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Cohousing units coming to Silver Spring in fall 2004 

Feb. 5, 2003 -- Meredith Hooker, Staff Writer

Gone are the days of friendly chats over clotheslines and white picket fences, unlocked doors and Mayberry-like neighborhoods.

But area residents searching for that lost camaraderie may find it in Eastern Village, a cohousing unit that will be built in Silver Spring in fall 2004.

Cohousing, where residents design and maintain their own neighborhoods and have the option of sharing meals and resources, is a concept gaining momentum in the area. Takoma Village, a cohousing unit in northwest Washington, D.C., was completed in 2000. There are six cohousing villages in the Metro area, said Ann Zabaldo, regional coordinator for the MidAtlantic chapter of the Cohousing Network and a resident of Takoma Village.

Cohousing villages give residents the opportunity to share common space and get to know their neighbors on a more intimate level. Residents have the option of sharing everything from child care to transportation, and take turns mowing the lawn and doing other maintenance work.

Located on the Maryland-D.C. border in Silver Spring, Eastern Village will be an urban 60-unit cohousing development where units will be sold at the market rate, Zabaldo said. Cohousing is not categorized as affordable housing, she said.

"It's a plain old vanilla condominium," Zabaldo said about the housing units that will be built in a four-story former office building.

However, in addition to having individual condominiums, residents will share a common house that they will help design, she said. For instance, she said, in Takoma Village, the common house has a dining room and kitchen and living room, a music room, a child's playroom and a hot tub.

After they move in to Eastern Village, residents will share the property maintenance, Zabaldo said.

Additionally, Zabaldo said, Eastern Village will be a mixed-use residential and commercial development with artists' work space and gallery space included in the complex. Mixed-development cohousing is "a bit unusual," but the developers wanted the building to fit in with the neighborhood, Zabaldo said.

Artists who both live and work in the cohousing village will get a tax break under Silver Spring's Arts and Entertainment District designation. The designation gives tax breaks to developers who improve their space for arts purposes, as well as artists who live and work in the same space.

About 25 people are interested in living in Eastern Village thus far, Zabaldo said. They are designing the property with the developer, Ecohousing.

"People coming to Eastern Village are not coming for a house," Zabaldo said. "They're looking for a sense of community. They're looking to know their neighbors."

This is one of the greatest benefits to cohousing, Zabaldo said.

"You know all of your neighbors," she said. "You know their first names, their last names, their kids, their dogs. It's as intimate as you want it to be."

The downfall?

"It's a little bit of a fishbowl," Zabaldo said.

That's fine with Woodside resident Carole Jennings, who plans on moving to Eastern Village with her husband Tom when construction is completed. They live in a single-family home but said they've been thinking about moving to a cohousing village for about three or four years. 

"We have a wonderful home, but it's really big and our children are just about gone," she said.

Jennings said she likes the idea behind cohousing and enjoys her future neighbors.

"They're wonderful people," Jennings said about Eastern Village's other hopeful residents. "It's a great concept."

Jennings said she was initially a bit apprehensive about sharing living space with people whose habits and lifestyles she was unfamiliar with, but her opinions have changed. 

"I think people attracted to that have a lot of the same values and desires," Jennings said. "It's not for somebody who would not appreciate relationships. When people self-select these things, you will find people who are very kindred spirits."

People of all ages have shown an interest in the cohousing village, Jennings said, and she's excited to live in a diverse community.

"Every time I got back and meet [with interested residents], I feel better about the decision," Jennings said.

Information on Eastern Village can be found on the World Wide Web at www.ecohousing.net/deveasternvillage.htm.

