities they have established, where
they know that they have friends and neighbours who
will look out for them – a tapestry of human interaction
that characterises the sector.

■  how mutual support has helped members of
cooperative and mutual housing organisations who
started out with broken lives start to reshape
themselves, get skills, get into work, move on in their
lives.

■  ordinary people in co-operative and mutual housing
organisations who want to do things to tackle climate
change, volunteer as school governors, or participate in
various other community activities.

■ co-operative and mutual housing organisations set up
in neighbourhoods affected by a lack of trust and lack
of community, starting to transform them, helping
residents feel like they are part of something.

But in England, it’s a tiny sector. It makes up only 0.6%
of the UK’s housing supply, compared with 18% in
Sweden, 15% in Norway, 8% in Austria and 6% in 
Germany. The small scale is due to a number of 
factors:

■  the different elements that came together to form
cooperative and mutual housing sectors in other
countries – Government policy working in sympathy
with the sector, an effective development, support and
advice framework, and grass roots community
development – has never come together at the same
time in the UK.

■  prevailing housing establishment perceptions have
developed a folklore that ordinary people and
communities can’t be trusted to make decisions. Whilst
the Commission recognises that there have been
governance and other problems, it is possible to create
systems of support, checks and balances to prevent
problems arising or deal with them when they do.

■ there is an overwhelming problem with regards to the
promotion of co-operative and mutual housing options.
The Commission has heard from local authorities who
like the idea of co-operative and mutual housing, but
call it “Britain’s best kept secret”. Little information is
available for communities, local authorities, housing

associations or others who are interested in exploring
co-operative and mutual housing options, and models
are hard to develop in an environment not established
to support them.

Different models of co-operative and mutual housing,
united by them being democratically and legally owned
and controlled by a service user membership, offer a
wide range of potential for communities to choose
from:

■ housing co-operatives that collectively own and
democratically manage affordable homes are the
largest part of the sector, consistently out performing
other housing providers over many years.

■ tenant management organisations managing homes
owned by other landlords have inspired change, have
greatly improved services and have stimulated
communities.

■ community gateways and mutuals, tenant and
membership owned housing organisations, have made
a start on injecting democracy into large scale housing,
transforming their local neighbourhoods into beacons
of hope.

■ co-housing schemes, intentional small scale
communities, are providing community housing
alternatives to the alienation of modern life, particularly
for elderly and multi-generational communities.

■ community land trusts and mutual home ownership
schemes, couching aspirations for individual assets in a
community safety net, offer a potential way forward for
the intermediate housing market, for those caught in
between the overwhelming hegemony of home
ownership, and the increasingly scarce social rented
sector.

As well as this, the Commission recognises that many
housing organisations now recognise the value of
community, and that some are taking steps towards
cooperation and mutuality. We identify the next steps that
housing organisations could take on this journey. 

Whilst the Commission is not suggesting that it is only
through co-operation and mutuality that community based
approaches can be developed, our research has shown
that there are specific benefits that derive from cooperative
and mutual housing organisations, and this report
discusses those benefits.

What the commission heard about:
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1 national and local government – the will to change
if we want the benefits that come from co-operative and
mutual housing, national and local government needs to
start to trust ordinary people and communities. National
and local political will has to be there to make co-
operative and mutual housing options available to
people and to take the steps necessary to make that
possible. A legal, regulatory and support framework
needs to be developed that understands and is
sympathetic to democratic user control of housing.

2 the housing world – people and communities
change has already started in the housing world, but
much more needs to change. The housing world needs
to embrace the idea that its biggest assets are the
people and communities they house. The housing world
needs to learn the importance of community from the
co-operative and mutual housing sector, and re-align its
skills and expertise to help facilitate ordinary people and
communities to take control.

3 the co-operative movement - embracing housing
the UK co-operative movement is a powerful part of our
national democracy. It has reinvigorated itself over the
last ten years. But co-operation starts in the home.
Where people live is as much a part of the co-operative
movement as where they shop, where they bank and
where they work. If the Rochdale Pioneers were alive
today, they’d be building housing co-ops! The co-
operative movement needs to rise to the challenge,
putting its dynamism, imagination and vision behind the
cooperative and mutual housing sector.

4 co-operative and mutual housing – unite and grow
the co-operative and mutual housing sector needs to
recognise its importance, its success, its unique identity
and believe in itself. It needs to come together to get its
message across and be much more outward facing
through comprehensive and professional sector
leadership through representative bodies. It needs to
build and maintain strong open, transparent and
accountable democratic governance and the support
structures necessary to make this possible.

5 financing and enabling – supporting a winner
money usually likes to support things that work. If we
want co-operative and mutual housing options to be
available for people, the resources and frameworks
need to be there. But this isn’t all about public money.
This is about national and local Government coming
together with the private financial sector to work out
what needs to be realigned and developed to facilitate
the expansion of co-operative and mutual housing.

6 democracy comes home – a mutual housing vision
democracy starts in the home. If we want the benefits of
co-operative and mutual housing, we need to recognise
it as a distinct form of housing with its own identity and
vision that captures the individual vigour of home
ownership in a community safety net. With national and
local promotion, cooperative and mutual housing
options could capture the imagination of the British
people, could meet people’s aspirations and could
become a tenure of choice that stimulates active
citizenship and community resilience. The global
financial crisis has meant that there is a need for an
ongoing debate about financing all forms of affordable
housing, including co-operative and mutual housing, in
the changed financial world. To avoid lengthening this
report with technical detail, we have outlined financial
models for co-operative and mutual housing on the
Commission’s website.

The Commission started with a
firm commitment that its
conclusions would be evidence
based, an independent
commission that drew together
the mainstream and cooperative
housing sectors. 
The overwhelming weight of the
evidence that has been
presented to us has led us to the
clear conclusion that the UK
needs to bring cooperative and
mutual housing options into our
national housing policies. We
need to bring democracy home.

The commission’s six key recommendations:
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