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The challenge:

We need the majority of new houses to be 
affordable and sustainable….

And we need to transform the existing 
housing stock.
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Wessex Community Assets: 20 years of innovation

• Created a £13 million home improvement lending service with 15 

local authorities. 

• Pioneered the use of community shares as a financial 

mechanism.

• Key organisation in the development of community land trusts in 

the UK.

• Developed one of the UK’s largest enabling services for 

community-led housing. 30 community land trust projects 

completed – over 300 houses; 30 projects in progress.

• WCA has supported over 100 community enterprises in fields 

such as local food, renewable energy, employment workspace 

and affordable housing.
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Wessex Community Assets: Impact across the region

• Increase in affordable housing

• Increase in community engagement & participation

• Development of community assets

• Addressing the environmental impact of construction   

& refurbishment

• Development of local economy infrastructure and 

support for SME’s, farmers & foresters

• Development of training programmes
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2011 – 2022
A focus on CLT partnerships with housing associations
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Wessex Community Assets: 2003 – 2023
Supporting 60 CLTs across Devon, Dorset & Somerset



COMMUNITY 
LAND TRUST

HOUSING 
ASSOCIATION

LAND
2. HA acquires 
long term lease

3. HA finances, builds 
and manages homes

1. CLT acquires 
freehold

4. HA pays ground 
rent to CLT

6. CLT can break 
lease with HA 

5. CLT is a party to key 
planning agreement



Financial model

Pays a fee to Wessex Community Assets 
for every house that secures planning permission

£3000 x 300
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Raise the Roof



The Raise the Roof project addresses three 
inter-locking crises:
- The crisis in the housing sector across the UK, characterised by 
lack of affordability, lack of sustainability and lack of security. 

- The crisis of livelihoods in the UK’s towns, characterised by low 
average wages and job insecurity, lack of access to skills training, and 
lack of support and resources to support the start up or expansion of 
local enterprises. 

- The ecological crisis, encompassing climate change, biodiversity 
loss and poor management of the natural environment, including 
agricultural land and woodlands, combined with pollution and resource 
depletion.



The Raise the Project seeks to answer these 
questions: 

- Can we build or refurbish housing in such a way that we help maintain 
and create jobs within a resilient local economy?

- Can we imagine new and creative designs and construction methods 
for the houses we want to (re-)build – and ensure they are affordable?

- Can we draw on sustainable materials that flow out of regenerative  
forestry and agriculture? 



Housing crisis
Crisis of local 

economies & jobs

Crisis of 
participation & 

democracy

Ecological & 
climate crisis

Community-led housing is currently making a limited contribution to 
addressing these crises

Limited numbers 
of community-led 
housing currently 
being developed

Most groups do 
not have sufficient 

capacity so 
housing 

associations take 
the lead

Housing 
developers & 

contractors do 
little to contribute 

to the local 
economy or job 

creation

Design 
constraints, 

material 
constraints, 

financial 
constraints





Timber & other 
local materials 
as key inputs

Affordable, 
sustainable 

houses

2017



Potential local building materials
Raw material Product Possible sources 

Stone Stone facing Existing small quarries 

Boulders Saddle stones Local farms

Lime Lime putty Small scale clamp burning 

Slate External floor slabs Several local quarries 

Cobbles External floors and paths Local rivers, streams. 

Gravel For back-fill and bedding Local quarries 

Sand For mortars, renders and plasters Local quarries and rivers, seashore, streams 

Subsoil for cob Cob for mass walling Local farms 

Clay for plasters Base coat plasters, clay slips and clay/straw 

infill panels 

Extensive clay beds in the local area. 

Also available as processed dry clay in bags 

Clay for pigments Natural clay and lime based paints Extensive in the local area 

Naturally durable timber Rafters, beams, joists and cladding 

and roof shingles 

Oak, Sweet Chestnut, larch, Douglas Fir, Western 

Red Cedar 

Non durable timber Studwork and internal boarding and 

joinery 

Spruce, Scots pine, Ash, Willow, as well as the above 

External Joinery grade timber Windows and Doors Oak, Sweet Chestnut, European Larch 

Floor boards Heavy use Oak, Sweet Chestnut, Ash 

Straw bales Straw bale walls and staw/clay slip infill Local arable farmers 

Agricultural hemp Cast lime/hemp shiv infill Local arable farmers 

Sheeps wool Loose insulation Local Farmers 

Thatching reed Roofing Sourced from local wetlands



Net zero and sustainable construction

https://www.materialepyramiden.dk/ 

https://www.materialepyramiden.dk/








Assemble’s initial propositions





Hempcrete insulation within 
timber panels

Clay plaster finish



Timber stud work

Timber cladding

Timber floorboards

Timber shingles

Timber floor joists

Western red cedar BeechOak Ash LarchSweet chestnut



Connected Everything (EPSRC programme): Development of 
models & prototypes with Plymouth University’s Digital 
Fabrication Lab



Local authority officers 
& members

People in 
housing need

Architects

Builders

Community 
housing 
groups

Economic development 
organisations

Rope & net companies

Funders

Land management 
organisations

Schools, colleges, 
universities

Housing 
associations

Landowners

Farmers

Foresters

Light engineering 
companies

Town & parish 
councils

Civil society & cultural  
organisations

Social 
enterprises

Assets held in the 
commons

Volunteers

Makers & 
tradespersons

Use of local 
natural materials

Digital co-design 
tools

Local fabrication



Prototyping 1







West Dorset’s heritage of flax and hemp







https://www.chasingcow.co.uk/hemp-bridports-past-and-future 

https://www.chasingcow.co.uk/hemp-bridports-past-and-future


‘Raise the Roof’ WCA Hemp Field Trials Documentary

https://vimeo.com/777865350 

https://vimeo.com/777865350




the 
harvest in 
numbers

• 15 tonnes of ensiled hemp- forage 
harvested

• 10 small round bales of wrapped ensiled 
hemp

• 8 large round bales of retted hemp

• 4 tonnes of loose retted hemp

• 50 small rectangular bales

• 35 people who came to fibre day













- Quite easy to grow

- Difficult to harvest 
without specialist 
machinery

- Farmers/contractors 
would only invest in that 
machinery if there is 
sufficient scale of 
processing infrastructure



Prototyping 2
1:1 Housing system prototyping







Material approach
(Co)design and prototyping through digital fabrication

Prototype panel, University of Plymouth Digital Fabrication Laboratory. 

Image source: A. Carr, 2022..

Digitally manufactured 
joinery

Locally sourced 
ash timber

Digital fabrication parameters 
and modelling constraints



Material approach
(Co)design and prototyping through digital fabrication

Prototype panel, University of Plymouth Digital Fabrication Laboratory. 

Image source: A. Carr, 2022..

Digitally manufactured 
joinery

Locally sourced 
ash timber

Digital fabrication parameters 
and modelling constraints





Material Cultures: Margent Farm



DunAgro – Netherlands: An example of timber-hemp panels



Material approach
(Co)design and prototyping through digital fabrication

Insulation studies, University of Plymouth Digital Fabrication Laboratory. 

Image source: A. Carr, 2022..



Denhay Farm: Makerspace & Training Facility





Materials
Sourcing      Processing

Denhay Workspace

Training & 
Education

Off-site 
fabrication

Partners Outputs

Assemble

Common Practice

Common Ground

Bridport Area Community 
Housing

Bridport Town Council

University of Plymouth

Woodlab & Wikihouse

Local farmers & foresters

Dorset Community 
Energy

Stir to Action

Community Buildings
- Common House

- Trill Barn

Affordable Housing
- Foundry Lea

- Burton Bradstock

Textiles
- Fibre mill

- Furnishings for warmth

Energy & Retrofit
- Boldwood House

Research & 
Prototyping



Vocational training 
workshops

Materials workshops Community workshops Creative workshops

Retrofitting for energy 
efficiency

Timber from the SW: 
sourcing & uses

Basic carpentry Ceramics

Carpentry and joinery by hand Fibres: hemp, flax, straw, wool Furniture design & making Paper-making

Modern methods of 
construction

Local clays: for bricks & 
plasters

Exploring natural materials Screen-printing & Wall-paper 
printing

Digital design & fabrication Lime Repairs, Recycling & 
Upcycling

Working with felt

Use of natural materials Seaweed as a binder or for 
composites

Using reclaimed materials Working with hazel, willow, 
reed

Circular economy Charcoal & biochar Textiles Stone carving

Finance, planning & building 
regs

Stone & Chalk Home furnishings Interior colour design

Accessibility requirements Rammed earth Energy efficiency 
improvements

Garden design & landscaping





The UK’s biggest 
cohousing project  
- 53 affordable, eco-
homes 
for local people  
- shared ownership 
and social rent. 









Cheaper + QuickerPhase One Insights:

1 Bale is £4
The building uses 300

The building cost is half as much as the 
lowest conventional tender

Construction methodology is designed to be accessible 
so volunteering is simple

Picture taken at week 10
16 Weeks from start of prefab to 
watertight shell 



Boldwood House: partnership with Bridport Area 
Community Housing, Magna Hsg & Assemble Studio





Lancaster Gardens, 
Whitleigh

Partnership between 
Whitleigh Community 
Trust, WCA, Wikihouse, 
University of Plymouth







https://wecanmake.org/ 

https://wecanmake.org/


Legal & 
financial 

model for 
self-finish 
housing

Supporting 
cultivation of 

timber & 
hemp

Education & 
training 

programmes

Community 
engagement 

&  
participation

Creating new 
capacity for 

processing & 
manufacture

Building local 
supply chains
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