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Residents at Prairie Sky Cohousing complex gathered together for their weekly common meal in the complex clubhouse on  
February 10, 2010. The residents take turns cooking for all the other residents and gather together for a common meal each week. 
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"Hi Annie, hi Winston!" Marc Paradis calls as he strolls down the tree-lined pedestrian street. 

A pint-sized girl walking her tiny dog looks up and smiles at the 60-year-old man: "Hi Marc." 

There are no hesitant nods or awkward hellos between residents in the friendly neighbourhood of Prairie 
Sky. People greet each other by name, often stopping to chat by the idyllic playground. That's part of why 
Paradis, a founding resident of this community with his wife Maria-Lynn Johnson, flashes a “don't you-
wish-you-were-me smile” while touring a newcomer around. 

"Everybody should live like this," he beams. 

No, he doesn't lead a cult. This is no rural outpost, hippie commune or fenced-in seniors' community.  

It's a multi-generational 18-unit development in central Calgary. And its success as the first co-housing 
community in Alberta -- it was built in 2003 -- has inspired three more local groups to try to build 
something similar. 



What is co-housing? Think of it as a progressive small-town village in a big city, designed to turn 
neighbours into friends. While each development is different, they're designed and built by the future 
homeowners and they share common facilities, including a "common house" (think homey clubhouse), 
shared outdoor areas, and parking on the development's periphery. Decisions for shared purchases and 
monthly fees are reached not condo-style, where some owners are left grumbling, but by consensus. 

It's an idea that's been around since 1968, when a large group of families in Denmark, who wanted to 
foster social ties, built two small communities. 

After four decades of refinements while the concept spread across Europe, cohousing is gaining traction 
in North America as a more social, sustainable model of community living. B.C. has seven completed   
co-housing communities, and five more in the works. Ontario and Quebec each have a completed 
community, and Saskatchewan has one in development. South of the border, there are about a hundred 
completed communities. 

The co-housing model of sharing resources and equipment is an effective way to reduce your impact on 
the environment. At Prairie Sky, one lawn mower does all the mowing for 18 units. Same goes for all the 
tools in the shared workshop. Residents also share at least one dinner a week in the common house. 

The concept attracts a wide range of people: young families, urban professionals, empty nesters. Almost 
always, they are homeowners looking to find a better sense of community. 

Paradis, who has been involved with co-housing since it began in Canada in 1993, is spearheading efforts 
to organize the Silver Sky co-housing group, a collection of Calgarians who want to build a 
multigenerational co-housing community of 25 to 35 townhouse and apartment-style units next to Prairie 
Sky. 

"That's the optimum range," he says. "Less than 15 units and there's too much shared work. Over 40 units 
and people start to become anonymous." 

Prairie Sky incorporates many environmental efficiencies. Townhouses and apartment buildings are 
attached for heat savings and were built of long-lasting and sustainable materials such as aluminum and 
concrete. An 800-square-foot organic garden with four well-used compost bins provides fresh produce in 
summer and reduces waste year-round. Residents pay a company to cart away their recyclables, allowing 
them to reduce their community trash bin to a third of the traditional size. The new initiatives plan to 
rough-in for solar panels and are considering other alternative energy sources. 

But one of co-housing's biggest environmental benefits is also the main reason that Paradis estimates 
seven out of 10 initiatives fail before they can be built: the ever-present sharing. 

First, you must agree on a suitable location and how much the group is willing to spend. After hashing out 
the design details, you usually end up living in a smaller home bought at about 10 per cent above market 
value for a similar-sized home in the area. You share the common house with the rest of the community: 
family events, get-togethers and studio times must all be booked. 

"It is a big adjustment," admits Sarah Arthurs, who has lived at Prairie Sky with her family of four for two 
years. "We're so individualistic (as a society). And downsizing is hard to do." 



Co-housing residents are expected to be at least a little sociable, which is why Prairie Sky's underground 
parkade connects to the community through the common house; yards are small, open and less private. 

But groups that get past these challenges -- along with those posed by zoning and bureaucratic processes -
- are passionate about their progressive communities. Prairie Sky residents point to studies arguing social 
connectedness can aid health and well-being. 

As they share a convivial meal of seafood soup, chicken skewers and vegetables on coconut rice, plus 
lemon souffle, it's easy to understand the connection. 

Co-Housing Savings and The Environment 

At the Prairie Sky co-housing community in northeast Calgary, residents are not just saving the 
environment by sharing resources. They're also saving time and money. Here's how: 

- ¦ Gas and electricity bill savings of $2,500 per year compared to similar-sized bungalows overlooking 
the surrounding Bridgeland area (about $140 a month versus $350 a month). 

- ¦ Self-management of facilities such as maintenance of common areas saves about $200 a month. 

- ¦ Less driving of kids to play dates, with a nice playground in the courtyard and other parents to share the 
chauffeuring. 

- ¦ Second-vehicle costs or commuting costs can be reduced by convenient bus services and access to a 
shared car (for a fee). 

- ¦ Common tools or specialized equipment such as a lawn mower, snow-removal equipment, garden 
tools, woodworking tools, exercise equipment and a freezer. 

- ¦ People in the community with trades or computer skills can make repairs for neighbours. 

- ¦ No need for a washer or dryer, since there are shared ones in the common house for 50 cents a load (a 
laundry hookup is provided in your home if you prefer to get your own). 

- ¦ Fresh produce from the development's shared organic garden. 

- ¦ Common meals at least once a week. 

- ¦ Bulk buying of food. 

- ¦ House concerts, talent shows and games nights save money and provide rich social, cultural, recreation 
and leisure opportunities at home. 

- ¦ A home-theatre system in the common house lounge saves on movie rental and admission costs. 

 
 


