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ON A HIGH FOR COMMUNITY: 
Cohousers Circle Up at 6,000 Ft.

By Diana Leafe Christian
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TOP PHOTO: (from left) Shari Leach, President of Coho/US; Jim Leach, President of Wonderland Hill Development Co., Boulder; John Fabel, Pioneer Valley Cohousing, Amherst, Massachusetts; Roy O'Shaunessy, Executive Director of Coho/US; Evangeline Welch, editor, Cohousing magazine.
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BOTTOM: Circle dance at the closing ceremony.

"YOU ARE LITERALLY CREATing a new culture," sociologist and market researcher Paul Ray declared to a rapt crowd Friday evening at the National Cohousing Conference, held June 20-22, in Boulder, Colorado. "Cohousers are helping shape a new American culture for the 21st century," he said.

"Cultural Creatives" is Ray's term for the 26 percent of the American population who insist on authenticity in their personal lives and work, and are driving the demand for ecologically sustainable products and services. This is the part of the population bringing women's issues and spirituality into public view. And communities. Cohousers and people interested in intentional communities are definitely Cultural Creatives, said Ray, co-author of The Cultural Creatives: How 50 Million People Are Changing the World.

Cultural Creatives are reframing what is meaningful to them. They care about personal fulfillment, social conscience, and creating a better way of life-not just for themselves but for everyone.

"There's a huge market for cohousing," Ray added, noting that one-seventh of the American population, 10 million households, move every year, most of them buying new homes. A former urban planning professor, he also noted that half the new home-buyers in the US are fed up with suburbs and love the idea of small-town design. He sees urban cohousing communities as a component of sustainable cities in the near future.
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LEFT: Plenary speaker Paul Ray.

MIDDLE: FIC Executive Secretary Laird Schaub teaching about process.

RIGHT: Former FIC Board members Betty Didcoct (staffing the FIC booktable) and Tree Bressen (lower left).

"The cities that will work," he said, "will be those that consist of many little high-density functioning neighborhoods-many of them cohousing communities-modular units within the city. Cohousing communities will become a basic unit of urban design."

We all cheered.

PAUL RAY'S KEYNOTE address was encouraging to the almost 200 people representing 57 cohousing communities from 28 states, along with many cohousing architects, developers, and contractors at this biennial event sponsored by the Cohousing Association of the United States (Coho/US).

Participants had come from the far corners. John Fowler had traveled from Homer, Alaska, for example, to consider cohousing development for his property. Environmental education grad student Charlotte Clark, from Duke University in North Carolina, was there to learn the degree to which the spirit of community might encourage voluntary, pro-environmental behavior among cohousing residents. Architect Robin Allison had flown in from Auckland, New Zealand, to check out the North American scene for her forming cohousing community at home.

FRIDAY NIGHT'S AUDIENCE was upbeat and lively. Many were inspired by communities they'd visited on the daylong guided tours before the conference started. Thursday's "Northern Tour" included Greyrock Commons and River Rock Commons in Fort Collins, Nyland in Lafayette, and Wild Sage (the construction site) and Nomad Cohousing in Boulder. Friday's "Southern Tour" included Harmony Village in Golden, Hearthstone in north Denver, Highline Crossing in Littleton, and Casa Verde in Colorado Springs.

Some of my favorite pals from the FIC (Fellowship for Intentional Community) were in the audience as well. On my left was Harvey Baker from Dunmire Hollow in Tennessee, in Boulder to do a woodworking job for a friend and offer a workshop at the conference. On my right was Tree Bressen of Walnut Street Co-op in Eugene, Oregon, there to facilitate Thursday's day-long meeting of cohousing professionals, to co-lead a six-hour conflict workshop on Friday, and to host three more short workshops on process.

Across the room, Laird Schaub, FIC executive secretary and Sandhill Farm member, was there to staff its Community Bookshelf table, to co-lead a day-long workshop on consensus facilitation with former FIC board member Betty Didcoct (now a Boulder resident), and to host three more workshops on process.

My former neighbor Bill Becker, FIC treasurer and executive director of Sunrise Credit Union at Sunrise Ranch community in Loveland, Colorado, was there to meet with Coho/US board members about the credit union's services. Michael McIntyre of Sunward Cohousing in Ann Arbor and guest editor of our special cohousing issue (Spring 2000), was there as a Coho/US staff member and its website master. And former FIC board member Zev Paiss, a.k.a. "Mr. Cohousing" (who in 1993 founded the Rocky Mountain Cohousing Association, which later became the national Cohousing Network and recently morphed into Coho/US), was there as part of that organization's promotions team. It was old home week. I was happy as a clam.
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FACINC PAGE, LEFT: John Fabel, Pioneer Valley Cohousing

FACING PAGE, RIGHT: Dr. Richard Lloyd, Morgan State University in Baltimore, and Joani Blank, Swans Way Cohousing, Oakland.

ON SATURDAY and Sunday, 90-minute workshops, six-deep, offered information for cohousing groups in the forming stages, people already living in cohousing communities, and specific aspects or special applications of cohousing.

One of the first workshops was Paul Ray on how groups can use marketing and promotional techniques to attract more people to join them. "Once you talk about values, you get people's undivided attention," he said. "Ask potential cohousets what's important to them. How do they want to live? What do they want for their children?"

COHOUSERS BUILD THEIR physical infrastructure all at once, and many workshops focused on the nuts and bolts of the launching process. Some of them were quite technical. Some examples:

* Architect Matt Worswick from Harmony Village; Jim Leach; developer Don Tucker of Ecohousing in Bethesda, Maryland; and JD Lindeberg, developer of Sunward, Great Oak, and Touchstone in Ann Arbor, Michigan, lead "Working with Cohousing Professionals."

* Developer James Hamilton (Sonora Cohousing and Stone Curves in Tucson) offered "Forming Cohousing Around a Piece of Land: Feasibility, Time Lines, and Commitment." Later he and Wonderland Hill project manager Laurel Pvhodes led "Successful Project Management."

* Don Bunn, design and construction coordinator for Wonderland Hill, and Danny Milman, project manager for The Cohousing Company, led "Running a Smooth Options and Upgrade Process."
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LEFT: Mary Kraus, Pioneer Valley Cohousing, and Jim Leach.

RIGHT: Bill Becker (left), Director, Sunrise Credit Union and FIC treasurer, and I.D. Lindeberg, Sunward Cohousing.

* Diane DeSimone, developer of Sonora Cohousing and Stone Curves in Tucson, and Don Bunn, design and construction coordinator for Wonderland Hill, offered "Survival Tips for Cohousing Professionals Living in Their Communities"-a hot topic, since it can be difficult for all concerned to shift to fellow-community-member status after move-in.

COHOUSING WAS ORIGINALLY developed in Denmark by architects, and brought to North America in 1986 with the publication of Cohousing: A Contemporary Approach to Housing Ourselves by American architects Katie McCamant and Chuck Durrett. So architecture did and still does figure prominently in the cohousing process.

* Katie McCamant and architect Laura Fitch of Pioneer Valley in Massachusetts lead "How to Design a Common House Your Community Will Love (and Use)."

* Katie and architects Matt Worswick and Mary Kraus, also of Pioneer Valley, hosted "Sustainable Design."

* Chuck Durrett offered "The Design Process: What Works and What Doesn't."

BECAUSE THEY'RE developing and selling their communities all at once, cohousers need to know how to attract both people and money.

* Mortgage broker Teresa Lopez of Santa Fe presented "Group Mortgages and Creative and Green Financing."

* Zev Paiss of Nomad Cohousing led "Marketing 101," and Neshama Abraham Paiss of Abraham Paiss Associates offered "Intermediate Marketing Techniques: Working with the Media."

PLENTY OF WORKSHOPS focused on people skills as well, including "Facilitation Basics" and "Delegating to Committee' (Laird Schaub); "Consensus Basics" and "Facilitation Challenges" (Tree Pressen); and "Dealing with Difficult Community Members" (Shari Leach, President of Coho/US). Dave Ergo of Sonoma County Cohousing in Cotati, California, presented "'Useful Gossip and Other Ways of Managing Internal Conflict."

In recent years increasing numbers of cohousing communities have begun to consider how people might live out their whole lives in their cohousing communities. Chuck Durrett and Michigan cohousing developer Nick Meina (Sunward, Great Oak, and Touchstone) led "Building Cohousing for Seniors." And Arthur Okner and Neshama Abraham Paiss (Nomad Cohousing), Coho/US board member Ken Helfant (Tierra Nueva, Oceano, California), Patty Hodgins (Hearthstone, Denver), and Nick Meina (Ann Arbor), led an evocative discussion on seniors in cohousing. (See "How Will I Live My Elder Years in Community?," pg. 30.)

Since its arrival in the US cohousing has been a largely white, middle-class (or upper-middle-class) phenomenon, with households of highly educated two-income professionals. However, in "The Urban Block Project: Transforming Blighted City Blocks to Cohousing," Dr. Richard Lloyd, Director of the Institute for Architecture and Planning at Morgan State University in Baltimore, and Coho/US board member Ann Zabaldo of Takoma Cohousing in Washington, DC, proposed that the cohousing model might be used to renew urban residential blocks scheduled for "revitalization," in order to prevent the disruptive effect of forced relocation. This would especially benefit those most vulnerable to such relocation: single mothers, latchkey kids, elders, and grandparents raising their grandchildren. Morgan State University is seeking a HUD grant to learn whether this idea might work, with the Middle East neighborhood of Baltimore as a proposed trial site. The ultimate goal is to develop a model that can be replicated in urban communities throughout the US. The Mid-Atlantic chapter of Coho/-US would provide the cohousing expertise needed for the project and will act in a support capacity to Morgan State.
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FACING PAGE, LEFT: Neshama Abraham, Nomad Cohousing, Boulder; Bryan Bowen, Wild Sage Cohousing, Boulder; and Touson Saryon, Crestone, Colorado.

FACING PAGE, RIGHT: Rebecca Schaller, Sonora Cohousing, Arizona; Robin Allison, Eco-Housing, New Zealand; and Roy O'Shaunessy.

OTHER WORKSHOPS covered specific aspects of the cohousing process, such as alternatives to consensus, insurance and liabilities issues, buildings and grounds, setting up common meal systems, starting a community garden, wiring communities for the Internet, making consensus decisions online, relations with non-cohousing neighbors, divorce in cohousing, and member participation "without guilt, burnout, or martyrdom."

Others focused on affordable cohousing, modular cohousing, retrofit cohousing, commercial space in cohousing, and cohousing around the world. Still others addressed related topics: local currencies, non-cohousing communities, ecovillages, and creating community wherever you are.

A HIGHLIGHT for me was Saturday noon, when a group of us hiked to a health food deli several blocks away for lunch. On the walk I met Evangeline Welch, new editor of Coho/US's publications-the Cohousing Journal and e-newsletter. It was great to talk shop out in the spring sunshine and look up to the dramatic profile of the Rockies, punctuated by gigantic flat granite slabs. Everywhere were newly leafed-out yellow-green aspens and conifers with the bluish hue of the Colorado blue spruce. Soft cottonwood down floated though the air. I was back in one of my all-time favorite cities, and loving it.

Another high spot w as Saturday night's dinner and dance party, with an Italian feast, a rockin' salsa band, and a silent auction which raised $5,200 for Coho/US.

The conference ended at midday on Sunday on the wide green lawn outside our meeting rooms, with Neshama leading a closing circle, and everyone singing the Crosby, Stills, Nash, and Young song, "Our House."

THROUGHOUT the conference participants seemed invigorated and excited-on a high. The event was not only information-rich, but emotionally rewarding. They got, it seemed, what Cultural Creatives need most-to find out they're not alone in wanting to create a better way of life, learn what their counterparts are doing in other parts of the country, and form alliances to crosspollinate.

Cohousing is definitely a phenomenon filled with energy and hope, and in the United States is the fastest-growing segment of the communities movement. It started with Muir Commons in California in '91, then five more by '93, eight more by '95, and twenty-three more by '98. By early 2003 the number had escalated to 61 completed cohousing neighborhoods and 91 in the forming stages, 27 of which were under construction.
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ABOVE: Saying goodbye at the closing ceremony on Sunday.

I got the strong impression at the conference that Paul Ray is right. Not only will cohousing help shape a new culture in North America, but it will become a far broader phenomenon than the model Chuck and Katie brought over from Denmark-neighbors who design, build, and manage their own small neighborhoods and share a Common House for meetings and some meals. I believe cohousing will also be a kind of "community-forming template" that groups can use to create widely different kinds of unique and specific communities. Some cohousing communities do this now. At least one includes passive solar natural buildings (Heartwood, Bayfield, Colorado); another has a Christian orientation (Temescal Creek, Oakland). An upscale semi-rural ecovillage, Ecovillage at Ithaca, uses the cohousing model for its clustered individual neighborhoods. And a rural mountain ecovillage, Earthaven, is using the cohousing model in terms of architecture, and to some extent, development (borrowing money to construct a multi-family dwelling all at once) for one of its 11 neighborhoods.

I also got the impression, however, that many cohousers (still) seem to assume the pleasures of community are somehow unique to cohousing, or that cohousers invented the processes of sharing resources and making decisions cooperatively. But I did see signs of progress: the strong presence of FIC people facilitating meetings and offering workshops. The fact that many cohousers knew Communities magazine. The fact that some cohousers are using the term "intentional community" at long last. Perhaps, thanks to the FIC's untiring efforts over the last decade, the unfortunate mutual suspicion between cohousers and non-cohousing communitarians ("We're not like those commune people!" "Those cohousers don't know how to build real community,") may be mostly a thing of the past.

Perhaps cohousers are coming to see themselves like we FIC folks have been seeing them all along-as fellow travelers in the learning curve of this arduous, sometimes painful, often joyous thing called community-just like the rest of us.

SIDEBAR

"Cohousers are helping shape a new American culture for the 21st century."

SIDEBAR

MODERNS, TRADITIONALS, AND CULTURAL CREATIVES

PAUL RAY'S RESEARCH reveals other value-based population categories in the United States.

One he calls the Moderns, approximately 50 percent of the population. Moderns shape the official world view of our society, believing material success is what matters most, and it's natural and reasonable that the US lead the world in matters cultural, political, and military (think Time magazine). Ray calls the remaining 24 percent, the Traditionais: people primarily concerned with protecting against harm (think jerry Falwell). The Moderns and the Traditionals are hard at war, Ray says.

The Cultural Creatives (26 percent) aren't reported on by mainstream media, Ray says, because their growth rate is too slow for most media to notice (about half a percent a year since the 1950s), and because Cultural Creatives aren't organized, don't have a leader, and aren't a "movement." They're found in all races and ethnic groups and live all over the country, with slightly more on both coasts. About 60 percent are women; 40 percent are men.

There are more Cultural Creatives in the country than the number of people who elected the most recent Democratic US President, Ray says. It's a group with clout.

For more information: www.culturalcreatives.org. -D.LC.

SIDEBAR

Participants got, it seemed, what Cultural Creatives need most-to find out they're not alone in wanting to create a better way of life.
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