
Co-operative housing Zürich – becoming a “go to” housing solution 

 

Co-operative housing has become a “go to” housing solution in Zürich.   

 

If people and the municipality of Zürich want neighbourhoods to be 

developed as not for profit, free from land speculation, environmentally 

sustainable and whole neighbourhood solutions aimed at and affordable for 

the people of Zürich, then they turn to co-operative housing solutions. 

 

That’s the CCH’s take home message from a recent study tour of Zürich 

organised by London community led housing activists Sam Brown and Chris 

Carthy and attended by the CCH’s Nic Bliss. 

 

Switzerland’s 2,000 co-ops provide 5% of Swiss housing stock.  38% of the 

sector is in Zürich.  The average sized co-op owns 90 homes, but the largest 

owns 5,000 homes.  Recent co-op developments in Zürich – growing on the 

back of a strong social movement in the 1990s – have tended to be larger 

and supported by the City of Zürich.   

 

 
The UK delegation meeting Professor Jennifer Duyne Barenstein from ETH Wohnforum University of Zürich 

 

Swiss housing co-operatives are not for profit, but they are not seen as social 

housing.  Co-op members input returnable shares of between 7,000 to 25,000 

Swiss Francs (CHF).  The City of Zürich covers shares for 20% of co-op homes 

which are earmarked for low income people where the City provides land, 

but Zürich co-ops provide homes for people across a wide income span.  

Other than land, usually leased from the City for between 70 and 90 years at 

rates that enable development, and the provision of loan facilities with 

favourable payment terms and interest rates, Zürich’s housing co-ops do not 

receive public subsidy.  

 



The 40,000 square metres on which Baugenossenschaft Mehr Als Wohnen 

(Co-op More Than Housing) was built was formerly derelict industrial land with 

no amenities.  The land was not seen as desirable by private developers.  The 

City of Zürich invited Zürich’s housing co-ops to come up with a co-operative 

approach.  This resulted in 50 existing co-ops forming the co-op’s initial 

membership and a Board consisting of 15 presidents from other co-ops.   

Some of these presidents from other co-ops remain, but the Board is now 

made up primarily of residents, alongside representation from the City of 

Zürich and from the Swiss national co-operative housing umbrella body.  

Major decisions are taken at the co-op’s General Assemblies – with, for 

example, a large vote in November 2018 in favour of the co-op’s new 

“Hobelwerk” development for about 400 residents.   

 

The one thousand residents moved into the 370 apartments (including several 

“cluster units” – similar to cohousing, housing 12 people living together) that 

make up Mehr Als Wohnen between Autumn 2013 and March 2015.  

Alongside this, the co-op developed 7,500 square metres for facilities such as 

shops, workspaces, a restaurant, a children’s nursery and a hotel (where most 

of the UK delegation stayed) – all particularly necessary in an area without 

existing amenities.  Even more so, given the co-op’s environmental no car 

policy – ameliorated by the co-op’s electric car renting and ebikes systems.   

 

 
Mehr Als Wohnen 

 

Similarly, a non-car ownership contract has been signed by renters at the 

smaller Kalkbreite housing co-op.  A group of ten local residents working with 

professionals came together in 2006 to make a proposal in a City of Zürich 

competition with five other co-ops to renovate a derelict area with a tram 

depot on it.  Their success in the competition, developed through several 

local participatory workshops, was dependent on their proposal integrating 



the complex site into the local context making it the focus of a lively urban 

centre including workspace, shopping and community facilities, as well as 

including a new tram depot and a transformer!  Customers at Kalkbreite’s 

Café Bebek can wave to tram drivers as they drive through the tram shed! 

 

 
Number 4 tram in the tram shed under Kalkbreite 

 

Having won the build competition, the emerging co-op worked in partnership 

with the City of Zurich and the Tram Company to bring the scheme to fruition.  

The scheme received a 93% loan through the City and its lease payments 

were negotiated to ensure scheme viability.   

 

 
Kalkbreite 

 

The co-op was formed in 2007 and now has more than 1,900 members, 

including two existing co-ops that were founder members.  The co-op houses 

97 apartments, including 10 clusters including 17 rooms per flat which include 

a small kitchen, living room, bedroom and bathroom alongside communal 

facilities.  The development also includes a large sun terrace above the tram 

shed which is open to the public, a cafeteria, a pension with 11 rooms, 

meeting rooms, a kindergarten, guest flats, box rooms, a sauna, a 

waschstation and other facilities for use by residents.  



 

Hans Rupp, Chief Executive of Allgemeine Baugenossenschaft Zürich (ABZ), 

the largest co-op in Switzerland, expressed the view that in a changing 

society, it is only possible for large organisations to survive.  ABZ was formed in 

1916 when 15 members started paying 20 cents per month into an account 

and when enough capital became available, a new home would be built.  

This resulted in a culture at ABZ that it would keep building.  It now owns 5,000 

homes housing some 12,000 residents in 58 settlements and employs 85 staff.   

 

With a membership of 8,234 - 6,601 of them residents - ABZ’s membership 

agrees investments of over 10m Swiss Francs.  The membership also agreed 

ABZ’s strategy one and a half years ago, including that 26.6% of ABZ’s income 

would be spent on property investment (currently ABZ is building about 50 

homes per annum, but the target is to build 100) and that 5 CHF per member 

per month would be spent on international co-operative housing projects.  

ABZ also facilitates local membership engagement at scheme level. 

 

Zürich’s co-operative housing sector, sitting alongside other international 

co-operative housing sectors, sends powerful messages.   

 

 

What can be learnt? 

 

1 For the UK’s co-operative and community led housing sector – the 

importance of providing scaled up whole neighbourhood housing 

solutions aimed at people on a broad income scale 

 

2 For UK local authorities – where properly supported, co-operative 

housing can deliver large scale housing and neighbourhood solutions 

that meet the needs of people, communities and the municipality 

 

3 For the UK Government and the housing sector – the strength of 

providing community led homes across a broad income base – 

ranging from middle to low income – with no or minimal public 

support – a message coming from Switzerland, Germany, Canada 

and elsewhere in the world 
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