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Some notes for consideration  
Intro: Charles has been the designer and architect of many Cohousing developments. He’s lived in more than one of these communities for many years and he and his partner work to advise groups on how best to get set up - from land acquisition on to resolving issues in well established groups - so he’s well placed to offer informed comment. 
Quite early on in this book, he responds to a letter from a woman who is living in a Cohousing community that seems to have lost its way. She’s planning on moving out to another community in the planning and wanted his view on how the new group might avoid ‘going sideways’. 
In his response, he says some things that are repeated in different ways throughout this book. 
Ie a) That each group is wise to design ‘rules/ set minimum expectations’ for basic cooperation. 
The first of these is cooking a common dinner/ ‘breaking bread’ – the time old way of stitching a functioning community together ( p 13) which he says ‘has to happen once a month minimum’. Better functioning cohousing groups have meals available 3-4 times a week, while each person is involved in meal prep once a month. He quotes an ‘elder’ from the community he lived in for twelve years who would state this expectation to anyone interested in joining, and say ‘ there’s a whole world out there where people don’t cook for their neighbours if you are not interested’. 
b) He also recommends that in addition, each resident has to belong to a minimum of two committees, and be involved in common maintenance for a minimum of 36 hours a year ( or three hours a month). 
He adds ‘Cohousing can’t be based on a system where neighbours take advantage of neighbours. People must participate.. for the community to work. There will always be those who do more, and that’s fine. But if the minimums are in place, the community will be strong enough so you don’t need to do ( as much) conflict resolution stuff. 
c) He also recommends ‘ prospective new residents should be oriented to your cohousing before moving in. At minimum, they should attend at least one common dinner, one common meeting and one common working day before moving in. People have to know what the minimums are before moving in. 
He finishes by saying ‘No one moves into community to take advantage of their neighbours but it’s a setup and guaranteed to happen if the minimum structure is not in place before moving in’.
The rest of the book digs into these recommendation and establishes their value. 
Other points of interest to me: 
1). Giving permission to communicate directly. This reduces sideways talk and gossip. Ie he would encourage is to go up to each person in a meeting and say the following: ‘ I appreciate immensely what you bring to this community, so if I ever annoy you, as I might do accidentally of course, please come and talk to me directly about it’. ( p 19). What a great idea! 
2) Tips on building consensus around potentially controversial topics – eg cutting down a beloved tree. He recommends discussing this with those who care about the tree well ahead of putting this on the meeting agenda, so some of the issues can be ironed out ahead of time. ( he notes that otherwise, If aired for the first time at a meeting, ‘there will be objections, frustrations, bad feelings and wasted meeting time’) – p 27 
3. Don’t backtrack on decisions. When in doubt, stick with the decision already made. In cohousing, a consented decision is gold: treat it like the precious material it is ( p 23). 
4. More than a decade after moving into one community, Charles and his co residents still evaluate how they have done at the end of every meeting. ‘eg we slipped around brainstorming’; ‘we took too long on this item’; we spent too little on that item’. P 37 
5. Create an orientation manual for each new resident. Pair them up with a buddy who can help answer questions. Its also a good idea for them to spend some one on one time with someone from the membership committee who has been in the community for a long time… to learn what ground has been covered; what agreements have been made and where the group is as a community  ( p 47) 
He notes that living in cohousing takes some time and practice. Those who don’t have the benefit of helping a group form, plan and build a cohousing community will experience challenges and have questions. Established residents might assume that the seller ( of the unit) properly oriented the new member, an assumption that may well be misplaced. ( p 48). 
6. Accommodate visitors with official tours. I was relieved to read Charles say that ‘your community does not exist to satisfy the curiousity of others’. He recommends hosting official tours, usually once / month. These are advertised on the website and require visitors to arrange a tour through proper channels. 
Otherwise, there is a risk of visitors disrupting daily lives, interrupting time with family and time that could be spent building relationships with neighbours. He cites ‘when people are at home, mostly, they want to be at home, and the constant presence of visitors disrupts this’ ( p 49). 
This does not preclude any of us from showing our own friends around of course, as long as we respect that our neighbours will have their own plans for the day that don’t include being a PR machine for cohousing! 
7. Charles talks about the value of the common laundry space in informally building the community. He cites large proportions of cohousing projects ( 2/3rds to much more) who only use the common facilities. ( p 53) 
8. signing up for meal schedules etc on line is convenient but also has the effect of reducing visits to the common house. 
9.a big section on common dinners, leading with the statement ‘ when common dinners run smoothly, everything else in the cohousing community runs more smoothly’.  In this informal setting, people ‘solve simple common problems much more readily’ ( p 61). 
Common dinners ‘make everyone’s life easier’. The more often this happens, the easier is the routine and the time taken to prepare shrinks. 
10. Charles finishes by noting that the occasional little annoyances of others are ‘the community tax of cohousing’ – after all, ‘we get so much for so little’. ( p 79) 
