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INTRODUCTION

BEND is a not-for-profit incorporated association whose purpose is to develop an eco-neighbourhood on the edge of Bega. The eco-neighbourhood will be a groundbreaking model of sustainable living. 

As part of our vision of an ecologically and socially sustainable neighbourhood, BEND is committed to creating affordable housing solutions. We have reserved seven blocks in the eco-neighbourhood specifically for this purpose. We are willing to work with any interested groups or individuals to achieve this aim.

BEND members are in the early stages of forming a housing co-op that will aim to purchase some or all of the seven blocks. The co-op will be owned and managed by its tenants, giving them greater control over this part of their lives. We also welcome other housing providers who were interested in being involved in the neighbourhood.

This prospectus aims to bring together the following groups and individuals:

1. Affordable housing providers.

2. Investors who are prepared to lend at low interest rates.

3. Governments and philanthropists who can support us with grants or gifts.

4. Interested prospective residents or housing co-op members.
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BEND

BEND is seeking to develop an eco-neighbourhood on the edge of Bega. The Association has purchased a 32-acre block of land on the north-eastern edge of Bega and lodged a development application with the Bega Valley Shire Council (BVSC) to place Community Title over the block and subdivide some six acres of this into 21 lots with Freehold Title. The council has formally given consent in principle to the development.

The aim of this association is to purchase land and develop a working ecologically and socially sustainable urban housing neighbourhood, which will allow for a diverse socio-economic community.

The Association was established in December 2002 with the following objectives:

To purchase land for housing, agricultural and other uses; 

To ensure that these buildings and activities are ecologically and socially sustainable;

To encourage the development of a socially and economically inclusive neighbourhood;

To work together with other groups in attaining these objectives;

To support the formation of a community (or residents) association which will maintain these objectives.

The Association now has more than 80 members.

The philosophical basis of the eco-neighbourhood project 

Those who have participated in preparing the development proposal share the views that:

Individually and as a society we have to significantly reduce our ecological footprint on the earth. In particular our current consumption of energy and water cannot be sustained. Equally our current forms of land use are unsustainable. As individuals and communities we are both diverse and interdependent. For human life to be sustainable we need to accept our diversity and work creatively with each other.

The principles of permaculture (see appendix) have been applied to this development proposal to achieve a sustainable human settlement. 
BEND was established on the basis of inclusion and consensus (see appendix), with the intention of empowering members to participate fully in decision-making. Meetings have always been open to anyone and decisions have been made by consensus. Its Rules of Incorporation include a definition of consensus and provide an alternative process should consensus fail to be achieved.

In BEND’s management statement both environmental and social sustainability are addressed. Environmental sustainability will be encouraged in many ways such as mandatory grid interactive solar power, water tanks and onsite greywater systems. The neighbourhood management statement (contact us if you would like a copy or summary of the management statement) fosters Social sustainability by promoting consensus decision-making processes.

THE BEND SITE 
The BEND site is situated on the north-eastern edge of Bega, in a rural setting and with food production and nature conservation integral and important priorities in the design of the development. It is only a short walk from the centre of town. It is bounded by East St to the east, Bridge St to the north, residential blocks (including Mumbulla School and Casuarina Hostel for the Elderly) to the south, Parker St (designated, but not constructed) to the northwest and alluvial agricultural land to the south west. The Bega Valley Shire Council are neighbours to the east (the old racecourse site) and the north (the Bega River).

Residents will enjoy the amenity of over 20 acres of commonly owned land, with access to the Bega River, an anabranch of which crosses the site. A neighbourhood house with laundry is also being constructed for the residents. Areas of the common land will be available for agricultural purposes, which could be income generating for residents. 

Figure 1 shows the property boundaries and the site location. 
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AFFORDABLE HOUSING

The Bega Valley is currently experiencing a rental-housing crisis. The population is increasing and is set to increase over the coming years. As the demand hots up, the cost of housing is on the increase. Groups such as kooris, young people, disabled people, older people and single parents generally suffer the most. The wider community needs to find solutions for those who cannot afford to purchase their own home and are at the mercy of the rental housing market.

For those wishing to live in an environmentally responsible way, the standard rental market is unfriendly. For example, it can be hard to convince a landlord to install a solar hot water system, a rainwater tank or retrofit a house to maximise its solar passive efficiency. Especially when there may be no short-term financial gain. This means that tenants are forced to compromise on their ideals, even when fulfilling those ideals would be of benefit to the wider community.

Rental accommodation in an eco-neighbourhood where tenants can live responsibly is a rare opportunity that will be seized upon. To provide the opportunity for disadvantaged people to be included in an environmentally progressive neighbourhood is a major step in dealing with the global environmental challenges we are currently facing.

BEND members are excited to be helping to provide such opportunities. We are also eager to establish a neighbourhood that includes and is welcoming to all people who wish to live this way. By creating a mixture of privately owned and rental accommodation we hope to provide an opportunity for harmonious social diversity.

How does BEND plan to achieve all of this?

The affordable housing component of the BEND project will only be possible through partnerships with other organisations. We will need support from all levels of government, financial institutions, philanthropic bodies, other housing providers and the local community.

BEND will undertake the initial stage. We will source grants and low-interest loans to cover the cost of land purchase and basic infrastructure development of the seven blocks allocated to Affordable Housing. At the same time we will initiate the formation of the Bega Eco Housing Co-operative and establish links with other housing providers.

By September 2006 we aim to be in a position to transfer the titles of those blocks to the Co-op (and/or other housing providers), along with any attached mortgages.

How can other organisations/providers become involved? 

BEND is committed to making affordable housing in Bega a reality as soon as possible, with the input of other organisations who share our philanthropic vision. At any stage in the process, groups dedicated to providing affordable housing can be involved in partnership with BEND and the Co-op, either by purchasing and building on a block; by linking us with potential tenants; providing financial support; offering support services once the tenants are in place; or sharing expertise and advice about housing options for disadvantaged groups.

For example, if another group planned to provide housing for the elderly, the proximity to central Bega might make the BEND site particularly attractive. BEND can offer blocks that the provider or group could immediately build upon within the guidelines of our neighbourhood Management Statement, and with every assistance from BEND including, where possible, the selection of blocks that best meet the needs of certain tenants. 

THE CO-OP

As well as attempting to involve other housing providers, BEND will focus on the formation of an Eco Housing Co-op to provide this affordable housing.

What is our vision for the Eco Housing Co-op?

- The Eco Housing Co-op will be an incorporated body owned and run by its members.

- Upon taking up residency, tenants will become members of the Co-op.

- Only tenants of the co-op will be eligible for membership.

- The Co-op will use the consensus decision-making processes that have characterised the entire BEND development and are in place in the Neighbourhood Association.

- The Co-op will design and build housing for its members.

- Housing designs will aim to minimise the use of non-renewable resources and maximise energy and water efficiency.

- The Co-op will promote sustainable solutions for social housing needs.

- The Co-op will offer possibility of a renting system that is means-based (i.e. rental payments will be proportional to income).

 - The Co-op is a way to provide a range of housing options including:



- low-cost rental housing



- shared housing



- the possibility of rent-to-own housing



- short-term high-density crisis accommodation



- housing for people with special/high needs

A housing cooperative aims to provide housing opportunities to those without the assets or earning power to purchase homes. An eco housing co-op would incorporate both environmental and social sustainability. It also gives tenants as much authority as landowners in the neighbourhood as well as control over their housing.

Home ownership has been shown to be one of the prime building blocks of a healthy and thriving community. It provides a sense of security, stability and continuity, a sense of participation and belonging. People who live in their own homes have a stronger interest in their neighbourhood as well as their own home, and are more willing and able to make long-term commitments to their community and environment.

The co-op will potentially own 7 blocks of land in the neighbourhood, some of which will permit dual dwellings. Being landowners, the co-op members will get to take part in the consensus process that will govern the neighbourhood via the Neighbourhood Association. This means that members of the co-op, being tenants of those properties, will have the same rights and responsibilities as landowners. Co-op members will also have control over their housing, which will foster some of the benefits of home ownership. Home ownership provides a sense of autonomy and independence. The coop members will be able to renovate, decorate and improve their homes. They can plant a tree in the garden with the expectation of one day sitting in its shade and picking its fruit. 

How the co-op will be established:

BEND will bring together interested tenants, working with them through the process of writing a constitution and supporting them with housing design.

At this stage BEND will transfer the titles of those blocks to the Co-op along with any attached mortgages. BEND will have worked with the Co-op and its potential members to source further funds for the construction of dwellings. BEND will not hand titles and mortgages over to the Co-op unless both BEND and the Co-op are confident that finances are available for the construction of dwellings.

During the first few years the Co-op may be burdened by a large debt. The debt will be repaid from the rental income generated by the Co-op. The housing must be affordable, so any loans the Co-op receives must be set at very low interest rates. We do not expect to receive such loans from commercial lending institutions, but will depend upon governments, philanthropic bodies, housing providers, community based financial institutions (building societies, credit unions etc.), and supportive individuals from the local community and beyond.

Once the land is in the possession of the Co-op, it will be able to submit development applications to the Bega Valley Shire Council. The designs of the houses will be developed by the Co-op members with the support of BEND members. The dwellings will provide for the needs of the members. There will be a particular focus on the needs of disabled, frail and elderly tenants (accessibility etc.), as well as the needs of low-income households (energy efficient design for example, will decrease household expenses).

The construction will be coordinated by the Co-op. Members will be encouraged to participate in the development, gaining skills and accruing some form of ‘sweat equity’ which will reduce their rental payments in the future. This will assist in keeping the cost of the project down.

How will the Co-op function?
Once the dwellings are built, the Co-op will come into its own. Fine details of the running of the Co-op will be determined by interested potential tenants and included in a constitution that attempts to accommodate the needs of the diverse tenants anticipated.

Our vision includes:

 - a renting system that is means-based (i.e. rental payments will be proportional to income). 
 - consensus decision-making.

Financial details for the Co-op proposal

The following budget is based on our initial research. Firm quotes etc. will be gathered over the coming months.

If the co-op were to purchase all seven blocks, we would aim to develop 5 blocks as dual occupancies and 2 blocks as single occupancies, giving a total of 12 dwellings.

The cost of the blocks will be approximately $100,000 each.

We also anticipate spending $2,000 per block on stamp duty.

Allowing for savings in labour and materials, due to the input of Co-op members and others, we expect to spend $150,000 per building (per block, whether single or dual occupancy, as the total built area will be approximately the same).

The cost of mandatory services and amenities (solar panels, grid interactive system, composting toilet etc) we estimate at $50,000 for each of the 12 dwellings.

This comes to $302,000 per single occupancy house and land, and $176,000 for each dual occupancy house on its land.

For seven blocks that’s $2,364,000 total. 

Given approx 4 adults in each single occupancy household and 2 in each dual occupancy household – that’s 28 co-op members.

The Co-op will have affordable shares of about $200 per adult, giving $5600 in shares. The remaining $2,628,400  we will source from grants, donations and low-interest loans.

These loans will be repaid from the rental income of the Co-op.

Initially BEND will source finance for the land and basic infrastructure. The land, along with its associated debt, will then be transferred to the Co-op.

Then the Co-op will require partially secured loans (against land value) to fund the construction phase. After the houses are constructed it will be able to offer some fully secured loans.

Loan periods could range from 2 to 35 years.

The interest we will be able to afford will be dependent on the amount we can raise from grants and donations, but will range from 0–6%pa. We have already been pledged a short-term interest-free loan of $96,000.

More details regarding the finances will available on request as the project progresses. 

CONCLUSION

The BEND project is a living example of innovative, progressive, community-driven development.

We see this approach as essential to positive environmental and social change.

A motivated team of BEND members has got the Affordable Housing component to this stage.

To further this project we need the support and involvement of groups and individuals such as you!

If you are interested in, or have any questions about the project contact any of the following:

Yogavarnam – Eco Housing Co-op contact  – 6494 7169   yogavarnam@bigpond.com

Peter Wild – BEND Treasurer  6493 2610  –  peterwild@asitis.net.au

Jenny Spinks – BEND Secretary  6492 5901 – jennyspinks@acr.net.au

Rob Tombs – Affordable Housing Team Convener  –  6493 0514   kaki@home.netspeed.com.au
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APPENDIX

Definitions

Permaculture is a system of energy efficient design for sustainable human settlements; a philosophy and an approach to land use that weaves together microclimate, annual and perennial plants, animals, soils, water management and human needs into intricately connected, productive communities. 

Environmental sustainability means living on the earth in a way that can be maintained by us as well as future generations. It means thinking well about our resources in a time when we face imminent extinction of our current ways of building, land developing and land use. Water shortage is becoming more of a real concern and looking at ways to conserve this precious resource is a major necessity. Thinking carefully about new ways to address issues such as land shortages, water shortages and an impending era without non-renewable resources like coal-powered electricity are all a part of environmental sustainability.

Social sustainability means taking care of ourselves, each other and setting up things well for future generations. It means inclusive neighbourhoods embracing the diversity of modern culture. Providing a model like the Affordable Housing project at BEND will help lead the way for neighbourhoods where people support each other and take responsibility for the well-being of themselves and their neighbours.

Consensus is an inclusive and empowering decision-making process whereby those present participate in discussion to reach a decision, which is agreed upon by all to be the best decision for the group. The process rests on the fundamental belief that each person has a piece of the truth. Each member of the group therefore must be given space and time in which to speak his or her truth and each must be listened to with respect. In consensus, as in ecosystems, each individual rules and is ruled by the larger community. In this web of reciprocal relationships, the beauty and strength of the whole is created.
