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• Bunker Housing Co-operative 
was set up to provide homes for 
people in housing need in Brighton

• It is working on four phases of 
development, with 15 homes 
to be built in the four phases

• The first scheme (2 houses) 
– Plumpton Road – was 
completed in April 2020

• The schemes are all being built 
on infill local authority land

• The co-operative housing sector 
has built a positive relationship 
with Brighton and Hove City 
Council over several years, 
which – as well as providing 
land for development – has 
resulted in flexibility in local 
authority nominations for 
initial residents and may result 
in borrowing through the 
Public Sector Works Board

• Bunker has used a “hands on” 
development approach working 
with a trusted local builder 

• Bunker is going through 
the Registered Provider 
registration process to access 
public and other funding

At a glance Photos

Overview

Bunker Housing Co-operative 
was formed through people 
involved in the co-op housing 
sector in Brighton, building on 
a growing positive relationship 
between the sector and Brighton 
and Hove City Council.  
It currently has four phases of home building envisaged, 
with the first phase at Plumpton Road recently 
completed.  The Plumpton Road scheme of 2 three-bed 
homes was financed through £110k loanstock raised 
from individuals and co-ops and a £350k mortgage 
from Ecology Building Society (alongside a £5k grant 
from a Christian organisation – Seedbed – and a £30k 
grant from Brighton & Hove CLT financed from the 
first phase of the Community Housing Fund).  
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The sites from all four of Bunker’s 
phases come from local authority 
infill sites on existing council estates, 
with the council granting a 99 year 
lease for the first phase (at a cost of 
£250 per unit per year), and currently 
projecting a 125 year lease for phase 2. 
However, Bunker has learnt that, with 
the valuation of its schemes being based 
on rental income, longer leases increase 
mortgage-ability of the schemes and so 
there is dialogue with the council about 
increasing the second lease to 250 years.

In 2016 – the local authority identified 
nine infill development sites, one 
was sold, seven went into a RIBA 
competition for design, leaving the 
“scrappiest” site - Plumpton Road – 
which the Council’s inhouse design 
team had been unable to develop into 
a viable scheme. With support from 
a local co-op supportive councillor, 
the site became a pilot scheme for 
the emergent Bunker Housing Co-op, 
initially just to house two families.  

Bunker recruited an architect and a 
project manager – both working at risk 
– which enabled plans and a business 
case to be developed. Having consulted 
locally, including engagement with the 
resident associations on the Council 
estate, and receiving support from the 
Council’s Estate Regeneration Team, 
the scheme entered pre-planning in 
2016 and achieved planning in 2017. 
The lease was signed in October 2018, 
and the site was cleared between 
December 2018 and February 2019 
-paid for through loanstock so as to not 
require loan drawdown at that stage.  

Building works were then delayed 
until October 2019 due to a problem 
subsequently identified with the lease 
that did not permit repayment of the 
Ecology loan if problems had emerged 
preventing build completion.  It then took 
6 working days to erect the laminated 
timber super structure, and a team of the 
Bunker project manager, the architect 
and the principal contractor were the 
project team who co-ordinated the build 
programme (completed in April 2020).

Bunker identifies the pros of using a 
hands-on approach (as opposed to a 
Design and Build contract) as being the 
amount of learning gathered from the 
process; less costs (not having to spend 
20% of charges to an intermediary); 
and being able to be creative about how 
things could be done as they came up.

The Community Housing Fund had 
enabled the Bunker project manager 
to be paid during the period. It would 
not have been possible to achieve the 
build on a voluntary basis. Bunker has 
already agreed that it wishes to use the 
same project team for the future phases 
and operate in the same way – other 
than that the team have learnt that 
they could do the work to assemble the 
super structure themselves without 
having to bring in other contractors.

Dunster Close (Phase 2) consists of five 
homes (one four-bed; one three-bed; 
one two-bed; and two one-bedroom 
flats) on the Hollingbury estate, a 
two- minute drive from Plumpton 
Road. Planning approval has just been 
sought.  Whilst local tenants on the 
council estate have been supportive of 
the co-op, some local homeowners have 
raised objections, resulting first in the 
scheme reducing by a storey in order 
to gain local support, and also the high 
likelihood that the scheme will need to 
go through the planning committee.

Bunker has received a Reach Fund 
grant of £15k to enable investment 
readiness in preparation for either loan 
stock or raising community shares 
through Ethex (to add to £50k loan 
stock already raised). Bunker may 
also borrow again from Ecology, but 
there have been discussions with the 
Council about financing through the 
Public Loans Works Board – initially 
through a one year development finance 
loan (potentially at a cost of 1% for 
administration) and then subsequently a 
long term loan that may be at 3% over 50 
years. These discussions emerged after 
local councillors realised that the higher 
cost of private finance was resulting in 
higher rents and as a result of equivalent 

lending being done through Bristol, 
Cornwall and Cambridge Councils.

Phases 3 and 4 have also been identified 
through Brighton & Hove City Council’s 
Community Housing Pathway (a more 
developed route by which the local 
authority utilises sites) – Hinton 
Close (also on the Hollingbury estate) 
consisting of four houses and Natal 
Road (on the Moulsecoomb & Bevendean 
estate near the University) consisting 
of a block of four two-bedroom flats 
with a communal garden area.

If all four phases proceed as planned, 
Bunker Housing Co-op will own 15 
homes, and work has been done to 
register the co-op as a registered 
provider, with the detailed application 
having been recently submitted. A 
consultancy that works with housing 
associations has assisted in this work, 
facilitating policy and business plan 
development. Bunker Housing Co-op 
describes the process of registering 
as a “hell of a thing to go through”.

Part of registration means that the co-op 
needs to agree a nominations agreement 
with the Council, which it would have 
had to do anyway, in relation to the land 
leased from the Council. Recognising 
the need for a big commitment from 
group members, the Council has agreed 
that initial occupants of all Bunker 
homes can be agreed through the co-
op provided all members are on the 
Council’s register and fulfil Council 
requirements for five years residence 
in Brighton and Hove and within the 
local earnings cap. Subsequent relets 
will be nominated through the Council.

1. Bunker Housing Co-op members
2. Discussing the Plumpton Road   
 development with the architects
3. Plumpton Road
4. Dunster Close elevations
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Quotes Learning points

• Building a positive relationship 
with the local authority can result 
in the local authority identifying 
land opportunities for community 
led housing and borrowing through 
the Public Sector Works Board

• It is possible to negotiate a 
flexible nominations agreement 
with the local authority where 
it recognises that founding 
members of co-ops need to be 
people who can build the co-op

• Community led housing groups 
need to use interactive methods 
to consult with local communities.  
Do not assume that because 
a scheme is community-led 
that it will mean that all local 
people will be supportive of it

• A hands-on build model can deliver 
benefits – greater knowledge and 
control of the scheme; fewer costs 
– but it relies on the community 
members having good knowledge 
and experience of the build process

• Becoming a registered provider 
provides a means of accessing 
funding, but it is also an 
opportunity for community 
led housing organisations to 
professionalise themselves – to 
ensure that they develop the long 
term plans, risk assessments 
and policies and procedures 
that they will need anyway
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Our design decision making 

“Our initial idea was for Walter Segal style self-build 
homes. It quickly became clear that this was not the 
way forward. As the project evolved we wanted to be 
flexible but remain actively involved and keep that 
control and agency – it was important that innovative 
building techniques and eco aspects were not value 
engineered out by other people and that any changes 
and choices were made by us with our architect.  We 
had the will to do it, some of us had been working in the 
local construction industry and we had links with local 
and trusted builders. Their expertise and knowledge 
helped to give us oversight of the whole project.” 

Agata Bogacka
Founding Member, Bunker Housing Co-op

Decision to become a registered provider

“There were big questions about whether it was 
politically what people wanted to do – whether we were 
going to become a different organisation than what we 
wanted to be. The key motivation for us was access to 
funding, opening up potential lending from the local 
authority and other wider investment. A housing co-
operative needs to stay financially sustainable and 
make sure it is viable, like any other business. We need 
long term plans, safety measures, risk assessments. 
Otherwise our homes are at risk. Going through the 
registration process was really educational. It meant 
we tightened up our governance, and policies and 
procedures. We can still do what we were going to do, 
but we have a stronger base to do that from now.” 

Amy Hall
Treasurer, Bunker Housing Co-op

Consulting with the local community

“When we went out doorknocking, we had training 
from our community organiser. We had lots of good 
conversations with people – we actively listened to 
people’s feelings, thoughts and concerns about the area 
they live in and the site we wanted to build on.  People 
were generally supportive. Previously we had been 
under the assumption that we were the good guys, 
we discovered that for a small minority this wasn’t 
the case – which was a learning process for us.” 

Martyn Holmes 
Bunker Housing Co-op


