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Moving forward with mutuals and co-operatives 
Social innovation and public service reform 

 
Proposition: “Housing: there is an acute shortage of housing; most acutely felt by 

poor people in need of access to affordable homes” 

 

The proposition I have been asked to address has two parts: 

 

 Firstly, that “there is an acute shortage of housing”, and 

 Secondly, that the shortage of housing is “most acutely felt by poor people in need of 

access to an affordable home”. 

 

However, before I address the two elements of this proposition which relate to housing, I 

wish to address more generally the nature and importance of Co-operative enterprise in the 

world economy in order to place what I will say about housing in its wider co-operative and 

mutual enterprise context.  I wish to do this because there is often a great deal of confusion 

about the nature of co-operatives and other forms of mutual enterprise. 

 

This confusion was graphically shown recently, on 19th January, when the Prime Minister, 

David Cameron announced that the Law Commission was to be asked to prepare a bill to 

consolidate co-operative law. He placed this announcement within the context of what he 

described as his desire to tame the excesses of “turbo capitalism” and promote a new era of 

“popular capitalism”, an era of genuinely open markets and free enterprise within which he 

saw co-operatives being easier to set up, particularly to take over the provision of public 

services in an age of austerity: not a good time to consider setting up any business 

enterprise to replace public services that the government considers can no longer be 

afforded. 

 

The Prime Minister was right in his understanding that the majority of co-operative and 

mutual enterprises operate as businesses in the open, free market. He was wrong to 

associate them with “popular capitalism”, an expression last used by a British Prime Minister 

when the Thatcher government sold off British Gas and other publicly owned utilities using 
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the “Tell Sid” advertising campaign.  Co-operatives and mutuals are not capitalist 

enterprises. A capitalist enterprise is, by definition, one that is established to benefit 

investors, through dividend payments and increasing equity share values. A co-operative 

and a mutual business enterprise, by contrast, is one that offers a limited, if any, return on 

capital to those who provide it, usually its members, but returns the economic benefits of the 

business to its members who are the consumers who buy its goods or services or 

employees of the business enterprise, or a combination of the two. 

 

The Prime Minister would have been right, in this United Nations International Year of Co-

operatives, if he had recognised the distinct and alternative “non capitalist” nature of Co-

operative and mutual enterprise and, as the United Nations has done in its ‘strap line’ for the 

international year recognised that “Co-operative enterprises build a better world”. 

 

The difference between a mutual business enterprise and a co-operative enterprise is also 

often not properly understood. Len Wardle, the Chair of our largest UK Co-operative 

business, the Co-operative Group which has a turnover of £14 billion and competes 

exclusively in the free market, explains the distinction between a co-operative and a mutual 

business eruditely and simply when he says that: “A mutual enterprise is a business run for 

the benefit of its members. A Co-operative is a mutual business enterprise that operates in 

accordance with the internationally agreed Co-operative Principles and Values”. 

 

The scale of Co-operative enterprise (and by far the majority of mutuals are Co-operatives) 

is also often not appreciated. Some key facts are as follows: 

 

 Over 900 million individual members worldwide are members of Co-operatives 

affiliated to the International Co-operative Alliance. 

 The largest 300 Co-operatives – the Global 300 – have an annual turnover of $US 

1.6 trillion – a turnover equal to the world’s 9th largest economy, Canada. 

 Co-operatives provide more than 100 million jobs worldwide. 

 Financial co-operatives, credit unions and banks, serve over 857 million people – 

13% of the world’s population and are growing rapidly in the wake of the global 

financial crisis. 

 In Europe, representing a force for economic and social change, there are:  

o 160,000 co-operative enterprises, 

o with 123 million members, 

o which have created 5.4 million jobs, 
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o with a combined turnover of €300 billion per annum. 

 In the UK  there are: 

o 5,450 jointly owned, democratically controlled co-operative and mutual 

businesses, owned by more than 12.8 million members = 1 in 5 of the British 

population, 

o which have created and sustained more than 236,000 jobs,  

o and contribute £33.2 billion in turnover to the UK economy. 

 

As the United Nations recognised in its background paper for United Nations World Summit  

on Social Development, in Copenhagen in 1995, if you include the members, employees and 

dependents of Co-operatives “Co-operatives contribute directly to improve the standards of 

living of half the World’s population”.  

 

Of course there is a role in a mature and open free market economy for “popular capitalism” 

and, if the “free” market is well regulated, for investor owned businesses owned by 

shareholders and investment funds with enough risk capital to speculate on dividend returns 

and equity values. But Co-operatives are member, not investor, owned and definitely not 

“popular capitalism”. They are a distinct alternative form of business enterprise that, in my 

opinion on the evidence I have seen around the world, are simply a better way of doing 

business that is good for people, good for society and good for the planet because they 

create wealth for the many not the few. 

 

Within this context I now turn to housing and the two elements of the proposition I have been 

asked specifically to address.  In European countries, on average 10% of the population live 

in housing co-operatives. In some countries like Sweden, which have had co-operative 

housing legislation in which co-operative tenure is recognised as a distinct form of tenure 

since the 1920s, 18% live in housing co-operatives. In comparison, in the UK less than 1% 

live in housing co-operatives. If we had the scale of co-operative housing provision in the UK 

that exists in Sweden, 11 million people in the UK would live in a housing co-operative. I say 

this to show the potential housing co-operatives could make to help meet the acute shortage 

of housing in the UK. 

 

The first proposition, that there is an acute shortage of housing is, without doubt correct as a 

review of housing needs, supply and demand statistics shows: 

 

 Demographic trends are increasing the demand for housing: 
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◦ Increased longevity: today  over 11 million people are over retirement age (65 for 

men and 60 for women), a rapidly growing sector of the population. 

◦ Population growth: the UK population is projected to increase from 62 to 70 

million by 2027. 

◦ There are more single person households, an increase driven by increased 

longevity, relationship breakdown and personal choice. 

 We are not building enough homes to meet the growing demand. The best forecasts 

by the last government’s National Housing and Planning Advice Unit calculated that, 

in order to meet growing demand (even without tackling the demand backlog), 275k 

new homes need to be built each year. Last year there were 113k new home 

completions, the lowest output in any peacetime year since 1924: a deficit of supply 

over demand of 58%. 

 In 2004, at the then higher rates of construction than we are achieving now, the 

economist Kate Barker reported that every home built had to last 1200 years before it 

would be replaced .1 With all due respect to our UK house building colleagues, that is 

an unrealistic expectation 

 The latest ‘Home Truths’ report for London from the National Housing Federation 

shows that the average Londoner would need to triple their salary to £87,000 to buy 

an average price property in the capital. The average property costs £408,384 with 

the average income at £27,128. A salary of £87,511 is needed to obtain a 75% 

mortgage with the deposit alone topping £100,000. The New Home sheme will help, 

but it is targeted at helping developers as well as first time buyers. 

 In some parts of the country, like Exeter and other parts of the Southwest, the 

average house price to income ratio is 12:1. Buying a home in these areas is beyond 

the scope of most working households.  

 Mortgages are in short supply, and will remain so in the aftermath of the global 

financial crisis as commercial banks rebuild liquidity and plan to meet the Tier 1 

capital adequacy and other requirements of the new Basle III banking regulations. 

 The National Affordable Housing Programme for the current four years has been cut 

from £8 billion to £4.4 billion, a cut of 63%, while housing benefit still costs £20 billion 

a year: a legacy of the 1980s switch from subsidising housing construction to 

subsidising consumption. 

 The average age of first time buyers is predicted to reach 40 by the end of the 

decade. 

 

                                                           
1
 Barker report on housing supply 2004. 
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Add to these statistics a planning system that frequently frustrates housing development, 

rather than plans for it, a state of affairs that will not be helped by a public interest 

presumption in favour of sustainable development (a presumption that will inevitably be 

challenged through the courts), and we clearly have an acute housing crisis driven by an 

acute shortage of housing. The validity of this scepticism is supported by the fact that house 

builders are reported to have land-banked land with planning consent that would deliver 

three hundred thousand new homes.  

 

So, I agree with the first part of the proposition. There is an acute shortage of housing 

supply. 

 

I do not agree, without qualification, with the second part of the proposition that this shortage 

of housing supply is most acutely felt by poor people in need of a home.  

 

Of course any crisis that has economic roots and social consequences, in terms of health 

outcomes, education and relationship stress, inevitably disproportionately affects the poorest 

in our society. But this housing crisis is affecting large sectors of society, particularly the 

upcoming generation of newly forming households in need of a decent home. It is a matter of 

intergenerational justice because it is a crisis borne out of our national obsession with 

individual home ownership and the windfall benefits those of my generation have gained 

from speculative housing price inflation. Our generation has been made asset rich by the 

shortage of housing supply, access to cheap and easy home loans, and the tax free capital 

gains to be made moving up the so called “property ladder”. It is affecting every sector of 

society, including the squeezed middle, children of those not lucky enough to be helped to 

buy by asset rich parents or grandparents and the well healed and well housed who will lack 

essential services because the providers of those services cannot afford to live in their 

community. 

 

What can be done to address this crisis and what contribution can housing co-operatives 

make? As one of my great scientific heroes, Albert Einstein, eruditely said (and I am fond of 

quoting him, so please forgive me if you have heard this before) “We cannot solve problems 

by using the same kind of thinking we used when we created them”. To solve this housing 

crisis we need radical thinking that leads to innovative housing solutions to overcome 

decades of underinvestment in new homes. It is through innovation in creating new 

mechanisms for affordable housing supply that co-operatives have a unique potential to 

make a difference. 
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Of course, tenant management co-operatives and co-operative and community-led housing 

stock transfers have the capacity to improve the management and the efficiency with which 

the existing social housing stock is used, as the report ‘Bringing Democracy Home’ from the 

Commission on Co-operative and Mutual Housing2 shows, but that is not my key focus. 

My key focus is increasing housing supply at a price which the upcoming generation of 

newly forming households in need of a home can afford. In the absence of capital subsidy in 

this new age of austerity following the global financial crisis, land must be used as subsidy to 

provide homes at below the full market cost. Housing land, be it public sector land or land 

provided through planning agreements or by willing community minded landowners, needs 

to be provided for affordable housing development so that housing can be provided at below 

full open housing market cost.  The land should be held as a community owned asset by a 

community land trust. The housing developed on the land can be developed as co-operative 

housing for rent or as a limited equity co-operative in which residents have an equity stake, 

dependent on the monthly payments they make for their home to their co-operative. The 

payments can be geared to their income and their ability to service the investment in the cost 

of building their home. The more you earn, the more you pay and the more shares you own 

in the property portfolio owned by a co-operative Home Ownership Society through which 

residents mutually own a stake in their home. I do not have time today to go into the detail of 

how this works, but an explanation is available in the pamphlet ‘New Foundations – 

unlocking the potential for affordable homes’, published by the Co-operative Party3. I am 

certain that this type of new innovative co-operative housing tenure will be an attractive new 

‘asset class’ capable of drawing-in new investment from pension funds and other long term 

investors to increase the supply of affordable homes. 

The UK also has a developing housing crisis for older people who face loneliness in homes 

that are not suitable for them as they age and which are difficult to heat. Many older people 

are living in family homes that could be released to help meet the market demand. Mutual 

Retirement Housing, common in the US and in Europe, is an innovative way of providing 

suitable housing that avoids loneliness in old age and reduced dependency by fostering 

mutual aid and support. The proposals for this new form of co-operative for older people can 

be found in the report ‘Keeping Control of our Lives’ by CDS’s Vice Chair, Mr Glyn Thomas.4 

                                                           
2
 ‘Bringing Democracy Home’ is available on the website of the Commission on Co-operative and Mutual 

Housing at www.ccmh.coop  
3
 ‘New Foundations – for Mutual Home Ownership’ is available on CDS Co-operatives’ website at 

www.cds.coop 
4
 Also available at www.cds.coop  

http://www.ccmh.coop/
http://www.cds.coop/
http://www.cds.coop/
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But this sort of innovation will not happen unless there is the political will to create the 

framework in which new forms of co-operative housing can develop. Huw Lewis AM, the 

Labour Co-operative Minister for Housing, Regeneration and Heritage in the Welsh 

Government is leading the way and has established a Co-operative Housing Steering Group 

to help deliver the Welsh Government’s commitment to use co-operative housing to increase 

affordable housing supply in Wales. Labour and Co-operative politicians in Exeter and 

Plymouth are making similar manifesto commitments for the forthcoming council elections. 

Where Wales is leading will others follow? Will the political rhetoric of support for co-

operatives from the Conservative-led coalition government and, indeed from co-operative 

councils in England, create a similar political will to support innovative forms of co-operative 

housing tenure? In twenty years time will we reach the European average of 10% of the UK 

population, six million citizens, having the option of living in a housing co-operative in a 

housing market that makes an affordable home accessible to all?  

For the sake of intergenerational justice and the wellbeing of UK society, I sincerely hope so.  

 

David A Rodgers 
EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR 
CDS Co-operatives 
March 2012 
 www.cds.coop 
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