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Links Housing Co-operative

Date of Incorporation: 1991

Membership: 33

Activity: Housing

Organizational Form: Member-owned housing
Area Served: Nelson, British Columbia

BACKGROUND

Co-operative housing provides security, affordable housing, afeding of community, and asense of control
over anindividua’sliving conditions. Housi ng co-opshave profoundly improved their members quality of
life. Morethan onemillion Canadians pay morethan 30 per cent of their grossincome on shelter, and are
therefore defined by the Canadian government as part of acore need for housing. * Canadian housing co-
operativesdevel oped inthe 1970s, and now number morethat 2000. They house approximately 90,000

househol dsand 250,000 peoplein all parts of Canada. 2

Ingeneral, housing co-ops membersbenefit financia ly from theamount of volunteer work done by co-op
members, and from the assistance (at arelatively low cost) of co-op sector federationsand resource
groups. 3 Linksmember and board president Steve Thornton believes co-operative housing “ saves society a
littlebit of money and allows ... one more member of soci ety to beaworking and contributing member [to
society]” (2001).

CONSTRUCTING THE CO-OPERATIVE

In 1991 agroup of fivewomenin Nelson, British Columbiadecided toformthe

LinksHous ng Co-operative. They wanted to offer arespectable and more affordable housing option for
familiesand single peoplefinancialy unableto buy through the private market. The group obtained funding
for Phase 1, consisting of nineteen units, through the Canadian M ortgage and Housing Corporation
(CMHC) in1992. The concept waswell received by the Nelson community, and the group wasinundated
with applications. Interviewsfor thefirst memberstook approximately three months. On October 31, 1992,
the successful applicantsmoved into their new homes (BCICS Galeria).

During the co-op'sfirst year, Linksmembersvolunteered their timeand effort building acommunal garden
and participating inwork parties. With the exception of apart-time co-ordinator, hired for ten hours per
week, the co-op members managed to completethiswork themselves.

In 1992, the co-op received approva from CMHC for its Phase 2 funding. Thefederal government
discontinued its Co-op Hous ng program soon after. Fortunately, the B.C. Housing Homes Program granted
funding for the co-op’s Phase 2 construction in 1994, and the co-op was abletoincreaseitsmembershipin
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July 1995 (BCICS Galleria).

STRUCTURE AND ORGANISATION

Currently, Linkshas 33 members (31 general, 2 associate) occupying 31 households. Familiesusually have
onemembership, inthe name of oneadult. A spouse can become an associate member by purchasing a$10
share. Linkshas41 adultsand 29 children included inits 33 members. The seven directors, €l ected by the
general membership, work with three committeesto maintain the co-op. The maintenance and landscape
committee determinesany work that needsto be done, receivesbids, and makesrecommendationsto the
board; the social committee organi sescommunity functions, and the member selection committee manages
potential member applications.

Governanceisboth flexible and adaptive, anditisnot strictly structured. Maintaining financia recordsisthe
responsibility of the co-op’streasurer. Steve Thornton presently acts asboth president and treasurer for the
co-op, athough normally separateindividual swould hold these positions. Occasionally aboard member
servesas secretary.

MEMBERSHIP

TheLinksCo-op story inthe BCICS Galleriaexplainsthat before 1998 al work for the co-op was
consdered volunteer. Members painted and cleaned vacant units, completed maintenancerepairs, mowed
lawns, and looked after the bookkeeping. However, membersfelt obligated to carry out these dutieseven
whenthey did not enjoy them. Consequently, participation decreased and co-op maintenancewas
neglected. Ideally, members contribute aminimum of four hours per month toward the co-op organisation;
at present eighteen membersfulfill thisrequirement. Board meetingsand directors businessmay beapplied
tothismonthly minimum amount.

Linksmembershave defined several factorsthat increase member participation. Theseinclude: clearly
defined tasks, member education, financial benefits (increased participation resultsin decreased operating
costs), encouragement (active membersarerecognised at genera meetingsand are given agift), and food
(for example, pizzaprovided at awork party kept 90% of Links membersworking for most of the day)
(BCICS, Gdleria).

Thornton fee sthat member participationin co-op decisonsis“adifficultissue’ (personal communication
[email], 2002). Enforcing participation hasbeen discussed at great length among members, who believe
penatiesfor lax participation aredifficult toenforce. Links annual general meeting“ drawsasmall crowd,
about 40% max.” (Thornton, 2002). Roughly onethird of membersare active decision makersfor the co-
op—otherwisethistask fallsupon theboard and its committees.
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Approximately onethird of the co-op members have subsidised housing at Links. Theamount of the
subsidy isbased onthe member’sannual income. Thornton explainsthat self-employed membersmust
completeatax return and any subsidy isbased onthe previousyear’ sincome. Employed members show
proof of income (e.g. apaycheque stub).

Thornton claimshe applied to Linksbecauseit issubsidized housing, not becauseit isaco-operative.
According to research reported in the BCICS Galleria, thisisacommon trend in housing co-ops. However,
peopleinitialy drawn to thehousing co-op for itsfinancial benefitsultimately reap other rewards. Co-op
membersfed apart of ameaningful project, develop asense of community, and gain ownership and security
of tenure.

LEAKY CO-OPS

Intheearly 1990s, Linksfdll victimtotheleaky co-op crisisthat hasplagued over 50 B.C. co-operativesin
thelast decade. The BCICS Galleriadescribes how thisproblem arisesfrom * premature building envel ope
failure” Thismeansthebuildings barrier to thee ementsis* compromised of many componentssuch asthe
roof andwalls’ (www.chf.bc.ca). Theresultsmay includetoxic mold, water damage, flooding, fallen
cellings, and water-filled light fixtures. * Co-opshave experienced financid difficultiesbecausethe | eaky”
housing unitsare sitting empty and therefore are not ableto generaterevenue.

Most co-opsrequire helpto pay for repairsto leaky units. These co-opsaredligiblefor interest-freeloans
from the provincial Homeowner Protection Office (HPO). However, in order to receivetheloan the
application must be approved by CMHC. HPO has approved 32 interest freeloans, totaling nearly $59
milliondollars, but CMHC hasonly approved four thusfar in 2002. Thisremainsan ongoing battle between
theleaky co-opsandsfederal government.

During the mid-nineties many memberswho were not comfortableliving at Linksmoved out and the co-op
endured adecreased membership and faced achallenging time.

REVIVAL

Over thenext few years, Linksexperienced cons derable changesto both itsbuildings and membership, and
modifiedits method of mai ntenance. Managerswere brought into overseetheleaky co-op” repairsandto
breathe somefresh air into the co-op’s organisation. Thornton explains how the co-op elected anew board,
board chair and anew co-ordinator in 1998. Thornton say the co-op was* suffering from alack of
motivationand thiskind of inertia,” but the new team of people* got the officetogether inarealy good

wey.”
Since 1998, LinksHousi ng Co-op has*witnessed somewhat of arevitalization in participation and morale.
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Membersare holding social events once again and the membership hasremained relatively stable” (BCICS,
Galleria). Inaddition to the elghteen membersactively participating in the upkeep of the co-op, afew adult
membersarehired on rotation to paint and clean vacant unitsand during the summer. Youth membersare
employed to maintain the common grounds. Thereisa so ahired on-site maintenance person who handles
any daily repairs(BCICS, Gdleria).

LOOKING TOWARD THE FUTURE

TheLinksHousing Co-operative hasalready outlasted severa difficult phasesand continuestoimprove.
Linksmembersare planning toinitiate numerous new projectsover the next few years. They want to
increase attention to landscaping detail s, enhancetheinterior and exterior design of the co-op, andimprove
the current mai ntenance system. The co-op a sointendsto draft anew policy and procedures manual, and
formulateaplanto attract new memberswho areinterested inliving in aco-operative environment, not
smply eager to acquire subsidized housing (BCICS, Galleria).

LinksHousing Co-operative haslittleinvolvement or interaction with other co-operativesin Nelson or the

K ootenay region. However, the co-op has enhanced the Nel son community by providing an affordable
housing alternative. Steve Thornton saysthe co-op has* had itsupsand downs....[but] it’sin better shape
now than it hasever been before.” Links Housing Co-operative has established astablefoundation asa
successful co-op, andit will beworthwhiletowatch Linkscarry on setting goalsand improvinginthefuture.

Case Study Information

This case study was devel oped for areport entitled Stuating Co-operativesin British Columbia—2000 -
2001, which was prepared for the Province of B.C. (Ministry of Community Devel opment, Co-operatives
and Volunteers) by the British Columbial nstitutefor Co-operative Studies, University of Victoria. Toobtain
theinformation for the case study BCICS and the co-op entered into apartnership agreement. BCICSis
grateful to the co-op membersfor their contributionsand time. The case study ispublished withthe
approval of the co-operative. Further information regarding thisstudy
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End Notes

1 For further information please see www.unesco.org
2 For further information please see www.chf.bc.ca

8 For further information please see www.unesco.org

4 For further information please see www.|eaky.coop



