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Co-operatives and climate protection: housing co-operatives in 

Germany 

Carolin Schröder and Heike Walk 

 

Introduction 

After the Fifth Assessment Report of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) 

it became clear that global climate change was progressing much more rapidly than assumed 

a few years before.1 The need for action is therefore all the more urgent – and we need to 

turn our attention above all to the collective activities and social dimensions of climate 

change and climate protection. In Germany, through the adopted Integrated Energy and 

Climate Programme of the Federal German government and the legal framework for action 

on climate change in 2007, municipal climate protection experienced a further increase. 

There are hardly any communities or towns that have not committed themselves to this 

issue. However, we are still observing a strong east–west and north–south divide, with the 

degree of commitment being much higher in the south and in the west. While in the 1990s 

municipal climate policies concentrated exclusively on climate protection2, in 2008 the 

Federal Cabinet adopted the German Strategy for Adaptation to Climate Change. This 

created a framework for adapting to the impact of climate change in Germany. 

This chapter argues that great potential for climate protection activities can be found 

precisely in co-operatives and that co-operatives will become increasingly important for local 

sustainable solutions because of their capacity for participation and solidarity. The chapter 

starts with a short description of the need for climate protection at the local level, followed 

by an outline on co-operatives as collective actors for climate protection – with emphasis on 

their democratic and solidary capacity. 

Further, an introduction to the German co-operative sector is supplemented by research 

results on three different housing co-operatives and their climate-related activities, which 

provide insight into their participatory and solidary capacity, since these attributes can 

promote climate protection and sustainability projects and efforts. Finally, the concluding 

section addresses crucial aspects that facilitate participatory and solidary structures. 

 

 

The need for climate protection at the local level 

Climate change is a major challenge affecting most global, national and local economies, 

societies and natural resources in various ways: extreme weather events (storms, floodings, 

heat waves or droughts), rising sea levels, changes in precipitation rates (rainfall/snow, 



droughts etc.) and temperature averages. These events will affect people directly (in 

particular, the poorest), as they make livelihoods and living conditions more vulnerable. 

While climate change has quite diverse effects in different parts of the world and different 

impacts on population groups (women and men, rich and poor, old and young, urban and 

rural population etc.), areas of close geographical proximity may face very different 

challenges and thus require very different, location-specific approaches. 

As a result, global climate change and its consequences have led to wide-ranging re-

evaluation processes in both political and business circles: for a considerable time, climate 

protection activities on the global and national levels focused on technical solutions and 

legally binding agreements, but these have achieved rather poor results so far.3 In 

consequence, municipalities developed and implemented regional and local climate 

protection activities from the mid-1990s onwards which combined technical and social 

aspects of climate protection and aimed at including a variety of participation of civil society 

actors, businesses and institutions. This approach is based on the insights  

• that climate-protective technologies need to be adapted to their uses and users in 

order to be successful; 

• that climate policies can rather be influenced at the local and regional level; and 

• that the co-operation and participation of large parts of the society are crucial.4 

Although action is still voluntary, at time of writing in 2014 many municipalities in Western 

Europe and in Germany have already presented more or less comprehensive climate 

protection concepts which are aimed at transforming municipal production and 

consumption patterns in order to move towards more sustainable societies. Obviously, the 

scope of action for local climate protection is limited to measures within municipal legal and 

socio-political capacities. This ranges from adapting technical solutions to local conditions, to 

supporting more vulnerable population groups, and to promoting changes of individual 

climate-relevant behaviour and investment decisions. 

 

 

Co-operatives as collective actors for climate protection 

Co-operatives are of specific interest when it comes to collective action for climate 

protection. They represent a well-established and institutionalised form of civil organisation 

with a diverse presence worldwide. The specific qualities of co-operatives – in particular 

their interconnected economic and social sustainability in times of rapid economic, social 

and technical changes5 – prompted us to consider their potential ecological sustainability 

too. In the context of climate change, this raised the question to what extent co-operatives – 

or, to be more precise, the co-operative movement – could contribute to climate protection 

at the local and the global levels. 



While they address various social, cultural, ecological and economic everyday needs co-

operatives ‘are based on the values of self-help, selfresponsibility, democracy, equality, 

equity and solidarity’ while their ‘members believe in the ethical values of honesty, 

openness, social responsibility and caring for others’.6 Their specific logic of collective action 

is characterised by an appreciation of local democracy and solidarity,7 as co-operatives are 

inextricably linked to the sustainable functioning of local communities and markets.8 Patera 

even describes co-operatives as an ‘emancipatory social system’.9 

Regarding co-operatives’ capacities for climate protection, such an emancipatory social 

system can be considered as a solid base for designing and implementing local policies and 

strategies in, for example, housing, consumption, mobility and health that are related to the 

socio-economic characteristics (income, gender, age and health) of their members. Co-

operatives networking with other groups and institutions may even have greater effects on 

local climate protection than individual activities. Quite obviously, this cannot be generalised 

as co-operatives vary in size and engagement, and in resources available. But at their best, 

they may develop and implement individual and collective strategies of dealing with, 

adapting or rather escaping the effects of climate change in the short, medium and long 

run.10 In the following section, we focus on the co-operative capacities of democracy and 

solidarity and their relevance, arguing that the principles of self-help and shared 

responsibility can trigger considerable bursts of motivation, specifically with regard to 

climate protection. 

 

Democratic capacities 

The participatory rights of co-operators differ fundamentally from the influential power of 

shareholders in other business forms: co-operatives as interest groups formed by individuals 

take their decisions democratically, transparently and based on equal rights11, with value 

creation remaining member oriented and collectively available. Indeed, the participatory 

rights are appreciated by most members and considered a great advantage.12 But the level 

and number of participatory activities vary from attending an annual assembly to delegates 

and work groups entitled to prepare or take decisions on specific topics.13 On the one hand, 

we find co-operatives where only a minority of members exercise their democratic rights via 

attending the annual assembly. Lack of time is the most prominent reason given that 

prevents members from participating. 

Thus, in consequence, the formation of will and the making of decisions, the two core 

elements of participation, are frequently concentrated in the board of directors,14 not to 

mention the implementation of decisions. On the other hand, we find a considerable 

number of new, small co-operatives where members are actively participating in shaping 

objectives and services for a sustainable and climate-friendly future. The latter conceive 

involvement in collective structures as a practical opportunity to become informed and 

involved, to meet people, to support each other within a self-chosen community, to break 



down global problems into collective and local ones, to counteract feelings of 

powerlessness, and to collectively implement local solutions to specific problems.15 

 

Co-operatives as organisations based on the notion of solidarity 

The literature on co-operatives describes solidarity as one of their central values. Many 

authors argue that the idea of solidarity between people with similar interests stabilises the 

group,16 and contributes to population groups’ coping with several societal deficits.17 

However, only a few studies explicitly examine the notion and goals of solidarity in the co-

operative context. This may be due to the general difficulty of capturing this concept. In the 

1990s a couple of studies were conducted which identified trust as a key prerequisite for co-

operative solidarity: Gherardi and Masiero describe solidarity in co-operatives as a relational 

pattern, as a form of collective action or network activity that builds on trust and can 

therefore also be understood as a competitive factor that makes co-operatives stand out 

from the private economy.18 The recent trend to establish new, small co-operatives may be a 

consequence of this. 

One challenge in the context of sustainable development would be to relate solidarity to 

climate protection. While there might be a diffuse consensus that global effects of climate 

change can only be dealt with via international solidarity between people and nations, it is 

worthwhile looking at potential contributions of co-operatives at the local level. 

Solidarity-based climate protection activities could be promoted by co-operatives via their 

members’ and staff’s daily routines, guidelines and rules as well as via political lobbying. In 

addition, solidarity-based solutions could be developed which provide access to more 

sustainable lifestyles for people with less money. Or, vice versa, it could be the case that 

collective climate protection measures might promote cooperative solidarity.19 

 

 

The current situation of German co-operatives 

In a similar way to other countries, the first co-operative-like structures in Germany evolved 

within the agrarian and food sector. But unlike in England and France, where early socialists 

such as Robert Owen and Charles Fourier were instrumental in the development of the co-

operative sector, the co-operative movement in Germany in the early twentieth century 

grew apart from the worker’s movement – except for the housing and consumer co-

operative sectors.20 Consequently, the most important spokespeople in Germany were 

neither peasants nor workers, but members of the middle class. Two particularly important 

spokesmen spread their Christian conservative and liberal ideas: Friedrich Wilhelm Raiffeisen 

and Hermann Schulze-Delitzsch. Raiffeisen, the founder of agricultural co-operation, was a 

young mayor in the slum areas of the Eifel. He acted within a framework of Christian 

conservative care. 



Schulze-Delitzsch, in turn, was a leftist politician and co-founder of the German Progressive 

Party.21 Along with the political ideas of these two leading German figures, the socialist and 

social reformist approach that characterised the co-operatives of the early twentieth century 

largely disappeared. Instead, economic benefits have gained more importance in large parts 

of today’s German market-based co-operative model than aspects of solidarity. 

Between 1950 and 1970, the number of registered co-operatives declined by almost a third 

(from more than 26,000 down to about 18,500), and in the three subsequent decades by 

another half (with only 9,500 registered co-operatives by the end of 1999, and a mere 7,500 

by 2006)22 (Table 12.1). This can be explained by concentration in the financial co-operative 

sector and demutualisation in other sectors. Despite declining absolute figures, co-

operatives still have more members than any other type of organisation, with some 20.5 

million out of 80 million inhabitants Almost every German farmer is still a member of at least 

one co-operative, while more than 90 per cent of all bakers and butchers, an average of 60 

per cent of craftsmen and an average 75 per cent of retailers are still organised in co-

operatives. However, an ongoing concentration among credit and savings co-operatives can 

be observed. Nonetheless, there is a considerable number, especially of housing and 

producer co-operatives, to be found both in east and west Germany that date back well into 

the nineteenth century. The number of new co-operatives remains small, with just sixty 

newly registered co-operatives in 2003 in Germany (seventy-four in 2006), compared to 

more than 500,000 new registered businesses.23 

 

Table 12.1: Number of co-operatives in Germany, 1980−2011 

 1980 1990 2000 2010 2011 

Co-operative banks 4,267 3,055 1,813 1,156 1,139 

 Credit co-operatives 4,246 3,037 1,794 1,138 1,121 

 Co-operative central banks 10 4 4 2 2 

 Special affiliated co-operatives 11 14 15 16 16 

      

Rural co-operatives 5,228 3,725 3,815 2,480 2,413 

 Primary co-operatives a, b 5,168 3,672 3,780 2,474 2,407 

 Head offices c 60 53 35 6 6 

      

Industrial co-operatives a 875 787 1,422 2,018 2,338 

 Primary co-operatives 856 772 1,410 2,009 2,329 

 Head offices 19 15 12 9 9 



      

Consumer’s co-operatives 94 30 53 33 31 

 Primary co-operatives 55 28 51 32 30 

 Head offices 39 2 2 1 1 

      

Housing co-operatives 1,217 1,172 1,991 1,931 1,921 

 Primary co-operatives 1,217 1,172 1,991 1,931 1,921 

 Head offices - - - - - 

      

Total 11,681 8,769 9,094 7,618 7,842 

a Water, electricity and refrigerated glasshouse co-operatives, listed as rural co-operatives 

until 2008, have been listed as industrial co-operatives since 2009. The bioenergy, forestry 

and timber co-operatives that were in part listed as industrial co-operatives until 2008 have 

been listed as rural co-operatives since 2009. 

b Excluding credit co-operatives with transactions in commodities. Including agricultural co-

operatives. 

c Since 2006, only main co-operatives are listed. 

Note: Up to 1990, data includes only federal states in West Germany, using DM. 

Source: DZ Research, ‘Die deutschen Genossenschaften 2012. Entwicklungen – Meinungen – 

Zahlen’ (Wiesbaden: Deutscher Genossenschafts-Verlag eG, 2012), p. 40, www.corporate-

portal.dzbank.de/presse_detail.php?id=1342. 

 

 

Three current trends 

The number of co-operatives is growing in certain sectors of the German economy, but 

declining in others. On the one hand, there have been constant merging and consolidation 

processes, especially in the credit sector, which have reduced the number of co-operatives 

from initially 27,000 to 7,619 in 2011.24 On the other hand, there are growing numbers of 

new co-operatives, especially in the housing, energy and social sectors. There are three 

reasons for this. 

Firstly, in a time of economic and social crisis the co-operative model is proving attractive in 

Germany. The consequences of decade-long privatisations and a growing mistrust in the 

established forms of (capitalist) economy have led to widespread discussions on the role of 

civil society in societal transformation processes. Examples of such discourses are the 



solidarity economy or ‘post-growth society’, which emphasises fundamentally different ideas 

of quality of life, access to resources, and civil society, economy and politics.25 The recent co-

operative boom in Germany, especially in the energy and housing sectors, may be 

interpreted as a first reaction to this. To what extent the 2006 amendments to the German 

Co-operative Act26 have contributed or will contribute to this is disputed among experts, and 

will surely differ from sector to sector. One significant amendment to the Act was that the 

corporate purpose of theco-operative can now include to social and cultural concerns, in 

addition to promoting the economic benefit of its members. Another change made the audit 

requirements easier for smaller organisations.27 

A second impulse that boosted the growth of co-operatives at approximately the same time 

was triggered by a larger trend towards economically and socially sustainable organisations, 

alongside a general transformation of the energy system. An important reason for this rapid 

growth in this area – apart from the economic crisis – is that a law on renewable energies 

was introduced in 2000 that made it much easier for small organisations to produce 

renewables.28 In consequence, and along with associations and private partnerships 

(Gesellschaft burgerlichen Rechts), it was primarily the co-operatives that conceived 

different business models in this sector, for instance by taking over electricity grids, and 

creating systems of community self-sufficiency and bioenergy villages. Between 2007 and 

2014, the total number of registered energy co-operatives in Germany grew to 973,29 

investing around 800 million euros into local or regional solar plants, wind farms and 

bioenergy plants by the time of writing.30 

Thirdly, the United Nations (UN) International Year of co-operatives in 2012 and the UN 

decade of co-operatives (2011–20) have significantly added to the publicity of co-operatives 

worldwide. The boom reflects both an increasing number of scientific articles and media 

reports as well as in the above outlined growth developments in various sectors (Table 12.2). 

But interestingly, most data available on cooperatives refers to their economic and legal 

aspects. German social sciences and interdisciplinary studies, in contrast, have largely 

neglected co-operatives. In consequence, there are hardly any qualitative studies concerned 

with co-operatives or their activities, specifically the solidarity-oriented and participative 

structures of this form of organisation. Recent publications by Zimmer and by Munkner and 

Ringle, analysing co-operatives as actors of civic society, are exceptions.31 

 

 

Three housing co-operatives 

One of the many types of co-operatives aimed at actively supporting solidarity and 

sustainable structures is the housing co-operative. With 3 million members (out of 20 million 

co-op members altogether) and 2.2 million units to take care of, these co-operatives provide 

10 per cent of Germany’s total housing stock. As most of this housing was built either 

between 1880 and 1930 or between 1950 and 1970, the need for renovation is significant. In 

combination with comparatively high standards for energy efficiency and rising energy costs, 



this has the effect that housing co-operatives implement more measures to increase energy 

efficiency than any other public housing organisation, not to mention private households.32 

There is a general interest among housing co-op members in investing money in their flats, 

because this has a dual function – members are both owners and users of the flats, creating 

a ‘harmony of interests’.33 This increased interest in additional functions, which often 

include also participatory and solidary aspects, goes along with the observation that German 

housing co-operatives are most active when it comes to environment and climate 

protection.34 Below, we will present case studies of three German housing co-operatives and 

provide findings from our research regarding their specific participatory and solidary 

capacities. 

 

Table 12.2: Co-operative members in Germany, by sector, 1980−2011 

Members (in thousands) 13,275 15,207 20,074 20,744 21,155 

Credit co-operatives 9,105 11,421 15,039 16,689 17,002 

Rural co-operatives a, b 1,555 1,205 922 563 550 

Industrial co-operatives a 337 257 255 315 407 

Consumer’s co-operatives 665 600 825 355 350 

Housing co-operatives 1,613 1,724 3,033 2,822 2,846 

a Water, electricity and refrigerated glasshouse co-operatives, listed as rural co-operatives 

until 2008, have been listed as industrial co-operatives since 2009. The bioenergy, forestry 

and timber co-operatives that were in part listed as industrial co-operatives until 2008 have 

been listed as rural co-operatives since 2009. 

b Excluding credit co-operatives with transactions in commodities. Including agricultural co-

operatives. 

Note: Up to 1990, data includes only federal states in West Germany, using DM. 

Source: DZ Research, ‘Die deutschen Genossenschaften 2012. Entwicklungen – Meinungen – 

Zahlen’ (Wiesbaden: Deutscher Genossenschafts-Verlag eG, 2012), p. 40, www.corporate-

portal.dzbank.de/presse_detail.php?id=1342. 

 

Spar- und Bauverein Hannover eG 

The housing co-operative Spar- und Bauverein Hannover, was established in 1885. It offers 

more than 8,000 apartments all over the northern German town of Hanover, as well as 

several financial services to its 23,000 members, of which senior citizens constitute the 

majority. Since the mid-2000s, many buildings from the 1890s and 1950s have been 

renovated with energy-efficient insulation and new heating systems. In addition, the co-

operative was also one of the first in Germany to build new co-operative housing, in the mid-



2000s, starting a small wave of co-operative building in Germany. From the 1960s until the 

mid-2000s, German housing co-operatives either reduced their housing stock or took over 

existing buildings. The co-operative has introduced a specific recycling system to their 

members, and conducts a yearly monitoring of its climate protection activities. Plans for the 

future include the installation of photovoltaic systems on rooftops, individual water meters 

and triple-glazed windows, and the introduction of incentives for using public transportation 

and the co-operative’s transport services. 

 

Participatory capacities 

The annual assembly is organised as an elected delegates meeting. As in many co-operatives, 

attendance rates are very low; approximately fifty people attend. This may be because this 

assembly’s function is merely to approve the annual report and the activities of the board. 

Nonetheless, and in order to integrate a variety of members’ needs, the management board 

set up a range of services such as neighbourhood meetings, tenant group holidays and daily 

assistance services for senior citizens. After the board of directors decided to establish new 

meeting spaces in three Hanover neighbourhoods, all members were invited in 2012 to 

collectively develop ideas for using those spaces. Again, around fifty people participated. 

Climate protection has become a crucial issue for the board of directors, for reasons of social 

responsibility as well as economic efficiency. To underline this, the co-operative is a member 

of the municipal climate alliance, sent a team of young members to the municipal solar 

mobile race in 2011 and offers consultation and workshops on practical energy efficiency 

(such as how to properly use the new heating systems) to their members. In 2013, two 

workshops (called world cafes) on ‘climate protection and our co-op’ took place, organised 

by the co-operative and our research team. Roughly one hundred members attended out of 

curiosity, as they admitted that they are interested in the topic but feel that they do not 

have enough economic and professional knowledge to discuss or vote on major investments 

for climate protection that do not relate to their daily experiences. Nevertheless, many new 

ideas for climate-related measures were suggested. Of course, some voiced scepticism about 

benefits of more participation in the co-operative’s decisions. 

 

Solidary capacities 

Members describe solidarity as collective action that creates shared values and, in 

consequence, allows for joint investment, for example in renovating flats or neighbourhood 

meeting spaces. According to their views, solidarity should be expressed by mutual respect, 

and by using personal, barrier-free forms of communication. Interestingly, members express 

their trust in the executive board and the co-operative structure as such by agreeing to 

decisions and by not showing up at the annual meeting – instead of legitimising the 

executive board or introducing topics they are interested in. 

The aspect of solidarity within the co-operative can be seen, for example, in the realising of 

equal rises in rent for old and new buildings and in a special interest in joint events that deal 



with future issues. For example, in 2012 a world cafe on communication, climate change and 

neighbourhood was carried out with the members. The number of participants was 

encouragingly high and the feedback from the participants on improving the living 

environment was very positive. Proposals have been developed, for example, on urban 

gardening, vegetable crates and energy conservation. 

 

 

Weiberwirtschaft eG 

The women’s co-operative WeiberWirtschaft eG in central Berlin was established in 1992 to 

support women in green businesses. After renovating a former industrial site, they provide 

approximately 7,100 square metres of office space for some seventy businesses of different 

sizes, including a children’s daycare facility, conference rooms, restaurants, a start-up service 

for women in green businesses, a meeting space for networking activities, and thirteen flats. 

The majority of the members are based in Berlin but others live in a variety of locations all 

over  Germany and Europe. 

The ecofriendly renovation of the site, financially supported by publicfunds from the Berlin 

state, concentrated on reducing energy consumption and harmful emissions. Due to their 

ecologically responsible overall concept, the co-operative won several national and 

European awards for their ecological concept (e.g. Naturschutzbund Germany 2004) and 

innovation (Prize of the Regions, Council of Europe, 2008). Up to the present day, 

international delegations come to visit this ‘biggest start-up for women in green businesses 

in Europe’. In addition, bike parking, unsealed yards, green roofs and facades were realised, 

and nesting boxes and bee stocks were added in 2014. 

 

Participatory capacities 

This co-operative is characterised by a heterogeneous member structure, as the interests of 

women renting the flats are somewhat different from those renting business spaces, those 

running the co-operative, and those living in Berlin, other parts of Germany or in Europe. In 

consequence, it is difficult for some women to attend the annual assembly, and personal 

communication between the residents and the business owners is more frequent than 

between other members. 

Beyond annual meetings with comparatively low attendance rates, several work groups have 

existed over the years. Career counselling, networking and raising political awareness for 

women in green businesses constitute one major aim of the co-operative. It also has also 

become a European and global role model as many international visitors come to learn 

about environmentally friendly renovation and women-run green businesses. To its 

members, it also offers consultation on green investments, on recycling and on waste 

disposal. In practice, the decisions of the executive and the supervisory board are usually 

ratified by the members. 



 

Solidary capacities 

Supporting women in green businesses and collectively solving individual problems of 

women in business are the shared objectives of the members. Unlike with many other co-

operatives, knowledge exchange on solidarity and its practical implementation are a regular 

topic at meetings and in the newsletter. As one member of the managing board stated, this 

is ‘part of the overall business strategy’. In consequence, a significant  rent reduction for 

office and business spaces during the start-up phase was implemented. Some women even 

feel that this co-operative is less profit-oriented than others, as the members are 

economically independent from the co-operative. 

Solidarity among members is shown by their investing collectively in printers, internet 

provision, counselling services and recycling systems. Similar to the Spar- and Bauverein 

Hannover, members argue that solidarity is also apparent in personal forms of 

communication, in mutual support in daily matters such as swapping flats according to 

changing needs, in sharing rent for collectively used office spaces or in lending money for the 

membership fee. 

 

 

Möckernkiez eG 

Another housing co-operative is the Mockernkiez Initiative in Berlin, registered as a co-

operative in 2009. Its 1,500 members (in 2014) plan to build and inhabit a new 

neighbourhood in the inner city with ten to twelve apartment blocks, creating 460 flats and 

nineteen business units by 2017. 

Members aim to relate ecofriendliness to business and argue that (socially) sustainable 

urban development can only be based on a more systematic use of ecologic building 

materials while making living conditions more sustainable. Some of the business units will be 

used for public children’s and youth clubs open to all, a kindergarten, an accessible hotel and 

an organic supermarket. It explicitly targets the ecological dimension of sustainability by 

constructing passive houses with ecological building materials (including rooftop and wall 

greening), by raising awareness of natural resources and by introducing new technologies 

such as wastewater heat usage, block heating stations, photovoltaic rooftop systems and 

smart energy grids. In addition, the members share a vision of affordable housing that is 

intergenerational, barrier free, multicultural and socially inclusive. 

 

Participatory capacities 

During planning stages, bimonthly members’ meetings with discussions on various topics 

took place that were each attended by more than 200 members. In addition, various groups 

worked on concepts and strategies (mobility, barrier-free structures, participation, ecology, 



the design of common and public areas etc.) in order to include individual ideas and needs – 

sometimes with support of external experts. In addition, a concept for participation within 

the co-operative was developed by the managing board, describing the different forms and 

structures of co- operative participation that would be incorporated. Many members 

conceive the group explicitly to be not only a housing co-operative, but a network of civil 

society members shaping their neighbourhood, including various other associations and 

institutions. This is echoed in several statements that the co-operative as an organisation as 

well as its individual members should actively contribute to integrating people with less 

money and to reducing poverty, social neglect and unemployment locally. But they are also 

aware that their current makeup, with a majority of senior citizens, might constrain a 

diversification of their member structure. Despite the high levels of participation among 

members, the daily running of the co-operative business is still delegated to the executive 

and the supervisory board. Some conflicts emerged between members and the managing 

board because of differing ideas on how much time would be needed for implementation 

and on how much money would be spent on specific measures.35 

Since, at time of writing, the co-operative has not yet started to build the neighbourhood, 

the extent to which its ambitious aims will be realised is unclear. The general public’s 

reception of the project, however, can be described as positive. According to some 

members’ statements the varied methods of communication have already triggered learning 

processes among members, the executive board and local politicians. This communication 

has also increased the quality of discussions and the members’ dedication to the project. 

 

Solidary capacities 

Members of this housing co-operative defined solidarity as the production of collectively 

owned material and immaterial values that couldn’t be created by individuals. A prominent 

topic in meetings and discussions is the relation of collective approaches to climate 

protection and to social inclusiveness, as several members emphasised the importance of 

barrier-free neighbourhoods and the integration of people with less money in co-operative 

structures and ecofriendly lifestyles, as well as a general need to reduce resource 

consumption. Examples given for collectively owned material values were joint investment 

in larger electrical devices (e.g. washing machines), sharing cars and providing services for 

both members and neighbours (such as children’s daycare). In order for residents to relate 

to their neighbourhood, the co-operative has already opened a meeting space for both 

members and non-members, where monthly energy counselling services are offered and 

group meetings can take place. Appreciated intangible values are meeting friends and 

neighbours; working together; lending money in order that others might join the co-

operative; a barrier-free culture of communication, respect and awareness; the ability to 

give and receive criticism; exchanging knowledge on various matters; and networking. 

Some members of the co-operatives whom the authors interviewed during a research 

project mentioned that the level of positive personal communication they experience could 



only be possible within a co-operative. Others remarked that they prefer not to have too 

personal contacts within the co-operative, and that a limiting factor to actual solidarity could 

be the growing number of members. 

 

 

Conclusions 

While the German co-operative movement is in many aspects different from those in other 

countries, these three short illustrations of housing co-operatives provide insight into 

today’s co-operative housing landscape – and into challenges experienced while 

implementing participatory and solidary structures in the context of local climate protection. 

With a traditionally strong focus on economic activities, a growing number of small and 

larger German housing co-operatives already implement environmentally sustainable 

solutions. One major challenge for a transition towards a sustainable future though is the 

systematic connection of economic, social and environmental sustainability while dealing 

with diversity and complexity. In consequence, it is quite difficult to provide standardised 

recommendations for a co-operative transition towards sustainability. 

Individual contributions to participation and solidarity within a cooperative are not 

necessarily a consequence of its size or age. But we can identify some crucial aspects that 

facilitate participatory and solidary structures for local climate protection. Raising awareness 

for issues of sustainability within a member-based organisation is clearly related to the 

objectives of the co-operative and to the interests of its members. In addition, providing 

different opportunities for communication and participation is crucial, as they allow for 

informal and formal exchange of opinions, knowledge, concerns and decisions. These 

opportunities may range from local meeting spaces to consultation processes and 

workshops about specific climate-related topics, and to establishing network structures with 

other, climate-aware organisations. 

While it has to be stated that the institutionalised structure of a cooperative is not the only 

form of organisation to successfully implement local climate protection measures, linking co-

operatives’ values such as participation and solidarity to climate protection might be a major 

asset – especially if a co-operative as an entity engages in climate protection. 

Nonetheless, in order to achieve results in climate protection, co-operatives need to 

network with politics, the economy and civilsociety groups. While many larger housing co-

operatives (particularly in eastern Germany) are already working closely with municipalities, 

smaller co-operatives tend to not be perceived as potential partners for local climate 

protection at this time. In any case, personal contacts with politicians and excellent public 

relations are indispensable. But there are many small co-operatives with unpaid executive 

boards and limited resources who are struggling for their existence on a day-to-day basis, 

with not much time left for networking and lobbying. Nonetheless, with an already stronger 

emphasis on sustainability and climate protection, co-operatives have the potential to 



develop long-term solutions for their members’ benefit, as well as to promote new, more 

sustainable behavioural and social patterns of action for individuals, civil society, 

policymakers and economic actors. 
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