Expression of Interest

Project: INNER WEST COUNCIL LONG TERM ACCOMMODATION
STRATEGY
REOI No: 8 - 19
Proposal by The AGEncy Project for
Cohousing and Neighbourhood Space to be developed on the
Balmain Council Depot Site
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Introduction to this EOI
The AGEncy Project recognises that this site could be surplus to Council’s requirements as a result of
the long-term accommodation strategy. In discussions with members and officers we have been
advised that this EOI is our opportunity for engaging formally with Council about potential use of this
site for a cohousing development.
We understand that for the purposes of registering our interest in this as a viable approach, which
we would pursue in partnership with Council, it is unnecessary at this stage to provide some of the
more detailed information which is required in the EOI. We have therefore focused on providing a
very broad overview of the proposal, how it could be implemented and how it is compatible with
Council’s future strategies.
We hope you will be as excited as we are by the opportunity that exists for us to build the first low
rise, mixed income urban cohousing community in Australia. Codesigned and developed in
partnership with Council and the local community, it will be integrated into the local area and
focused on facilitating people to support themselves and each other in their homes as they age.
This site is more than fit for purpose, it is
that rare thing, perfect for purpose. It is in a
residential area, close to buses, shops, the
library and to medical facilities.
Its proximity to the childcare centre also
offers excellent opportunities for intergenerational support (ref: ABC’s recent ‘Old
People’s Home for 4 Year Olds’
documentary). We envisage links with the
children at the centre arising naturally
through the proposed community garden in the centre of the development.
The development will also offer a template for how to incorporate the highest level of sustainable
building and living practices into a community. It will produce food, reduce electricity and water use,
minimise private vehicle use and recycle and reuse as much as possible.
Finally, as you will see in the body of the EOI, this proposal offers a real opportunity to provide
leased affordable key worker family housing in a way that integrates families and older people in
mutually supportive relationships.
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The Inner West Agency Project Inc (known from now on as The AGEncy Project) is a small
community organisation incorporated under the Associations Incorporations Act of 2009
(INC1701250-LN). We have been in operation since 2016.
We have 103 members, most of whom reside in the Inner West of Sydney.
We currently have approximately 40 people on a list of potential purchasers of dwellings in the
cohousing scheme described in this EOI.
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1. Describe Intended Proposal
Cohousing and Neighbourhood Space for the Balmain Works Depot Site
The AGEncy Project is proposing a development partnership with Council, neighbours and a
Community Housing Provider to create a combined neighbourhood space and mixed
generation/mixed income cohousing community for this site.
The cohousing development would be designed as an environmentally friendly and socially inclusive
community along similar lines to proven developments in Europe, the United States and more
recently in the UK, New Zealand and now Melbourne. Subject to Council planning controls, a
maximum of 30 dwellings (including at least 20% affordable housing) would be built to provide
housing for people who wish to live in a place that prioritises:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Co-design
Connectedness
Environmental sustainability and energy efficiency in design and operation
Lifetime residence
Adaptable dwellings able to accommodate changing needs over residents’ lifetime
Commitment to being a good neighbour through pre-agreed principles and policies
Affordability

Cohousing is an approach to living that is focused on community – through sharing spaces and
reducing isolation. A core element is that, while houses/units are owned or leased by individuals,
there are common spaces designed to facilitate connectedness and that are owned/leased by all.
These common spaces would almost always include a shared garden, a communal kitchen and dining
space where people come together for regular shared meals and spaces that facilitate ‘incidental
interaction’. Many cohousing developments also include commonly owned guest/carer rooms to
reduce the number of seldom used ‘guest bedrooms’ in private dwellings and/or to accommodate
potential required assistance. (There is a fuller description of cohousing on page 2 of attached
handbook)
In our proposal for the Balmain Works Depot Site, the neighbourhood space component would be
integrated with the cohousing. It is expected that between one third to half the site would be
available for this. We have already met with a wide group of neighbours who live in the streets
surrounding the site and most have indicated a positive response to the proposal in its entirety, with
particular enthusiasm for the neighbourhood space to include green space, playing areas, trees, a
makers’ space and community meeting areas. All these would integrate particularly well with
cohousing. Additionally, to help alleviate added pressure on parking in neighbouring streets, we
would investigate the cost-benefit of incorporating underground parking for a limited number of
resident share vehicles and for visitor parking as part of the cohousing development. We would not
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expect resident parking permits to be issued for this development in order to incentivise use of
public transport and relieve the pressure of more parked cars on neighbouring streets.
A key element of this proposal is that priority for purchase would be given to applications by older
people (55 plus) who are not in a position to fund both a full cost private property purchase and
completely self-fund their retirement but whose incomes and circumstances would make them
ineligible for low cost housing schemes.
The plan for lifetime residence through dwellings that are designed and built to meet the changing
needs of residents over their lifetime we see as a two-way benefit: to the residents, by facilitating
their ongoing independence and to governments at all levels by helping to reduce the increasing
burden of aged care.
Of the several ways we could work with Council, two possible approaches are:
1. The AGEncy Project cohousing resident group and a Community Housing Provider could
lease the whole site from Council and develop the site, in partnership with Council and
neighbours, as described above. In this instance, Council would finance the public space
infrastructure component and the cohousing resident group and Community Housing
Provider would finance the dwelling infrastructure. Ongoing management of the overall site
would be the responsibility of the partnership. The use of a Community Land Trust could
potentially facilitate this type of development. The advantages of this approach are that it
will:
a) reduce the cost of the units for purchasers/leaseholders which will make it easier for the
target group of residents to afford to buy into the cohousing development
b) provide a disincentive to any investment in the cohousing development for capital gain
c) keep the land in the public domain and provide a stream of rental income for the Council
– or
2. The AGEncy Project cohousing resident group and Community Housing Provider could buy
the housing and shared living elements of the site from Council and develop the whole site
in partnership with Council and neighbours. In this instance, the Council would finance,
maintain and run the neighbourhood space (e.g. the garden areas and buildings that are
open to the public) with the cohousing resident group and Community Housing Provider
maintaining the rest of the site
The advantages of this approach:
a) Council would be raising revenue which could be used to fund further developments
In either scenario above we recommend that the whole site be governed by a partnership
management group including residents, neighbours and Council.
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The above two approaches for procuring and maintaining the site are not definitive and, should our
initial EOI progress to the next stage, we would then collaboratively develop a detailed and effective
development and management model with all parties involved.

Image courtesy of Cohousing UK

6

2. Details and how it best applies to Council’s future needs
This section provides Council with additional information on the optimal use of its property and
buildings to ensure benefits to the community are maximised.
We have detailed this part of our response to illustrate our compatibility with relevant sections in
the Inner West Council’s published community strategic plan; Our Inner West 2036 (endorsed June
2018) and your draft Housing Strategy (May 2019).
Community Strategic Directions
• An ecologically sustainable inner west
• Unique, liveable, networked neighbourhoods
• Creative communities and strong economy
• Caring, happy, healthy communities
• Progressive local leadership
Housing Strategy Vision Elements
• Respecting our history, culture and character
• Retaining inclusive communities and fair access to housing
• Providing connected neighbourhoods
• Ensuring high quality housing design
• Housing is designed for ecological sustainability
2.1 Unique, liveable, networked neighbourhoods that respect our history, culture and character,
provide connected neighbourhoods and promote high quality housing design
Developing the Balmain Works Depot Site as we propose will provide the Council with a unique
demonstration project for urban, low rise, community-developed housing and public space. By
consulting with direct neighbours, the AGEncy Project has already begun to develop understanding
in the wider community of the benefits of cohousing not just to its residents but to the extended
neighbourhood.
Our proposed partnership model will build on some of the neighbours’ suggestions for the use of the
site, including:
•
•

•
•
•

Creating sight lines through to the historic town hall buildings by removing more recent brick
additions to the site
Developing community facilities such as makers’ spaces where adults and children can
create, make and mend either in classes, in booked spaces or in community-run gatherings
These would be like the men’s and women’s sheds that are run elsewhere in the inner west.
There could also be space for community notice boards and picnic areas
Community gardens as an extension to the well-used heritage glass house next to Balmain
Library
Play equipment near the current childcare centre at the back of the Balmain Town Hall
Community parkland/natural vegetation.
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The cohousing part of the development would be designed in conjunction with residents, tenants
(through the community housing partner) and neighbours to be sympathetic to the local area and to
add value to the neighbourhood rather than take from it. Some of the elements of this approach
would include:
•
•

•

•

No or minimal overshadowing and overlooking of neighbouring homes
Vehicle access and egress impact reduced through effective positioning of vehicle entry
points to the site as well as policies which would (because of the ecologically sustainable
nature of the development) reduce car ownership for residents.
Pathways through the site that would create an integrated experience for cohousing
residents who want to be part of the local community and facilitate access for neighbours to
the town hall, library and post office.
The offer of ‘Associate’ membership of the cohousing community for locals who wish to be
involved in the community element (shared meals, gardening etc) of the cohousing
community, thereby extending the social inclusion benefits of cohousing to a bigger and
broader cohort

Ensuring high quality housing design is a key vision for your draft housing strategy and one of the
aims of this project would be to clearly demonstrate how high-quality housing design can be
affordable and sustainable as well as integrated with local housing stock. Essential to this
development would be an emphasis on combining ecologically sustainable building methods with
sensitive design specifications to ensure light airy living spaces with high ceilings, a pleasant outlook
and good acoustic design within and between dwellings and common spaces.
2.2 An ecologically sustainable inner west where housing is designed for ecological sustainability
The AGEncy Project’s goal is to ensure a high level of environmental sustainability and energy
efficiency in both the design and the operation of the community, the latter to be achieved by
agreement up front from prospective purchasers/lessors. People who have signed up as interested
in this development are already ideologically committed to the goals of the Council and are keen to
reduce their environmental footprint as much as possible.
The Community Housing Providers and developers we have been talking to share this goal. In their
case, this is primarily so that affordable housing is cheap to run for the tenants and has low
maintenance costs for the provider. This would also be an attractive benefit for the mainly older
residents in the cohousing community; many of whom may be on fixed and, in some cases, low
retirement incomes.
2.3 Caring, happy, healthy and inclusive communities which retain fair access to housing
The design of the cohousing on this site would provide for a diversity of dwelling sizes and
accessibility and the overall design would have inclusivity as a primary principle. All dwellings would
be designed to be adaptable for differing levels of access requirements as people age.
A strong connection to the outdoors with access to a shared garden – roof-top and/or ground levelwould be incorporated, and the mixed nature of this site would allow for a natural flow between
cohousing outdoor space and public outdoor space.
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The AGEncy Project has been talking to St George Community Housing and Common Equity about
models of development for affordable housing that can be integrated with the cohousing model. We
recognise that it is this element that will ensure that the community is both diverse in age and
creates a more equitable access to living in the Balmain area. At least 20% of the dwellings would be
leased by a Community Housing Provider as key worker family housing or other affordable housing
with an emphasis on under 55-year old residents. Research into loneliness and isolation of older
people points to strongly improved health outcomes when they are in close contact with people of
different generations.
2.4 Creative communities and strong economy
The affordable housing component would support the Balmain economy by ensuring housing for key
workers in the area (for example fire service, police, hospital personnel). The health benefits for
older people that would emanate from mixed generational living and the retaining of independence
at the same time as being socially connected and supported would also benefit the local economy by
reducing costs. The makers’ space would provide low cost or free opportunities for creativity for
local people of all ages as well as supporting the economy and sustainability through repair and repurposing opportunities
2.5 Progressive local leadership
Research into different governance models for the cohousing and public space points to a couple of
options, each of which would demonstrate a different model of progressive local leadership. One
option is for the site to be governed by the rules governing cooperatives. These are provided under
Co-operatives National Law and Co-operatives National Regulations. We would also be interested in
combining this with a style of governance that The AGEncy Project has recently adopted for policy
and decision making. It is called sociocracy (or dynamic governance). The principles of sociocracy
are:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Equivalence
Distributed leadership
Win-win
Open to emergence
Feedback rich
Decisions by the few inputs by the many
Transparency
Good enough for now, safe enough to try

This governance model is used by the Narara Ecovillage on the Central Coast of NSW very
successfully and we believe it would have great value in cooperatively governing a mixed-use site
which is run as a partnership between several organisations and individuals. This would be
particularly important in the cohousing community where the outcome of decisions affects what
happens in residents’ homes and shared spaces.
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3. Supporting documents or information
The AGEncy Project handbook is included as a PDF
We also recommend you look at our website: www.the-agency-project.com
There are some other websites that describe cohousing well including;
www.cohousing.org.uk
www.greenfabric.com.au

Image from stakeholder workshop held by The AGEncy Project in April 2018
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In this section we have articulated, as far as possible given the many unknowns at this time, what
specifically we propose for the Balmain Council Depot site at 35 Llewellyn Street, Balmain.
The site is currently used by Inner West Council (formerly Leichhardt Council) as a Council depot. As
such, prior to any decisions about development, early site investigations would need to take place to
ascertain levels of contamination and the extent of any required remedial works to ensure
residential building and landscaping could be effected at a reasonable cost.
•
•

•
•
•

•

The land is zoned at SP2. This would need to be rezoned for the proposed development to
comply.
The existing buildings consist of single storey workshops along the side of Jacques Lane, a
general store warehouse and staff offices amenities building. Some of these buildings could
be retained depending upon the scheme that is agreed by the partners.
There is currently a driveway off the Llewellyn Street frontage. This may or may not be
retained as access to the site.
The whole site is currently heritage listed although the works site itself is not a heritage
item. This may affect the overall proposal.
The site in total is 3750 sqm. However, the works depot site which is the subject of this
proposal is assessed to be 3000 sqm. The buildings on the remaining 750sqm would not be
part of this development.
The FSR is currently 1:1. This could change marginally with the addition of affordable
housing.
Current

Library/Town Hall – Council Retain

Child Care Centre – Council Retain

Depot Admin Building – Integrated
into proposed development for
community use

Other buildings will be demolished prior to rebuilding of development
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Inner West Cohousing
and Neighbourhood
Space

Picture for illustrative purposes only
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Steps we envision to achieving this outcome (highly simplified at this stage)
If Council is interested in pursuing this idea further, we would anticipate:
STEP ONE – High level overview
1. Early meetings with Council officers to scope out amongst other things: potential partner
arrangements, lease vs buy decisions, valuation of land for different purposes, site
investigations, planning and zoning considerations.
2. Involvement of a developer to access finance and develop the site. As already mentioned,
we have been talking to a couple of Community Housing Providers as well as some private
developers and finance providers. However, until some in principle interest is signalled by
Council it is difficult for us to pursue these discussions in any depth.
3. The neighbours in surrounding streets are a very important part of this development being
aligned with Council’s vision and principles. A group has already met to discuss the EOI and
some are very interested in being further involved. Ideally, they would be brought into the
early planning.
STEP TWO – Fleshing out the details
Once the main partners are identified, land costs (lease or buy) are established and financing agreed
in principle,the following would take place:
1. Selection of residents for private dwellings in cohousing followed by payment of an agreed
security deposit
2. Co-design of site – to include all partners
3. Governance – cooperative/strata or mix to be agreed
4. Securing of development funding for private dwellings (possibly through borrowing against
existing homes) and by Community Housing Provider’s financier
5. Agreement on use of community space
6. Agreement on the principles of leasing affordable housing

STEP THREE – Final sign off on scheme by Council
At this point commitment would allow:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.

Selection of building contractor
Continuation of detailed co-design of cohousing and community space
Final costing of cohousing agreed
Finalise cohousing purchasers/lessors
Building Contract let
Building commences
Community building continues – through regular community meetings about cohousing and
community spaces.
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STEP FOUR – Completion of development
On completion of development:
1. Community Housing Provider selects tenants on the basis of principles for affordable
housing and on tenant commitment to agreed principles of cohousing
2. Cohousing residents settle their purchase in the project
3. Governance processes begin

Image from stakeholder workshop held by The AGEncy Project in April 2018
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The AGEncy project is a group of people of varied backgrounds and skill sets. Each person has a
personal and broader interest in cohousing as a viable and attractive housing model that will
address many of the social and financial barriers to inner urban living, especially as people age.
We have summarised the biographies of just a few of them below, where they have particular
relevance to this EOI:
David Scandol
David has been a Balmain resident for 30 years. He has been involved with around $25 million
worth of redevelopment projects in Balmain including waterfront residential, townhouses,
commercial and industrial projects. He is currently working with General Practice to develop
Quality Improvement activities. His experience in health and development gives him valuable
insight into a project such as the one proposed for the Balmain Works Depot Site
Guy Luscombe
Guy is an architect with over 30 years’ experience. For the last 17 years he has focussed on
building projects designed to enable older people to live better lives and is a writer,
commentator and advocate for this outcome. He has been involved with over 40 projects for
older people, working with tight budgets, time frames and complexity. Guy is currently working
closely with developers on three projects on highly constrained sites, negotiating a pathway for
a win-win outcome.
Drs Margot Woods and Linda Mann
Margot and Linda are both GPs with an interest in improving the long-term health outcomes of
people as they age. They have seen first-hand the adverse health impacts that loneliness and
social isolation have on older people. Both are long term Balmain residents. Margot has lived
and worked in Balmain for 30 years and Linda has lived in Drummoyne and worked in the inner
west for most of her career.
Louise Silburn
Louise is an expert in organisational development. She coaches high performing leadership
teams building public sector infrastructure. Most are partnerships between the owner of the
asset (government) and contractors and the they are governed through collaborative contracts.
She also lives directly behind the Balmain Works Depot Site and is an active community member,
working with neighbours to create connections through social contact and mutual support.
Frouke de Reuver
Frouke works for the Sustainability Advantage Program in Climate Change and Sustainability at
the NSW Department of Planning, Industry and the Environment. Frouke manages a cluster of
not for profit aged and community care organisations in Sustainability Advantage and was
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instrumental in SA contributing to the Collaborative Housing projects run by the Institute for
Sustainable Futures at UTS over the past 5 years.
Susan Hamilton
Susan has been an active member of the Balmain community for over 25 years.
As a parent her many years of volunteering resulted in her being awarded a Life Membership of
the P&C Association of NSW for her contributions. She has run local businesses and volunteered
and been an office bearer for several local community groups. She is currently volunteering with
The Mort Bay Community Garden and Friends of the Royal Botanic Gardens Sydney.

Organisational Partners
The AGEncy Project will work with a development partner, most likely a Community Housing
Provider (CHP), to deliver the housing part of the development. Due to the loose nature of the
EOI and the unknown outcome of the EOI process we have so far only had top-line discussions
with two and have an agreement in principle to continue these when the future of the site is
clearer.
St George Community Housing
We have been impressed by SGCH’s approach to discussions about this site. They are highly
experienced developers of low cost, quality, sustainable housing and are the largest community
housing provider in NSW, providing homes for more than 11,000 people in 6,400 properties
across the Sydney metropolitan region.
SGCH manage assets valued at $2.8 billion with an operating revenue of $100 million. They have
experience in raising capital for developments, the capacity to raise debt finance ($410 million in
debt facilities) and to participate in public-private partnerships. SGCH has a track record of
working with Councils across Greater Sydney to provide mixed developments of affordable and
social housing and in the Inner West LGA they currently have 321 properties that provide a
home to more than 540 people.

The SGCH strategic plan sets out their strategic direction as shown below:
“Our business is people and places. Our core activity as a housing provider is to provide safe
and affordable homes and to connect people to opportunity. We form deep connections in
the locations we operate; we are committed to strengthening our presence in existing
locations and focused on opportunities to meaningfully shape places and local communities.
We take a place-based approach to advocate for, coordinate and partner with the services
that people and communities need. Our customers are at the heart of everything we do.
Being accountable to the people we serve and the broader community, we work with a
business head and a social heart to provide good long-term stewardship of resources. We
take a sustainable approach to balance mission and margin, understanding that every dollar
represents an opportunity to invest in someone’s future.”
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Common Equity
We have been speaking with Common Equity for some time, about the most appropriate way of
governing a cohousing community such as the one we propose.
Common Equity is the peak body for housing co-operatives in NSW. They are a nationally
registered Tier 2 Community Housing Provider, a not-for-profit organisation and a registered
Specialist Disability Accommodation Provider under the NDIS.
Common Equity provides a unique offering as the only housing provider in NSW that delivers cooperative housing. They promote cooperative housing models to empower people to build
strong communities and better outcomes through affordable housing solutions suited for all
demographics and needs. Cooperative housing is especially effective for seniors, older single
women, key workers, people living with a disability, marginalised groups and people on low
incomes.
Common Equity describes themselves as the #1 housing provider with the highest tenant
satisfaction and engagement in Australia.
“It is through the co-operative model that we are connecting people to long term safe and
secure housing, training, education, employment, community engagement opportunities and
improved quality of life.’’

Image from stakeholder workshop held by The AGEncy Project in April 2018
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1. Detail of financial impact and benefit to Council
Should this EOI progress to the next stage The AGEncy Project would be keen to ensure:
•
•
•

Public value for public land
Private individuals/organisations don’t stand to unfairly benefit from subsidised use of public
land
The land use is congruent with Council’s vision and the values of the surrounding community

In more detailed terms, the aim would be for the use of the site to be revenue neutral for the
Council. For example, if half of the land is developed for public use, the sale or lease of the
cohousing element would provide the revenue for Council to ensure the maintenance and safe
running of the public element.

2. Summary of the financial outcomes of the proposal
In Section 2 we set out some options for the terms on which the Works Depot site could be
developed. In one of the options the cohousing group would purchase the land from Council. We
have been given estimates of the value of that land as being $6000 per sqm. This would mean that
Council could recoup between $9 million and $12 million for the cohousing portion of the land
depending upon how much is required for the agreed development.
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Regulatory Compliance:
The AGEncy project is an incorporated community organisation and is required to comply with
regulations of its incorporation. In terms of the development proposed in this document, all
statutory and fiduciary obligations will be complied with. However, given we are not making a
specific offer in this EOI and we are not currently a developer we can only answer this section in
general terms.
Environmental Sustainability is at the core of The AGEncy project ethos. The responsible use of
resources will be built into the project. The communal nature of the approach will have accrued
benefits. This will include but is not limited to:
Single use plastics: Building materials and ongoing recycling and reuse and upcycling, with a
possible plastics reuse facility.
Waste reduction: The proposal will include communal composting and strategies and
policies to deal with other forms of waste to reuse as far as possible with initiatives like a
tool library. Depending on the space available there could be a workshop with repair and re
use.
Energy Consumption: The intention is to build to 7-star NABERS (beyond BASIX
requirements), incorporate ‘Passiv Haus’ principles, solar hydronic floor heating and avoid
air conditioning. Ideally the community will be off grid as far as possible. Reduced car use
and car sharing would reduce on and off-site parking.
Water savings: In line with the sustainability objectives, water use and reuse will be a central
focus. Water harvesting from roofs will feed toilets and laundries. ‘Grey’ water could be
treated on site and fed into the garden, regulations permitting.
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At this stage in our EOI we are unable to respond to the detailed nature of this schedule. However,
safety is very important to us and as the project progresses, we will ensure all our contractors
comply with the highest standards of Workplace, Health and Safety.
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Prior to the release of this REOI, representatives of The AGEncy Project have talked to the
Mayor Clr Darcy Byrne about use of the Balmain Works Depot Site for the purpose of
cohousing. A representative of The AGEncy Project has also told the local Councillor Clr John
Stamolis that we are submitting an EOI. However, we have not canvassed their support, nor
have we engaged in any form of collusive tendering.
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