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Still Green General Meeting - Saturday, January 30th 2016 

From 12.45 (lunch) for 14.00 to 16.00  
The Quaker Centre, Downhead Park 

 
For those hoping to live in the cohousing scheme:  
□  If you are unable to attend in the afternoon, you can talk to Rob in the morning at 

the Quaker Centre from 11.00.  Please let him know by 18.00 on Friday if you would 

like to do so. 

□  If you cannot attend at all on Saturday, then please message your questions and 

responses to him or any of the Board members, preferably before Saturday. 

Either way, this means the Board can know where you stand, and take your views into 

account, when it meets next week.  We also welcome the views of supporting 

members (especially if willing to consider making loans to help shared 
ownership!). 

 
PROGRAMME FOR THE AFTERNOON 

  
14.00 – 14.10 Welcome, and plan for the afternoon 
14.10 -  14.30 Chair’s update report and a chance for questions on the 

Board Report circulated in advance 
14.30 – 15.00 ‘Round robin’ and discussion: what responses do we 

have to the Board’s challenges?   
 

15.00 - 15.10 Comfort Break 
15.10 – 15.55  Promotion & recruitment workshop  

Who will do what on website, leaflets, use of cards and 
placing stories? 
How will you use the card and flyer in your own social 
networks?  
What is your ‘elevator pitch’ for Still Green? 

15.55 – 16.00 Check and confirm action points 
16. 00 Close and clear 
  

The following documents are provided: 
1 Report from the Board 
2 Finance report  
3 Minutes of the last members meeting. 

Accounts for the year to date, the recruitment plan, promotional card and 
three-ply leaflet are distributed as separate documents.  
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1   Board report  

Introduction. 
At last some major uncertainties - concerning how, with whom, and on what 

conditions, the project can be carried through - are being resolved.  It has become 

obvious that we are at a critical juncture.  This report sets out the challenges we face.  

If we are to proceed further, members have to be clear about what will be entailed – 

the work that will be involved, as well as the risks we will all be taking in respect of 

the remaining uncertainties. The Board will not proceed further unless it is confident 

members wish it to do so, and that such wishes are based on a good grasp of the 

matters set out in this report.  

We start by briefly summarising what has been achieved.     

The back-story 
Still Green has shown that it’s third age cohousing project can attract members, and 

loans from those members. We have a strong and supportive team of advisers, and a 

bank that is willing to consider acting as guarantor for our scheme.  We have the 

opportunity to secure a good enough site from a sympathetic vendor on unusually 

favourable terms.  We have agreed a number and mix of units that appear to be in 

range of a financially viable scheme.  We have received indications that our proposed 

configuration will be sympathetically received by the Council’s planners. We are 

engaged in serious discussions with a Housing Association over their involvement 

with us in developing the site – an involvement that is pretty well essential in order to 

conclude the deal with the landowner.  

This is all good and well – but it is still in very general terms.  Can this goodwill and 

the various understandings be brought together in contractual form, based around 

more detailed financial estimates? And can Still Green actually recruit the additional 

members needed who will be willing to buy the units we will commission?   

Recent developments 
Early in January, we heard that Orbit do wish to continue the discussion and that for 

them both options (them leading and buying the land with us in support; or us leading 

with them in support) are still on the table.  By implication, they believe the scheme 

can be viable for them.  Your board decided that it would be better if Orbit would lead 

the development (buying the land and becoming the developer) with us contracting to 

purchase the cohousing units from them. This would hugely reduce our risk and our 

project management challenges.  Given that MKDP have confirmed that they would 

also welcome this, your Board instructed Wrigleys to do no further work on the draft 

contract between SG and MKDP at this stage.   

Orbit asked us for more information on the costs involved in the run-up to obtaining 

planning permission (which has been provided); and to clarify how a Handelsbanken 

guarantee, to step in if we were to run out of money or could not provide buyers for 

all the units at completion, would work.  Rob met with Bob Howe at Handelsbanken 

to discuss this and the broader issues of the schemes viability. Bob explained why if 

we did try to lead on the development it would all be very clunky (and expensive) to 

have HB as a guarantor; whereas if Orbit lead, they will automatically have title to 

whatever we fail to find purchasers for.  For his part, Bob now understands how our 

proposal would work; and that if the common house is valued and brought into the 
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calculations in a more conventional way, then on current estimates, the scheme is 

already looking quite profitable – more on this below. Bob has offered to come with 

us to Orbit to explain all this, as part of encouraging Orbit to lead on the scheme1.  

Alan and Rob go up to Coventry again on Wednesday morning, and can update you 

on developments on Saturday.    

Meanwhile, MKDP have also confirmed that they will only sell ‘off market’ to Orbit 

on the favourable terms offered to us if that will lead to a scheme broadly as 

envisaged and agreed (40 units of varying sizes, 30% affordables, high sustainability, 

largely retirement housing, preferably as a cohousing scheme). MKDP have also said, 

that under this arrangement, the 50% pre-sale condition of the contract will require 

Still Green to have members committed to purchasing fourteen units2, within the time 

allowed for fulfilment of contract conditions.   

Clearly, the discussions have some way to run – the possible ‘devils in the detail’ 

have to be surfaced and resolved3. However, we do not have much time – MKDP face 

their own severe challenges and feel they must resolve this matter in February, or 

offer the site on the open market. To avoid delay, a relatively simple contract 

(between MKDP and Orbit) is proposed with a condition that an agreement between 

Orbit and Still Green follows soon after. 

In this situation the Board is clear: 

1. That, given our own preferences, and MKDP and Handelsbanken’s views, 

Orbit leading the development holds out the only realistic prospect of success.  

And it will still require us to overcome major challenges (discussed below). 

2. That if Orbit are not persuaded to take on the whole development on the basis 

outlined, then we must surrender the site (with all that implies in terms of 

writing off work we have paid for, and loans being forfeit) - because we will 

not be able to find another Housing Association in any time remaining.   

Understanding the way roles and risks will be shared 
‘Who carries which risks’ provides a useful way of understanding what is needed for 

a building development to work.  Our scheme, as it is now taking shape, will work 

like this: 

 Planning risk.  So far, Still Green (with help from Locality/Groundwork) have 

carried most of this risk.  The level of panning risk is now considerably 

reduced – but some risk will remain until we have secured planning 

permission. As part of persuading Orbit to agree to lead we may have to 

reduce their financial exposure by contributing quite a bit more to these at-risk 

costs  

                                                        
1  Bob’s view was that SG and MKDP are essentially presenting Orbit with an attractive 
development opportunity: the private element of the scheme will be pre-sold; the land has been 
agreed on very good terms, and the planning risk is already much reduced.   
2 Calculated as follows: 40 units in total, less 12 to be owned by Orbit = 28 to be owned in the end 
by members of SG. Half this number is the 14 that must be pre-sold.  
3 For example: how much of Still Green’s costs to date will Orbit accept as project costs (and so as 
prepayments)?  Some, certainly; but all? – probably not.  
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 Business/viability risk. The advantageous land price helps here, but is off-set 

by the high sustainability specification and requirement for 30% affordables. 

If Orbit and MKDP (and we ourselves) are not satisfied by the results of a 

proper QS study, then the scheme will not proceed. Although various omens 

are encouraging, the jury is still out. And in this context the jurors that most 

matter are the Orbit decision-makers.  

 Build risk.  This one – ensuring costs do not significantly over-run – would be 

for Orbit to manage. 

 Market risk. Can sales be achieved for the units designed at the prices 

required? This one clearly falls to us, and is discussed further below.   

 Financial risk. Someone will need to provide project finance, to fund the 

building of the homes, putting up millions of pounds and trusting that they 

will be completed more or less on time and on budget (so that the loan can be 

fully repaid). Because they are a developer, it is likely that Orbit can arrange 

this on pretty good terms, and even fund it out of its own resources.  But it 

may help if Still Green members offer to contribute (as the loans policy sets 

out, this could reduce the cost of finance for the scheme and give those 

waiting to complete their purchase a return on their money).   

 Reputational risk. For completeness, note that MKDP have taken a risk 

supporting us for so long, and that they cannot countenance selling land for a 

scheme that collapses - hence their need to be absolutely sure that all the 

above risks are fully addressed. 

Looking ahead at the financial challenges 
Assuming, as we have to in what follows, that Orbit contract to buy the land and 

manage the development of the whole site (ie, secure planning permission and build), 

then SG will contract to pre-sell (arrange purchasers for) all the cohousing units 

(excepting two Affordable units for rent that would be retained by Orbit).  This will 

mean legal costs for us, albeit probably less than for the land contract.  Significant 

costs will also be associated with ensuring the scheme is or can be made financially 

viable (some more technical reports, especially from a Quantity surveyor; further 

financial analysis; perhaps further design work); and with securing planning 

permission (reports, more design work; legal and application fees).  As noted above, it 

is likely that Orbit will require contributions to share the pre-planning risk (and test 

our resolve).  

Most of these costs we would have faced anyway (and we have figures for them).  

These figures informed the loans policy that asks those hoping to buy units to provide 

up to£8K per person in order to secure planning permission.  Overall, Orbit’s 

involvement spreads the burden, even if some additional costs are involved. But we 

are still talking about considerable sums. The Appendix provides some figures on the 

levels of lending that may be needed.   

Recruitment prospects - our big unknown 
Currently, we have potentially pre-sold six units (see Appendix).  For all kinds of 

reasons, we cannot be sure that these current intentions will translate into sales.  

Indeed, the experience of other cohousing schemes is very clear on this point – the 

steady turnover of members continues right up until the building is underway (and 
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beyond). This is because new and existing members’ circumstances change: new 

opportunities may open up, and/or adjustments to the details of the scheme & prices 

may ‘tip a balance’ in some minds.  Until the level of lending is quite high, some may 

view their loan as the price of an option on buying units, and willing to surrender that 

option if something better appears elsewhere.   

This means that to achieve 14 units pre-sold by the autumn we must have recruited at 

least ten more members willing to make loans with a view to purchasing4. You may 

consider that a higher target would be prudent. 

For a combination of reasons and circumstances we have (rightly or wrongly) held 

back from promoting the scheme clearly and vigorously. This means we still have 

little sense of how hard or easy it will be to attract enquiries and convert a proportion 

of those interested into committed members lending funds (and especially, potential 

home-buyers).  We simply do not know. 

On the negative side, it’s clear that members recruited in the second phase of 

cohousing schemes tend to be less swayed by cohousing as such, and give 

comparatively more weight to the location, size and price of the actual units – not to 

mention the timing (when they can move in). Just as house developers know many 

buyers are reluctant to buy ‘off plan’ (they want to know the look and feel of the 

building and milieu); so with cohousing – and hence many more people want to live 

in existing cohousing schemes than to set one up.  In our case, it will be some time 

before we can say (or be told) what the prices and detailed specification will actually 

be (not above market prices, to be sure; but for this sort of scheme that is far from 

precise).   

On the more positive side, our project has features many people find attractive; 

Milton Keynes has a particularly high projected net growth in people aged 65+; and it 

turns out that we are far from being unusual in our desire for a form of third age 

housing that is not retirement housing let alone extra-care (SG members in the third 

age seem to be part of an emergent group of ‘aspirational downsizers’ contra those 

whose moves are more reluctant and ‘needs based’)5.   

What if things go wrong? 
This uncertainty over our recruitment prospects creates significant risk for us: first, 

can we achieve 14 pre-sold units within the next, say, 10 months, to meet the 

conditions of the contract? If not, we cannot proceed, the contract will be void, and 

we are back at square one, having spent and lost additional funds.    

If we clear that first hurdle, then can we arrange the sale of the remaining 14 units by 

the time the buildings are completed (when Orbit will need the funds to settle the 

construction bills and pay for the land)?  It is important to understand what is likely to 

                                                        
4 Recruiting members seeking shared ownership would also help – but only if and when we have a 
source of loan finance. Likewise, some of the pre-sales could be ‘buy-to-lets’ by sympathetic 
supporting members. Hence, though still committed to mixed tenure, it is best to exclude these 
possibilities until we have identified such sources. Lenders will also want to see that we can 
recruit committed purchasers.  
5  These points are discussed in Savills report on retirement housing, which reports that some 
developers targeting the aspirational market have “achieved premiums above the local market 
and faster sales rates including more off plan. The demand for these aspirational products looks 
set to continue growing.”  They argue that developers need to offer products across a spectrum of 
prices and affordability and address what they refer to as the £250,000 challenge.  
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happen if we fail to arrange these remaining sales.  Orbit will have required (we 

presume) that the contract provides them the right to sell unsold units to non-

members. But what if that does not bring in sufficient funds? - because other people 

do not like our design, or because of a wider economic downturn, or because of the 

additional marketing costs involved - whatever.  

To protect against such a situation, Orbit may wish also to have the right to convert 

and sell half (or all) of the common house, which would be the only additional 

security available to prevent them losing out.  Remember, given 50% pre-sales, the 

common house of 150 m2 will, under the scenario outlined, be at least 50% owned by 

the Still Green; and it can be converted into two ground floor flats relatively easily.  

Two scenarios are:  

 Near-miss shortfall of sales: for example, Still Green have not secured in time 

(say) the last two buyers for the units.  In this case it is possible that those 

units, plus the common house, would be sufficient security for the shortfall on 

completion to be converted into a mortgage that Still Green would manage by 

renting out the units and/or by selling them when buyers appeared.  

Alternatively, Orbit might agree to add them to their stock of rental units. 

 Substantial shortfall of sales: if, for whatever reason, a significant number of 

units remain unsold and/or contracts to buy are not honoured, and/or rental 

prospects are poor (etc), then Still Green will either have to convert and sell 

half the common house (becoming a smaller cohousing scheme with a smaller 

common house); or it will have to fold, surrender the common house, and 

allow Orbit to sell all the unsold units on the open market to recover their 

funds.   

Arguably, the first hurdle (50% pre-sales) is much the harder one – because the timing 

of the scheme, and prices, will still be uncertain. If that hurdle has been cleared, then 

selling the other fourteen units, though definitely still a challenge, may be considered 

more do-able.  Indeed, you may think a ‘substantial shortfall on sales’ is pretty 

unlikely.  Nevertheless, that possibility will remain until the very end (unavoidable 

delays in the building process, melt-down in the wider housing market…).  

What does it all mean? 
The first thing to recognise is that matters may be taken out of our hands: unless Orbit 

are willing to move fairly quickly and positively, then MKDP will say their offer has 

expired.  

Secondly, even if Orbit do move briskly so that all three parties can agree a way 

forward, your board will not be willing to sign a Memorandum of Understanding with 

Orbit, unless it can do so in good faith knowing it has the support of all, or nearly all, 

members. ‘Support’ in this context means a willingness by potential purchasers to 

provide further loans, and by all members actively to assist with promotion and 

recruitment, and to serve in other ways that support the administration and 

governance of the Company.  

On that latter point, although Orbit becoming our developer will, once everything is 

negotiated, reduce the workload, Rob has informed the Board that his own 

circumstances have changed.  He is now transitioning properly into retirement, and 

feeling the ‘dip’ commonly reported.  For him, this means slowing down, stepping 

back a bit, and taking stock of ‘what matters in the end’.  This does not mean that 
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resignation from his (sort of) ‘Executive Director’ role is imminent; but a bit of a 

sabbatical would be welcome, and/or a re-think of roles, and/or some succession 

planning.  

Given the remaining uncertainties (which will be viewed differently and take time 

and/or money to resolve), and given our complete dependence on the support of 

members, it is not really possible for the board to make a recommendation.   We need 

to deliberate, individually and together, on our position and prospects.  What is right 

for us individually and as couples (or families)? What is right for Still Green?  

 Rob Paton for the Board,  

23 January 2016 

 
 
APPENDIX -  Recruitment, lending and the funds required 
 
Currently we have 10 members hoping to buy units (6 units between them); these are: 

Ruth and Clare; plus 2 x Patons, Bordens, Coffins, Chews. 

All are up to date with their loans. 

We need, by October, additional members whose purchase-commitments, taken 

together, will lead to a net increase of 8 units ‘spoken for’- that is, taking account of 

any existing members who ‘stand down’ and do not confirm their intentions to buy.  

This implies (say) 12 more individual members.  

If each of these additional 12 members ‘catches up’ by contributing £2K, then that is 

another £24K available to fund legal and planning related costs.  

If, during this time, as the numbers of prospective and committed members gradually 

rise and risk reduces, owner-occupier are asked to raise their contribution to £4K 

each, that would take the total amount of further loans to £68K (another 24K from the 

new members, another 20K from existing members).   

This calculation is indicative, only.  We are not suggesting that this sum will be 

sufficient – because we do not know how much we will need.  The uncertainties 

include: 

i. How many (if any) of our earlier and outstanding bills may be accepted by 

Locality in lieu of legal costs provided for under the grant (information 

expected very shortly). 

ii. The further costs involved in submitting for and securing planning approval – 

see below. 

iii. How much of a contribution Orbit will require from us towards (ii) and how 

many of our costs to date they will accept as costs of the project (presumably, 

those not accepted will be costs Still Green will have to bear out of loans, and 

this will reduce the amount that can be treated as member’s down payments). 

iv. How much will we need to spend on legal services (a contract with Orbit, 

more formal loan agreements and preparing for house purchase agreements) 

v. The costs of marketing materials 
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vi. Other costs e.g., paying our accountants. 

The figures below derive from earlier estimates from Potter & Holmes and DLA: 

 Architectural Design Team costs looking ahead to planning approval:  we 

budgeted for a further c £12,800 for the further work towards the submission 

of a successful planning application plus c. £3,500 for QS costs 

 Planning submission costs and associated technical reports: sustainability, 

transport and travel reports, section 106 HoTs, pre-application discussions, 

stakeholder engagement and consultation, DLA advice and support in 

submission and negotiation, planning fees, minor consultants and 

contingencies – say £45,000 
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2    Finance report 
 
 
We have £13,768   in our bank account, of which, currently, £972 is unrestricted, and 

£12,796   is restricted to uses under the terms of the Locality/Groundwork grant.  The 

period of the grant is now ending and we have a number of invoices recently received 

and due this week, that will draw on the restricted funds.  Any restricted funds that are 

not used for approved purposes will have to be returned.  

When we decided to suspend further work on the legal contract we expected we 

would have to return a considerable amount of unspent money allocated for legal 

services. However, contrary to earlier indications from Groundwork, it turns out that 

it may be possible to vary the grant, so that the amount allocated to legal services is 

reduced and the amount allocated for technical reports is increased; and that they will 

approve some technical reports not previously included in the budget but that we have 

met out of our own resources.  We have submitted a request on these lines and await 

the outcome.   

If all the requests are accepted, we will be c. £5,000 better off and not much of the 

grant will be returned. Groundwork hinted that even if some requests were declined, 

we were unlikely to be turned away empty-handed. We should know where we stand 

by Saturday.  

Meanwhile, we have appointed Jonathan Vowles as our accountants and they are 

handling our VAT reclaim on the basis of the records Chris has prepared.  On the 

basis of payments already made, we understand we will be due a refund of £8,146.  

We may expect to receive this in 6-8 weeks (in the second half of March, say). 

Overall, then, our financial situation is now a little less fraught.  Crucially, our 

financial administration is gradually pinning down the amount of various outstanding 

commitments and future receipts. At this point we are hopeful that we can meet all 

outstanding commitments promptly, and afford to spend modest amounts on 

publicity; and that we will not need to call for further loans until after Easter.  

 Rob Paton and Chris Coffin 
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3   Minutes of the General Meeting 21st November 2015 
 
Present: Jenny Borden (chairing), Wayne Borden, Alan Budden, Donna Budden, 

Chris Coffin, Jayne Meadows, Rob Paton (minute-taker), Ines Russell, Alex Yeats.  

Apologies: Sheila Bacon, James Chew, Gloria Chew, Karen Coffin, Ruth Gapp, Alice 

Maynard, Nick Pandya, Jo Paton, Clare Scott.  

 

1  Minutes 

The minutes of our General Meeting on 19th September were confirmed and signed.   

 

2  Chairs and Finance Reports.   
These were received and accepted.   

Concern was expressed over the high level of payments to DLA.  

 

3  Governance matters.   

The nominations to membership of the board of Directors were accepted and the 

meeting expressed appreciation for the willingness of Jayne Meadows and Malcolm 

Brighton to serve us in this way.  

 

4   Neighbourhood Membership 
Members supported the Board’s proposal to remove the category of ‘Neighbourhood 

member’ from our documentation and website. 

The difficulty of conveying the character of a cohousing scheme that was neither 

purely ‘senior’ nor ‘all age’ was noted.  Rob agreed to work on ways of expressing 

this clearly and positively in our recruitment materials.  

 

5   Still Green Policies and Procedures  

Members expressed appreciation for the way Donna (and Ben) had prepared and run 

the workshop, and for the progress that had been made clarifying potentially sensitive 

issues regarding transport, pets, food, and member participation which potential 

members often asked about.  Rob and others would draw on this in preparing FAQ 

responses.  Jayne would work on a simple conciliation process. 

 

6   AOB and date future meetings.   

No matters were raised, the next meeting would take the form of an evening update 

and social on the evening of Friday 18th December at the Bordens, in Redhouse Park. 


