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Figure 9.1. The Commons main plaza. Photo by author.
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chapter 9

The Commons

ELLEn r. kEMPEr

Editors’ Note
The low-density, energy-consumptive lifestyle of the American Southwest tends 
to promote isolation rather than community. Ellen Kemper presents a case study 
that shows the outcomes of conscious lifestyle choices to build community. The 
Commons, a cohousing project in Santa Fe, New Mexico, illustrates how building 
type and neighborhood form can promote social interaction, community, pride, 
and identity.

Context and Scope
The Commons on the Alameda in Santa Fe, New Mexico, initiated in 1991, was 
one of the nation’s first cohousing developments. The term cohousing describes 
housing in a community that incorporates cooperative living into its design 
and implementation. The major goal of The Commons in Santa Fe is to infuse 
a sense of community into all aspects of daily living. It also respects the privacy 
and individual needs of residents.

Completed in 1997, the community officially named The Commons 
is comprised of 28 residences and a community facility on about five 
acres located just within the Santa Fe city line. The development is built 
in the compound style of Santa Fe, that is, individual homes are attached 
and form interior spaces, or placitas. At The Commons, four placitas, sur-
rounded by houses, together form a larger community plaza framed by the 
adjacent Common House, the community facility. The homes are covered 
with stucco in a range of earth tones and comply with the city’s strict build-
ing ordinance. Each was custom designed and built at the direction of the 
individual homeowner, which is unusual for cohousing developments. It is 
considered a developer-driven cohousing community because the land was 
initially purchased by a developer and lots were sold singly to individuals; 
however, the developer voted as an individual lot owner the same as all others 
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during the construction period, and he lived in the community for about
ten years.

More than a development, The Commons on the Alameda is a lifestyle 
choice. By design and commitment, residents interact with each other fre-
quently and on many levels. The homeowners’ association actively governs 
community decisions and shared activities. Consensus in decision-making is 
required. Community meals are available twice weekly. Neighbors regularly 
share and exchange child care and other family tasks. Residents often host social 
activities for one another or carpool to local events, thereby reducing the average 
carbon dioxide expenditure.

Figure 9.2. The Commons main entry. Photo by author.
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Building community takes longer than building physical structures. It is a 
continuous process, subject to alteration and refinement as events evolve and 
residents change. Even the construction phase is ongoing: 70 percent of the 
houses have been remodeled, and the community is considering expanding its 
Common House and constructing a teen room.

Project Background and History
The Commons on the Alameda is located in northern New Mexico, three miles 
west of the historic plaza in the capital city of Santa Fe. It is a cohousing com-
munity, one of the first in the United States. The term cohousing was coined 
by Kathryn McCamant and Charles Durrett to describe a type of commu-
nity housing development existing in Denmark (McCamant & Durrett 1994). 
Cohousing incorporates cooperative living into its design and implementation. 
Characteristics that distinguish cohousing communities are extensive common 
facilities, neighborly design (including walkable, auto-free interiors), participa-
tory development, and resident self-management.

The Association of Cohousing of the United States, on the back cover of 
every issue of its journal, CoHousing: Contemporary Approaches to Housing 
Ourselves (The Journal of the Cohousing Network) defines cohousing as follows:

CoHousing communities are resident-developed cooperative neigh-
borhoods where individual households are clustered around a com-
mon house with shared facilities such as a dining room, an area for 
childcare, workshops and laundry. Each home is self sufficient with a 
complete kitchen, but resident cooked dinners are often available in 
the common house for those who wish to participate. These develop-
ments are also unique in that they are organized, planned, and man-
aged by the residents themselves. By re-defining the neighborhood 
concept to better address contemporary lifestyles, CoHousing com-
munities can create cross-generational neighborhoods for singles, 
families and the elderly.

The philosophy of The Commons on the Alameda is evident daily in the way 
residents relate to one another through cooperation, community, consensus, 
committee, camaraderie, care, and concern. A shared goal of the cohousing 
movement generally, and The Commons on the Alameda specifically, is to 
nurture interconnectedness within the community. It is not a typical America 
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suburb. Rather, it is a collection of households with homeowners who share a 
conscious commitment to plan together, play, eat, learn, build trust, and work on 
community projects with respect and honor for individual differences. Residents 
refer to the community as The Commons and to themselves as Commonors. The 
Commons boasts a thriving community, home to singles and families, young 
and old. Currently at a population peak, Commonors total over 80 individuals, 
including 25 children less than 10 years of age and a couple of octogenarians.

Table 9.1 Statistics relating to The Commons
Number of home lots 28
Number of homes owned by the home’s original owners 11
Number of lots resold without homes (once, more than once) 2, 1
Number of homes resold (once, more than once) 6, 11
Number of housing units remodeled (once, more than once) 9, 5
Number of units with rental space or office with separate entry 19
Number of current residents who have lived in more than one home 30
Number of adults (1997, 2006) 57, 54
Number of children (1997, 2006) 5, 25
Number of meals served in the Common House a month 8 or 9
Cost of meals (1996, 2009) $3, $4 or $5

Site Analysis
The site was originally 8 acres with 29 individual lots. It had R5 zoning, which 
allowed five houses per acre. At the time of the purchase, the city of Santa Fe was 
extending sewer lines to this and adjacent properties. The Commons developer 
extended the water line about 1,000 feet to the property. The area was on the 
outer edge of the expanding residential market within the City, and the timing 
and zoning were ideal for a cohousing-type subdivision. The city required the 
developer to deed almost three acres of land to the public, to be used for new 
roadways adjacent to the property and for a park on the opposite side of the 
Santa Fe River south of the property. The developer paid $200,000 for the raw 
land and invested another $500,000 in site development.

Houses on The Commons site are attached and clustered to create shared 
open spaces. These clusters are organized around a central plaza and four 
smaller plazas called placitas. This allows higher-density living that retains an 
open atmosphere. It is modeled on older Santa Fe family compounds. The plaza 
offers a shady, lushly xeriscaped oasis on a hot summer day. The overwhelming 
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Figure 9.3. The Commons site plan. Drawing by architect Courtenay Mathey, Mathey 
and Associates.
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beauty of the landscape is an everyday reminder of the community’s participa-
tion in its design and implementation.

Genesis of Project
In fall 1989 the cohousing concept was presented in the keynote speech at a 
conference about community in Santa Fe by Kathryn McCamant, the architect 
who introduced the concept in the United States. It inspired a group that even-
tually created The Commons on the Alameda. The core group, spearheaded by 
a developer, also included two architects, a planner, and a community activist. 
Of these five, three became residents of The Commons.

Other resources that inspired the initial design phase of The Commons 
included books by architect Christopher Alexander and his coauthors, such 
as The Timeless Way of Building (1979), A Pattern Language (1977), and The 
Production of Houses (1985). Architectural patterns that encourage community 
that were catalogued in these books and incorporated in The Commons include 
the following:

•	 degrees	of	publicness	(maintenance	of	individual	private	space)

•	 small	public	squares	(four	placitas)

•	 connected	play	(children’s	play	structure	visible	from	outdoor	eating	
area)

•	 work	community	(ongoing	service	contributions	by	residents)

•	 activity	pockets	(meditation	circle,	fire	circle,	play	areas)

•	 paths	and	goals	(sidewalks	that	meander)

•	 communal	eating	(community	meals	twice	weekly)

•	 accessible	greens	(open	spaces	for	all)

Another important resource for establishing the process within The 
Commons was the quarterly magazine CoHousing: Contemporary Approaches 
to Housing Ourselves.

Design, Development, and Decision-Making Process
The Commons is situated along the Santa Fe River, three miles west of the 
town’s historic plaza, and is currently at the western boundary of the city limits. 
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Because the original eight-acre site was incorporated into the city a few years 
before the site was purchased, zoning could be changed from 2.5 acres per lot to 
0.2 acre per lot. The zoning change supported the overall design concept of The 
Commons: that it would be physically modeled after the traditional compound 
style found in older Santa Fe neighborhoods. Santa Fe’s unique building code 
allowed for this model, which was ideal for the design described in McCamant 
and Durrett’s (1994) book on cohousing.

The Commons is zoned as a condominium with twenty-eight home lots. 
Each lot is approximately 3,000 square feet and is considered a limited common 
element to be privately developed and used by an individual homeowner. Other 
portions of the property are common elements, including the twenty-ninth lot, 
the Common House.

Guiding principles established by the core project development group are 
contained in the current design covenants. They ensure that all houses, includ-
ing the Common House, meet a general aesthetic standard, do not infringe on 
the solar gain of other houses, and have some areas that communicate with the 
placita to encourage neighborly interactions.

The developer in the core group purchased the site with the intent to 
build and live in Santa Fe’s first cohousing community. His was one of the 
first four homes completed in 1992. The remaining residential lots were sold 
over the next six years. Lots were not sold to speculators, but some lots were 
resold prior to construction due to personal circumstances. The Commons 
differs from many other cohousing projects because lot owners individually 
chose an architect and a builder for their units. Some Commonors designed 
and built their own homes. As a result, each home is unique. Yet, due to city 
design regulations and the Commons covenant, all houses had a unifying
Santa Fe style.

Four clusters of attached houses, each cluster arranged around an open 
green area or placita, encircle a large main plaza or courtyard adjacent to the 
community building, called the Common House. This landscape was designed 
and continues to be maintained by the residents. Auto traffic is restricted to the 
perimeter. A main parking lot near the Common House accommodates visitor 
and resident parking; each residential lot has one designated carport (with a 
storage unit) near the lot but on the periphery. Many residents cannot drive 
right up to their house. On the southwest corner are an orchard, a community 
fire circle, children’s play structures, a bocce ball course, a basketball hoop with 
a cement pad, a compost station, and a chicken coop.
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All initial lot purchases included a twenty-eighth share of the Common 
House construction budget. It cost $10,000 per lot for lots purchased by 1992 
and increased $25 each month after that. The Common House contains a com-
munity kitchen, dining room, meeting room with fireplace, exercise room, 
children’s room, utility room, laundry room, two bathrooms, and three gues-
trooms available for friends and family of Commonors. Residents can reserve 
the Common House facilities for events or gatherings, such as a yoga or theater 
class, child care activity, or a meeting of a local activist organization. Activities 
in the Common House are subject to some guidelines: pets and smoking are not 
allowed indoors, perfumes are discouraged, and children are to be supervised. 
The facility is not publicized for outside groups to use, and all usage must be 
sponsored by a resident. Any monetary contribution is by donation in accor-
dance with the nonprofit status of the homeowners’ association. Maintenance 

Figure 9.4. Common House floor plan. Drawing by architects Courtenay Mathey, 
Mathey and Associates, and Paula Baker, Baker-Laporte and Associates.
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of the Common House is overseen by a resident who has taken on the role of 
Common House Manager.

Role of Architects
The core project development group was responsible for the site design. For 
example, they arranged individual sites to maximize solar gain for the majority 
of lots.

The initial $1,250 membership fee to The Commons Home Ownership 
Association included five hours of time for basic architectural planning and 
drawing by the project architects. Each purchaser selected a lot and then had 
the option either to receive a basic design drawn by a Commons architect or 
to opt out, deduct $500 from the fee, and pay another architect for the ini-
tial design. About half of the original house designs were created by the two
project architects.

The Common House design was the first community planning effort. The 
project architects presented their design, still under development, to members at 
bimonthly meetings. Attendees commented and suggested changes and, through 
a group consensus process, discussed modifications. The architects eventually 
requested an end to the input so they could finalize a design and construction 
could begin. That pattern of continual refinement and modification persists with 
new projects and activities proposed for The Commons.

An Architectural Review Committee, comprised of community members, 
was established under the home association bylaws to ensure that each con-
struction and remodeling plan fit within the community covenants. Review and 
approval by the committee had to occur before the lot owner could submit a 
plan to the city planning office. That committee has remained in effect for sub-
sequent remodels. It has always sought to involve adjoining owners who would 
be affected by the new construction in the design approval process. Because the 
parties involved were neighbors, compromises often resulted.

Environmental, Social, and Economic Goals
Environmental goals are reflected in The Commons’ legal covenants. These 
covenants mandate water-conserving plumbing fixtures, solar design, and the 
selection of native and drought-tolerant plants. Commons policies include con-
sensus decision-making, using organic foods for shared meals, and encouraging 
nonpoisonous pest control. The purpose is to cultivate and sustain a neigh-
borly, supportive, and stimulating community with well-maintained buildings 
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of harmonious design, shared use of common resources and elements as well 
as respect for individual privacy, and beautiful spaces that encourage positive 
interaction among residents.

Some individual households have chosen recently to add solar power to 
their homes (about ten years after construction) due to tax incentives offered 
by the state and federal governments. Interested community members invited 
the local utility company to present the options to community members at 
the Common House. Community discussion about adding solar panels to the 
Common House began in 2006.

Social goals encourage interaction. Community meals are the most routine 
gathering. They are served every Monday and Thursday night in the Common 
House. A rotating crew of four residents cooks, serves, and cleans up each meal. 
Diners reserve a place in advance so the chef can better estimate how much 
food to prepare; last-minute sign-ups are often accepted. The per meal price is 
included as a line item on each homeowner’s monthly bill. The kitchen policy is 
to serve organic, wholesome meals. Like the rest of the living experience at The 
Commons, common meals are uncommonly good.

Figure 9.5. Placita D cluster of homes. Photo by author.
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Other regularly scheduled events vary. In years past the Common House 
has hosted yoga classes, birthday parties, a writers’ group, poetry club meetings, 
brown bag lunches, game nights, talking salons, an Indian art collector’s circle, 
jam sessions, travel slide shows, parenting classes, Halloween parties, a French 
language group, a local barter club, political and environmental advocacy meet-
ings, and a children’s babysitting co-op.

Interactions with other residents and visitors are unplanned but expected. 
One sixteen-year-old Commonor remarked that she must allow at least fifteen 
minutes for the short walk from her house to the main parking lot in order 
to chat with everyone along the way. Commons children often run around in 
groups fighting off some evil with their light sabers or conniving how to have 
more fun on wheels. Parents can relax because their children can visit all their 
friends in the community without ever crossing a street. Play structures, home-
made forts, and welcoming homes are only a quick dash away. If a child sobs, 
someone is bound to respond.

The Commons was intended to attract families with children. It has, though 
it did not initially. Due to high construction costs, and perhaps other factors that 
have never been fully understood, The Commons had only a handful of children 
in its first several years. Then slowly the residents began to give birth, quite lit-
erally, and other young families bought resold homes. In 2005 two babies were 
born at The Commons. As of 2009, The Commons boasts nine home births, 
including those of some nonresident friends of Commonors who felt it was the 
perfect place for such an event. Commonors have also raised several adopted 
children and hosted some foster children.

Economic goals were not established initially, except that the cost of 
Common House construction would be limited to the total cash contribution 
from the sales of the lots. Although the Common House budget goal was met, 
most individual homeowners exceeded their original budgets. Commons con-
struction began at a time when the first Gulf War had driven mortgage rates 
up into double digits. Realtors could not guarantee rates for more than a few 
minutes. Building costs averaged about $100 per square foot, less if the owner 
contributed sweat equity.

Environmental, social, and economic goals are met simultaneously when 
Commonors share services with each other, often eliminating the need to drive. 
Parents of young children created a weekday babysitting co-op, and babysit-
ters are hired to watch children during meetings and workdays. Pony rides 
are available from one Commonor who stables a pony nearby. At least half 
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the households have home offices. Opportunities exist to volunteer with sev-
eral nonprofit corporations. Professional services that presently are available 
within The Commons include physician care, a notary public, computer repair, 
therapy, massage, legal services, tax accounting, website development, media-
tion, seamstress services, and sustainability consultation. Various modalities of 
therapy are available—art, physical, mental, sexual, past life regression—after all, 
The Commons is located in Santa Fe. Energy use, including carbon-based fuel 
consumption, is further reduced because community meals provide a dining-
out experience twice weekly, communitywide social events occur monthly, and 
smaller group gatherings are even more frequent. Game night, gourmet club, fire 
circle, and movie night are common. Often neighbors will carpool to activities 
that occur elsewhere. Guest rooms, similar to hotel rooms but with no room 
service and a shared telephone line, are available for reasonable rates for friends 
and family members of residents.

<tabtil>Table 9.2 Activities that have taken place in the Common 
House
Regularly Frequently Occasionally
Two meals weekly since 1993 Sewing circle Ziker Traditional   
  Sufi Dance
Business meeting monthly Birthday parties Shiatsu class
Community meeting monthly Farewell parties Weddings
Kitchen Committee monthly Political gatherings Talent shows
Other committees  Writing groups Dance parties
Child day care several days a week Parenting classes Singing group
Scandinavian dance party monthly Drum fire circles in the orchard Healing 
circle
Yoga, tai chi, Chi Leil, and Pilates Social action groups Ice Cream for 
Breakfast party
Annual celebration inviting the Santa Fe community Planning meet-
ings for other cohousing groups Sierra Club meetings and membership 
gatherings
Jam sessions Slide shows and movie nights Women’s 
group
Peace activist group Playback theater Poker/game night
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Maintenance and Management
The Commons homeowners’ association manages the community through a 
nonprofit corporation created by the declaration and bylaws, as revised in 1995. 
The association, composed of all the unit owners, is the decision-making body. 
The declaration and bylaws require election of a board of directors. The bylaws 
outline the powers and duties of the directors and specific officers (president, 
secretary, treasurer, and vice president). Other articles in the bylaws relate to the 
annual assessments for homeowners and cover specifics regarding the following: 
damage, destruction, and condemnation; the architectural committee; building 
guidelines, restrictions, and requirements; other restrictions; exterior mainte-
nance; easements; the Common House; and general provisions. The declaration 
and bylaws meet the legal requirements of the New Mexico Condominium 
Statute. A community effort began in 2009 to amend the legal documents in 
order to support more sustainable practices.

In their practical application, the community has adopted procedures 
to augment the bylaws. These procedures have evolved to meet the needs 

Figure 9.6. Easter breakfast potluck, children’s table. Photo by author.
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and desires of The Commons membership and, in part, exemplify how The 
Commons differs from most other condominiums. For example, all decisions 
are made by consensus and not by majority vote. Renters are welcome to join 
in the meetings. Their concerns are considered with the same degree of validity 
as homeowners.

Meetings are held monthly; agendas are set by the Board based on indi-
vidual input from interested residents. New ideas such as capital improvements 
come before the group in the form of a proposal presentation followed by a 
group discussion led by the meeting facilitator. After discussion is completed, 
the facilitator asks attendees to indicate whether or not they favor a proposal. A 
preliminary vote is often used to gauge the group opinion before the matter is 
discussed in depth, potentially avoiding the need to spend much time discussing 
the issue. Voting is by show of thumbs—straight up to support a proposal and 
straight down to strongly object. Participants can also express their opinions by 
the angle of their thumbs. The community will listen to objections from anyone 
whose thumb is pointed below the halfway mark.

Other roles fulfilled by community members at the meetings include a 
vibes watcher, timekeeper, and actioneer. The vibes watcher intervenes if any-
one exhibits self-oriented behaviors that are disturbing to the group such as 
aggression, manipulation, or withdrawal. The timekeeper announces when 
the group discussion is approaching the time limit set by the group earlier 
in the meeting. The group must then decide whether to conclude the dis-
cussion or allow additional time. An actioneer records all commitments 
stated at the meeting and reads them back to the group near the end of the
meeting time.

Each meeting ends with an evaluation by each participant of that meeting’s 
process. Every December, an annual meeting is held to elect the next year’s 
board of directors and to establish the following year’s budget.

When a concern that affects members of The Commons requires research 
and more intensive discussion, it is handled by a small group of interested 
people rather than by the whole community during a monthly business meet-
ing. Smaller groups are referred to as committees (for the overseeing of ongoing 
systems or projects) or task forces (for specific short-term projects). They consist 
of anyone who volunteers to attend regular meetings on the issue. Some com-
mittees, such as the human resource and kitchen committees, focus on systems 
that are so fundamental to the workings of The Commons that they schedule 
monthly meetings. Other committees meet only a few times a year. However 



The Commons          207

often they meet, committee decisions are usually in the form of proposals that 
are presented at a community meeting and approved, revised, or sent back to 
committee for changes.

Sometimes the community mandates a committee to decide a matter with-
out obtaining the full group’s approval. Such a mandate may be accompanied 
by specific guidelines. For example, the grounds committee may be autho-
rized to spend up to a certain amount of money on a certain project, with the 
design details to be determined by the committee itself. Frequently, proposals 
are approved for a trial period. Big-ticket items, such as capital improvements 
costing over $1,000, are brought up at two meetings in order to provide for 
involvement by those who were absent at the first meeting. With widespread 
connection to the Internet, proposals may be discussed at length via email 
before and after their formal introduction.

Email contributes to social interaction, giving everyone an easy way to reach 
most residents and allowing those who travel to remain aware of community 
news. For those who do not use email often, a hard copy of all Commons-wide 
emails is posted in the Common House. The Commons operates its own elec-
tronic mailing list, managed by two members.

All adults residing at The Commons are expected to contribute and aver-
age of six to eight work hours to the community per month. Activities such as 
gardening, cooking common meals, maintaining the Common House, editing 
the newsletter, scheduling Common House use, and even babysitting contribute 
to the entire community. Work days are organized once each month for larger 
group projects.

On occasion, The Commons conducts internal workshops to upgrade their 
group-process skills. For example, when two neighbors had a disagreement, one 
arranged a workshop on conflict management available to the entire community. 
Such workshops are financed from a portion of the monthly assessment fee.

Criticism
The Commons site plan was initially rejected by the city planning review staff 
because it restricted cars to the periphery of the site, which required most hom-
eowners to walk a small distance between their carport and their home. The 
developer educated the city staff about the unique nature of this community 
in order to obtain the needed approval and maintain the design. In later years, 
after The Commons proved successful, the city planning review staff noted The 
Commons design as one of its own successes.
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The Commons has been criticized by some as lacking diversity. Nonetheless, 
people of many colors and from many cultures have lived or are still living here. 
Currently residents hail from England, Switzerland, France, Mexico, Norway, 
Holland, Brazil, Nicaragua, and Russia. In years past the resident population has 
included members from Israel, China, Germany, the Navajo Nation, the Pawnee 
Nation, Canada, New Zealand, Venezuela, and Ecuador. The Common House 
can be a tower of Babel. In fact, this is a resource that can be seen as another cost 
savings feature. One can easily arrange translation services for French, German, 
Dutch, Portuguese, Ancient Greek, Navajo, and Spanish.

Significance and Uniqueness of Project
Gratitude. Every meeting, every newsletter, every formal and most informal 
communications are full of residents’ comments reminding themselves and each 
other of their gratitude and appreciation for The Commons and its extraordi-
nary people and lifestyle.

Neighborliness. Beyond the usual practice of baking a loaf of bread for a 
new neighbor, The Commons continues to welcome and share among its resi-
dents. A lending list is available in hard copy and (for residents only) on The 
Commons website. Every household posts The Commons telephone list in an 
easily accessible place; many Commonors carry it with them regularly. Should 
one be in need of an emergency babysitter, stranded at an auto repair shop, 
or coming up one ingredient short on a recipe, one need only dial numbers 
on the phone list until the problem is solved. If a neighbor is overwhelmed by 
illness, a new baby, or any other reason, neighbors quickly organize support, 
such as daily meals.

Environmental safety. The community follows a policy of integrated pest 
management (IPM) under which all households agree not to use poison to com-
bat insect problems. An IPM committee posts solutions to the most common 
pest problems and is available to assist with particular problems. Committee 
members regularly patrol in search of bugs. A community compost operation 
starts with individual households emptying their compostable waste in one 
location to be converted into rich plant soil by the compostmeister. Community 
gardens are watered with rainwater and greywater.

Self-reliance. Although the land used to cultivate food at The Commons is 
minimal, pocket gardens are sprouting up throughout the site. In years past, one 
household owned an organic farm about 40 miles away and held a small farmer’s 
market weekly just for neighbors. Fresh, reasonably priced organic produce was 
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available out the front door, no carbon loading required. Fresh eggs are avail-
able for households that participate in raising a few chickens in The Commons 
orchard. The orchard and other trees on the property yield cherries, peaches, 
and apples.

Limitations
The Commons is limited by its diminutive acreage. The closeness certainly 
encourages neighborliness, but little room exists for spaces such as a craft room, 
game room, workshop, garage, swimming pool, teen room, or other large-
capital-outlay project.

The consensus process is time-consuming. Decisions are not rendered 
quickly. Any decision costing more than $1,000 or having other significant 
impact must be considered at two separate monthly business meetings. For 
example, a discussion on expanding the Common House began years ago. Many 
designs have been created by community members and presented at community 
meetings, but the community has not yet committed to pursuing the project. 
Nonetheless, consensus decisions are useful because, once reached, they are 
seldom questioned or revisited by the group.

General Issues and Lessons
The first resale of a built house occurred when The Commons was about 25 
percent complete. When a number of homes were on the market, one of the 
potential purchasers hired the lawyer who had written New Mexico’s original 
condominium law. He advised that state law required a refiling of the entire 
survey and covenant document after any major change, such as the construc-
tion of a home. No such update had occurred, and as a result, The Commons’ 
condominium declaration was no longer valid. The New Mexico condominium 
law did not recognize The Commons’ approach of allowing each homeowner to 
choose a lot and initiate building on a personal timetable rather than construct-
ing an entire cluster of homes at one time.

Meetings were held to discuss how to finance the fee, which was expected to 
be hefty, for an attorney to correct the problem. However, an astute resident rec-
ognized that the problem was covered by title insurance. Although not required, 
most Commons homeowners had chosen the same mortgage company and title 
insurance carrier. The title insurance company paid a local real estate attorney to 
redraft the covenants and bylaws, and The Commons contracted with a surveyor 
to survey the completed units.
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Not all the units were completed at that time, and several remodels have 
occurred since. Another resurvey and update of the condominium declaration 
was recently conducted. The title company continues to cover the attorney 
fees, and the lot owners who require resurveying pay for the surveyor. Refiling 
is required whenever a Commons house is expanded. It is the responsibility 
of the homeowner to resurvey the unit once construction is completed and 
file an amended condominium declaration. The current estimated cost for
this is $2,000.

Future Issues
Internal issues expected to arise in the near future include the need to reach 
consensus on a design to expand the Common House. The community popula-
tion is currently 12 percent greater than it has been for a decade. More than 25 
of the residents are younger than ten years. The dining area can be cramped and 
noisy during community meals. As the children grow, the space constraints will 
intensify. One community member, a professional strategic planner, has been 
assisting the community in its Common House expansion planning process. It 
has been a topic of the entire group at business meetings, at several meetings 
of a task force, and more informally at Commons meals. Individuals’ drawings 
of expansion possibilities have been displayed on the dining room walls and 
in the community newsletter and presented at a monthly business meeting. At 
this writing, the group has yet to formally agree to proceed with an expansion 
project.

External issues include the road that borders the east and south sides of The 
Commons and crosses the usually dry Santa Fe River, which is unsafe after heavy 
rain or snow. The city has discussed several options, including closing the road 
entirely, straightening it by cutting through an adjacent city park, or leaving it 
as a sandy passage in spite of the safety risks.

Summary
Building a cohousing community involves more than the construction of houses, 
common facilities, and landscaped placitas. It also involves frequent interactions 
between residents based on a long-term philosophy of caring and sharing, and 
working together to administer the community, maintain its buildings and 
grounds, and create communal meals and other events. Community membership 
is dynamic given the American propensity to move every few years. Newcomers 
are welcomed and quickly integrated into a supportive environment. Cohousing 
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evolves from individual initiative as well as communal obligations, rather than 
by the strict dogma that often characterized earlier American communal living 
arrangements.

The main attraction of cohousing is social interaction. However, the simple 
concept of sharing provides valuable environmental contributions. Resource 
consumption can be reduced dramatically. For The Commons on the Alameda, 
home construction needs were more modest because guest rooms are available 
for friends and family at the Common House. Community tool sheds store the 
garden equipment and other large tools shared by residents. Individual resources 
are also shared by residents through a written list of equipment neighbors are 
willing to share; it covers everything from camping equipment to home repair 
tools. An electronic mailing list is used to request and offer services (such as 
rides to the airport 65 miles away) as well as furniture and other goods.

Sharing of roles allows individuals to partake in activities they might oth-
erwise forego, such as composting kitchen scraps and raising chickens. Child 
care, formally arranged and spontaneously occurring, frees up parents for other 

Figure 9.7. Celebration in the plaza. Photo by Kenneth Hughes.
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meaningful pursuits (or not) and provides social interaction for the children. 
A stroll to the Common House replaces the need to drive or be transported in 
order to dine out, attend a social event, participate in an exercise class, watch a 
movie with friends, advocate a social cause, learn a foreign language, or endless 
other possibilities. Other opportunities for entertainment are available within 
the community: several play structures, picnic tables, open areas, and a bas-
ketball pad. Social interaction is enhanced by bulletin boards in the Common 
House that display events individual members find of interest. Carpooling to 
such events is common.

Cohousing development is available in both urban and rural communi-
ties. The Commons on the Alameda works well in Santa Fe because it is a bit 
of both. It is within three miles of the city center, across a bridge from a city 
park, and centrally located to most commercial activity. The Commons also 
relates closely to the city as a whole and has become well known in Santa Fe, 
both through members’ participation in city affairs and through community 
and business events hosted by residents at the Common House. The Commons 
also invites the larger community to an annual open house and celebration. 
With its lush xeriscaped grounds, The Commons is an oasis in the desert, both 
literally and figuratively.
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Web Resources

http://santafecohousing.org

The Commons’ website lists homes for sale or rent, photos of life at The Commons, 
and other information.

http://www.cohousing.org

The Cohousing Association of the United States hosts an annual conference, posts 
a monthly magazine (CoHousing: Contemporary Approaches to Housing 
Ourselves), publishes a quarterly magazine, and has many other resources.

http://santafecohousing.org/bin/view/Public/EldoradoSunArticle

A local newspaper, the El Dorado Sun, published an article on The Commons by Gail 
Snyder titled “The Commons: ‘Personally, I Can’t Imagine Living Anywhere Else.’”


