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In October 2012, students from the MSc Social Development Practice (SDP) programme undertook a
three-month research project to explore the impacts of regeneration processes on those residents
directly impacted. The case centred on the Carpenters Estate, a 23-acre council housing estate in
Newham, adjacent to the Olympic Park and the Stratford City development. At the time of the
project, the estate was under consideration as the site of a second campus for the University College
London. The 700 units of terraced houses, low-storey apartment blocks, and three 22-storey tower
blocks were earmarked for demolition by Newham Council, with the residents’ relocation forming a
major part of the proposed redevelopment. The SDP team introduced the use of a ‘well-being
analysis’ to explore the ways in which this initiative supported or constrained the capabilities and
aspirations of Carpenters Estate residents.

The proposed regeneration scheme in Carpenters Estate mirrored similar trends occurring in the
area. East London has long been a major laboratory for UK urban policy, dating from the post-War
slum clearance and bomb damage schemes right up to the 2012 London Olympic Games. The Games,
alongside other recent regeneration programmes such as Stratford City, have contributed towards
the radical reshaping of East London‘s physical landscape.'With an additional £290m earmarked as a
part of the Olympic legacy, this investment has promised to boost tourism, generate employment,
and create new homes and neighbourhoods— contributing to the changing image of East London.?

Yet questions have been raised regarding the extent to which the unfolding regeneration processes
can enhance the employment opportunities, affordable housing and open public space that can
benefit low-income East Londoners.*” While the rhetoric of regeneration emphasises community
consultation, public-private partnerships and the creation of new mixed communities, the reality all
too often means displacement, disenfranchisement and marginalization for pre-existing
communities that do not benefit from increased investment, or cannot cope with rising property
values.®” Such pressures have emerged in the Borough of Newham, where competing claims on
urban space have created tensions between residents seeking to maintain their established homes,
livelihoods and neighbourhood facilities, and urban policy initiatives that seek to unlock East
London’s economic potential.®

It is within this context, and in collaboration with residents, activists, and researchers, that the
exercise in Carpenters Estate examined the proposed regeneration plan on three key dimensions of
the current residents’ well-being: secure livelihoods, dignified housing, and meaningful participation®.
The methodology used was based upon Amartya Sen’s Capability Approach®®, which aims to explore
the abilities and opportunities of individuals and groups to achieve the things they value. In other
words, apart from prioritizing a series of values that local residents attach to the place they live, the

! For the study, the student group undertook a combination of policy analysis and 50 in-depth interviews with
residents and key stakeholders. While the scale and timeframe did not permit a comprehensive evaluation of
the impacts of regeneration on the Carpenters Estate, the well-being analysis did outline key inconsistences
between the policies and promises of Newham Council and UCL, and the lived experience of residents.



study aimed to reveal the existing capabilities to achieve these values, and to reflect upon how on-
going neighbourhood changes support or constrain these capabilities.

The tension between official policy rhetoric and residents’ lived experiences was evident throughout
each of the three dimensions examined by the SDP students. In relation to dignified housing,
residents highlighted the importance of the bonds with their homes and communities that extended
beyond their physical house structures. The regeneration process failed to recognize the value
tenants, leaseholders and freeholders placed both on their homes and their relationships within
their neighbourhood. Similarly, the students who focused on livelihoods security uncovered that this
was based upon a far more nuanced set of calculations than was reflected in the ‘cost-benefit
analysis’ undertaken by UCL. For residents, livelihoods security was not solely defined by income,
but encompassed a diverse set of influences including job security, costs of living in the area, and the
ability to access local support networks. Finally, the students who focused on meaningful
participation revealed the sense of disenfranchisement felt by residents from the planning process.
While regeneration processes theoretically hold the potential to grant residents greater decision-
making authority over their lived space, inadequate information from Newham Council and UCL plus
various official exclusionary tactics vis-a-vis community groups resulted in prolonged uncertainty,
and helped create the feeling of a ‘democratic deficit’.

These findings are discussed in detail in the ensuing SDP report,* and in many ways build upon
existing studies which have highlighted the detrimental effects of regeneration processes on
Carpenters’ residents.?****'> However, this examination also offers an example of the added-value of
adopting a well-being approach to reveal the priorities and values of existing communities. While the
regeneration of Carpenters Estate falls within the wider discourse of creating an ‘Olympic Legacy’—
focused on creating long-term and sustainable benefits of the Games for East London citizens — the
incorporation of a well-being analysis helps to qualify this process. This allowed for an examination
of the intended and actual beneficiaries of regeneration, highlighting where there may be
discrepancies between wider city visions and those residents directly impacted. For communities
facing similar challenges, a well-being analysis forms a valuable counterpoint to more traditional
‘cost-benefit’ calculations that do not account for the more intangible priorities and aspirations
residents attach to their neighbourhoods. Adopting this approach holds the potential to animate
those values and voices that may not always be reflected in large-scale planning schemes. It thus can
operate as an emerging tool to renegotiate the aims of regeneration, and support the advocacy of
more equitable processes of urban development.

Subsequent to the research reported here, negotiations between Newham Council and UCL for the
redevelopment of the Carpenters Estate broke down in May 2013. If any future regeneration plans
for the Carpenters Estate are to avoid the policy failures highlighted in the SDP report (Frediani et al.,
2013), they must embrace genuinely meaningful participation and acknowledge the value the
existing neighbourhood has for its residents’ well-being.
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