Newham Council considers public-private partnership for Carpenters Estate amid soaring costs
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Newham Council is examining the feasibility of introducing a public-private partnership for its ambitious Carpenters Estate project, as rising costs attributed to construction inflation and fire safety regulations continue to escalate. The financial requirements for the flagship regeneration scheme have jumped significantly, with the estimated borrowing now standing at £1.42 billion, a marked increase from the £1.1 billion forecast just last month.
The Carpenters Estate project, located in Stratford, is being executed by Populo Living, the council’s wholly owned housing company. The initiative aims to transform a 23-acre site by delivering over 2,300 homes, with half designated for social rental. Earlier this month, members of Newham’s cabinet approved an additional £69 million to manage escalating costs across two phases of the project.
The first phase centres on the refurbishment of James Riley Point, a 23-storey tower, which intends to restore 132 social-rented homes for occupancy. The budget for this phase has risen from £78.1 million in September 2023 to £98.3 million, primarily due to “prolongation, inflation, and increased cost estimates.” 
The second phase, known as the Lund Quarter, which involves the construction of 505 new homes, has seen its cost increase from £196 million to £245 million. This uptick is also linked to a revised estimate that raised the number of planned new homes from an initial figure of 385.
During a recent meeting of the authority's overview and scrutiny committee on February 18, 2024, there was vocal criticism regarding the rising costs and the lengthy timeline before the project's commencement. Newham Mayor Rokhsana Fiaz initiated the scheme in December 2018, following a previous approach by her predecessor, Sir Robin Wales, who sought a joint venture partner for the estate regeneration.
Councillor Carleene Lee-Phakoe articulated concerns regarding the decision to approve the budget increases, stating that it merits “greater scrutiny, greater accountability, and a greater honesty with the people of Newham.” She further asserted that this considerable regeneration effort is crucial for the borough yet raises serious financial, strategic, and ethical issues. Lee-Phakoe cautioned against endorsing a plan that appears to be plagued by “financial mismanagement, weak safeguarding and an ever-growing risk of failure.”
Committee chair Anthony McAlmont raised the question of whether the proportion of social rented homes could be adjusted to enhance the financial viability of the project. Consequently, the committee voted to request the cabinet to commission an independent review of all financial strategies relating to the project, which would also include evaluating the potential for a public-private partnership. Additionally, they advocated for an internal audit of the procurement process.
In response to the concerns raised, Fiaz defended the decision-making process, asserting that engaging private finance would not have accelerated the project’s progress, stating, “I suspect it would have taken longer.” She cited construction cost inflation and stringent fire safety regulations as primary factors contributing to the project's rising costs. 
Fiaz remarked that the initial report demonstrating these challenges exemplifies the council's commitment to transparency, emphasising that such issues are typical in large-scale, complex developments. She concluded by underlining that the current financial assessment presented to the cabinet offers a realistic view of the Carpenters Estate scheme based on the latest available data and reflects broader trends impacting the housing sector for both public and privately led initiatives.
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