
Cohousing project offers new option 
to seniors  
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Christine Smillie takes in the large, empty lot on the city’s west side, closes her eyes and tries to 
imagine the future.  

Dave Glaze (from left), Susan Gilmer, Glenn Dougan and Christine Smillie are two couples who 
are members of theWolfWillows Cohousing project 

“I think it’s going to be a wonderful spot for what we plan on building,” she says. “It’s a great 
neighbourhood location for accessing downtown and our beautiful riverbank.”  

Smillie and her husband, Glenn Dougan, are part of a group of Saskatoon residents planning to 
develop a $6-million cohousing project in the Riversdale neighbourhood.  

Plans call for construction of the 16-to 20-unit complex to begin in the spring of 2011, with completion 
set for 2012. Currently, the group has seven equity members and two associate members, who together 
represent five units in the planned complex.  

“We need to find equity members for at least 16 units by the time we start construction,” Smillie says. 
Wolf Willow Cohousing is the developer of the project and members will pay the cost of building their 

homes — there is no profit. Residents will make all the decisions related to design and construction.  

—SP Photo by Peter Wilson 
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The group’s project manager prepared an estimate of the total costs, including for land, professional 
fees, financing and construction — based on a higher than normal quality construction. The figure the 
group is using at this time is $325 per square foot, but there won’t be a final figure until the design is 
complete and construction contracts are in place.  

Wolf Willow members want to have a quality, affordable building and are hoping to end up with a 
lower cost per square foot than what they’ve estimated.  

For Smillie, building a feeling of community is as important as the bricks and mortar of the 
construction.  

“Personally, living in community is very appealing. I think, especially as we grow older, we want to 
make sure that we have a caring community of people around us,” Smillie says.  

Unlike co-operatives, cohousing is based on private ownership of complete, self-contained homes 
centred around and focused on shared facilities.  

Individual units offer all the amenities of regular condominium suites, including full kitchens. However, 
cohousing designs also include a “common house,” a shared common area offering kitchen and dining 
facilities, lounge, guest/caregiver suites, laundry facilities, a workshop and meeting spaces.  

“Shared dinners are typically available a few days each week at the common house for those who wish 
to participate,” says Smillie.  

The physical layout is designed to provide personal privacy as well as to create opportunities for 
interaction with neighbours, she adds.  

The concept originated in Denmark a half-century ago and subsequently spread throughout Europe. A 
couple of architects took the principle to North America in 1988 and since then 127 projects have been 
constructed, including six in British Columbia.  

“One of the neat things about what we’re doing here is that we’ll be the first group in Canada to build 
a seniors’ cohousing development,” Smillie says.  

They are also making a conscious decision to involve local people in the project, thus creating a pool 
of local professionals who know what cohousing is and who can then help other groups do this in the 
future, she says.  

The planning group chose the name Wolf Willow and incorporated as a numbered company for the 
purpose of acquiring property to develop the housing community. The group has already placed an offer 
that has been accepted on a property located at 920 17th St. Situated on the edge of Saskatoon’s 
revitalized cultural core, the strategic location meets the goal of being within walking/biking distance of 
many amenities.  

The cohousing equity members are the directors and shareholders of this company, which will enter 
into contracts with individuals and suppliers to develop the project.  

Early in the initial planning stages, the group decided that the cohousing development would be 
designed as a place where “young seniors” can “age in place” together, she says.  

The building will include secure underground parking and a single elevator access. The materials and 
mechanical systems will be selected based on green building principles balanced with the economic 
constraints of the project.  

As part of the process, a specialist cohousing project manager has been hired.  
“When we are ready to move into our units in the spring of 2012, we expect to have pre-sold 16-20 

units to other people aged 55 plus who, like us, want an alternative to living in isolated family homes as 
we get older,” Smillie says.  

Wolf Willow Cohousing organizes monthly information sessions for potential new members. To find out 
more about the project, visit www. wolfwillowcohousing.ca or phone Susan Gilmer and Dave Glaze at 242-
4765.  
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