<Co-op Name> Housing Co-operative
Membership Handbook

INTRODUCTION

How to use this guide

One of the best ways to ensure that members are active participants in the co-op is to make sure they understand their rights and responsibilities, the co-op’s organizational and operational structure, and the history and context of the co-op sector. This strengthens collective knowledge among members. 
This isn’t a one-size-fits-all tool, so adapt it for your co-op. Along with information on co-op history, principles and sector partners, you are able to customize the Member Handbook template by adding your co-op logo and co-op name and content where it is indicated i.e. <Insert co-op name>. 
Ensuring that everyone has access to the same information can make welcoming new members much smoother and provide support to existing members as it helps everyone know what is important.

Membership Handbook
Template
[bookmark: _Hlk176522253]A well-crafted handbook can help ensure that everyone in the organization is on the same page when it comes to policies, procedures, and expectations. This helps reduce confusion and misunderstandings as it outlines what is expected of members and how they contribute to the co-op, which leads to improved communication.
This guide provides some best-practices for member orientation and inclusion. It has been written for housing co-op boards, members, and staff in how to engage and foster a sense of collective ownership, democratic engagement, and active participation.
Information spreads knowledge of the co-op, particularly how to be an engaged member and overall good neighbour.




<Co-op Name> 
Housing Co-operative

Member Handbook
<insert co-op logo>
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[bookmark: _Toc158972730]Introduction to Co-operative Housing

[bookmark: _Toc158972731]What is a housing co-operative?

Housing co-operatives (co-ops) are democratic organizations, controlled jointly by the people who live there. In <province>, residents of housing co-ops are members of the co-op association (with exceptions). As a member, along with other members, you elect a board of directors from among yourselves, <approve the housing charges (in most, but not all housing co-ops. Sometimes the board of directors approves the housing charges)> and participate in important decisions about your home.

Non-profit housing co-ops operate at cost. This means that housing charges need to cover the cost of operating and maintaining the co-op, without generating extra revenue for landlord. Individual co-op units are not bought or sold. Instead, each household pays a monthly charge to cover a portion of the co-op’s expenses. In most cases it is up to the members to vote on that monthly charge. Members decide together how to budget and pay for good quality housing that remains as affordable. All co-ops also set aside money to cover major repairs in the future, and any surpluses are re-invested in the co-op. 

[bookmark: _Toc158972732]What is CHF Canada?

The Co-operative Housing Federation of Canada (CHF Canada) is the national voice of the Canadian co-op housing movement. Members include over 900 housing co-ops and other organizations in every province and territory. Canada wide, over 2,300 housing co-ops have built approximately 96,750 units of co-op housing. Today, over a quarter of a million Canadians live in a co-op home.
The mission of the Co-operative Housing Federation of Canada (CHF Canada) is to inspire, represent and serve members in a united co-operative housing movement.

To learn more about CHF Canada, please visit the website.

[bookmark: _Toc158972733]Member Roles and Rights

If you are a member of a housing co-op, you are:
· A voting member who contributes to the governance of the co‑op.
· Part of a community where you and your neighbours have a voice in what you want your community to be like.
· Living in housing that will stay as affordable as possible because it’s run on a non-profit basis and is never re-sold.
· Linked to other forms of co‑operative enterprises active in banking, retail, farming, insurance, daycare, health services and more.
· A member of a worldwide co-operative enterprise movement.

In a housing co-op, members have the right to:
· Review the annual budget and vote on the monthly housing charges that affect the quality of your housing – for example, how much the co op will spend on property upkeep.
· Elect a board of directors made up of people who live in your co op (and occasionally non-resident members).
· Run for the board of directors.
· Receive audited financial statements that show how the co-op spent your money.
· Live there for as long as you like, if you keep to the by-laws, rules and policies agreed on by the co-op membership.


[bookmark: _Toc158972734]Co-operative Housing Principles

Co-ops are based on the values of self-help, self-responsibility, democracy, equality, equity, and solidarity. In the tradition of their founders, co-op members believe in the ethical values of honesty, openness, social responsibility, and caring for others.

Each housing co‑operative is a legal association, incorporated as a co‑operative. Housing co‑ops are guided by international co‑operative principles, adapted for housing co‑ops. The co-operative principles are guidelines by which co-ops put their values into practice.

The seven co-op principles are:

1. Voluntary and Open Membership
Co-ops are voluntary organisations, open to all persons able to use their services and willing to accept the responsibilities of membership, without gender, social, racial, political, or religious discrimination.

2. Democratic Member Control
Housing co-ops are controlled by their members. Each member has one vote. Housing co-ops give members the information they need to make good decisions, and take part in the life of the co-op. 

3. Member Economic Participation
Resident members contribute financially to the co-op and share in the benefits of membership. The co-op does not pay a return on the members’ shares or deposits. Instead, it sets aside reserves for the future and charges the members only what it needs to operate soundly.
 
4. Autonomy and Independence
Co-ops are autonomous, self-help organisations controlled by their members. If they enter into agreements with other organisations, including governments, or raise capital from external sources, they do so on terms that ensure democratic control by their members and maintain their co-op autonomy.
Housing co-ops are independent associations. They follow the laws that apply to them and their agreements with governments or other organizations. But the members control the co-op. 

5. Education, Training, and Information
Housing co-ops offer education and training to the members, directors, and staff so that everyone can play a full role in the life of the co-op. Housing co-ops find ways to tell the public what they are and what they do. 



6. Co-operation among Co-ops
By working together, housing co-ops grow stronger and help to build a healthy co-op movement. Where they can, housing co-ops use the services of co-op businesses to meet their needs. 

7. Concern for Community
Housing co-ops work to build strong communities inside and outside the co-op. They help to improve the quality of life for others, and they take care to protect the environment. 

To learn more about Co-operative Housing International, please visit their website.

[bookmark: _Toc158972735]Our Movement, Our Values

Canada’s non-profit housing co-ops are dedicated to developing strong housing communities for mutual benefit of member-residents on a not-for-profit basis. As a movement we are united by a commitment to uphold and promote these shared values:

1. The international co-op principles guide the way we govern and manage our housing co-ops.
2. Continuing to operate our housing co-ops on a not-for-profit basis is fundamental to our future and to our promise to Canadians in need of housing.
3. Housing co-ops strive to house members with a mix of incomes.
4. Housing co-ops treat their employees and other providers of management services fairly and value the contribution they make to their communities.
5. Housing co-ops are inclusive communities and embrace diversity by fostering a membership of differing backgrounds and abilities.
6. A commitment to environmental sustainability guides the operating practices of housing co-ops.
7. Housing co-ops aim to provide a high-quality living environment for their members and do their best to respond to their changing housing needs over time.
8. The right of members to live in their housing co-op is protected so long as they respect the rules and laws that govern their co-op. 



[bookmark: _Toc158972736]Co-operative Housing in Canada
The Rochdale Pioneers are recognized as the beginning of the Western co-op movement that we are familiar with today. Their story begins in 1840s Rochdale, England. It was here that a group of weavers had had enough of the high cost and poor quality of goods being sold by shopkeepers. Together, they pooled their resources and were able to open their own shop, providing quality foods at fair prices. In so doing, they set the stage for the co-op movement.

Co-operation among communities across the world long predates the beginning of the co-operative movement as we know it today. It is important to recognize that the co-operative movement has not always welcomed Black people, Indigenous people, other people of colour, or members of other marginalized communities. The co-operative movement, like all institutions formed under colonial society, has a history tied to colonization, segregation, and structural inequities in access and support. Work within co-ops must intentionally recognize the structures which create barriers to equitable access to safe and affordable housing. We must be attentive to the ways that systems reproduce inequities, & make changes to ensure marginalized people are welcomed, supported, and thriving in housing co-op communities.

New Beginnings

Housing co-ops in Canada began much the same way they did for the Rochdale weavers. There was a need for safe, affordable housing, and people got together to plan, develop and eventually move into this type of housing. 

Throughout the 1930s and 1940s, the co-operative values struck a chord with many students. Some of the earliest housing co-ops in Canada were student housing co-ops. This wave of student housing co-ops continued throughout the 1960s and early 1970s.

The benefits of co-op housing spread from university and college campuses to the wider public in 1968, CHF Canada was formed as a joint initiative of the Canadian Labour Congress and the Co-operative Union of Canada. Its purpose was to encourage the development of housing co-ops. 





Period of Development

The 1970s through to the early 1990s was a period of rapid growth for Canada’s housing co-ops. A combination of government programs and lobbying from CHF Canada produced many of the co-ops that still flourish today.

Cutbacks

The 1990s were characterized by austerity and cutbacks. Federally and provincially, funding for new co-op development was halted.

A New Era

The new millennium brought renewed optimism and hope for Canada’s housing co-ops. In the 2010s, the co-op housing sector continued to find innovative ways to grow and change. 

The launch of Canada’s National Housing Strategy in 2017 brought renewed optimism to the co-operative housing sector. 

Read more on CHF Canada’s website.

[bookmark: _Toc158972737]Co-operative Housing Around the World

Co-operatives are a world-wide movement. Co-ops of all kinds and from all places find their forum in the International Co-operative Alliance (ICA). CHF Canada is an active member of ICA Housing.

Around the world, the co-op housing model is flexible and takes many different forms. In Canada, most housing co-ops are rental co-ops developed during the 1970s and ’80s under government social housing programs targeted to people with low to moderate incomes. We are now moving into an era where there will be many different types of housing co-ops, including equity co-ops.

Housing co-ops are an important part of the housing market in many European countries. About a million people have chosen this housing model in the United States. Housing co-ops are taking root in Australia and in many countries around the world. The ICA housing organization allows the co-op housing movement to pool information and experience across oceans and continents.

In partnership with Rooftops Canada, CHF Canada has an active co-op housing development program overseas.

[bookmark: _Toc158972738]Vision: Co-operative Housing for All

Housing co-ops offer quality, affordable, community-oriented housing to over 250,000 people in Canada but even so there remains unmet demand for affordable and co-op housing. We want more people to experience the security, vibrancy, and resiliency of co-op living.

Our strength comes from the people who make up the co-op housing movement in Canada, past, present, and future. Our passion and pride in our co-op communities fuel a willingness and desire to grow our movement. Now is the time to maximize opportunities for growth through new partnerships, new models, and new ways of meeting the demand for co‑operative housing.

The co-op housing sector embraces growth to ensure that significantly more people can call co-op housing home. We grow by exploring new and creative models, making strategic investments, forming innovative partnerships across sectors, and building more housing co-ops. To achieve our goal, we are willing to take bold action and learn from our experiences. We are committed to an active relationship with our member groups that promotes engaged, diverse leadership and innovative approaches to growth. By building more co-op homes, we will establish a foundation for empowerment, social equity, co-op identity and community engagement that will help individuals and communities reach their full potential.


[bookmark: _Toc158972739]Welcome to <Co-op Name>

Add information about your co-op – where it is located, when it was incorporated, when it became a member of CHF Canada, any significant history, etc.

[bookmark: _Toc158972740]What is our mission?

Add your co-op’s mission statement.

[bookmark: _Toc158972741]What is our vision?

Add your co-op’s vision statement.

[bookmark: _Toc158972742]What is our purpose?

Add your co-op’s purpose.

[bookmark: _Toc158972743]What are our core values?

Add your co-op’s core values.

[bookmark: _Toc158972744]What are our current strategic priorities?

Add your co-op’s current strategic priority.

[bookmark: _Toc158972745]<Co-op Name> Overview

<Co-op Name> Housing Co-operative
Member Handbook





Add details about your housing co-op including how many units, additional details on locations, any developments in progress, reason for incorporation (amalgamation, to save units from being lost to the sector, etc.)




[bookmark: _Toc158972746]Roles and Responsibilities at <Co-op Name>

[bookmark: _Toc158972747]Organizational Structure

Add details on the organizational structure of the Board of Directors of your co-op – how many are residents/members, how many are non-residents (if applicable), how many positions, what term limits are etc.

[bookmark: _Toc158972748]Board of Directors

Add details on the current Board of Directors of the co-op – how many currently sit on the board, how often the board meets etc.

Governance is the primary job of the board of directors; it is supported by the decisions of the members who elect them. Governance is driven by a clear understanding of the board’s role, the skills to carry the roles out, and the values and legal obligation that put the interests of the co-op first. The board is accountable to the members for these responsibilities.

A board that practices good governance:

	· [bookmark: _Toc51234121][bookmark: _Toc51234493]Is aware of its legal duties
· [bookmark: _Toc51234122][bookmark: _Toc51234494]Knows the co-op’s purposes
· [bookmark: _Toc51234123][bookmark: _Toc51234495]Has a strategic focus
· [bookmark: _Toc51234124][bookmark: _Toc51234496]Acts transparently
· [bookmark: _Toc51234125][bookmark: _Toc51234497]Is accountable
	· [bookmark: _Toc51234126][bookmark: _Toc51234498]Is responsive to the members
· [bookmark: _Toc51234127][bookmark: _Toc51234499]Is effective in getting results
· [bookmark: _Toc51234128][bookmark: _Toc51234500]Evaluates its own performance
· [bookmark: _Toc51234129][bookmark: _Toc51234501]Plans for succession
· [bookmark: _Toc51234130][bookmark: _Toc51234502]Acts fairly





The key responsibilities and duties of the Board of Directors at <Co-op Name>
include:

Who is on the Board of Directors at <Co-op Name>?



Add a link to your Board of Directors on your co-op website or list names and positions in alphabetical order.

What positions make up the Board of Directors, and what are their responsibilities?

The following positions make up the Board of Directors at <Co-op Name>:

President
Key responsibilities and duties for the <Co-op Name> President, outside of Board of Directors’ duties and responsibilities, may include:

1. Providing consultation in developing Board and General Meeting agenda.
2. Chairing <Co-op Name> Board Meetings and General Members Meetings unless a professional chairperson is hired.
3. Providing a written report at the annual general meeting on behalf of the Board.
4. One of the signing officers that reviews and signs contracts and payables.

Vice-President
Key responsibilities and duties for the <Co-op Name> Vice-President, outside of Board of Directors’ duties and responsibilities, include:

1. Providing consultation in developing Board and General Meeting agenda*.
2. Chairing <Co-op Name> Board Meetings and General Members meetings*.

      * In the absence of the President

Secretary
In some housing co-ops, staff perform secretarial duties and are overseen by the Secretary to ensure that all legal requirements are met, and duties are adequately performed.

Key responsibilities and duties for the <Co-op Name> Secretary, outside of Board of Directors’ duties and responsibilities, are to make sure that:
· meeting minutes for Board and General Member Meetings are recorded and ensure that co-op minutes and minute books are kept up and meet appropriate standards, including:
· minutes of Board and Members’ meetings include all motions and the results of the motions,
· all reports, resolutions, by-laws/policies/rules, and other things submitted at a meeting are attached to or included with the minutes,
· all required notices of Board and Members’ meetings are given,
· all necessary documents for Board and Members’ Meetings are provided.
· minutes of Board and Members’ meetings are duly signed by two signing officers and inserted in the minute book,
· the minute book is kept up to date, and
· minutes of all Board and Members’ Meetings are distributed before the next meeting,
· making all necessary corporate filings with the government, and
· arranging for a copy of all new by-laws/policies/rules to be given to the Members as soon as possible after they are confirmed.

Treasurer
Key responsibilities and duties for the <Co-op Name> Treasurer, outside of Board of Directors' duties and responsibilities, include:

1. Reviewing monthly financials provided by management for inaccuracies.
2. Reviewing and signing contracts and payables.

Who can be elected to the Board of Directors?

Add information from your co-op’s rules or by-laws on who can be elected to the co-op’s Board of Directors, as well as any restrictions or disqualifications for potential nominees.

What are the primary duties of the Board of Directors at <Co-op Name>?

The primary duties of the Board of Directors include:

1. Supporting the mission, vision and values of <Co-op Name>, and supporting the organization’s strategic goals and objectives.

2. Attending Board of Directors meetings.

3. Preparing for decision-making by reviewing all relevant materials prior to meetings (which may be held in person or virtually).

4. Attending General Members Meetings as required (meetings may be held in-person or virtually).

5. Participating in Board annual planning sessions.

6. Participating in Board training and orientation programs.

7. Committing adequate time to directors’ duties every month to ensure the legal and financial responsibilities of the Board are met. The amount of time will vary between co-ops and depending on the circumstances at any given time.

Directors are also responsible for managing risk, recommending and reviewing policies and confirming effective systems are in place to ensure the integrity of corporate internal controls. Directors are also accountable for the monitoring and oversight of the organization’s performance and ensuring financial accountability.

What happens during Board meetings, and how often do they take place?

During meetings, the Board has business that must be taken care of, including:

· reviewing arrears and vacancies, 
· reviewing financial reports,
· reviewing management and development reports,
· approving and in some co-ops removing Members.

The Board should meet as often as they feel necessary to responsibly govern the co-op, as long as consideration is given to the business decisions that must be made to ensure the co-op’s stability.  It is essential that the Board meet frequently enough to ensure that proper decisions are being made and to ensure adequate financial oversight. Directors hold each other accountable for acting in the best interests of the co-op.

Add details on when, where, and how the co-op holds board meetings (ex: via Zoom on the second Tuesday of the month; in person on the last Friday of the month)

What is the nomination process for becoming a Board member?

Add specific details about the co-op’s board member nomination process.


[bookmark: _Toc158972749]Operational Structure

A successful co-op needs a board which can make appropriate and informed decisions in a timely manner. This can only be achieved when a co-op has accurate, timely and relevant information and advice. 

A housing co-op can obtain this service from their management company, or others with relevant expertise. More importantly, the co-op board should be aware of their combined strengths and weaknesses in governance and oversight of management and acquire the necessary support as required.

By obtaining governance support from service providers, board members are provided with orientation education and training for new and current members and engage in annual planning sessions. The board of the co-op should monitor and regularly evaluate the service(s) they receive under all contract(s) to ensure the service provider(s) continues to meet the co-op’s needs.

The benefits of this operational structure are twofold. All service providers engaged to support the board in these endeavors will gain a better understanding of the needs of the co-op during the development of the annual plan, operating budget, and capital budgets. The service providers will be in a better position to support the board and co-op throughout the contract term, which in turn benefits the health of the co-op as a whole and makes the board’s role of practicing good governance easier.


[bookmark: _Toc158972750]Staff and Contracts
 
Property Management
 
Management is the day-to-day work of running the co-op, taking care of the business according to the overall direction set by the board. Although the roles are different, good management and good governance go hand in hand, and if one is weak the other will be weakened.

The core management standards are divided into five key areas:
1. Managing the finances
2. Keeping the co-op in good repair
3. Keeping the co-op full
4. Meeting the co-op’s legal requirements
5. Supporting good governance

Professional management (or property management) is responsible for the day-to-day operations of the housing co-op. This includes responsibilities for keeping the co-op full (vacancy management), keeping the co-op in good repair (property management), managing the finances, meeting the co-op’s legal obligations (reporting and filings), and supporting the co-op’s board of directors in their role in practising good governance. The board of a co-op should monitor the activities of their management resources to ensure they are receiving the services for which they have contracted and paid for.

<Property Management Organization Name>

Add a description of the property management organization the co-op has contracted; list the services they provide for the co-op; add link to the website

What does the property manager do for Members of <Co-op Name>?

The main responsibilities of the Property Manager at <Co-op Name> include: Remove any responsibilities which are not reflected in the contract with the property manager

· 

1. corporate administration
2. general administration
3. keeping the co-op full
4. managing the co-op’s finances
5. keeping the co-op in good repair
6. meeting attendance


How do I pay my housing charges?

Add details about how members can pay their housing charges including payment methods and to whom to address the payments.


What is Member responsibility when it comes to the maintenance? 

Members are responsible for keeping the inside and outside of their homes clean and free of debris. They are also responsible for preventing excessive wear and tear or abuse of the property, and damages resulting from actions or negligence. 

Add co-op specific details.

What should I do if I have a maintenance issue?

Add contact details for person(s) responsible for managing maintenance work orders.

What is a maintenance emergency, and what should I do if I experience one?

Add contact details for person(s) responsible for emergency co-op maintenance; add details about what the co-op considers a “maintenance emergency.”

What should I do if I have a grievance or request that isn’t maintenance-related?

Add details about how members can submit grievance or requests to the co-op.

How are units filled?

Add details about how units at the co-op are filled, how applications are processed, whether there is a waiting list, etc.

How are notices distributed for meetings?

Add details about how meeting notices are circulated by the co-op, what period the rules or bylaws state must be given for notice, etc.


[bookmark: _Toc158972751]General Membership
The role of members is incredibly important to the healthy functioning and governance of a housing co-op – without the members, the co-op would have no one to serve. 

While practicing governance is the primary responsibility of the board, their actions are supported by the decisions of the members who elect them. The board of directors works together with co-op members as a team to ensure that good governance is carried out. Good governance means that the board provides ethical guidance, promotes a strong organizational structure, exhibits sound business practices, and displays clear purpose and values – all of which are supported by the members.

What is the difference between member decisions and board decisions?

While the board is accountable to the members, this doesn’t mean that the members have the same level of authority that the board has to direct the co-op’s affairs. Under co-op legislation members and the board each have the right to make different types of decisions. Each is entitled to make the decisions that are reserved for them.

At legally constituted member meetings, the members have the right to make the decisions reserved for co-op members. The board cannot make these decisions for the members. Examples of this could include the appointment of the auditor and approval of the budget. 

How can <Co-op Name> Members practice good governance?

You can help your Board perform their governance role by:

· following your co-op’s by-laws/rules,
· attending Member Meetings,
· paying your housing charges on time,
· being a good neighbour,
· being open to innovative ideas and change,
· showing respect to other Members, your Board, and your property management team,
· consider running for the Board in future.

How do I attend a <Co-op Name> Members’ Meeting?

Add details on how the co-op’s meetings are held, where meetings are held, and how often they are held.

[bookmark: _Toc158972752]Co-operative Legal Framework

In <province>, co-ops are governed by the <province> Co-operatives Act and other legislation. 

There is a chain of legal authority in a housing co-op where policies must not contradict the rules or bylaws of the co-op, just as the <bylaws or rules> must not contradict the Co-operatives Act and other legislation. Policies are created by the board and, ideally, approved by the members at a general members’ meeting by a simple majority. This is unlike rules or bylaws, which must be approved by the members through a special resolution meeting (with a higher voting majority) and are then in some areas approved by the Inspector of Co-operatives.




[bookmark: _Toc158972753]<Province> Co-operatives Act

Add details about the province’s Co-op Act and why it is important; add link to digital version of the Act if available.

[bookmark: _Toc158972754]<Co-op Name> Rules or Bylaws

<Rules or bylaws> are documents that regulate the internal affairs and governance of a co-operative. New rules or bylaws and changes to rules or bylaws must be approved by special resolution of the General Membership (that requires a higher voting majority) at a duly called Special Member’s Meeting.

· List of co-op rules or bylaws with link to digital versions if available.

[bookmark: _Toc158972755]<Co-op Name> Policies

Policies provide a framework for efficient and effective governance and management; clear instruction for the co-op and Members to follow; and are a tool for fair and consistent decision-making. Policies are created by the Board and, ideally, approved by the Members by a simple majority.

· List of co-op policies with link to digital versions if available

[bookmark: _Toc158972756]Resources and Education

[bookmark: _Toc158972757]Frequently Asked Questions

List common questions specific to the co-op and their answers here, or link frequently asked questions document if one is available.

[bookmark: _Toc158972758]<Co-op Name> Communications
[bookmark: _Hlk158973913]Contact information for key co-op contacts.

[bookmark: _Toc158972759]CHF Canada Resources

As members of CHF Canada, Members of <Co-op Name> can access the library of co-op resources. Please create a membership login by visiting CHF Canada’s website. Members can also sign up to receive CHF Canada’s eNews to stay up to date on co-op housing news, CHF Canada services and benefits, upcoming events and more.



Identifying goals


Recommending  policies for member approval


Recommending the annual budget to the members 


Attending board & general membership meetings


Reviewing and evaluating contract services 


Providing financial oversight 


Approving and removing membership (according to bylaws/rules) 


Representing the membership


Signing and abiding by the ethical conduct agreement


Attending sector meetings or events


If assigned as a signing officer; review and sign contracts and payables



Co-operatives Act and other laws


Co-op's incorporation documents and rules / bylaws


Policies


Standing resolutions and operational decisions




