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A lack of appetite for co-operative housing? An historical exploration of 

the lack of co-operative solutions in the Australian housing sector.   
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Flanagan and Jacobs (2019) call for the “long view” in housing studies to develop an historical 

sensitivity and to reflect on the construction of narratives around the appropriateness of housing 

models. The long view could potentially reveal antecedent structures that may explain why some 

housing models develop to the expense of others. Cole (2006) suggests that housing studies are too 

focused on the present and the immediate impact of current policies, and instead need to seek an 

understanding of  the historical processes that have led to certain path-dependent institutions and 

solutions. He also states that historical housing studies have focused on chronological descriptions of 

policies, and less on critical analysis of underlying paradigms or philosophies that determine 

legislation and policymaking. Historical and comparative methods offer investigative forms that may 

contribute to explaining the ambitions and scope of current housing solutions and interventions 

(Jacobs, 2001; Jacobs & Manzi, 2017).  

Co-operatives and mutuals have emerged as self-organised collective welfare solutions providing 

goods, services, security (insurance), and finance (savings/lending) (Birchall, 2013; Patmore & 

Balnave, 2018; Zamagni, 2017) and yet there are, with some exceptions (Jensen, Patmore, & Tortia, 

2015) few studies that seek to explain why these collective welfare solutions prosper or disappear 

within different national contexts (Battilani & Schroter, 2012). While producer, consumer and 

agricultural co-operatives emerged as a response to the harsh impacts of the first industrial revolution 

in the UK, the construction of housing co-operatives were largely part of a post World War II 

reconstruction effort.  

In Germany, considered the home of member-owned credit and savings societies (Birchall, 2013), 

legislation in the mid and late 1800s made it compulsory to invest in welfare arrangements for 

workers, including cooperative housing associations (Kohl & Sørvoll, 2021). In the Nordic countries, 

prominent and diverse co-operative housing sectors (Denmark , Sweden and Norway) emerged 

primarily as post World War II reconstruction efforts. Diversity in housing models was influenced by 

political ideologies and agencies of major collective actors, such as trade unions and cooperative 

movements (Sweden and Norway), social democratic parties (Norway, Denmark and Sweden) and an 

underlying philosophical paradigm (Denmark) (Kohl & Sørvoll, 2021; Sørvoll & Bengtsson, 2016).  
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In contrast to continental Europe, many Anglophone countries have insubstantial housing co-

operative sectors, with a duopoly of renting or owning dominating housing choices. In the UK, for 

example, housing cooperatives were traditionally part of the social housing sector, which has 

diminished as neoliberal privatisation and rent to buy solutions have been implemented in spite of 

considerable opposition (Cole, 2006).  

Crabtree (2018) reviewed the current state of Australia’s co-operative housing sector finding that it is 

a similarly very small component of the overall housing system and dominated by affordable rental 

co-operatives established as part of the social housing system over the 1980s and 1990s. In 2017 there 

were over 3,200 such co-operative properties in Australia in roughly 200 co-operatives, with the 

majority in Victoria, New South Wales and South Australia. These often house a specific group of 

people such as low-income families, singles, cultural groups, or seniors that are eligible for social 

housing. The number of equity or ownership co-operatives in Australia is currently unknown, partly 

because there are no sector-specific peak bodies to represent or advocate for these housing co-

operatives. Recent reviews have identified substantial impediments to growing the co-operative 

housing sector (Crabtree, Grimstad, McNeill, Perry, & Power, 2019; Crabtree, Perry, Grimstad, & 

McNeill, 2019).  

Australia’s short 250-year-old settler colonial history means that historians are continuously grappling 

with the making of present-day Australian culture, society, and people (Belich, 2009; Karskens, 

2010). The chaotic emergence and rapid need for institutions to regulate property and promote export-

led agricultural productivity in the settler colony offers a contrast to housing origins in Europe. The 

settler ideology and weak or inappropriate institutions imported from the British Empire to the 

Australian colony may have been a factor in the insubstantial presence of a co-operative housing 

sector.  

Rapid colonisation in Australia impacted the physical landscape, with agricultural activity and 

urbanisation dispossessing Indigenous peoples, but it also introduced the logic of a settler colony 

where individually owned land replaced complex Indigenous ownership embedded in collaborative 

economic activity. This was strengthened by the British colonial ambition and institutions protecting 

individual property rights as tradeable assets for productive purposes (Belich, 2009; Campbell, 2020; 

Crabtree, 2013). While the Australian penal colony was originally to be a place of dread to deter 

crime, after only 30 years of existence Sydney had become a place of opportunity and was “decidedly 

urban, unambiguously commercial and already tied into global trade and capital” (Karskens, 2010, p. 

227). 

However, Australia was an early adopter of co-operative ideas arriving from the UK (Rhodes, 2012) 

with the flow of political convicts, entrepreneurial settlers and idealistic colonial administrators 

(Rhodes, Heiskanen, Henry, Hytinkoski, & Koppa, 2011). These ideals included models of co-

operative and affordable financing for housing, which were in high demand to avoid the “doom of a 

life in tenancy” as the colonial banks would not lend to low or middle-income households (Darnell, 

2006).  

This paper examines these historical factors as explanations for the lack of cooperative housing in 

Australia, and on that basis, examines current barriers and opportunities for expanding cooperatives 

and other forms of self-organised housing models. Findings based on document analysis of historical 

records around housing and housing finance in Australia suggest that a combination of settler 

ideology of private home ownership, weak and inappropriate legal and financial institutions (Abbott 

& Doucouliagos, 2001; Lewis, 1996; Thomson & Abbott, 1998), and poor experience with intentional 

and state-run cooperative settlements early in the colony (Hilder, Charles-Edwards, Sigler, & Metcalf, 

2018; Metcalf, 1995) generated the lack of co-operative housing in Australia.  
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