Some notes from Robin Allison’s presentation – ‘what I wished we’d done/ understood in the early days of Earthsong’. 
6th March 2021		venue: School of Business Atrium 
As not everyone was able to attend this very useful presentation, I’ve summarized Robin’s ‘more formal’ talk. There is likely to be more to add and I’m hoping that others in attendance will fill in the gaps. 
Robin and her partner, Amanda, have been touring the South Island speaking to groups interested in cohousing while promoting Robin’s book ‘ Cohousing for life’. They were excited by the groups they met in places like Takaka, Motueka, Timaru, Oamaru and Dunedin. The Christchurch presentation had to be by Zoom, but also included good questions and discussion. 
Robin was very excited to be here on the eve of completion of our group. Many years ago, in 2011, she attended a meeting in DN that launched the quest to create a cohousing community in DN. Catherine was at that meeting, along with other long stayers in our group such as ( names please! ? Sue Taylor?). in introducing Robin, Gay Buckingham paid tribute to her tenacity, and Robin echoed this of that early Dunedin group. 
The first people who moved into Earthsong did so in 2002, meaning they’ve been going more than eighteen years. Looking back, Robin noted that from the start, they had two main principles in mind – a) Cohousing and b) Permaculture, each of which bought in bodies of knowledge from around the world and others to consult and learn from. 
To this, the early Earthsong people added a commitment to c) education about different ways to live on a fragile planet. 
Robin noted that this gave them a ‘cohesive vision’ that held their ‘overarching purpose’ and also gave Earthsong its identity. These principles serve as a ‘touchstone’ still. 
The first of the things that Robin wished they’d done better was 
1. Attend more fully to the mentoring of new people into the group. Robin said that at the start, they had a single person who was designated the ‘membership coordinator’. At the start, being part of a community wasn’t our focus, until we realized that people who showed an interest in joining were saying things like ‘ Nice house/ nice grounds’ – the idea of what they might be joining wasn’t the focus, so Earthsong created a membership group and worked more consciously on helping people understand what we’re about and what being a member of Earthsong really means. 

Covid has had a big impact on Earthsong. While members supported one another over lockdowns etc, it prompted a re-think for several people about where best to live in ways that would support them as they aged / became more fragile mentally/ or how they wanted to support their own family members. As a result, eight households have changed – 25% of their group – and thanks to the efforts of the membership group, new people coming in really identify with the purpose and entity of Earthsong. Amanda, Robin’s partner, is part of that group. Her background is in art therapy and group work, so she also does quite a bit of education around group processes and what to expect in joining this sort of community. 
2. Robin said experience had taught them that there were a number of key roles in the group – Membership/ finance/ common house committee etc that needed to engage in succession planning. They now actively mentor people into these roles over a period of time. 
3. Earthsong is organized around a number of focus groups that meet monthly / weekly pending their task, and bring recommendations to the large group that meets monthly. Some of these are the Common house group; Site management; Permaculture group; Admin/ body corp group; Community Life group ( which plans the mid winter hui and has a focus on creating fun, an essential aspect of life at Earthsong, Amanda emphasized); Website and IT group, amongst others. 

Every formal meeting includes a ‘check in’ from all present. Robin explained that with the monthly meeting, this might take the first hour of the meeting, with people free to say as much or as little as they want about their current state. Amanda emphasized how vital this is to the health of the group as without giving this space, people might just assume that someone was ‘just grumpy’ characteristically, not knowing aspects of their current life that are very difficult. Knowing more allows members to support one another better. 

4. The coloured cards are used at any meeting of six or more people as they generally assist in everyone having a say. 
5. Robin said they have worked to have ‘searchable archives’ so that the decisions they have arrived at and the reasons for these are clearly available. If 50% or more of the group want to change a policy, this is worked through. 
6. If someone was not at a meeting where a decision was reached and felt strongly about that decision, the matter could be revisited at the next meeting. 

There is most likely more, but hopefully, this fills in a gap for those who weren’t able to attend! 

Fingers crossed for a moving in date – 

Marianne 
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