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The site of a former mushroom farm in Sint-Amandsberg 
will be the new home for ten families. SoGent bought the 
site and gave interested parties the opportunity to join 
a cohousing project. The group of residents that won 
the project convinced the jury with their ambitious pro-
gramme. The way in which architects Els Claessens and 
Tania Vandenbussche (ectv) translated the act of shar-
ing into extraordinary spatiality is amazing.

Sharing in spatiality
Jolien Naeyaert
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Today the plot of land waits. The old buildings have been de-
molished and the building permit is eagerly being awaited. 
Given that the project has not yet been realized, we are re-
lying on plans, models, collages and discussions to imagine 
the future Cohousing Jean. What stands out at once is that 
the communal space goes beyond the scale of the dwellings 
alone. The street is also included in the collective gesture. A 
challenge at any rate, given the enclosed nature of the site.
 A generous opening along the Jean Béthunestraat draws 
your gaze inside the plot. From this perspective, the power 
of the design is at once palpable. The residential volumes are 
organized against the side of the existing common walls, so 
that a large south-facing garden becomes possible, enhanc-
ing the interior area. This configuration is committed to an 
equal relationship to the green space, which proved to be 
very important for the group of residents. This is precisely 
where lies the challenge of a cohousing assignment. How 
to balance the wishes of each family with the interests of 
the group? In terms of design, ectv focuses on a number 
of recurring elements that the dwellings have in common. 
They do this in such a way that diversification also becomes 
possible afterwards.

 The typology of the porch is symbolic of their design. A 
figure that is halfway between collective and private, it pro-
vides a humble detail within the simple volumetry and adds 
extra texture to the whole in the way they are materialized 
differently. An open structure with slats, a closed structure 
with a semi-intensive green roof, and a third variant on the 
upper floors that, free of columns, is used as a canopy. It 
creates a space that every dwelling can appropriate, where 
you can put a chair outside, without domesticating the 
communal garden in doing so. It is a transition space that 
generates encounters and offers scale.
 Most residential units are based on a residential floor 
that is as open as possible and whose materiality is charac-
terized by beamed ceilings. The first floor is home to the 
bedrooms and bathrooms. The position and orientation of 
the beamed ceilings depend on the desired layout of the unit. 
At the same time, the disposition of the staircase plays an 
organizing role. It brings in light and provides natural night 
ventilation. 
 ‘In cohousing projects you generally see a large multi-
purpose space where a lot is possible, but little is good. We 
thought, let’s divide up the common programme so that it’s as 

ectv
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cosy, comfortable and enjoyable as a private home’, says Els 
Claessens. A collective workplace, living room, workshop, 
playroom, laundry room, bicycle storage for 52 bicycles and 
two cargo bikes, and a parking space for five cars were on 
the residents’ wish list. A large part is located at the back 
of the plot, where a covered area serves as the heart of the 
community life. Overlooking the greenery of an adjoining 
community centre, the site also opens itself up from here. 
 Among the ambitions of the group of residents was a pow-
erful desire to realize an ecological construction in accord-
ance with nzeb norms, but also to integrate a social-inclu-
sion house and to set out a course of action that strives for 
architectural quality. ‘Cohousing can help combat the social 
isolation of today’s society. Living together and sharing space, 
things and time is a rich breeding ground for new social 
ties and lifestyles’, according to their vision statement. It 

appears, however, that the residents are almost in the same 
age category. That might be something of a missed opportu-
nity, since intergenerationality and diversity in communities 
heighten the relevance of cohousing precisely. At the same 
time, coming together as a group for such a long and intensive 
process is no easy matter. There is no lack of commitment 
and participation at Cohousing Jean. 
 This generous endeavour culminates in the project’s 
attitude towards the area. Despite the large opening that 
was necessary for the fire brigade, the covered area is not 
obsolete. It can be used as a large open-air workshop, cre-
ating life on the street side. Running along the wall is a 
storage closet that takes the form of a serrated mirror wall. 
A well-considered realization that extends views from the 
interior to the street and vice versa, and which enables the 
neighbourhood to enjoy the inner greenery.

Architect 

architecten Els Claessens 
en Tania Vandenbussche
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ectv.be
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