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Dear Chair, 
 
The Business Council of Co-operatives and Mutuals (BCCM) welcomes the opportunity to 
provide this submission to the House of Representatives Standing Committee on Tax and 
Revenue inquiry into housing affordability and supply in Australia.  
 
The BCCM is the national peak body for co-operatives and mutuals, a sector with combined 
memberships of more than 31 million (National Mutual Economy Report 2021). The co-
operative and mutual movement plays an important role in the provision of affordable housing 
to Australians, through mutual banks and credit unions, housing co-operatives, and buying 
groups for the tradespeople and architects who build Australia’s housing stock.  
 
Housing policy discussion overlooks the breadth of established and nascent housing 
development and tenure models available and the benefits these models can deliver both to 
individual participants and to the overall supply and affordability of housing stock in Australia. It 
follows, that the policy levers to encourage innovation, and scaling of innovative models, is not 
fully considered.   
 
Enabling competition between housing models will provide consumers with genuine choice and 
progress Australia towards a more mature housing market with a diversity of models beyond 
the current binary options of social/community housing and free market, freehold title tenure.  
 
With this in mind, the BCCM’s submission is focused on providing information on some long-
standing and emerging models of co-operative housing development in Australia and in other 
jurisdictions. Co-operative housing development models can boost housing supply by: 

- Reducing costs: An owner or user-led model of development does not require a 
developer profit margin for projects to proceed. 

- Shaping markets: The growth of lower-cost co-op models of development and tenure 
drive competition between business models, encouraging all models to reduce costs for 
end users.  

 
We note that the member participation at the core of co-operative models also delivers 
additional social capital, benefiting individual members and the community.  
 
Furthermore, ongoing benefits in terms of reduced costs, housing market performance and 
social capital are delivered where co-operative housing tenure follows on from a co-operative 
development. The social and market benefits are well evidenced around the world, such as 
Zurich, Switzerland, where 45% of housing stock is co-operatively owned. Information about co-
operative models of housing tenure in Australia is provided as an appendix. 
 
 

1. Australian examples of co-operative and collaborative housing development 
 

(a) Property Collectives 
 
Property Collectives was formed in 2010 and has facilitated nine (9) collectives of future owners 
across Melbourne to undertake their own property development. The model follows in the 

https://bccm.coop/what-we-do/research-reports/nme-report/
file:///C:/Users/brad/AppData/Local/Microsoft/Windows/INetCache/Content.Outlook/VGWQFTJY/The%20Property%20Collectives%20joint%20venture%20model%20-%20FAQs%20-%20Property%20Collectives
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footsteps of a well-established German model of self-help co-op development called 
Baugruppen (or Building Group, discussed below).  
 
The key economic benefit of this approach for participants in the collective development is a 
15% saving on the typical cost of a new home. This saving is achieved through reductions in 
marketing and transaction costs and internalisation of the developer profit margin with the 
future owners.  
 
Members of a collective make democratic decisions about the design, quality and location of 
their development, supported by Property Collectives as a development manager. The legal 
form of a property collective during development is a joint venture. On completion of 
development, participants will have purchased a home at cost from the development and will 
receive title. However, there is no barrier to other forms of ownership being utilised post-
development such as a housing co-operative. 
 

  
[Image credit: Property Collectives] 
 
Property Collectives has worked closely with mutual banks on financing solutions, and is 
currently working with BCCM member Common Equity Housing Limited (CEHL) on models that 
will involve ongoing affordable housing and co-operative housing, where CEHL can support the 
underwriting of the collective by taking on a number of member collective (joint venture) 
allocations.  
 
There is an opportunity for the Federal Government to support the development of collectives 
at scale if it was prepared to underwrite at cost collective developments with government 
guarantees. 
 

(b) Collaborative development backed by a not-for-profit co-operative housing developer 
 
Secondary co-operatives like Co-operation Housing WA, Common Equity NSW and Common 
Equity Housing Limited exist to serve existing housing co-operatives and to grow the sector by 
supporting potential co-operatives. 
 
These not-for-profit co-operative property developers can deploy expertise and resources to 
support self-help groups through a collaborative development process and, in addition, support 
the group to adopt an ongoing co-operative housing arrangement.  

https://propertycollectives.com.au/
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Co-operation Housing WA is currently supporting the development of Kyloring Housing Co-
operative, an innovative co-housing ecovillage. The design process is collaborative (but not 
formalised) and will end in an ongoing co-operative housing arrangement for participants.  
 

(c)  School building works terminating co-operatives 
 
There is a long tradition of communities using co-operatives as the preferred vehicle to fund a 
range of investments. One sphere where this continues to occur is in schools in Victoria. 
 
Historically, as much as 30% of housing construction in Australia was financed through co-
operatives backed by government guarantees.1  
 
Where a government school seeks to build a new building like a gym or arts centre, it may 
finance this project through a co-operative. The government provides a guarantee to support 
the co-operative. When the debts are paid off, the co-operative is wound up.  
 
The BCCM estimates that since 1960, 286 school co-operatives have been registered in Victoria, 
with 21 co-operatives currently operating. 
 
Government guarantees could be used in a similar way to support co-operative housing 
development models and would make them accessible to a wider number of Australians.  
 
 

2. International examples 
 

a) German Baugruppen 
 
From the 1990s, Baugruppen (building groups) started to form in Berlin to undertake their own 
housing developments, rather than wait on third party development firms to develop the type 
of housing in the desired location and at a reasonable cost. CoHousing Berlin lists nearly 250 
Baugruppe projects within the city.  
 
Groups are democratic and, at the end of development, usually provide participants with 
individual ownership, although a range of tenure forms are used. Often a culture of 
collaboration and community is retained beyond the project when residents move into the new 
development. 
 
Through managing the development process, Baugruppen save around 20% of the costs 
compared to an externally developed project.  
 
Policy settings that have supported Baugruppen include preferential treatment in accessing 

 
1 Previously some state governments have similarly promoted co-operative societies for home building finance. See 

articulating_value_in_cooperative_housing_20190125.pdf (westernsydney.edu.au) at page 53-4. 

https://www.kyloring.coop/
https://www.kyloring.coop/
https://www.cohousing-berlin.de/en/projects
https://www.cohousing-berlin.de/en/projects
https://www.westernsydney.edu.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0004/1494058/articulating_value_in_cooperative_housing_20190125.pdf
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government land and funding for development organisations that assist groups. 

 
b) French habitat participatif 

 
From the 1960s onwards a tradition of habitat partcipaticif (participatory housing) has 
developed in France, in which groups of citizens democratically design and manage their 
housing.  
 
The French Government defined participatory housing and introduce two bespoke legal forms 
for participatory housing projects as part of a broader set of reforms to housing legislation in 
2014. 
 
As of 2021, there were more than 900 participatory housing projects in France, of which 270 
are completed (providing 3,000 homes). Growth has been 18% year-on-year over 10 years. 
 
 

3. Recommendations 
 
The BCCM believes there is great potential to accelerate the use of co-operative housing 
development models in Australia for the concomitant benefit of housing market diversity and 
increased affordability and supply. There is already a network of co-operative development 
experts who can assist and support with all aspects of co-operative group cohesion and 
capacity building, business planning and project management, and project finance.  
 
This network includes Property Collectives, mutual banks, and the not-for-profit co-operative 
housing developers like CEHL and CENSW. 
 
To encourage the growth of a non-profit, self-help housing development sector, the BCCM 
recommends that the government (through an appropriate agency such as the NHFIC) 
provide guarantees to co-operative housing development groups. Criteria for accessing a 
guarantee should, at a minimum, include: 

- The members of the group are individuals who intend to be owners (in whatever form) 
at completion of the development. In some cases, participation of legal persons in the 
group may be appropriate. 

- The group is a registered co-operative, or can otherwise demonstrate it is controlled by 
members on a democratic basis. 

- The group has a viable business plan. 
 
Our submission is made in collaboration with our members from the co-operative housing 
sector, Common Equity Housing Limited and Common Equity New South Wales.  

Q: [Baugruppen] emerged from a pragmatic desire to get a better product rather than from 
a utopian desire to share? 

A: That’s right. It’s just common sense. 

(From Owner Occupied | Assemble Papers). 

https://www.habitatparticipatif-france.fr/?HPFDefinition
https://www.habitatparticipatif-france.fr/?HPFLoi
https://www.habitatparticipatif-france.fr/?HPFLoi
https://www.habitatparticipatif-france.fr/?900ProjetsDHabitatParticipatifEnFrance
https://assemblepapers.com.au/2017/03/03/owner-occupied/
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We would be pleased to provide further information to the Committee on the matters raised in 
this submission.  
 
Yours sincerely, 

 
Melina Morrison 

Chief Executive Officer 

 

 

 

 

Contact: 
Anthony Taylor  
Policy Adviser 
0430 106 109 
anthony.taylor@bccm.coop 
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Appendix: Co-operative models of housing tenure in Australia 
 
There are three models of co-operative housing tenure: 

1. Common equity 
2. Mixed equity 
3. Full equity 

 
1. Common equity (rental housing co-operatives) 

 
In a common equity housing co-operative, property is owned by the co-operative (or a 
secondary co-op body) on behalf of its members. Members rent homes from their co-operative 
and have no individual ownership interest in or relating to the property. 
 
Co-operative rental housing has existed in many parts of Australia for decades, traditionally as 
part of the social/community housing sector. There are approximately 177 rental housing co-
ops across Australia providing over 3,000 homes, with the majority in Victoria (2,700) and NSW 
(nearly 500). 
 
Common Equity Housing Limited (CEHL) formed in 1986 and is Victoria's largest Housing 
Association and is both a provider and developer of affordable housing. The CEHL co-operative 
housing program involves 103 shareholding housing co-operatives and houses in excess of 
4,000 people in approximately 2,200 properties across Victoria, with an asset value in excess of 
$1 billion.  
 
Common Equity NSW (CENSW) was formed in 2009 as the peak body and the registered 
housing provider (Tier 2) under the National Accreditation System supporting 33 housing co-
operatives across NSW.  
 
Common Equity SA and Co-operation Housing WA are other secondary co-operative bodies that 
support rental housing co-operatives. 
 

2. Shared equity 
 
In a shared equity model, members invest a moderate amount by way of shares or other 
securities to access housing through a co-operative. This investment is only a proportion of the 
cost of the housing and weekly rent is also paid.   
 
The aim of the model is usually to allow (and maintain) relative easy of entry while providing a 
greater ownership stake than rental co-operatives. To achieve this aim over the longer term, 
mixed equity co-operatives set rules limiting the sale value of shares or other securities by 
exiting members.  
 
This model is not used in Australia but accounts for a significant share of housing stock in 
Switzerland and is common in other jurisdictions like the United States. 
 

3. Full equity 
 

https://www.cch.coop/wp-content/uploads/2019/10/New-co-operative-housing-in-Zurich.pdf
https://coopcitynyc.com/apartments
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In this model, investment from members covers the full cost of development and each member 
has ‘full equity’ in their share of the property. It may be by way of shares or other means. 
Members may also pay some fees for ongoing costs. 
 
When exiting the co-op, a member will generally be able to transfer their property interests to 
a prospective member at a negotiated price. 
 
Equity models are less prevalent in Australia, but can be seen in an example like Narara 
Ecovillage. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

https://nararaecovillage.com/
https://nararaecovillage.com/

