
Delivering homes at scale in the Berlin co-operative housing sector 

 

 
Housing co-op street!  Although ironically in this case, this refers to housing co-op homes that were long since sold! 

 

Perhaps it is the scale of the Berlin co-operative housing sector that is most 

striking for visitors from the UK.  Berlin’s housing co-ops own over 200,000 

apartments across about 100 co-ops forming 12% of Berlin’s rented housing – 

30 of them providing more than 3,000 homes and the largest 11,000.  And 

over 600 new co-operative homes have been built every year since 2015 to 

meet Berlin’s escalating housing needs.  And new build schemes think big.  

The most recently developed housing co-op is the 479 apartment and 1,968 

member Möckernkiez – built on 30,000 square meters of former railyard works 

at a cost of €130m. 

 

But our UK visit in September 2018 – made up of representatives from CCH 

and North West Housing Services reciprocating a visit from Berlin housing co-

ops to the UK in 2017 - encountered further cultural co-operative housing 

differences.  Whilst Berlin housing co-ops offer homes at lower than market 

rents (a range from €5 to €13 per square metre monthly rent compared to a 

range from €8 to €16 or more in the private sector), Möckernkiez embodies 

that Berlin’s housing co-ops can be for the middle classes, built perhaps on 

the fact that 85% of Berliners rent as opposed to privately own their homes 

(the whole of Germany has owner occupation rates of 45% compared to 65% 

plus in the UK).  

 

 
The view from one of Möckernkiez’s roof gardens 



Möckernkiez is effectively a vast cohousing scheme – formed out of an 

alternative citizens’ initiative where those involved preferred their homes to 

be owned by a co-operative rather than by private investors.  Members, who 

shaped the co-op’s founding principles when it was established in 2009, 

provided €45m equity to the scheme – a third of its costs – with members 

expected to buy shares at a minimum of €1,000 plus €920 per square metre.  

Costs for the apartment we were shown were €66,000 in equity plus €1000 

rent and €150 service charge per month.  Clearly not for low incomed 

Berliners!  For this – members enjoy a high quality passivhaus scheme – 

developed to high environmental standards – a car free environment with 

1,000 bike spaces – in 14 buildings built by five different architects to ensure 

mixed design – each with member driven house groups.   Other co-ops – 

particularly older ones – offer homes for rent at much lower prices – but all 

require incoming members to buy shares ranging upwards from €500 per 

member.  

 

  
One of Möckernkiez 14 buildings 

 

The scale of Berlin housing co-ops may owe something to the age of the 

sector.  Many Berlin housing co-ops were developed in the 1910/20s and the 

1892 housing co-op was named after the year it was developed (we visited 

the beautiful World Heritage Site - Falkenburg Garden City – a housing co-op 

now part of 1892 housing co-op).  We also visited the UNESCO heritage site in 

Schoenberg, the 1,300 home Lindenhof GeWoSüd formed from a settlement 



built in 1919 by the municipality as an affordable counterpoint to the private 

market.  And we also visited the FritzErler Allee tower block in Neukölln on the 

outskirts of Berlin – housing 227 apartments and part of the Ideal housing co-

op which owns a total of 4,500 homes.  The tower was the tallest structure in 

Berlin when built by Walter Gropius from the Bauhaus movement in 1907. 

 

 
Falkenburg Garden City – part of 1982 housing co-op 

 

 
FritzErler Allee tower 



 
Lindenhof GeWoSüd 

 

Further scale developments of the Berlin housing co-op sector took place in 

the 1950s and 1960s.  Particularly in the former GDR (East Germany) housing 

co-ops were developed following riots that identified poor quality homes in 

1953, leading to the establishment of 740 housing co-ops housing some 

74,000 people, most of them attached to workplaces.  We visited Treptow 

Süd, a housing co-op built in 1957 across 4 sites attached to a newspaper 

company.  The co-op was rebranded in the 1990s after the wall came down 

and now owns 40 buildings housing 1,644 members in 1,409 apartments. 

 

 
Treptow Süd 



 
Studentendorf - Student housing co-op  

 

Most co-op developments since 2000 have been through existing housing co-

ops, but Bremer Höhe in Prenzlauer Berg was a new housing co-op set up as 

a result of local community action to prevent former buildings in East Berlin 

being sold to private investors and the residents displaced due to high rents.  

The 460 apartments in the co-op’s first development had been in buildings 

restituted to the non-residential descendants of former pre-war owners.  Local 

political action resulted in municipal loan guarantees enabling the co-op to 

raise finance to buy the buildings for €14m alongside a further €25m needed 

to refurbish what had been very run-down properties.  Building a reputation 

as a co-op that had enabled low income people to remain in the generally 

gentrifying area, the co-op subsequently decided to become an umbrella 

co-op for a variety of new projects that have included supporting the 

development of a squatted building in Friedrichshein into 9 apartments; 80 

flats run co-operatively in Bornitz-Ruschestrasse in Litchenburg; a traveller site; 

a former squatted building in Kreuzberg;  and a new village in Brandenburg 

where new buildings will be built in Winter 2018.  Bremer Höhe has now 

supported the development of 712 co-operative homes. 

 

The scale of Berlin housing co-ops requires appropriate stable governance 

arrangements.  Whilst there are variations to the model, most Berlin housing 

co-ops have two recruited and salaried Directors – in some cases described 

as a business and a technical director – with a volunteer back-up director.  

These directors are legally responsible for the governance of the co-ops and 

have to report annually regarding their governance and viability to a body 

that provides services to a wide range of housing organisations (we met with 

Dr David Eberhart from BBU – the Union of housing companies in Berlin and 

Brandenburg - one of the largest of these organisations).  The directors are 

accountable to and recruited by a “controlling Board” generally made up of 



between 5 and 9 elected members.  Directors, who are required to renew 

their contracts once every 3 to 5 years, liaise with the Controlling Board to 

ensure smooth running of the co-op.  Our host Dr Barbara König – who works 

both for Bremer Höhe and for Genossenschaftsforum e.V. Berlin – the city’s 

representative body for housing co-ops explained that directors in the better 

housing co-ops successfully facilitate their memberships to get involved in a 

variety of local community initiatives.  Interestingly the structure of Berlin 

housing co-ops was both the reason why it was possible for the Nazis and the 

soviet bloc to take them over – they simply replaced the directors – and the 

reason why they didn’t need to shut them down – and so why they 

continued to exist after the war and the cold war. 

 

 
Bremer Höhe housing co-op 

 

The scale and quality of the Berlin housing co-operative sector is impressive, 

and it continues to grow.  Ambitions to deliver new homes at scale through 

Berlin co-operative housing is limited only by land availability.  The sector 

relies on a solid business orientated governance framework developed over 

many years – it is a mature sector.  The sector has grown by being applicable 

across a wide spectrum of incomes – it is multi-cultural and multi-

generational.  These are perhaps the most important lessons for us in the UK 

co-operative housing sector. 


