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Will Powell, Investment Director at Downing – host
Charles Jabre, Associate Director at DLA Architecture – guest 
00:00:06
Welcome. You're listening to Funding Foundations, your podcast for all things property. I'm your host, Will Powell, here in the Downing offices and in this series, we'll discuss market moves, sector challenges and more with special guests every episode. Today we're joined by very special guest, Charles Jabre of DLA Architecture. Charles, welcome. Thanks for having me. Pleasure. 
00:00:21
And Charles, I’d love to just hear a little bit about your background and how you got into the world of building design. Yeah. So, I've been in the construction industry for the past maybe 20-25 years. I’ve been in the industry in London for the past – just under 15 years. And I've been mainly focusing on mixed use, residential-led developments, and everything, obviously, that comes with that sector. We've been obviously seeing a lot of new variations to the housing typologies in recent years. So yeah, I've been involved mainly in those sort of sectors.
00:01:00
Sure. Thank you. And I guess who are DLA and what is it specifically that you do across architecture? Yeah. So, DLA is one of the AJ100 practices. We are based in between London, Manchester and Leeds. Our headquarters are based in Leeds. We are approximately, just under 100 staff. We cover almost all sectors, starting from residential, commercial, educational, including industrial. We do a lot of master planning. We do a lot of - basically, we’re starting to look at expanding to data centres, but that's something that we are still in the process of considering. And sports as well, and we used to do healthcare but we no longer do that. But we are from the London office. We mainly focus on residential, commercial and education.
00:01:58
Right. Understood. And so, sort of moving the conversation on, I mean, the UK seems to be in a current state of crisis of varying types at the moment, and housing is often one of those hotly debated sort of battlegrounds for politicians. I mean, curious to understand from an architect's perspective, your view on the current UK development market? Some good, some bad. You know, let's try and keep the scales balanced because it's interesting to hear it, I guess from the perspective of the design team. We heard it last week from obviously the developers. And curious to understand your view. 
Yeah. No, absolutely. It's been an interesting few years, obviously, from the past – I’d say maybe five/seven years from, if you want, from 2017 - it's been a really interesting and challenging landscape for the industry. But I think we are starting to see that we are coming out of it now. The past few months, in particular the beginning or end of 2025 and beginning of 2026, that we started seeing a lot of, positivity and optimism.
But it has not been easy. Obviously. With all of the changing regulations and the market shifts and what have you, I think we are definitely seeing a lot of positivity. Some projects are starting to convert now, some projects that have been stalled for the past two years, three years, they just about to convert now.
00:03:27
I think there's an overall sense of optimism and in the industry and across the board. And what do you think is driving that? Do you think that is just general change in economic sentiment? Is it specific viability numbers? What do you see as the main driver to that shift. 
Yeah, I think viability is still really, really hard. The main reason why we're seeing this change, these recent changes, I think it was because mainly the main challenge was, in particular for the UK market and the London market was, the BSR challenges and the uncertainty that have come with the BSR and all of the gateway system. And we're starting to see that clearing out at the moment.
So, the BSR with the new head and the new teams as well, they've managed to somehow start to clear the backlog and we're seeing that there's a bit more clarity and more certainty with the whole process. It was with obviously the recent reforms to the regulator, in particular the innovative unit, which is, if you wish, the fast tracking unit. Which we are seeing - we've just got a large, high-risk building in Leeds through the gateway two approval in only 16 weeks.
Which is, last time we met, it was maybe we would be at least a year. And that's not even guaranteed. Sure. So, I think things are changing, and it's bringing a lot of certainty and comfort to funders, developers and everyone else as well.
I mean, that is a positive and encouraging anecdote. You know, specifically to do with the gateway system, which was, as you say, last time we saw each other, we were right in the trenches with that process being sort of launched that in the UK and the frustrations and the delays and commercial challenges that that caused the market were pretty far reaching. And really in no uncertain terms, it's stalled a lot of development for a long time because, why in their right mind would a developer take a totally speculative risk on a year or two years of holding costs when they don't know when and how this gateway system works and you know, how they will ultimately get away with an approval.
00:05:53
So, it's positive to see those changes. And I think, that is encouraging for the industry, especially for larger scale development. I guess as it relates to – just staying on topic with that – as it relates to Building Safety Act and, you know, the high risk building classification, have you seen any shift from developers adapting plans to mold them around current regulations, or are you just seeing a tendency for people to stay in their lanes with, you know, smaller rise development, lower rise development? Interested to see sort of what change that's having on the market. 
Yeah, that's very interesting actually, because we've seen some developers who've never done certain asset types looking into exploring those routes. For example, we've seen a huge surge or huge appetite, for hotels because hotels are exempt from the gateway application, even if they are taller than 18m or seven storeys.
But they are exempt because of their means of escape strategy and so on, and the evacuation strategy. Yeah. That is interesting. Yeah. So, I think we've so the developers and, investors have seized the opportunity or jumped on or identified that loophole or I say maybe that opportunity, and jumped on it.
And we've been working on a lot of interesting projects, who have been either new builds as hotels or conversion from office to hotels. One of them is just around the corner in the city at the moment. And so I think it's very interesting, obviously, with that, not to say that the life safety or the safety of the buildings - they're not trying to jump hoops or have been avoiding high risk buildings altogether, and they just wanted to stick to low rise buildings or just even to the point that they know that they're not maximizing the yield from the developments, or they're missing out on acquiring sites because they and for less than other developers. But it's offset by that risk of not having to go through the process. It's also as well about the developers and which investors and which funders they're working with and the appetite for risk because some investors that just want to go in and go out very quickly and they don't have the luxury of waiting for three years to get something through planning or gateway system.
00:08:30
So yeah, sure. And just for the, I guess, for the benefit of the listeners in terms of the gateway process, in very simple terms, this applies to new build or retrofit development for buildings over six storeys or 18m. And the process, which is additional to planning permission. So, the planning permission is your baseline is a three-stage, gateway one - gateway two - gateway three, approval process which is managed, correct me if I'm wrong by the building safety regulator, which is a relatively new body in the UK. Have I described that fairly? Is that an accurate description? 
So this is basically you have three stages. The first one is the one that you apply for or submit as you submit the planning application.
And the second one is a stage four - the RIBA stage four. 
So basically, and then the third one is after completion - but pre-occupation - yeah. And then you have to have the certificate. After gateway three you can't just go in and occupy the building before you submit for certification of completion or occupation, which is also sometimes the problem – feels like that one's not been tested too much.
So, I think like a lot of the pressure or a lot of the focus has been on the second gateway or the gateway two. But a lot of people or developers or funders are slightly forgetting about the gateway three, because that comes with its own sets of complication. Because also, even if you get the approval on the third one, you will still have to apply for the certificate before you occupy the building.
And that has also a significant lead time as well. And if it's a PBSA scheme.
Indeed. And that is an interesting point isn't it. Because that is the part of this process that has less data testing in terms of, you know, speed and timelines and predictability, etc., but it probably is the most high risk of the three, because if you look at a typical development from a point of view that it's bought, planning consent is obtained, gateway two is granted, construction starts, construction finishes. You probably use some sort of finance to get that construction to that point. And at the point that your construction is finished, your debt is at its highest. You've then got to wait for a regulator to sign off that gateway three approval, at which point your interest burn and, you know, your cost of capital is at its highest.
So you would hope and you know, glass half full, you would hope that the gateway three approval process is the slickest of the three, because that's when commercially the most, you know, negative impact could be had I think on a scheme. Especially as you say, if you've got students waiting to occupy a building, buyers waiting to move, then tenants waiting to move in, etc..
00:11:32
So yeah, an interesting point. I think just on that, it's very interesting as well because, so with that tiered system comes also we're seeing developers that are going for a mezzanine funder for up to planning, and the mezzanine funder or investor would just cash out just after planning and, maybe might not be interested in taking it any further to through the gateway system because of all of the associated risks.
And then you'd get different funders who are interested in gateway two because they would get higher premium because it's riskier and a bit less certain. So, we are seeing a two-stage procurement route through, if you want, through post-planning. But in terms of contractors and builders, but also we are seeing a multi-tier route in terms of funders as well.
00:12:25:23
Yes. Has it improved the pre-contract process between contractor and developer or, or taken away some of that competitive tension that previously was there when a traditional tender would be issued? 
From our point of view, I think the changes that we've seen to the BSR, as an architecture firm, I think these are changes that we welcome. These are very, important and crucial changes that have been introduced to the industry. So I think from our point of view, it is now almost impossible or very hard or difficult to change the contractor after stage four, after your gateway two. So if you change the contractor- so the gateway two has to be submitted at the end of stage four, which is the tender stage.
So and as part of the submission, you have to put in all of the details of the main contractor and all of the other consultants on board. So, if the main contractor has changed after stage four, then you have to resubmit the gateway two. So I think from our point of view, I think we welcome this change because it gives certainty and it gives us certainty in terms of the high quality or the quality of the design and the quality of the build will be retained. So the contractor has to be committed to the fullest by stage four. 
Yeah. Interesting. Well, thank you Charles. That's helpful context. And in the interest of moving the conversation long. So you touched on design and build quality there in your last comments there. I'm curious from an architect's perspective, you know, developers that we deal with on a daily basis bring an idea to the table. But architects really sort of bring it to life in terms of the vision and the design. How do you, in your work with DLA balance that tightrope of design versus cost on many of the projects you're involved in? 
00:14:26
Yeah. So, I think it's very interesting at the moment. So because things - viability is very strained and cost is really high due to the inflation and everything else. It's really hard to get it right. So we have to balance as designers between high-quality design and create a place where people want to live and want to spend, not just like live a year, maybe or two and move somewhere else. They would just want to invest and lay roots. And so something that a place that would age well with time.
So we are very keen on building durable architecture and architecture that would age well, and it's some sort of a timeless architecture. And so developers, sometimes, I'm not going to lie, they push us really hard and particular cost consultants. So, they push us really hard to drive the cost down. So, whenever it's extremely tight.
And it depends sometimes on what sort of asset type you're working with. And some, some of them have like a bit more of a buffer zone that you can play with. So when things are really tight, there are certain things that we can't compromise on. Anything that compromises the quality of the space and the quality of the living internal space or the quality of the building from outside. I think these are some sort of there's a red line for us. But there's a lot of things that we can potentially replace or swap, maybe slightly, I don't know, maybe we can go with slightly more cost effective, maybe, material. That would maybe not be very visible. So we have certain priorities that we have to keep.
And there's always some sort of, negotiable things that we can give away. But I think it's very important as designers, we are very keen on getting involved with the cost consultant and the client right from day one. So we involve them and we take them through the process, and through the journey from day one, from when we first start on our feasibility studies so that we would manage our expectations, the client's expectations and the planners expectations. You've got to work with them within -  yeah. Exactly. So, we don't want to get too far down the line and then realise that something is not viable. We have to back track. We have to take it out. It's very important to know what parameters you have or you can work with as a designer and have that clarity right from day one.
00:17:00
Yeah, it's really interesting. And I think, you know, you touched on it. There is, I think the challenge that a lot of developers face in the UK now is fundamental viability across varying markets. You know, prices are highest generally in London and the southeast, not totally exclusive, but generally as a broad market. London, the southeast has the highest capital values, which obviously gives developers the highest headroom in terms of what they can play with development.
But with current sort of governmental directive and mayoral directive in London, viability has become highly constrained across, you know, the capital stack, and to just getting things off the ground from day one. Through that we, from our perspective as funders, have seen a rise in retrofit and conversion schemes across existing assets rather than brand new build.
And I'm just curious, you know, in sectors such as residential, PBSA, how do you see these projects vary from traditional newbuild developments? And, you know, what are the sort of pros, cons and sort of interesting points from an architect perspective, when you're looking at a retrofit project versus new build?
00:18:12
From an architect’s perspective, I think we would definitely be more interested in working on retrofit projects for the obvious reasons. All of the circular economy, all of the embodied carbon and the existing building. And even if they are very keen on just going straight for a new building, we provide them with an option just for them to at least see it, because this should be always the starting point. 
We have really good building stock, especially the older building stocks and even the 80s or the 90s or the 70s stock, they are really robust.
And it is just so wasteful to demolish these buildings. So, this is always our starting point as a designer. 
Really interesting. I actually thought you would have said the opposite. I thought you would have said you're more interested in working on new build schemes, but the retrofit angle sort of is – yeah - interesting.
I suppose it depends on the type and the location and some buildings or, even some existing buildings are not of very good quality. You'd be better off demolishing them and then offset that carbon, embodied carbon, released in the atmosphere somewhere else. But some of the stock is really good quality and it just feels wasteful.
And, everyone needs to do their bit in terms of circular economy and saving carbon, and what have you. But also that takes us back to the BSR and the recent challenges. So, we've also seen that, or the challenges in the planning system. We've seen some developers that have switched completely from new builds.
Yeah, their business model was building new builds, and they've recently switched to just conversions and retrofit because of the delays in the planning system. And not just the BSR, because some of them are non-HRBs. So it is just mainly from the planning. 
Permitted development projects or still going through a typical planning process, but just on an existing asset? Well.
So the conversions on the permitted development, right, is definitely quicker. Sure - but it would still take them less time than going through a full planning application on a new build. And it's less risky - and less cost heavy as well. I would have thought in terms of the up front spending on this is.
00:20:36
Basically there's a thin line sometimes because existing buildings, sometimes they can be of poor quality or sometimes they have a certain set of challenges. And the clusters that you are thinking of converting them to, you might end up having to overengineer them. And this is when it would become much more expensive to convert them rather than have a new build.
So, as designers, we always say that high headroom is very nice and always welcome to create a much better-quality space. But I've heard someone saying recently that they've looked into converting an office building to co-live, but because of the high headroom, it was creating so much additional cost that it was not worth it.
Yeah. So at the moment you have these, you'd end up having some stranded assets as well, because it's not viable for them to convert them or to upgrade them to office spaces, because maybe the location or the rate going rate at that location, but they can't convert them maybe to housing. Yeah. So they get a bit stuck in the stuck in the cycle.
00:21:46
Yeah. And on that I mean it's an interesting segue. I mean there has been a noticeable rise in alternative asset classes across the living sector in recent years. You know, student housing continues to boom across, the core markets in the UK. Co-living and build to rent have been probably two of the most hotly trending recent asset classes.
In terms of your client profiles and the work that DLA have been involved in, what do you see as the key trend across the living sector and do you think the industry is heading in the right direction with these ideas? 
00:22:24
Yeah, absolutely. There has been a huge supply for PBSA schemes. And we are seeing what – we feel that the market has almost, if you want just reached scale and, the PBSA developers, somehow maybe scaling down a bit and maybe managing their existing assets, and just focusing less on maybe having some new builds. But we are seeing it varies across the board, but we are also seeing a huge appetite and huge rise in co-living schemes.
And supply of the co-living schemes, which is very interesting and very welcome because that comes from necessity and which is people want to have a wider range of housing options. And co-living is providing that. So basically we're seeing that co-living is at the moment what BTR was a few years back.
We are seeing that if it's done well, co-living schemes are maybe able to – are one of the assets that would be able to unlock regeneration as one and are able to be viable. And what’s really interesting as well on the co-living, is that it is - although the co-living is reaching a really good point in the market at the moment, it feels like, institutional fund and institutional supply for the co-living is a bit still limited. So it's not similar to what we see on BTR. You have institutional funds investing in BTR. I think they're still a bit wary about the co-live. I think they want to test the markets. 
What do you think the concerns are, is it design? Is it, you know, the depth of the market? What do you see as the concerns on that aspect? 
00:24:28
I think that they've been - there was many years ago, there's been some bad examples of co-living schemes and local authorities. And some people were scared of that. And this is why the co-living schemes that we work on, it's something we called second or third generation co-living to just make sure to distance ourselves or developers distance themselves from the previous stock that was not maybe the best quality. Because it was almost like - it was the stock that was the trail blazers. And they tested a lot of things in that first wave of co-living. But the co-living now is extremely high quality and it is some - it is really interesting asset type that I think the institutional funds and investors an appetite will come at some point. It just needs a bit of time.
Certainly feels like there's a slow uptake to it. But you know, the funding is there for it, I think like with anything from a lender's perspective, is it's understanding what the depth of the market is for us to be able to get out of this deal, you know. Design in co-living has obviously moved on. Quality and creativity and how layouts are maximised, both from a cost and profitability perspective, but also more importantly from a usability and design led - what does it actually feel like to live in these spaces - perspective has improved vastly. But the lack of data points, conversely to, for example, the student market where we've got a wide array of data points, you know, what rents are, where things are trading at on a yield. What good versus bad looks like. Co-living still feels like it's finding its feet in that. 
But I agree it has legs. It has opportunity there. And as you say with viability constraints across other asset classes, it could be for more constrained sites, the key that unlocks some of these pieces of land or these existing buildings. 
00:26:32
Absolutely. And from our point of view as well, the interesting and the positive aspect of co-living is the requirement, the policy requirement is to provide - it's affordable element as rates regular residential C3 affordable. Not like if you want the build to rent, you can provide affordable element as discounted market rent, DMR.
But the co-live is actually generating real C3 affordable homes. And I think there's an opportunity – we are working with a very innovative and creative developer at the moment, and they are managing to unlock the potential of certain sites by providing over policy, affordable housing, that would also unlock a grant fund.
So basically, the affordable, or affordable element would be subsidised. Yeah. It's a win-win then from a developer’s perspective. Exactly. And it's really good because also like from the community point of view that you are creating, you're creating a multi-generational community, a very diverse community. You have your young professionals living in a co-living scheme next door to a family of three or family of 2 or 4 living next door in an affordable B social rented or an intermediate rented block next door.
So it's creating a kind of cohesive, diverse community as well. So this is really interesting. 
00:28:11
Yeah. It’s good. So final question before we sort of begin to round things off, I, you know, if Steve Reed was sitting in the room now as housing minister and you had a magic wand that you could change one thing about, you know, the current housing ecosystem in the UK, what would it be? Planning, finance, policy, etc. and why?
Planning. Yeah, just make it more streamlined. There's a lot of red tape. There's a lot of, yeah, unnecessary hoops that could be removed or just made a bit easier. 
00:28:48
Yeah. I'm not surprised to hear you say that. So, yeah. No. thanks, Charles. So, we’ll round things off with some quickfire questions. Nothing too challenging, I hope. But, just interested to hear your answer on these. The trend, I think we've covered this in some of the discussion, but just to keep it moving, the trend in UK housing as an architect that you're watching most closely right now? 
Co-living and also the decrease in demand or appetite on buying flats.
So people have been scarred by so many problems, and we think that also it's not just the problem is not just about supply. The problem is about demand. Demand is not as high as it should be or as it used to be pre-2017. 
Yeah, I agree with that. One myth about architects you'd love to bust?
We're not as dreamy as one thinks. Sometimes we are just, a lot of the times, we are very driven by cost plans. Yeah. So, I think this sometimes limits our creativity, but it's about marrying and balancing things. 
Sure. And if you could sort of cast your mind back to periods in history, your favourite era of architecture as it relates to the UK?
I would say - that’s a tough one - I would say maybe postwar. I think, yeah, that was yeah, that will of building, getting Britain building and it was just like large industrial scale housing building. And, I think I would say postwar.
Interesting. Feels like we could do with a bit of that momentum now. The best piece of advice you've received across your, design career today?
Just challenge things. And, yeah, just think out of the box. 
Sure. Certainly helps when trying to get some of these schemes off the ground. And the one project you've worked on that you're most proud of and why?
That was a few years ago. It was a scheme in Hackney Central, Hackney Gardens, which was delivered through a very interesting model which I think this is the future of delivery. I think like through a private public partnership, which is a model that is one of the few models that would be able to unlock sites at the moment.
Sure. Well, thank you, Charles. That's been a brilliant conversation. Thank you for sharing such valuable insight and what it really takes to create, design and implement real estate in the UK. A thought-provoking debate. We hope you enjoyed listening. See you next time.
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