
Hunziker Areal, Haus A, 2007–15

Cooperative: mehr als wohnen

Architect: Duplex Architekten

Kalkbreite, 2008–14

Cooperative: Kalkbreite

Architects: Mü̈ller Sigrist Architekten

© Anna Derriks. 2020 (all photos)

Zwicky Süd, 2009–15

Cooperative: Kraftwerk 1

Architects: Schneider Studer Primas

Architekten

Learning from Zurich’s Coops: 

The Competition

Susanne Schindler

Research Fellow, Joint Center for Housing Studies

susanne_schindler@harvard.edu

CPE ODCOP, March 14, 2025

1



Why Zurich?
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Google Maps, January 7, 2024
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653,000 (2023)

4.3 million
USD 48,100/year
USD 3,314/month

35.4%

448,000 (2023)

1.7 million
CHF 45,400/year
CHF 1,578/month

8% 
(Note: coops are considered rentals)

(Images: Google Maps; Numbers: U.S. Census, Wikipedia, Zillow, City of Zurich)

[1 USD = 0.89 CHF]

Population

Population metro area
Median income (individual)
Average rent (two bedroom)

Owner-occupied housing rate



Urban expansions and 

cooperative land in Zurich, 2020

In 2023, cooperatives owned 

9 percent of Zurich‘s 

buildable land and operated 

18 percent of the city’s 

dwellings. 

That’s 141 cooperative 

organizations with 

42.000 apartments in a city of 

440.000 inhabitants.

Another 7 percent are public 

or nonprofit owned. 5



Timeline comparing the production of new dwelling units by 

cooperative, municipal, and private developers in Zurich, 1893-2020.

Visualization: Monobloque / Source: Statistik Stadt Zürich 6



Competitions and what they make possible.
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What is a competition? Key principles in Zurich:

A procurement process in which designers submit 

proposals in response to a binding competition 

brief in order to win a commission.

An independent jury selects the best proposal. 

The winner is awarded the commission. 

Jury deliberations are made public, and all 

submitted works are exhibited. Prize money is 

commensurate with designers’ effort.
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Zurich uses various competition models:

Open—

to any architect, or to anyone within a certain geography. 

The submissions are kept anonymous. Only winners are 

are compensated.

Selective—

firms apply and are selected on the basis of past work. 

This can be a deliberate mix of established and 

emerging firms. All participants are compensated for 

their time, winners receive additional prize money.

Invited—

firms are invited directly. All are compensated.
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mixed-use new construction on a former streetcar 

depot which was rebuilt with a public park on its roof, 

82 apartments for up to 250 people including micro 

units, jokers, 2- to 7-bedroom apartments, bed and 

breakfast, offices and retail, and more



Kalkbreite, 2008-2014 / Cooperative: Kalkbreite, Architects: Müller Sigrist

© Sanna Kattenbeck; Anna Derriks, 2020
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Kalkbreite Genossenschaft, Zurich, Switzerland; Müller Sigrist Architekten, 2011–14

(Source: www.kalkbreite.net)



Kalkbreite involved two competitions:

The first, for the land lease of the city-owned site. 

Several groups/developers competed and the Kalkbreite

association (cooperative-in-formation) was selected on the 

basis of its idea of a mixed-use, mixed-income development.

The second was an open, anonymous architectural competition. 

54 projects were submitted, one was awarded and realized 

largely as proposed. Müller Sigrist Architekten were, at the 

time, a young, emerging practice.
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a new neighborhood on a former industrial site with

13 buildings leading and a total of 369 apartments ranging 

including micro-units, live-work apartments, 7-bedrooms, 

retail and community spaces, and more



Plan: Duplex Architekten

Hunziker Areal, mehr als wohnen/ ARGE Duplex Architekten & Futurafrosch, 2009-15
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Duplex Architekten and others, Mehr als Wohnen, Zurich, 2015.



© Anna Derriks, 2020

Hunziker Areal, Haus A, 2009-2015 

Cooperative: mehr als wohnen; Architects: Duplex, 
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Mehr als Wohnen also involved two competitions:

The first, an open ideas competition for the the future of 

living together on the occasion of the 100-year 

anniversary of cooperative housing in Zurich.

The second, on the basis of these principles, an open 

competition for the masterplan of the city-owned site, 

which was to be land-leased to the sponsoring 

consortium of housing cooperatives.

The winning team of four firms were each assigned two 

or more buildings to explored key themes in (i.e. large 

households, new construction type, new façade systems).



The Kalkbreite Process.
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City of Zurich, Feasibility Study, October 2006, cover and section on maximum FAR 

and possible massing schemes. 
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City of Zurich, Feasibility Study, October 2006, 

section describing calculation of land lease on the basis of development size and cost.
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Kalkbreite cooperative-in-formation, Application for the Land Lease, December 2006, 

cover and diagram of proposed uses. 
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City of Zurich, Kalkbreite Competition Brief, September 2008; 

Criteria: Society, Economy, Environment (p. 15-16).
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City of Zurich, Kalkbreite Competition Brief, September 2008; 

Criteria: Society, Economy, Environment (p. 15-16); Housing Types.
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City of Zurich, Kalkbreite Competition Brief, September 2008; 

Criteria: Society, Economy, Environment (p. 15-16); Housing Types; Jury Approval.
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135 teams visited the site and took a gypsum site model (stacked boxes), September 2008. 

54 proposals were submitted in January 2009.

(https://www.kalkbreite.net/en/kalkbreite/architecture-kalkbreite/architekturwettbewerb/)
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City of Zurich, Jury Report, Kalkbreite Competition, April 2009. 

The First-placed Project.
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City of Zurich, Jury Report, Kalkbreite Competition, April 2009: 

Places 2 to 8 (of 54).
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Why?

31



32

What are the benefits?

On the inside, competitions build consensus, clarity, and 

institutional capacity.

What is it we want? Who will this be for? What can we 

afford? Architects can then translate those goals into a 

specific proposal, and the client is able to explore actual 

design alternatives. 

On the outside, competitions build trust, excitement, and 

professional capacity. 

The process allows your organization to make its values 

known, enables public discourse around what housing 

can be, and creates opportunities for emerging talent.
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What are the benefits, cont‘d:

Competitions can also provide a way to reinviograte 

the resident and community engagement process.

Rather than retroactively redesigning a project, the 

input is front-loaded into the writing of the 

competition brief.
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What does it take?

Expertise—

Competitions need to be run professionally. This requires 

a team to write a brief, conduct a feasibility study, 

evaluate the submisisons, manage the jury, publish the 

results.

Money—

Zurich‘s competitions cost around 1 percent of total 

development cost (or betwen 120,000 and 600,000 CHF, 

depending on size). They cover preparation of the brief, 

compensation of the jury, prize money.

Commitment—

A commitment to quality, transparency, and creating 

equal opportunity.
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What skeptics have said

Just ideas—

“Competitions generate nice ideas that noone can 

afford to build.”

Developers know best—

“How can you ask developers to work with people 

they don‘t know?”

Procurement processes don‘t allow it—

“We can‘t pay more than USD 10‘000 without a 

bidding process.”
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But what if public entities …

…did financial feasibility and public outreach 

first, not last?

… separated architectural competitions from 

developer/contractor RfPs in order to produce 

real design alternatives, and maintain control 

over quality, transparency, and opportunity?

(… prioritized land leases over the outright 

disposition of land in order to maintain long-

term control of their most valuable assets?)
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NYC HPD, 

388 Hudson Street RFP and 

Community Visioning Report, 2024-
(https://www.nyc.gov/site/hpd/services-and-

information/388-hudson-street-rfp-process-

faqs.page, accessed March 11, 2025)

City of Chicago, 

Design Competition and Missing 

Middle Housing Initiative, 2023-
(https://www.chicago.gov/city/en/sites/missi

ng-middle/home.html, accessed March 11, 

2025)

Atlanta Urban Development, 

Gun Club RFQ and Vision Plan, 2024-
(https://www.chicago.gov/city/en/sites/missing-

middle/home.html, accessed March 11, 2025)



Further reading.
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(Photo: Vinzenz Meyner) 39



(Photo: Vinzenz Meyner) 

The book is available open access at

https://verlag.gta.arch.ethz.ch/
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An earlier website version is at

www.cooperativeconditions.net
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