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Abstract

Against the intricate dynamics of the housing crisis and deepening
inequalities caused by global financialization, the book Cogperative
Conditions: A primer on Architecture, Finance and Regulation in Zurich (gta
Verlag, 2024) by Anne Kockelkorn, Susanne Schindler and Rebekka
Hirshberg, makes the case that the nonprofit-rooted tradition of
housing in Zurich can be developed to create public value in the form
of affordable housing, public open spaces, and social relationships
based on trust. Cooperative housing in Zurich is considered a common
utility and has been valued as such by public policies and public
opinion for more than 100 years. The collective efforts of over 15
contributors (mostly women) provide a clear reconstruction of the
intersection of design experimentation, historical recognition of public
resolutions, and the virtues of the instruments and financial
relationships developed in Zurich. The work draws on archival
material, visual documentation, and interviews with cooperative
activists. The eight conditions for the development of cooperative
housing in Zurich are reflected in eight chapters that link the three
intertwined foci of the book: architecture, finance, and regulation
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In the fight against the dominant vision of space held by the financialized housing

market in terms of value extraction, Cooperative Conditions. A Primer on Architecture, Finance and
Regulation in Zurich, written by Anne Kockelkorn, Susanne Schindler and Rebekka Hirshberg,
proposes a different approach. It suggests considering housing and urban developments as

ISSN 263

2-2870 | www radicalhousingjournal.org

This work is licensed under



152 Radical Housing Journal, June 2026, Vol 8(1) | Update

a place for people to live in, where residents act simultaneously as co-owners, co-governors,
and co-users, as they do in cooperative housing solutions (called ‘Gemeinniitzigkeit’ in
Switzerland, literally “common utility”). At the crossroads of finance, architecture, and policy
regulations, the book (which has an online Open Access pdf version) sheds light on the

multifaceted engagement that enables community-led, affordable housing cooperatives to
own 18 percent of all dwellings in Zurich’s market under pressure. The Zurich context is of
particular interest, given that the city has experienced a persistent housing shortage since the
late 19th century, resulting in a dried-out market with soaring prices. The first research
question focuses on the technical and procedural zustruments that enabled cooperative
development in this particular context. The second concerns the actors involved in this
commitment, with a central focus on their ageney. The third question addresses the
transferability of the model to meet the urgent and widespread need for solutions. The book
uses the three main themes of finance, regulation, and architecture to articulate the eight
conditions that serve cooperative development: An Idea of Sharing, Public Opinion,
Nonspeculation, Equity, Debt, Land, Zoning, and The Competition.

The present review retraces the three main research questions and proposes to recall
the articulation the authors used of the three themes of finance, regulation, and architecture.
The wider space left to the first research question reflects the variety, richness, and
contradictions of the instruments developed by the Zurich system.

The book highlights the differences between market and cooperative strategies
throughout the entire volume. The first research question concerns the instruments that
enable cooperatives to act differently, as Zurich managed to tackle the issue of affordability
with several insightful instruments. While Zurich is located in a dried-out market,
cooperatives decide to calculate rents on the overall cost of investments and operational
costs (the cost rent instrument), avoiding reference to market value and land value rise. The
Swiss mortgage market is a crucial element in ensuring affordability, through its specificity
in allowing tepayment of only 1/3 of the mortgage owed to banks, thereby freeing
cooperatives to collect large amounts of equity from residents. The long-term affordability
of cooperatives is ensured by public regulations, as demonstrated by the process through
which cooperative experiments have informed design standards. An example of this can be
seen in the flexible forms of living set out in the 2015 WBS (Wohnungs-Bewertungs-System,
Housing Assessment System) federal design guidelines. Even though cooperatives benefit
from public support in the forms described above, they also have to be distinguished by
publicly subsidized housing, and therefore, their aim is not to produce lower-priced houses.

Cooperative affordable instruments also have vulnerabilities, for example, concerning
the cost rent. Despite its long-term affordability, the accessibility of new cooperative
developments is identified in the book as a problem, given that 30 percent of Zurich’s
population cannot afford the new cost rents. Rising cost rents and equity payments are
primarily due to increases in land purchase prices. Lower-income residents can now only
enter newer developments through an agreement with the municipality or the cooperative’s
solidarity fund that provides financial assistance. The authors argue that having more
affordable access to large land plots would be useful for long-term planning practices, to
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optimize urban design and its development costs, which in turn would make this form of
housing more accessible.

Furthermore, there exist instruments that act against cooperative, affordable conditions.
The existing stock of cooperatives is a crucial issue for the sector. Existing projects are at
odds with the city’s densification goals. New regulations, as with the Ersafznenban concept,
are instruments that stimulate the redevelopment of existing stock to address population
growth. The pressure to redevelop impacts cooperatives deleting maturation value, and
compromises accessibility for previous residents who may not return to the site after
redevelopment, since cost rents will have risen. Cooperatives create maturation value when
rising market prices increase the value hidden in the built environment of cooperatives.
These “hidden reserves” can be utilised to take on more debt for other developments.
Therefore, even though cost rents remain stable and all the benefits of maturation develop,
the densification policy instruments impact cooperatives' financing instruments for
affordability.

Cooperatives are focused on residential sharing, which is sustained by several
instruments and creates value beyond the market.! This idea is operationalised through
design instruments that enable experimentation. For example, the Hellmutstrasse project
(Chapter 3) has several spaces for casual encounters, depicting also how a more flexible
design than that of a for-profit project is adaptable to sharing purposes. Design
experimentations are intertwined with financial instruments to be effective. For example, the
case of the particularly large common spaces designed in the Hunziker Areal neighbourhood
(Chapter 5) demonstrates the advantages of building during the low-interest-rate phase of
the twentieth century. Regulation instruments also play their role to ensure sharing: shared
spaces are counted as ancillary spaces and therefore do not appear in the floor-area-ratio
(Zurich’s zoning ordinance of 2012). The result is that cooperative design facilitates outdoor
spaces to which residents and passersby can equally access, thus creating urban porosity.
However, the book points out how replacements of existing cooperative developments for
densification intensify land consumption and create urban islands, disconnected from their
immediate environments.

Regarding the second research question, the authors argue that the involvement of
different types of agencies that engage in a shared vision of a collective future is crucial if
affordable housing production is to become a reality. Competition processes’, for example,
involve clients, the city, and future users, to ensure that architecture reflects cooperative aims.
Similarly, financial relationships between lenders and borrowers, in contrast to market-based
interactions, are characterised by virtuous trust and common commitment. Specifically,
private institutions operating under public mandate support cooperative housing by insuring
loans and bond emissions. The increased public trust in cooperatives and their economic
viability allows private investors to value the credibility of cooperatives, building a

! This has also been emphasised in the wider collaborative housing literature that links sharing to spaces for
encounters (Fromm, 1991; Jarvis, 2011; Williams, 2005).

2 A merit-based selection process for architectural proposals on new developments. It is one of the eight
conditions. Chapter 8 explains that competitions can be held for public land-lease (the right to use a public
site), and to respond to a competition brief (a document explaining the goals a building has to accomplish).

RADICALHOUSINGJOURNAL




154 Radical Housing Journal, June 2026, Vol 8(7) | Update

collaborative system. The substance of this collaboration has been framed in the regular
exchanges with the public actor over the last 100 years, which have led to a low equity
threshold for cooperatives to access mortgages and to a 2011 referendum in the city of
Zurich that demanded that by 2050 one-third of all dwellings be gemeinniitzig (among other
key practices and results).

Despite the detailed questioning around ‘instruments’ and ‘agency’, the answer to the
third research question on the transferability of the model does not emerge clearly, even if
each chapter ends with a takeaway section. The book lacks contextualization of the
development of cooperative housing concerning the specificity of the labor and welfare
systems of Switzerland. From a housing and welfare studies perspective, it is important to
situate its history in relation to the development of its rental or ownership housing systems
(Servoll et al., 2025), as well as its large retirement system, and the specific evolutions of the
labor market. Without this context, the potential transferability of the model remains unclear,
as do its links to the agency of a wider plethora of actors over time. Moreover, the difficulties
expressed by the book regarding adapting cooperative ambitions to redevelopments may
encounter even greater complexities within already densified built environments. To
understand its applicability to different countries’ regulatory histories, for example, further
research could qualify the specificity of the Swiss model in a comparative approach to other
European contexts.

The book succeeds in articulating the virtue of a system imagined beyond “free” market
values. By illustrating the development conditions of the Zurich cooperatives and their
conditioned housing market, the authors reframe the possibilities of housing production as
a configuration emerging from the interplay of the built environment, regulation, and
finance. The book points out the relevance of high-quality materials and design that ensure
long-term affordability, the indebtedness of cooperatives that frees cooperative developers
from financial pressure to maximize the building volume, and the historical commitment of
public actors, as evidenced by the use of direct democracy tools. Yet despite its merits, the
authors draw attention to current forms of public engagement which are characterised as
bureaucratic and top-down. They advocate, instead, for a greater cooperative agency and
autonomy to encourage their design experiments to accrue public value in the form of shared

and open spaces, and long-term affordable housing solutions.
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