
Feature

NaoibhO’Connor
noconnor@vancourier.com

Settling onto his couch
with a coffee in hand,
Jack Brondwin surveys his
comfortable, modest-sized
apartment in the century-
old heritage home he owns
onWest 12th Avenue. The
house, located near city hall,
is within walking distance of
shops, transit and parks.
The 68-year-old’s suite

features two bedrooms,
two bathrooms, a kitchen,
dining area, walls adorned
with art, a bookshelf stuffed
with books, and workout
equipment organized neatly
in one corner. While enjoy-
ing the independent life he’s
carved out in central Van-
couver, the retired veteri-
narian is prepared to trade
it in for something entirely
different.
Brondwin belongs to

Little Mountain Cohousing,
a group that aims to set up
the city’s second, multi-gen-
erational cohousing com-
munity, likely near Main
Street. (Vancouver’s first
cohousing complex is under
construction in Kensington-
Cedar Cottage.)
“My life is pretty good. I

have everything I need. I’m
quite happy here,” he says
one afternoon in February.
“I’m not in [such] need that
I have to have it— I’m doing
it as a choice because I think
it will be better.”
Brondwin, who’s single,

worries about living alone
during his senior years, but

he also believes he has much
to offer— in knowledge,
time and interests— to
younger generations, as well
as to his contemporaries.
“The appeal of cohousing

is that a lot of us, me in-
cluded, as we are aging, our
families are dispersing. One
of my children is in Toronto
and another one wants to
move to Powell River. I see
that my prospects in the
future are that I’ll be living
in Vancouver without any
family members.”
Loneliness, he points out,

is considered one of the pri-
mary reasons people don’t
age well.
A 2012 Vancouver

Foundation survey found
that social isolation was, in
fact, a serious concern with
Metro Vancouver residents
who indicated the region
can be a hard place to make
friends, that neighbourhood
connections are “cordial
but weak” and that many
residents are retreating
from community life.
But Brondwin plans to

embrace community life.
“Cohousing is the op-

posite of [a lonely exis-
tence]. It allows people to
enter into a community of
like-minded people where
they can share all kinds of
activities and they can be in-
volved in events and [they]
are able to create a family of
their own,” he says.

Building community
Cohousing communities

have emerged in various

parts of B.C. over the years,
including in Langley, North
Vancouver and Burnaby.
They’ve been slow to form
in Vancouver due to the
high cost of land, but the
Kensington-Cedar Cot-
tage project proved it’s
not impossible and Little
Mountain Cohousing hopes
to follow suit.
Setting up a cohousing

community isn’t simple,
however. It’s a years-long
commitment. The group
Brondwin joined initially
considered a seniors-only co-
housing group in Kerrisdale,
but members dropped the
idea in favour amulti-gen-
erational community closer
toMain Street in the Little
Mountain neighbourhood.
At one point, the group, with
help fromAlan Forrester, a
land developer who under-
stands cohousing, had an
option on a two-lot parcel
and went as far as submitting
architectural drawings to the
city to see if their proposal
was possible. The city agreed
it was possible, but the group
concluded the site was too
small, there weren’t enough
equity members and the pro-
cess wasmoving too quickly.
Little Mountain Cohous-

ing is now searching for a
larger, three-lot site with
the assistance of Forrester,
who was also involved in
the land assembly for the
East Vancouver cohousing
project.
It’s also seeking more

members to help finance
the down payment.

Currently, it has two eq-
uity members — Brondwin
and Pansy Chau, who each
contributed $20,000, while
a family with three children
is taking steps to become
the third equity member.
The group also has 11

associate members who
pay a small membership
fee and may buy units in
the complex.
Cohousing groups

typically need five to 10
equity members, depend-
ing on how much each
contributes, to cover initial
development costs and the
down payment, according
to Brondwin.
The rest of the financing

is generated through bank
loans.
Brondwin envisions a

25-to-30 unit building, with
a purchase price of roughly
$665 per square foot. That
could translate to any-
where between $285,000
and $620,000, depending
on the size of the suite,
although concrete details
have yet to be finalized.
“It’s not a cheap propo-

sition and that’s why it
tends to attract people
that already have houses,
so they already have some
equity,” says Brondwin
who explains the cost of
a cohousing unit is often
comparable to a similar-
sized market unit in the
same neighbourhood.
Cohousing’s advantage

is that owners get their
own private suite plus
access to large common

spaces, which often include
outdoor areas, an office, a
common kitchen for group
meals, a guest room for
visitors, as well as other
common spaces such as a
yoga room or a workshop.
Space allocation is up to
the needs of the cohousing
group involved in designing
the project.
Residents also benefit

from social relationships
within the community and
the collective skills of the
group. Older residents or
stay-at-home parents may
be able to help young fami-
lies with childcare, while
younger residents may be
able to help older ones with
trips to the doctor. Shared
vehicles are common,
which reduces transporta-
tion costs. It can also be
easier to find someone with
a shared interest such as
gardening or hiking.
Decisions are made

through consensus, with
cohousing groups creating
their own way of function-
ing, which may include
many or few rules.
“Certainly, for people

who are very strong-minded
and not willing to coop-
erate, they would find it
difficult to reach consensus
because cohousing is about
consensual decision-mak-
ing,” Brondwin says. “So
it’s not for people who find
that tedious or who are not
willing to spend the time
doing that. However, the
advantages [of cohousing]
are so great.”

Livingwith your neighbours
Little Mountain group hopes to build city’s second co-housing project

Jack Brondwin, amember of Little Mountain Cohousing, is working to develop the city’s second cohousing complex. PHOTO JENNIFERGAUTHIER
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Cohousingrunbyconsensus
Collaborative living
Kathy McGrenera knows

of what Brondwin speaks.
She’s a founding member of
Quayside Village, a cohous-
ing complex in Lower Lons-
dale in North Vancouver.
From the 17-year-old

building’s central court-
yard, visitors can see the
entrances to all the units in
the multi-storey complex.
That’s not by accident.
“Cohousing is architectur-

ally designed to encourage
interaction,” explainsMc-
Grenera, who’s among those
advising the LittleMountain
Cohousing group.
McGrenera, who lives

in a 1,000-square-foot
unit, became interested in
the lifestyle in the 1990s
because she was planning
to be a single mother and
wanted to live more collab-
oratively. Neither she, nor
her daughter, who’s now
almost 17, have regrets.
“It worked out amazingly

well. [My daughter] makes
me regularly promise we’ll
never move out,” she says.
The courtyard, according

toMcGrenera, is often bus-
tling with activity, particu-
larly during summermonths
when a splash pool is out, the
barbeque is on and potlucks
are commonplace.
Inside, there’s a large

common living area with a
fireplace on the main floor,
a shared bathroom, a guest
bedroom for visitors, as well
as an office used by two of
the residents — a midwife
and a naturopath.
The living area leads into

a spacious, modern-looking
kitchen with several dining
tables. Common meals are
held twice a week for those
interested. On the top floor
is a deck with a spectacu-
lar view of the water and
a “dome room” used for

activities ranging from
meditation to yoga to mas-
sage appointments.
“That’s the beauty of

cohousing. You try to make
the most desirable spaces in
the building shared ones,”
says McGrenera.
Conflict can arise, but she

says residents are compelled
to deal with it and settle
matters for the benefit of
the whole. Over the years,
residents have moved out,
but it’s usually because
they’re moving to a new city
or their family has outgrown
the space —Quayside Vil-
lage units range from 450 to
1,000 square feet.
“Interestingly, when

people are looking to
relocate for a more urban
or a more rural setting, they
often move to a different co-
housing location. Over the
17 years I have lived here,
we have had four house-
holds of people move here
fromWindsong cohousing
in Langley to be close to the
city, and three households
from here have moved to
Roberts Creek cohousing for

a more rural life,” McGren-
era told the Courier, adding
cohousing attracts a range of
personalities.
“It attracts curious, open-

minded people looking
for building collaboration.
It’s for people who live life
fully [and enjoy] engaging
with a diversity of people.
Surprisingly, there are lots
of introverts who live in co-
housing because it’s a hous-
ing form that supports a lot
of privacy and at the same
time has lots of chances for
interaction.”
Back in his house on

West 12th, Brondwin is op-
timistic the Little Mountain
Cohousing project will be
realized. He anticipates the
group will have as many
as six equity members by
May, with an overall goal
of 10. He concedes he’s
taking a financial risk by
being among the first equity
members, but he’s con-
vinced it’s worth it.
“If you wish to start

something, you have to take
a risk. But I think it will be
successful,” he insists.

A consensus decision mak-
ing workshop and potluck
dinner is being held from 3
to 7 p.m., March 15, while
a Little Mountain Cohous-
ing information meeting is
scheduled from 2 to 3:30 p.m.,
March 21.
Details about Little Moun-

tain Cohousing, as well as
details and locations of the up-
coming meetings, can be found
at littlemountaincohousing.ca.
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KathyMcGrenera is advising the Little Mountain Cohousing Group. McGrenera is a foundingmember
of Quayside Village, a cohousing complex in North Vancouver. PHOTODANTOULGOET

WEDNESDAY, MARCH 4, 2015 THE VANCOUVER COURIER A7

Development Permit Board
Meeting: March 9
The Development Permit Board and Advisory Panel
will meet:

Monday, March 9, 2015 at 3 pm
Vancouver City Hall, 453 West 12th Avenue
Ground Floor, Town Hall Meeting Room

to consider this development permit application:

5099 Joyce Avenue: To renovate and expand the
existing Joyce SkyTrain Station including a new
expanded 875-square-metre east station house with
a ticket hall, concourse, escalators, elevator, bike
storage room, ancillary retail spaces and provision
for future public bathrooms. Exterior surfaces will be
re-clad, electrical systems replaced, and a new
transit plaza on Vanness Street added, including
a new pick-up and drop off area with landscape
components and lighting.

Please contact City Hall Security (ground floor) if
your vehicle may be parked at City Hall for more
than two hours.

TO SPEAK ON THIS ITEM:
604-873-7469 or
lorna.harvey@vancouver.ca
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