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Cohousing ABQ

An Innovative  

Way of  Living 

Together
 

BY PENINA BALLEN
 
 
Marlies Metodi and her husband dreamed of  raising their children, 
a nursing toddler and a preschooler, in a supportive and sustainable 
multigenerational community, like the one in Austria where she had 
been raised. Both extended families were far away, and the isolation 
of  parenting has many challenges. Marlies wanted her children to 
have playmates who live nearby to cut down on time spent mak-
ing playdates and driving children around. And she yearned for her 
children to grow up with freedom of  movement and not need to have 
hawk-eyed vigilance at every moment for their safety. She also wanted 
neighbors to share items they only used occasionally, like a truck for 
KDXOLQJ��D�ÁRXU�PLOO�IRU�EDNLQJ�IDEXORXV�EUHDG�DQG�D�FKLSSHU�IRU�WKH�
JDUGHQ��6KH�ZDV�IDPLOLDU�ZLWK�D�QHW�]HUR�FDUERQ�FRQVWUXFWLRQ�PHWKRG�
called Passive House, which is so highly insulated that it requires very 

little energy to heat and cool. These dreams of  living lightly on the planet with a commu-
QLW\�RI �FORVH�QHLJKERUV�PRWLYDWHG�0DUOLHV�WR�FUHDWH�&RKRXVLQJ�$%4�LQ������DQG�ÀQG�OLNH-

O F F-T H E- G R I D  E A RT H S H I P  H O M ES  M A D E  O F  R E CYC L E D 
M AT E R I A LS  B E C O M E  C L I M AT E- C R I S I S  " A R KS "

Cohousing kids play at the beach, walking distance from the land.

 “Truchas Global Model”
Courtesy Earthship Biotecture (HTTPS://EARTHSHIPBIOTECTURE)

Earthships are homes made out of  recycled materials like tires, cans and bottles, and 
they are totally off  the power grid. Mike Reynolds, 76, started building them in Taos 
more than 50 years ago. Most people thought he was nuts. “Why is this idiot using 
garbage to build with, and why is he trying to make buildings that don’t need utility 
companies?” was commonly heard.
 
Climate change, COVID-19 and people spending more time at home have precipitat-
ed a shift in attitudes. Now Reynolds’ ideas have become more accepted. Increasing 
numbers of  people are buying in, including some who have created upscale, luxury 
earthships. They are now in nearly every state, ranging from $200 to $400 per square 
foot to build.
 
Reynold’s premise is to give people “six points of  sustenance” that they need to 
VWD\�DOLYH��FRPIRUWDEOH�VKHOWHU�ZLWKRXW�IRVVLO�IXHOV��HOHFWULFLW\��ZDWHU��IRRG��VHZDJH�
treatment, and treatment and use of  garbage. The climate-resilient dwellings follow 
guidelines from the Earthship Academy, a course which explains water systems, solar 
and indoor farming. They use about one-sixth the power of  a regular house and are 

made from at least 40 percent recycled materials. The same water used 
IRU�GULQNLQJ�DQG�EDWKLQJ�JRHV�WR�D�JDUGHQ�DQG�ÁXVKHV�WRLOHWV�
 
5HÁHFWLQJ�RQ�WKH�LFH�VWRUP�LQ�7H[DV�LQ�������ZKHQ�WKH�VWDWH·V�HOHFWULFDO�
grid failed and many people died of  hypothermia, Reynolds said, “I’m 
walking down my hallway, barefoot, picking bananas and spinach, and 
I’m seeing on TV people waiting in lines in cars for a sack of  food, 
and mothers taking their kids out to their cars to turn the heater on to 
keep them warm. And I’m thinking, we need to get people to know 
that this is possible and available. It’s not just a concept.” In response 
to tornado devastation in Kentucky, he announced that he was seek-
ing a half-acre of  land there and support for building “a fully sustain-
able, affordable, storm-shelter demonstration home.”
 
Reynolds offers Zoom lectures on sustainability and Earthship-related 
topics. The WORLDECOLOGIES.COM website provides updates on the 
evolution of  the Earthship concept.

https://earthshipbiotecture.com/
http://worldecologies.com
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minded people 
to build it from 
the ground up.
 
Cohousing is 
based on the 
Danish model 
and came to 
the U.S. about 
30 years ago. 

Community members have private homes fully equipped with a kitchen, 
bathrooms, bedrooms and some private outdoor space, but they also share 
plenty of  common space with their neighbors. The Common House has 
guest rooms, a play room, living room and a dining room and kitchen built 
to host weekly shared meals—an important aspect of  cohousing. Members 
come home from work to prepared meals and sit down to dine with family 
DQG�IULHQGV�ZLWKRXW�KDYLQJ�WR�OLIW�D�ÀQJHU��(YHU\RQH�WDNHV�WKHLU�WXUQ�DV�D�
cook or cleaner, and the common meals act as a glue that binds the commu-
nity together.

Unsurprisingly, the inspiration for cohousing comes from the roots of  hu-
man society—the village, where community members share tasks, resources, 
traditions and celebrations. In modern times, the craving for connection has 
JRWWHQ�ORVW�LQ�KRXVHV�WKDW�HPSKDVL]H�SULYDF\�DQG�VHFXULW\�UDWKHU�WKDQ�FRQQHF-
tion. In cohousing, all homes face common outdoor areas, and with kitchen 
ZLQGRZV�ORRNLQJ�RXW��WKH�EHVW�SRVVLEOH�VHFXULW\�V\VWHP�LV�DOVR�LQ�SODFH��H\HV�
on the common. Another crucial safety and esthetic feature is keeping cars 
on the periphery. Kids are free to roam and the common outdoor spaces 
such as a grassy knoll, gardens, orchards and playgrounds remain serene.
 
Cohousing is an inherently more sustainable way of  living as people end up 
driving less and buying less when they share resources and social activities 
centered around their homes. There are also plenty of  opportunities for car-
pooling, car-sharing and other practices with positive environmental impacts. 
Cohousing ABQ will take ecological goals further by building green and for-
going gas. The project will be all electric for kitchen appliances, heating and 
cooling. The community hopes to generate the energy needed on site with 
solar panels and will include electric vehicle charging stations.
 
There are currently over 170 cohousing communities in the U.S. and just 
as many in formation.  Cohousing ABQ will be only the second cohousing 
FRPPXQLW\�LQ�$OEXTXHUTXH��WKH�ÀUVW�PXOWLJHQHUDWLRQDO�RQH��DQG�RQH�RI �RQO\�

a handful in New Mexico. With a background in landscape architecture and project 
management, Marlies began the project by seeking experts.  She created an LLC 
(limited liability company) and recruited new members. Recruiting took place with 
the website, info sessions at community centers and parks and events like Earth Day.

 
Architects with expertise in the Passive House and green building were hired and 
the members took part in designing the project. The design progressed over many 
months with a collaboration between RMKM Architects in Albuquerque and 
Needbased in Santa Fe. There is no developer involved. According to Marlies, who 
also serves as project manager of  Cohousing ABQ, “Cohousing communities don’t 
MXVW�JHW�EXLOW�E\�GHYHORSHUV�DV�D�ÀQLVKHG�RII�WKH�VKHOI �SURGXFW��,W·V�D�XQLTXH�SURGXFW�
created through the grassroots efforts of  potential and committed community mem-
bers. It requires lots of  community building.” Building community has taken the 
form of  work days on the land, bowling, potlucks, camping trips, bread baking, tours 
of  sustainable buildings in the area, hiking, book groups and more. A Fall Lantern 
Walk has taken place in four Novembers, with homemade candle lanterns made by 
the children and special songs for the occasion. This tradition from Waldorf  Educa-
tion was introduced by an early member.

 
In summer of  2018, Marlies and her 
team found and purchased a 3.8-
acre plot along the bosque between 
Central Avenue and Bridge Boule-
vard. The land is bordered by the Río 
Grande. Migrating sandhill cranes 
FDQ�EH�VHHQ�Á\LQJ�RYHUKHDG�LQ�WKH�
spring and fall. Ducks and geese 
serenade any visitor. The land is rich 
in history. The previous owner, Val-
entin Sais, has deep roots and a long 
history in the Atrisco neighborhood, 
and he and his extended family will 
be the community’s neighbors. Sais’ 
grandfather donated land on the 
east side of  the river for the Albu-
querque Zoo and Sais believes he 
is following the same community 
mission by selecting Cohousing ABQ 
as the next owner of  this parcel. He 
sees the project serving the area by 
bringing in young families and he is 
excited that the land will be tended 
and farmed again. Ranching and 

farming ceased on the property in the 1930s. Broken glass and goatheads are scat-
tered among four-winged saltbush and tumbleweeds.. Water rights to the acequia no 
ORQJHU�H[LVW�EXW�GULOOLQJ�D�ZHOO�IRU�LUULJDWLRQ�ZDV�RQH�RI �WKH�ÀUVW�SURMHFWV�&RKRXVLQJ�
$%4�WRRN�RQ��DORQJ�ZLWK�EXLOGLQJ�FRPSRVW�ELQV��7KH�RQH�PDJQLÀFHQW�FRWWRQZRRG�
WUHH�WKDW�UHPDLQV�LV�DOUHDG\�EHLQJ�ZHOO�FDUHG�IRU��5HYLWDOL]DWLRQ�RI �WKH�ODQG�LV�RQH�RI �
the community’s highest goals. 

There are currently over 170 
cohousing communities in the 
U.S. and just as many in for-
mation. 

The inspiration comes from the village, where 
community members share tasks, resources, 
traditions and celebrations.

The community hopes to generate the energy 
needed on site with solar panels and will 
include electric vehicle charging stations.

Cohousing ABQ members preparing a common meal

Lantern Walk 2021
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Albuquerque’s South Valley is a historically agricultural area and Cohousing 
ABQ wanted to cluster their homes rather than subdivide the property in or-
der to retain the greatest amount of  open space. To do this, a Special Use Per-
PLW�IRU�]RQLQJ�ZDV�UHTXLUHG�E\�%HUQDOLOOR�&RXQW\��&RKRXVLQJ�$%4�PHPEHUV�
canvassed the neighborhood to gain support for the permit. More than 130 
Vecinos del Bosque neighbors signed petitions in support of  the project and 
the permit was granted by the County Commission. The project was met with 
opposition by a few plaintiffs, but with overwhelming support from the ma-
jority of  neighbors, the courts sided in favor of  the project moving forward.
 
Originally slated for 30 units, the project voluntarily scaled back to 27 units. 
The buildings are designed with shared walls that help with a smaller building 
footprint, insulation and cost, as well as reserving 62 percent of  the land as 
open space, including gardens, orchards, a chicken coop, bicycle shed and 
adventure playground. The plan includes casitas, one-two-three-and-four 
bedroom units. Six buildings will surround a central courtyard and other than 
the grassy knoll there and the edible gardens, the grounds will consist of  
water-wise landscaping.  

In the 1960s and 70s, New Mexico was a haven for communes formed by 
young people intent on living close to the land. Their endurance, howev-
er, was scant. Cohousing, on the other hand, has proven to be stable, likely 
because of  the structures in place for governance and land ownership by the 
residents. Although some of  the same values remain, cohousing communities 
DUH�PRUH�OLNHO\�WR�FRQWDLQ�PHPEHUV�ZLWK�HPSOR\PHQW�LQ�D�YDULHW\�RI �ÀHOGV��
and income is generated outside the community. Cohousing communities are 
self-managed by the residents. The purpose of  making major group decisions 
based on consent is to cement community agreements with the strongest 
DYDLODEOH�JOXH��WKH�ZLOO�DQG�GHVLUH�IRU�FRPPXQLW\�UHODWLRQVKLS��,I �\RX�KRQRU�

your relationship to the group, you’re likely to respect and follow any agree-
ments you made. To ensure every member’s voice is heard, there are various 
committees called circles, which operate under a system called sociocracy. 
6RPH�RI �&RKRXVLQJ�$%4·V�FXUUHQW�FLUFOHV�DUH��*RYHUQDQFH��)LQDQFH�DQG�/H-
gal, Socialhood, Development and Membership. But circles change and evolve 
along with the needs of  the group and members can choose which to join 
and how they can best serve the community.
 
%XLOGLQJ�D�FRKRXVLQJ�FRPPXQLW\�IURP�WKH�JURXQG�XS�LV�D�GLIÀFXOW�WDVN��DQG�
COVID-19 presented added challenges. Because of  the prohibitive cost of  
the prefab panels, due to supply chain snafus, skilled labor shortages and 
soaring construction costs, the community had to adapt in order to move 
forward. The original plan of  using Passive House construction, with its super 

HQHUJ\�HIÀFLHQF\�DQG�]HUR�HPLVVLRQV��EHFDPH�D�VHULRXV�KXUGOH��DQG�WKH�FRPPXQLW\�
recently decided to abandon the dream of  Passive House construction and use a 
VLWH�EXLOW�DQG�1�0��*UHHQ%XLOW�FHUWLÀHG�FRQVWUXFWLRQ�PRGHO�LQVWHDG��7KH�FRQWUDFWRU·V�
projected budget was high enough to raise eyebrows for all members, so some of  the 
amenities were scaled down to keep it affordable. Even so, the price increase resulted 

in several households leaving the 
project.
 
But Cohousing ABQ has shown 
great resilience in the face of  
these challenges, taking the steps 
necessary to get construction 
started in the coming months. 
Members will soon sign pur-
chase agreements, and a con-
struction loan will precipitate 
breaking ground in mid-2022. 
The community already has 12 
children and many “aunties” and 
“grandparents,” who’ve created 
a culture of  trust, fun and care. 
Members include computer 
engineers, physicists, a physical 
therapist, woodworker, mechan-
ical engineer, massage therapist, 
hair salon owner, occupational 
therapist, social worker, writer 

and nurse. They bring their interests in music-making, permaculture, cooking, and 
playing in nature, among other things. Cohousing ABQ is currently accepting new 
members who will contribute their own skills, perspectives and interests.
 
How does one join Cohousing ABQ? The initial step is to attend an info session 
online, which you can sign up for at WWW.COHOUSINGABQ.ORG. You can also sign 
up for a land tour where you’ll learn more about construction plans and meet some 
community members. With a modest fee, interested folks can explore further and get 
to know the community through events and orientations, until they may be invited 
to join the LLC and invest money that will go into ownership. A few units in various 

VL]HV�DUH�VWLOO�DYDLODEOH��,QTXLULHV�FDQ�EH�PDGH�WKURXJK�WKH�ZHEVLWH�
or by calling Cohousing ABQ member, Cindy, at (505) 226-2802. �

Penina Ballen is a New Mexican Jew and a member of  Cohousing ABQ. She 
is a veteran massage therapist, former Early Childhood teacher and Spanish 
Medical Interpreter.

 

Cohousing ABQ land celebration 

Rendering of  Cohousing ABQ’s central courtyard

http://www.cohousingabq.org

