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Abstract

Coinciding with the ideological agenda of ‘new localism’ in welfare and planning policy is popular
re-engagement with a convivial scale of participation in civil society. This is evident in a growing number
and variety of community-led housing (CLH) groups and projects. It is also evident in ‘slow’ social
movements, such as Cittaslow, that emphasise ‘quality of life’ and ‘sustainability’. Paradoxically, while
home and community are essential to a local sense of identity and belonging, connections have not been
made between ‘slow’ opposition to the homogenizing effects of corporate development and CLH. This
paper draws particular attention to groups of ordinary citizens creating new or modified forms of housing
that are not available in the mainstream housing market. A view is taken of CLH that encompasses wider
aspects of community organising and resilience. The paper highlights the socio-spatial functions to citizen
participation and motivations that drive CLH from the bottom–up. These need to be better understood if
research and policy are to support and enable the process of growing locally driven housing solutions.

Introduction
Recent years have witnessed renewed interest in the transfer of power to local citizens and
community groups as a means to fulfil locally defined housing needs and aspirations. To
appreciate what is in effect a popular as well as a political reengagement with ‘pro-community’
place-making (Power 2011: 45), we need to acknowledge general and specific trends of
‘localism’ that intersect with ‘community-led’ and ‘slow’ ideologies. Making these connections
helps explain why these umbrella terms suggest a consensus of understanding that is in practice
contested and differentiated.
The notion of ‘localism’ is evident on a number of intersecting geographic scales: as the
currency of a groundswell of popular social movements seeking to reverse the decline of civic
inf luence in local concerns, as a platform for issue-specific community-led development and
as the substance and rhetoric of national planning and housing policy frameworks. It is
important to differentiate general from particular localism, especially with respect to planning
and housing policy. In the UK, for instance, opportunities for community and non-profit
housing vary across four different jurisdictions of devolved policy-making—England, Wales,
Scotland and Northern Ireland (Maclennan and O’Sulivan 2013).
Internationally, academic debate highlights a trend of political restructuring described as ‘new
localism’ that is common to neoliberal regimes in the UK, the USA and Australia (Argent 2005;
Harvey 2005). In many respects, there is nothing ‘new’ about national governments
restructuring political regulation of the market to emphasise local decision-making and
community assets (Clapham and Kintrea 2000: 538; Wyler 2009). Indeed, localism represents
an enduring political ideology that appeals to both the left and right of the political spectrum
(Moore and McKee 2014). Yet, what we are now witnessing is the reinvention of local
authorities as enabling authorities whereby government gives way to governance and emphasis
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shifts to f lexibility, enterprise and partnership (Amin 2005; Cochrane 2007). Spatial and
historical discontinuities highlight the paradox of localism that is variously instrumental and
involuntary. This is evident in the way that community groups and projects are expected to
replace state welfare functions as reserve ‘capacity’ to fall back on at a time of austerity
(Elwood 2004). In the Australian context, Argent (2005) describes this as a ‘neoliberal
seduction’. On the one hand, the spatiality of localism is inherently attractive to rally popular
support through ‘proximity, co-presence and reach’. On the other hand, when public spending
is cut, communities are often forced into driving local development as a kind of ‘mopping up’
exercise (Argent 2005: 37).
This paradox is evident in the UK Big Society agenda, introduced since the coalition
between the Conservatives and Liberal Democrats was announced on 11th May 2010. This
agenda combines a broad vision of citizen empowerment and local self-government alongside
measures to address the UK’s budget deficit and the cuts in public services deemed necessary
as part of an ‘era of austerity’ (Lowndes and Pratchett 2012). Inconsistencies arise from efforts
to deliver ‘small state localism alongside Big Society activism’ that explain why the language
of community-led development can be deemed both nebulous and contentious (Lowndes
and Pratchett 2012: 22). This is especially true for housing and planning reforms that apply
mainly to England where the 2011 Localism Act has deployed the concept of localism to
decrease regulation, reduce local authority decision-making and intensify market-based
mechanisms (Jacobs and Manzi 2013: 42). Conditions are different in Wales, Northern Ireland
and in Scotland where land reform is high on the political agenda (Riddoch 2011).
Renewed engagement with the political ideology of localism has raised the profile of
community-led development in England as well as in the USA and Australia (Argent 2005;
DCLG 2011). This umbrella term encompasses a number of sectors, including communityled housing (CLH), alongside social enterprise, local services and skills development, typically
linked to community ownership and management of threatened local amenities such as shops,
libraries, pubs and parks. Devolving power downwards offers an antidote to ‘the sense of
powerlessness around planning at the local level’ in which decisions appear to be made at a
distance by actors and institutions that do not understand or represent local concerns (Locality
2011). It suggests a way for local communities to retain the benefits of regeneration and
development in their immediate locality. These conditions have inspired a proliferation of
community activists, groups and projects to engage in civil society initiatives, many organised
around locally defined housing.
The CLH sector is diverse and difficult to characterise. A wide range of models and
approaches broadly fit the definition of ‘homes that are developed and/or managed by local
people or residents in not for private profit organisational structures’ (Gooding 2013). They
include community land trusts (CLTs), development trusts, mutual and co-operative housing,
cohousing and self-build. This diverse composition prevents scholars and practitioners from
arriving at commonly agreed terms and definitions. At the same time, it suggests a wealth of
innovation and lessons to be learned for potential sector growth. Growth in the sector is one
argument for closer academic scrutiny of CLH. Another is that England is significantly
under-performing relative to other countries, including Scotland where a far greater proportion
of social housing is community led (CCMH 2009; McKee 2009).
Coinciding with a political framing of new localism is widespread popular re-engagement
with a local sense of belonging at a convivial scale of civic engagement in particular towns
and cities. This is evident in a number of new social movements similarly embracing the
proximity and ideology of ‘slow’ to challenge the homogenizing effects of corporate
development that appear to threaten a cherished local identity and way of life (Carp 2011).
Since the late 1980s, the ‘slow’ moniker has been applied to food, fashion, housing and
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democracy, alongside more holistic place-based quality of life and sustainability initiatives.
A common denominator is that ‘slow’ has come to mean local, not in a parochial sense
but rather as a celebration of the ‘unique f lavour that the soils and traditions of a place impart’
(Clark and Teachout 2012: xxii).
One example is Cittaslow (pronounced ‘cheetah-slow’), which is a worldwide network of
over 175 towns and cities that have adopted a common set of goals and principles to enhance
their quality of life (Radstrom 2011; UK Cittaslow Network). Cittaslow is usefully described
as a place-specific, multi-faceted extension of the Slow Food movement, which began in Italy
in the late 1980s in response to what many perceived to be the negative health, social and
economic impacts of ‘fast food’ culture (Parkins and Craig 2006). Each Cittaslow town agrees
to adopt a number of principles intended to foster economic, social and environmental
sustainability. These are to encourage and celebrate diversity rather than standardisation, to
support and promote local culture and local traditions, to work for a more sustainable
environment, to raise awareness and appreciation of local produce and local businesses, to
promote healthy eating and healthy living and to work with the local community to build
on these principles (Knox 2005; Miele 2008). The latter implies ‘slow’ democracy to cultivate
‘processes that are inclusive, deliberative and citizen powered’ that ‘applaud a wide range of
regional democratic practices’ (Clark and Teachout 2012: xxii). Local diversity challenges the
tendency for local ‘best practice’ to be rolled out, recognising instead the opportunities and
constraints of place-based cultural context.
Curiously, while home and community are essential to a local sense of identity and
belonging, there is little evidence of a practical connection being made between citizen-led
quality of life initiatives and CLH, beyond the shared concern to promote civic engagement.
Nevertheless, a ‘slow housing’ manifesto offers a relevant critique of the way standardised
corporate development pervades ‘not only the way we build our homes and live in them,
but also the way we buy and sell them’ (Orsi 2011:1). The slow housing concept seeks to address
specified local needs, where residents exercise direct involvement in opportunities to shape their
immediate built environment and live in alignment with social and ecological values. It ref lects
what Amartya Sen defines as the ‘freedom’ to harness people’s capacity to lead the kind of lives
they value—and have reason to value (Evans 2002: 58). It describes alternative living
arrangements that are stif led by mainstream market models of speculative housing. According
to Heinonen et al. (2006), this ethos is not confined to ‘material’ aspects of living but rather
linked to ‘creative disruption’ of dominant corporate and commercial lifestyle assumptions
(Steele 2012, p. 182). In effect, the slow housing manifesto chimes with goals that are enshrined
in Cittaslow and CLH.
The emerging discourse around ‘new localism’ suggests broad political, cultural and practical
alignment around the positive connotations of community participation, including the idea that
ordinary people should be able to build homes for themselves and for their community. It is
broadly agreed that participation can summon forth new forms of citizenship that offer the
potential for local residents to shape and inf luence housing and community development in
socially progressive and sustainable ways. Yet, closer scrutiny of the relevant literature suggests
that umbrella terms of ‘localism’, ‘community-led’, ‘citizen participation’ and ‘slow’ have
resulted in fragmentation and the absence of a clear agenda for integrated research and policy.
This paper draws particular attention to citizen involvement in creating new or modified
forms of housing that are not available in the mainstream housing market. It does so by taking
a view of CLH that looks beyond individual dwelling to the development of community
facilities, a stronger sense of place identity and support for local employment, schools and shops.
Connections are made between a convivial scale of citizen participation in ‘slow’ quality of
life social movements and new forms of citizenship associated with CLH. This highlights the
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socio-spatial ‘architecture’ underpinning citizen participation and motivations that drive
CLH from the bottom–up ( Jarvis 2015). These need to be better conceptualised and
understood if research and policy are to support and enable the process of growing locally driven
housing solutions.
New Localism and Community Participation: By the People, for the People?
In a key paper on participation, John Heron (1996) asks academics to carefully consider whether
they are doing research with the public, rather than ‘for’ them or indeed ‘on’ them, as a subject.
Similarly, the questions who gets to build what, where and how, and why people feel motivated
to co-create alternative housing solutions, ref lect the extent to which development is
meaningfully citizen-led—whether citizens shape the neighbourhood and homes according
to their own needs or whether one community steers the development according to the
anticipated needs of another. Participation is reasonably understood as a voluntary capacity.
Arguably, it is desirable to encourage a broad scope of community participation, but not all
citizens want to be actively involved in local planning issues (London Tenants Federation
2014). For some people, participation is about ‘having a say’, by voting in a referendum or by
attending public consultations on proposals in a neighbourhood plan. For some cohorts
(such as young people, older people and those with special needs), the projects they are
consulted on may appear to reproduce the same limited options that already exist. Thus, what
distinguishes participation from consultation is the possibility for an alternative outcome that
would not otherwise have existed. In this sense, the power of participation rests not only with
the (unequal) capacity people have to shape their own environment and destiny but also
through motivations and orientations, as suggested by utopian methods of thinking and
imagining that other ways of living are possible (Levitas 2013).
Any attempt to categorise groups and projects in terms of who initiates and steers them risks
creating false binaries that pitch one scale or form of participation as being more/less legitimate.
Yet, a neglected feature of civic engagement rests with the power imbalance between existing
residents (who may or may not share a local sense of belonging) and newcomers (who may be
excluded from mainstream housing options, motivated to participate in alternative CLH solutions). We need to consider not only the claims of the incumbent population but also those
of would-be residents and future generations. Negotiating issues of participation and power
as a function of stewardship also pertain to the social organisation and governance of individual
CLH. In the literature on intentional communities, for instance, it is usual to distinguish
between those ‘forming’ community, as pioneers or early adopters, and those ‘finding’
(or joining) an established community (Christian 2007, 163). On the one hand, this
acknowledges a huge debt owed to early adopters for their unpaid localism. On the other hand,
it disrupts the idea that promoting community participation is sufficient
…to encourage the inclusion of outsiders, to break down barriers created by wealth and privilege
(or knowledge and motivation), or prevent those that are already better off and more dominant from
ﬂourishing at the expense of others. (Coote 2011: 85)

Two competing perspectives can be identified in the literature. A generally positive view
suggests that the new localism opens up new spaces for democratic practice, specifically civil
society initiatives, enabling more inf luential citizenship and participation in local decisionmaking processes (Healey 2007). Docherty et al. (2001) argue that effort devoted to civic
initiatives that build confidence in the benefits of citizen participation is not wasted. The
picture is more mixed for tenant participation in community-based social housing organisations
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where the suggestion is that without adequate public investment in housing conditions and
repairs, tenants do not identify participation, empowerment and community ownership as
key priorities (McKee 2009: 303). Tenants remain in a structurally weak position from which
to imagine or co-create alternative living arrangements, through the degree of control on offer.
Nevertheless, the Scottish experience of social housing stock transfer to community-based
organisations suggests that the landlord–tenant power relationship can be reconstituted
(Clapham and Kintrea 2000). Recent analysis in this field calls for a more nuanced
understanding of the scope, scale and extent of citizen participation in community ownership
of land and affordable housing within and between different parts of the UK (Moore and
McKee 2014; Moore and Mullins 2013; Skerratt and Hall 2011).
A negative view of new localism points to evidence that it ‘incorporates both neoliberal
goals and emphasis upon citizen participation’ arguing that this tension ultimately drives a
contradictory emphasis on political expedience and the rapid delivery of housing over
meaningful participation (Elwood 2004, p. 760). Michael Ball (2004: 119) points to a number
of ambiguities whereby public sector grants and subsidies call for community involvement but
in a framework of participation, which tends to reinforce rather than challenge existing
coalitions of community representation. According to Ash Amin (2005), for active citizenship
to be meaningful in community-led development, it has to be ‘without strings’. Rather than
to emphasise involvement in management, he highlights a messier process of empathetic
‘sociality’ with ‘the potential to shift attitudes and behaviours through engagement’ (Amin
2005: 628). We saw this earlier in ‘slow’ localism that seeks to cultivate diverse democratic
practices. Accordingly, it may be that ‘the sheer volume of civic activity should be seen as a
gradual filling in of a democratic void’ (Amin 2005: 628).
Conceptualising CLH
As noted earlier, the term CLH describes many different types of housing. As an umbrella term,
it stands in opposition to speculative building for the open market and the large corporations or
state entities that build and allocate housing in a remote fashion. This is what aligns CLH to a
‘slow’ ideology and concern to rescue the functional qualities of domestic architecture from
globalised, standardised ‘faceless sprawl’. A recurring theme is the notion of community
empowerment, especially for tenants who are usually ‘housed’ by big corporation to a ‘top–
down’ assessment of need. Nevertheless, while community participation is a defining
characteristic, citizenship functions on a continuum of modes and scales—from one citizen
building their own home, to a self-organising group working together to create a
neighbourhood with shared amenities, as with the cohousing concept—to citizen-led
development trusts with a mandate to develop social housing for local residents as a non-profit
organisation.
A selection of CLH approaches are explained here specifically to highlight key social,
material, legal, organisational and motivational distinctions that determine who gets to build
what, where, how and why. This explains why cohousing is introduced as a discrete approach
rather than the longer established mutual and co-operative model. While the socio-spatial
concept that underpins cohousing can be realised through a cooperative procurement model,
the majority of mutual and co-operative housing function without the shared space and purposeful common amenities that distinguish cohousing.
SELF-BUILD (SELF-HELP)

The idea of ordinary people and community groups building homes for themselves is neither
new nor unique to a particular place. When compared internationally, the UK has a historically
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weak self-build sector, and it is a government aspiration to double output over the next decade
(Wallace et al. 2013). Self-build currently accounts for 8% of all new housing, compared with
50% or more in most other developed countries (NaSBA 2011: 2). While, in the UK, ‘selfbuild’ is typically associated with an educated middle class elite building to their own preferences
(Benson 2012), ‘self-help housing involves groups of local people bringing back into use empty
properties that are in limbo’ (BSHF 2011: 4).
The planning literature explains weak development in terms of the high financial cost of land
acquisition and the red-tape associated with bringing land forward for development. Yet, this
does not explain the concentration of pioneer projects in particular regions long associated with
a ‘radical’ politics or tradition of community engagement and transgressive social movements
(Coates 2001; Rigby 1974) nor does it explain why citizen-led housing has periodically
f lourished in the UK both inside and outside the housing market and conventional planning
system (Benson 2012; Hardy and Ward 1984).
A simple definition of self-build housing is housing built by individuals or a group of
individuals for their own use (NaSBA 2011, p. 2). Yet, a recent typology of self-build in
England highlights the paradox of a policy to promote innovative grassroots alternatives that fails
to differentiate between private preference and group work. The intention of the 2011 Housing
Strategy was to signal greater opportunity for people to ‘customise’ their own home than is
suggested by self-build as a marginal housing option. As a consequence, this new blanket
definition (custom build) subsumes cohousing, eco-villages, sweat equity models, CLTs and
social rented models (Wallace et al. 2013: 7). In practice, most self-build projects are purpose
made to the needs of an individual/household without reference to collaboration with other
citizens, except in the process of acquiring planning permission and working with appointed
contractors. At the same time, the Building and Social Housing Foundation claims that one
in five self-builders are interested in building as part of a community of self-builders, rather than
as a solo project (BSHF 2014). It is vital not to lose sight of the distinctions between what it takes
to build a community as distinct from housing. Mullins (2010) differentiates ‘custom build’ from
working-class traditions of community ‘self-help’. While self-build housing involves
constructing permanent homes from scratch, typically investing in innovative low-impact
technologies, self-help offers a means to tackle dereliction and blight by drawing on community
assets of ‘sweat equity’ (BSHF 2011). By providing skills and training in the process of building
homes, it suggests a holistic approach to housing and employment. This harks back to the
community architecture movement that brief ly surfaced in the 1980s, which was motivated
by passionate opposition to modern architecture and the power of remote experts and
politicians (Knevitt and Wates 1987). From this discussion, it is suggested that the language of
self-build needs to better ref lect different degrees of citizen control and collective imagination
and the impact this has on the possibility for alternative patterns of behaviour, technology, social
organisation and community resilience.
COHOUSING

Cohousing is a form of collective housing development in which residents actively participate in
creating living environments that are not available in the mainstream market. Cohousing is not
defined by its legal structure or by any idealised tenure: a group of 20 to 30 households will
function as a non-profit association (whether as a cooperative or as a company limited
by guarantee) while individual homes may be purchased for owner occupation or occupied
through rental or intermediate leasehold arrangements (Woodin et al. 2010). While the
development process will involve elements of ‘self-build’, the actual building process is
secondary to the socio-spatial concept itself. This combines shared with private spaces and
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amenities, and it embeds self-managed governance structures in a deliberate attempt to increase
purposeful interaction between neighbours. The concept is capable of adapting to different
models of more/less collective ownership and intentional values, and it offers scope for cultural
as well as social, economic and material innovations (Sargisson 2010). For instance, Mattheiu
Lietaert (2010) observes that cohousing is naturally allied to ‘sustainable degrowth’ because it
establishes a holistic environment for learning about and enacting the behaviour changes necessary to reduce consumption and wage-based production (see also Jarvis 2011).
The cohousing concept is inspired by Danish bof lesskab (living-togetherness) and Swedish
kollektivhus (collective housing) dating from the late 1960s (Vestbro 1992), but it captures the
enduring ideals of a much longer communal imagination. Neighbours regularly sit down to
eat meals that they prepare and eat together in a common house, and this commitment to shared
meals is widely held as the benchmark of shared cultural meaning and purpose (Meltzer 2005,
p. 8). Motives and characteristics of intention vary, but they typically address issues of social
isolation and well-being, especially for an ageing population, and behaviour changes
needed to reduce household energy consumption and waste and to support economic
localisation (Field 2011).
International comparisons are complicated by the lack of clarity and consistency in the way
common terms are used and translated (Tummers 2015). In Germany, for instance, where there
are an estimated 190 000 cooperative association apartments in Berlin alone, a large proportion
of the cohousing builder collectives or Baugruppen represent partnerships between public bodies
and voluntary and community sector organisations rather than the image often projected of an
autonomous resident group (Ring 2013). Cohousing in Sweden is unusual not only for early
adoption but also because most schemes are built in urban areas at relatively high density and
they are state owned. In Denmark where close to 5% of the population live in some form of
community housing, the majority of cohousing projects have been built by private citizen
groups, typically purchasing cheaper land in rural areas or small towns with good access to public
transport. Recent developments in Scandinavia ref lect eco-architectural innovations oriented
to urban areas that are intended to tackle affordability and supportive neighbourhood arrangements for an ageing population (Lietaert 2010). In the UK, by contrast, there are currently just
54 cohousing communities completed or under construction (Gulliver et al. 2013, p. 25;
UKCN 2014).
COMMUNITY LAND TRUSTS

Community Land Trusts are non-profit community-based organisations that are run by
volunteers. They can be established to develop housing, workshops, community facilities or
other assets, providing this is for the express purpose of furthering the social, economic and
environmental interests of a local community, which is usually defined in relation to a
geographic area. They can be established for the purpose of acquiring and managing land and
other assets that provide benefit to the local community (Davis 2010). Although CLTs are
relatively new in England, they build on a long established history of community ownership
and management of housing (such as in the Garden Cities that are based on a model where
a community trust owns and manages the assets on behalf of the community) (Community
Land Trust 2014). They have f lourished in Scotland over a longer history, and rural communities have used new legislation to acquire land in perpetuity such as for the residents of Eigg who
collectively set up the Isle of Eigg Trust to buy their island in 1997 (Moore and McKee 2012;
Riddoch 2011).
The concept was first adopted in the USA in the late 1960s, inf luenced by a mix of
American Indian ideas on stewardship of the commons and the civil rights movement
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(Moore and Mckee 2012, p. 281). Since 2000, the number of CLTs has grown significantly in
the USA (with an estimated 240 organisations and over 5000 homes represented by this model).
Growth has been similar internationally, but it has been uneven across the UK ref lecting
legislative differences between the four jurisdictions. Recent growth recognises that CLTs offer
a method of delivering affordable housing that empowers local communities and provides
democratic management of community assets (Moore and Mckee 2012, p. 280). To create
affordability, a CLT needs to receive initial subsidy in one form or another—be it free land,
or financial grants from government, charities or benefactors. A proportion of equity is retained
by the CLT to try to suppress the resale price and ensure that the property remains affordable for
the next buyer (Moore and McKee 2012: 281). In property law, this is referred to as an ‘asset
lock’. This facility to limit property speculation to retain the benefits of regeneration for the
local area and target clientele is fundamental to the CLT structure (CLT UK 2014).
Conceptualising the process of ‘slow’ housing development
The previous discussion suggests that a diverse array of citizen participation shapes the way that
communities are crafted through action in the development process. Although it is reasonable to
argue that civic participation in public life is a necessary condition of human f lourishing, it is not
sufficient as a way of transforming what is produced and how it is inhabited. For example, the
process varies in the extent to which the design and build are undertaken ‘by’ or ‘for’ the
occupants of the finished project. This distinction is illustrated in Figure 1 as a combined
function of co-production, shared spaces for social interaction and the ‘social architecture’
of self-governance. Different outcomes are similarly suggested by comparing ‘self-made’ (built
by) and ‘ready-made’ (built for) development whereby citizen-led development trusts rarely
deviate from conventional expectations of single family dwelling. This explains why it is not
inevitable that CLH will look or function very differently from mainstream provision.

Fig. 1. Stages of community-led housing development represented for three discrete ‘scale-types’ of citizen-participation.
Looking at the process of development (e.g. the extent to which the vision, customisation and governance is ‘by’ or ‘for’
the inhabitants) indicates how this can inﬂuence the product and wider social/environmental impact.
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Figure 1 also illustrates the significance of competing motivations, such as to deliver
affordable housing as social housing for local residents, or to deliver an ecological, affordable
and community-based approach to construction (Chatterton 2013, p. 1659). In the UK, public
sector grants and subsidies have strict conditions attached that define affordability in terms of
income and needs-based eligibility for housing assistance. Accepting public funding imposes
restrictions on who can be housed there. This typically prevents prospective tenants from being
involved in the design of the homes they go on to occupy. For a self-governing cohousing
group, whether or not the group undertakes to build as a project of DIY or by working with
a contractor, affordability tends to be limited to a modified or intermediate market model. In
the Leeds-based project: Low Impact Living Affordable Community (Lilac) home ownership
is decommodified to an extent within a Mutual Home Ownership Society affordability model.
This promotes access to less wealthy groups and discourages wealthier groups who are seeking
speculative returns from housing, by dampening increases in resale values the property remains
affordable from one generation to the next (Chatterton 2013, p. 1665).
By exploring the process of participation for three discrete scale-types in Figure 1, it is possible
to deconstruct social, spatial and stewardship aspects of empowerment. If this approach were to
be extended, it would be possible to explain how collaborative design and build approaches
benefit from ‘economies of propinquity’ in opposition to the orthodox assumption of an
economy of scale. This would take into account the motivations and impact of those
involved. For example, there are critics who suggest that self-governing groups act from a
narrow basis of self-interest, to provide their own housing. At the extreme, pejorative
comparisons are made with common interest ( gated) communities (Chiodelli and Baglione
2014). Yet, there is more extensive evidence asserting positive claims of wider social
benefit, with communities serving as living laboratories for ‘learning, research and replicability’
(Chatterton 2015: 175). Most cohousing communities have public spaces in which to organise
regular workshops and their buildings are open to socio-technical performance evaluation.
Building a robust evidence base from which to demonstrate claims of social benefit is one
way for established CLH to help build momentum in the sector.
Conclusions
A local sense of belonging continues to matter to most people. This attachment crucially
functions through the social, material and institutional structures of housing that determine
‘how and where’ people live in relation to their neighbours and immediate environment. As
Perkins and Thorns (2012, p. 74) observe: ‘we all live somewhere, and a place to live allows
us to connect with people, the wider community and natural environment’: it is about making
a home in a community of belonging. Yet, the literature suggests that very often, relationships
between housing, place and community development are viewed in piecemeal fashion; worse
still, when ‘solutions’ are applied to one piece of the puzzle (building more houses to
address affordability), they can disrupt other key relationships.
The key point is that civic engagement in housing and neighbourhood planning should not
be viewed as an end in itself, where ‘having a say’ is reduced to consultation simply to fulfil the
requirements of a government funding application. Instead, a f lourishing public life will open
up multiple spaces for community organisation and democracy. It takes time to cultivate
cooperation and collaboration ‘as a craft’ that ‘requires of people the skill of understanding
and responding to one another in order to act together’ (Sennett 2012, p. x). From this, we
discovered the ‘slow’ process of cultivating inclusion, deliberation and innovation. This is
important because there is a risk in policy making that one CLH model or approach will be
favoured over another and taken out of context. Critics of neoliberal localism and advocates
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of slow housing similarly highlight the social benefits to be gained, in learning and innovation,
from small-scale, diverse, grass roots interventions (BSHF 2014; O’Donovan and Rubbra
2012). Wendy Steele (2012) makes a similar point in relation to housing in Australia. She
advances the ideology of slow housing as an antidote to perceived problems with local
authorities simply ‘scaling up’ local affordable housing strategies in cities where affordable
housing is in short supply. She calls for a continuum of alternative housing possibilities that
either supplement or supplant the ‘fast housing’ status quo in which economic growth, speed
and efficiency displace equity (Steele 2012, p. 184).
A call for connections to be made between citizen-led quality of life initiatives and a
politically motivated policy of increasing CLH and place making is not simply a call for more
‘joined up thinking’. Instead, integrated debates need to highlight structural f laws in the wider
housing and land markets and to challenge the neoliberal goals enshrined in the new localism.
This resonates with arguments made elsewhere in human geography that emphasise the
need for connectedness and interdependence based on ‘mutual obligations and relations of trust’
(McDowell 2004, p. 157), ‘cooperation rather than competition’ and ‘interdependence over
individuation’ (Smith 2004, p. 11).
It is tempting to conclude that any form of community-led development has a degree of
citizen representation and thus capacity for community empowerment. However, it is evident
from established public life studies that politicised forms of localism (stakeholder representation)
do not equate with active participation by the people who will occupy and make sense of the
places involved (Alexander 1977; Jacobs 1961). Despite a wealth of research literature and
popular media interest in local participation in community housing and public life, there
remains much to be explained and understood in this disparate field.
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