
0 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
CENSW Feedback Submission: 

A Housing Strategy for NSW 
 
Providing a Co-operative Housing Perspective 
 
July 2020 

 
  



1 

 

 

Introduction 
 
Common Equity NSW (CENSW) is a Tier 2 registered community housing provider and peak body 

for housing Co-operatives. CENSW was formed in 2009 and oversees the function and operation 

of thirty-two housing Co-operatives across NSW managing over 500 properties. 

 

CENSW manages key strategic and business activities related to all housing Co-operatives such 

as major maintenance and upgrades, property development, compliance monitoring and 

reporting.  

 

CENSW also provides support, advice and training to Co-operatives to ensure they have the 

necessary skills and knowledge to effectively manage their Co-operative and stay up to date with 

new regulatory requirements.  

 

CENSW has a strong track record in supporting and developing Co-operatives and creating the 

relevant interface between housing Co-operatives and the needs of government to deliver a 

quality Co-operative housing sector/ system. 

 

The Common Equity model is a successful framework that is used in other states across Australia 

and has been deemed through numerous registration and review rounds to provide a competent 

and high standard community housing service. Results from our tenant satisfaction surveys 

consistently rank CENSW in the top providers surveyed. 
 

 

  



2 

 

 

Section 1: Co-operative Housing Snapshot 
 
What is Co-operative Housing? 
Co-operatives are a particular company type, governed by unique and specific legislative 
requirements. They are operational around the world within a large cross-section of economic 
sectors. Central to Co-operative governance is the requirement for Co-operatives to run as a 
democratic organisation, owned and controlled by its members for the common benefit of its 
members. 

Housing Co-operatives in NSW are delivered in alignment with the international principles of co-

operation. Each housing Co-operative is an independent organisation and sets its objectives and 

rules in their constitution. While each constitution needs to meet Co-operative law requirements, 

they are also able to accommodate the group’s needs, aspirations and values.  

Co-operative housing is community driven and focused. Housing Co-operatives manage a 

portfolio of properties under delegation from CENSW as their peak body and registered housing 

provider. A formal committee takes on the legal obligation while each other member of the Co-

operative is required to participate as an active member, contributing to the running of the Co-

operative.  

Co-operative housing has a focus on community development and benefit; connection and 

reciprocity; and self-determination through shared effort for shared goal. As such Co-operative 

housing builds a special kind of community and enables a housing solution which amasses to 

more than the sum of its parts. Specific social benefits of Co-operative housing are expanded on 

below.  

Co-operative housing in NSW currently operates as a social and affordable housing rental 

program. However, there is opportunity to expand the scope of the sector to include equity-

based models. More about this innovative model and the opportunities it could provide are 

included in greater detail in our response below. CENSW and housing Co-operatives partner to 

deliver the Co-operative housing sector.  

Links to Alternative and Co-housing models 
Co-operative housing is a stream within emerging alternative models in Australia - including co-

housing, community lead housing and collaborative housing. Co-housing is an emerging housing 

model of interest locally – particularly as communities are seeking alternative options to 

overcome the significant challenges of housing affordability.  

 

Co-operative housing provides a unique value add to these more generalised alternative 

approaches. A formal Co-operative provides an established and effective governance structure 
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to protect and facilitate a co-housing project as implicit within Co-operative requirements (and 

protected by law) in co-decision making, active co-operation and effort and commitment to the 

purpose of achieving mutual goals and benefit.  

 

Co-operative housing benefits 
Co-operative housing facilitates a broad range of social outcomes at both micro and macro level. 

Key at both levels is the adaptability of the model which: at micro level allows for self-

determination and the positive personal and community wellbeing outcomes that it delivers; 

and; at macro level affords a creative, bespoke and innovative collection of mixed approaches.  

 

Social Benefit 

Recent international studies outline the many positive outcomes experienced by Co-operative 

members and collectives around the world. Many of these support government housing 

objectives. These include but are not limited to:  

 

- increased self-determination and autonomy, offering marginalised groups of people to 

have an effective voice within their own housing arrangements 

- improved safety for Co-operative members and communities – enhanced by collective 

support 

- improved psychological well-being – enhanced by a sense of security and purpose, 

inclusion and belonging 

- increased skills and knowledge through active participation 

- an opportunity for socio-economic mobility (moving through the continuum of housing 

tenure) without needing to leave an established community. 

 

Big Picture Benefit 
As an international movement, Co-operative housing exists as a proven, successful and replicable 

model. One of the key successes is the capacity of Co-operative housing to self-organise. When 

viewed together with the many social benefits of Co-operative housing the model can be seen to 

provide positive housing outcomes (which are scalable) with minimal cost and impact to 

government. More on the cost effectiveness of Co-operative housing to government is included 

in our Affordability response below.  
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Again, looking to international models, Co-operative housing offers housing outcomes which 

span social to free-market housing equivalents - often within the same development. Member 

residents each participate equally as decision maker and contributor, regardless of financial 

member status. More discussion on this benefit follows in our response to Diversity below.  
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Section 2: Discussion Paper Response 
 
Overview 
The following provides a Co-operative housing centric response as feedback to A Housing 

Strategy for NSW (the Strategy) Discussion Paper (the Paper). CENSW participated in CHIA NSW 

discussions and consultations leading their submission.  Our thoughts on the Paper in relation to 

community housing needs have been included there. However, given its uniqueness, CENSW 

would like to take this opportunity to provide more detail on the Co-operative housing sector 

and detail our capacity to support delivery of the Strategy’s objectives.  

 

Furthermore, in our response, we identify opportunities to partner with government in delivering 

its strategic goals and objectives. As such, we welcome the opportunity to contribute to delivery 

and action plans subsequent to the Strategy.  

 

In the document to follow we have provided feedback correlating to the four identified focus 

areas of the Strategy – Supply, Diversity, Affordability and Resilience. Our feedback includes both 

what we would like to see identified within the Strategy, what we can contribute and are 

currently contributing towards successful outcomes for each.  
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1. Supply  
 

Strategy Feedback – Supply 

We would like to see the following identified in the Strategy:  

- Specific targets for increase in Co-operative housing supply 

- Supporting CENSW’s access to longer term leases, title transfers and 49-year lease 

redevelopment opportunities for Co-operative housing 

- A commitment of government financial support to the Co-operative housing sector to 

optimise the above opportunities 

 
Current context  
New South Wales 

CENSW currently manages 511 properties. These are distributed: regionally across NSW from 

Northern Rivers to Albury; and across Greater Sydney from Metropolitan Sydney to Western 

Sydney and South Western Sydney areas. The majority of our housing stock is managed under 

head lease arrangement with Land and Housing Corporation (LAHC)– which includes a number 

of properties owned and financed by LAHC but developed by Common Equity. We manage a 

number of National Rent Affordability Scheme (NRAS) properties and own 33 properties.  

 

We are currently completing one co-housing specific redevelopment of 6 properties in Sydney’s 

Inner West and commencing design and development for a second site in Western Sydney with 

an anticipated yield of 15 to 21 dwellings. The addition of these new developments will see our 

total number of properties increase to over 530 properties in the next 18 months.  

 

Other States 

Housing Co-operatives exist all over Australia with the largest state Co-operative housing sector 

operating in Victoria. While the Co-operative housing sector is relatively small in NSW and other 

states, Victoria – as with many international examples – has benefited from targeted government 

support.    

 

Common Equity Housing Limited (CEHL) is the Peak Body for housing Co-operatives in Victoria 

and manage a significant number of properties across the state together with registered housing 

Co-operatives. A key difference between CEHL and CENSW is that CEHL has title to their 
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properties. Holding title enables them to leverage their properties as assets to develop new and 

innovative housing projects.  

 

Opportunities for Growth 
The Strategy offers a great deal of scope to increase the offer of Co-operative housing in NSW – 

as part of new housing supply in the Strategy. Particularly, CENSW enthusiastically supports 

increase in the supply of housing stock which facilitates alternative housing and community led 

approaches. Further ideas on alternative approaches are addressed in our response to Diversity 

below.  Similarly, CENSW welcomes other opportunities for growth which are more business as 

usual aligned. These may provide shorter term options for government to support growth in the 

Co-operative sector.  

 

Challenges 

Despite the potential for alternative housing approaches, the Co-operative housing sector is 

primarily challenged by a number of conditions. These include:  

 

- Short-term (3 year) rolling leases 

- Lack of title for properties  

- Ageing properties, designed and developed under now outdated design thinking  

Our response details challenges and potential for improving ageing housing stock below in Item 

4: Resilience. The first 2 points above however particularly impact our potential to contribute to 

an increased Co-operative housing supply.   The precariousness of these two conditions present 

a challenge in being able to leverage property and rental income as security to raise finance (as 

was the case for CEHL above). This means that any sector-initiated development and subsequent 

increased supply would be at a relatively slow rate.  

 

Potential 

Government support for growth of the sector would give the potential to alternative, innovative 

and proven Co-operative housing responses to the current housing crises. Our responses to each 

strategic goal below provide more detail of the process, structure and benefit of the Co-operative 

model. Specific short-term support that government can provide includes:  

 

- Stabilising our head lease arrangements with LAHC by short tracking our opportunity to 

access longer term leases (20+yrs). These are currently being negotiated with Tier 1 

providers; however, it is our view that we would also be able to optimise this opportunity 

to better deliver quality supply and housing choice (detailed in Item 2: Diversity).   
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- The recent government initiative to provide 49-year leases to Community Housing 

Providers (CHP), with the view of enabling redevelopment of sites, is an excellent example 

of progressive government planning. CENSW is experienced in managing property 

development and with additional financing support CENSW would be well placed to lead 

alternative development approaches which utilise this opportunity. 
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2. Diversity 
 

Strategy Feedback – Diversity 

We would like to see the following identified in the Strategy: 

- More about the role of Co-operative Housing - as an alternative and community led 

housing option – in delivering housing diversity 

- Opportunity for the Co-operative sector to partner with government to explore 

community led housing potential and overcome current barriers 

- Opportunity for the Co-operative sector to partner with government to deliver a pilot 

community led, mixed equity Co-operative 

 

Social Diversity 
At its core Co-operative housing celebrates diversity and brings people together. It speaks to the 

diversity in the community and offers like-minded people the power, shared responsibility and 

decision-making capacity to design, build and manage a sustainable intentional community.  This 

is a significantly unique Co-operative housing attribute.  

 

Case Study: All Nations Co-operative  

A model of choice for marginalised groups 

All Nations are an incorporated Co-operative comprising of a group of transgender women. 

CENSW and All Nations have been working together for 5 years, seeking an appropriate Co-

operative housing outcome which provides mutual support, a sense of security and stability, 

and a sense of community and belonging for its members.  

Each member of the group has experienced discrimination, harassment and, for some 

members, threats of physical abuse. This has occurred to the extent that they no longer feel 

safe in their homes and neighbourhoods.  

All Nations looked to the Co-operative housing model as an opportunity to collaborate to find 

accommodation that will respond to their needs, allow members to experience a sense of 

safety, community and belonging and to continue to meet their needs as they age.  
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Needs Adaptive 
As a flexible, collaborative and agile model, Co-operative housing has the ability to be very 

responsive to cultural and other specific group needs. This responsiveness ensures a greater 

holistic benefit for residents. Co-operatives are responsible for developing their own 

constitution, code of conduct and goals. The self-determination implicit within the model means 

that they are able to shape their own housing solutions and outcomes that are also reflective of 

the group’s collective needs and values. Some of the groups who currently benefit from bespoke 

housing Co-operatives include:  

 

- Seniors: Co-operative housing solutions provide benefits for older people, including: 

benefiting from informal care through community contact, reduced social isolation, 

allowing older people to age in place, contribute skills and often reduce care costs. Older 

people also have the opportunity to downsize without having to move to a retirement 

village or nursing home. In some examples, older Co-operatives have taken a shared 

approach to shared care needs by engaging live-in nursing care to be shared by all 

residents.  

 

- Culturally Diverse Communities: Culturally specific groups benefit from the Co-operative 

model. These Co-operatives share mutual language, cultural backgrounds, interest in 

culturally influenced activities – group activities, community gardening, shared meals and 

culturally reflective gathering. CENSW culturally and linguistically diverse (CALD) Co-

operatives include Arabic, Tamil, Filipino, Spanish, Burmese and a multicultural Co-

operative, among others.  

 

- Specific need communities: These include people with disabilities and affiliated supported 

independent living Co-operative. Collaborating directly with residents and their families 

Co-operative housing properties are able to be sourced and adapted to specifically meet 

the physical needs of each Co-operative and their members while also developing a 

community of support. 

 

- Diverse communities of support: CENSW collaborates to manage Co-operatives which 

centre around a shared experience. This includes a LGBTQIA+, young women’s, single 

women, affiliated student and transgender women’s Co-operatives. These communities 

of shared identity/experience not only provide safe and secure housing but allow 

flourishing communities of support to emerge through mutual support, protection and a 

sense of belonging.  

 



11 

 

 

- Regional communities: Hidden housing stress in regional areas has brought communities 

together to find local solutions. Local housing Co-operatives have been key to the 

development of local housing strategies, and a united clear vision for the future. Through 

their capacity to self-organise, as well as their governance and management skills the 

Bellingen River and Neighbourhood Co-operative Housing (BRANCH) have been a key 

instigator to this initiative. They have driven and participated in local forums which raise 

awareness for integrated community and government responses. CENSW has supported 

this work through collaboration with local government, the housing Co-operative and the 

action group. This is an excellent example of how the learned skills and capacity of a 

housing Co-operative can continue to flow and benefit the wider community.  

Case study: Sydney’s Vietnamese Housing Co-operatives 

Supporting vibrant, engaged, cultural communities 

CENSW members the Van Lang and Lac Viet Housing are large and growing Co-operatives, with 

one site specifically for older people and their extended intergenerational families. Members 

are predominantly from the Vietnamese community, which helps to bond the residents. 

Co-operative members organise and participate in a range of cultural and community activities 

as well as meeting formally as a committee to collectively manage their properties. 

CENSW is currently working with the Co-operatives to develop their third site from concept to 

development. Consultation and co-design is a significant inclusion. The project architect will 

work closely with the community to capture priorities, workshop concepts, collect feedback 

and input these into the final design. Key design features to be integrated: communal garden, 

opportunities for outdoor cooking, shared outdoor space, a community room for Co-operative 

meetings, daily cultural and social activities. 

 

Diverse Tenure 
Co-operative housing has an important role to play in providing housing choice. CENSW, together 

with the sector is achieving this to a high standard within the social and affordable housing rental 

field. Relative to the wider community housing industry, delegating management to housing Co-

operatives and partnering to support these efforts, is a process unique to the Co-operative 

housing sector and a clear example of community led housing.   
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The Co-operative housing sector is also in a unique position, locally it sits as part of the 

community housing industry, but it also connects to a broader international housing movement 

and community of practice that it can draw from. Beyond the community housing industry, Co-

operative housing has opportunity to impact housing choice across the continuum of social 

housing to home ownership. Looking to international models, and with government support, Co-

operative housing can offer a high impact alternate model.  

 

 

 

 

Currently, CENSW is exploring the potential of this position. We are looking to international 

models that may be adapted to a local framework as a basis for developing equity-based Co-

operatives. The framework proposed will fuse our existing model with opportunities for 

affordable and graded investment in Co-operative property assets. The extension to our present 

model will reflect international best practice examples. These examples demonstrate: capacity 

for individuals to maintain secure tenure throughout economic mobility/fluctuation while 

remaining in their established community; and for diverse socio-economic groups to participate 

equally as active members. This framework presents as a stark alternative to current housing 

conditions and provides a remedy to a pressing social and economic disparity.  

 

A mixed equity/diverse tenure Co-operative arrangement is an exciting prospective however 

there are a number of legal, financial and policy barriers which need resolved to meet local needs. 

CENSW would welcome discussions with government to provide more information on these 

barriers and explore opportunities for partnership and support to move this model forward.  
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Design Diversity 
Design diversity means a step away from the current, dominant speculative development model. 

It recognises varied and specific needs communities and individuals and provides the additional 

positive outcome of typographic diversity. Homogenous speculative design takes away from 

place making outcomes which are community specific and reinforce a unique and visible identity 

from community to community.  

 

Real and purpose driven design diversity can be achieved through taking a deliberative Co-

operative design process. Including the end user and community in the design process means 

that housing stock will reflect true household needs and changing trends in social structure.  

 

Innovative and smart design thinking have led to adaptive housing concepts which respond to 

resident needs at the out-set, but which are also able to flex over time as these needs change. 

An example if this is the Pixel Pilot submitted in the City of Sydney’s Alternative Housing Ideas 

Challenge.  

 

The community led nature of Co-operative housing alongside CENSW experience in managing: 

housing programs; deliberative design processes; and design and development of fit for purpose 

Co-operative properties, means that we are well placed to lead projects which deliver diverse 

housing outcomes. We welcome the opportunity to explore with government our role in this 

delivery. such approaches and methods.   

 

Case study: Zurich Model 

Deliberative Design – progressive, innovative and fit for purpose design outcomes 

A model of excellence that NSW can look to, in relation to design diversity, is the Zurich model. 

With government support, Zurich has a thriving Co-operative housing sector. Delivered at 

scale, design competitions are held for each new Co-operative development. Community 

needs are accounted for, innovative and cutting-edge outcomes are now expected, and 

delivered.  

Success for this model is made possible by a culture of support from both community and 

government. Such an approach would be a cultural shift for NSW but one that can be embarked 

on. Emerging community interest in alternative housing models demonstrates that initial steps 

can be made.  
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3. Affordability 

Strategy feedback – Affordability 

We would like to see opportunities identified in the Strategy to: 

- Engage with government to plan for long-term solutions that improve affordability  

- Explore with government how Co-operative housing can facilitate affordability in 

perpetuity 

- Partner with government to pilot a mixed equity development with embedded 

affordability  

 
Affordability in Perpetuity 
It is agreed that housing stress is a critical issue. Areas such as Western Sydney, South Western 

Sydney and regional areas are particularly affected. Social housing demand is high in each of 

these areas. Likewise, housing affordability in major cities remains a widespread issue with rental 

and mortgage stress escalating.  

 

CENSW supports the government’s goal for a long-term plan which addresses the diversity of 

housing needs. In particular we advocate for long-term planning and investment in models which 

ensure affordability in perpetuity. Co-operative housing again presents a solid option in 

delivering such outcomes. The mixed equity model discussed above, has the potential to provide 

housing affordability in perpetuity, across the spectrum of social housing to free market housing 

equivalents, from a single initial investment. Furthermore, demonstrations of this model 

overseas show a continued social and financial return on investment from initial investment 

where profits are reinvested into the development of more affordable (in perpetuity) housing 

stock. 

 

Currently a key issue for initial and perpetual affordability is land price. Internationally, 

Community Land Trusts have been established to relieve this issue. Government and community 

partnerships are established, and public land is offered under long-term lease at an affordable 

rate. Jason Twill and Louise Crabtree’s collaboration in response to the City of Sydney’s 

Alternative Housing Ideas Challenge provide an overview of the effectiveness of such models.  

 

The new government offering for 49-year leases goes some way to meeting this opportunity. 

Linking this offer with community led Co-operative housing approaches would further impact 
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affordability and its sustainability. CENSW welcomes the opportunity to explore this and 

opportunities to partner with government further.  

 

Cost Efficiency  
Further to long-term tenure affordability, Co-operative housing can also operate at a reduced 

cost when compared to other types of housing. Co-operative members are required to contribute 

to the running of the Co-operative at all levels (sweat equity).  As an active and participatory 

model, Co-operatives are able to maintain cost efficiency through undertaking operational tasks 

often outsourced at a fee for service.  

 

A community led Co-operative approach can also produce lower development costs. Key aspects 

such as working directly with architect and builders, bypassing developer margins and engaging 

members’ sweat equity all reduce overall costs. Such an approach has seen collaborative housing 

outcomes delivered at 70 to 80% lower than market prices.  

 

Value for money is also achieved through efficiencies gained from taking a co-housing approach. 

Sharing of spaces and utilities such as common kitchens, laundries, indoor and outdoor 

recreation areas, and guest accommodation reduces additional floor space required to replicate 

these in each dwelling and can provide a greater housing yield when compared to other 

developments with a similar footprint.  

 

Finally, cost efficiencies for individual households are made possible through taking a 

collaborative consumption approach, pooling resources such as tools and equipment and 

carshare amongst others. Likewise, a community approach to garden and property maintenance, 

neighbour support, childcare and even cooking rosters can elevate time pressures on households 

and the requirement to seek outside fee for service support.   
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4. Resilience 
 

Strategy feedback – Resilience 

We would like to see opportunities identified for the Co-operative sector to: 

- upgrade ageing housing stock alongside financial support 

- specific opportunities to upgrade existing properties to improve liveability for older 

people, supporting ageing in place.  

- partner with government to deliver a pilot project which ensures responsiveness and 

resilience through engaging with:  

o a community led process which ensures responsiveness and resilience 

o intelligent/innovative design 

o triple bottom line outcomes  

 

A Resilient and Sustainable model 
By design, collaborative housing models focus on socially and environmentally sensitive housing. 

Collaboration provides community driven, triple bottom line sustainability outcomes – socially, 

economically and environmentally. 

 

Social: Co-operative housing communities are strengthened though each member taking part 

and having a role to play. This creates connection and opportunity for mutual assistance, 

prevents burnout and complacency and imbues a sense of stewardship at all levels of the Co-

operative. The collaborative ethos means that many household obligations can be shared, tasks 

such as meal preparation, childcare and property maintenance. These are intended to foster and 

support community while also maintaining household privacy.  

 

Economic: Each housing Co-operative manages its own affairs in partnership with CENSW. 

Housing Co-operatives are governed by a committee of directors and held accountable to Co-

operative law requirements. CENSW oversees the housing Co-operative’s management ensuring 

that it is robust and meets National Community Housing compliance regulations and tenancy law. 

In partnership with CENSW, Co-operative housing committees stay connected to their finances, 

set an annual asset management plan, maintain a funding pool for administration and 

maintenance, and manage their own income and expenditure. Committee shared decision 

making, as well as oversight and support by CENSW, protects the ongoing financial viability of the 

housing Co-operative.  
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Environmental: The collaborative consumption ethos underpinning Co-operative housing means 

reduced consumption and environmental footprint per household. Many Co-operative 

developments have demonstrated greater attention to the extent and quality of both shared 

spaces and environmental outcomes by including environmentally sensitive features such as 

solar passive and active design, water collection and/or treatment, low-impact and/or recycled 

materials, onsite food gardens, and others.  

 

Case Study – BRANCH   

Sustainable communities 

BRANCH Housing Co–operative members (mid North Coast) were key to the establishment of 

Bellinger Shire Electricity Alliance (BSEA). The alliance’s aim is to encourage learning and 

practical opportunities for community ownership of renewable energy.  

The most complex undertaking for BSEA so far has been the installation of a 25Kilowatt solar 

arrangement on the roof of a local café business ‘The Old Butter Factory’.  This project involved 

bringing together 20 local investors with the owners of the café and a Sydney based company 

Solar Investment Fund. 

The $24,000 renewable solar energy project is now completely community owned and saving 

1,000,000 kilograms of greenhouse gas emissions over 30 years.  

 

Liveability 
New Housing Stock 

It is agreed that resilient design and development is key to a long-lived asset and the sustainability 

of communities. Further to discussion on intelligent design in Item 2. Diversity, continual 

sophistication in design thinking also provides the ongoing prospect of improving the liveability 

of dwellings. Dwellings which are purpose specific and informed by end user needs have potential 

for longevity and resilience. Again, deliberative design and community led approaches referred 

to above also contribute to this.  

 

Existing Properties  

While not applicable to all of the Sector’s portfolio, ageing housing stock remains an ongoing and 

increasing issue to be managed. Government support and planning as to how existing stock may 

be retrofitted and optimised to perform better, would greatly enhance the resilience and 

relevance of this stock. Improving the relevance (relevant to current demographic trends) has 
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the potential to increase the number of housing outcomes per site and enable residents to stay 

in their homes and communities for longer.  
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Conclusion 
While we recognise that the Strategy is a high-level document, the Paper remains light on “the 

how”.  As an established model, Co-operative housing provides a strong offering towards 

establishing “the how” of delivering the Strategy’s big picture goal.  

 

Our intention is that in the above response, the Paper has provided more insight into the many 

social and economic benefits Co-operative housing can provide. Likewise, we hope to have 

demonstrated that Co-operative housing is an important part of the existing housing continuum.  

 

Whilst not a housing model for everyone, there is an opportunity to support this type of supply 

to widen the choice and offering of housing in NSW over the next 20 years. CENSW, representing 

the Co-operative sector, welcomes the opportunity to explore with government the many ways 

that the sector can lend benefit to the Strategy’s goals and their delivery.  
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