
Appendix 1 

 

Site Visit notes- London Assembly Housing Committee Investigation into Purpose 

Built Student Accommodation in London 

 

On 4 September 2015 the London Assembly Housing Committee took part in a site visit to 

Bloomsbury and Camden as part of the Committee’s investigation into Purpose Built Student 

Accommodation (PBSA) in London. The visit was led by Tom Copley AM, Chair of the Housing 

Committee, accompanied by officers from the Secretariat and Members’ offices. 

 

The visit took place from approximately 13:30 until 16:30 and included tours of three student 

halls. We first visited the University College London (UCL)-owned Ramsay Hall/ Ian Baker 

House, followed by the University of London-owned Connaught Hall, before travelling by bus 

northwards to St Pancras Way, a hall managed by Unite Group with accommodation provided to 

UCL students through a nomination agreement. We had the opportunity to speak to members 

of staff at all the sites, and we also spoke to student representatives at Connaught Hall. 

 

Ramsay Hall/ Ian Baker House, UCL 

 

At 13:30 we visited Ramsay Hall and Ian Baker House, student halls wholly owned and operated 

by UCL. Ramsay Hall is catered accommodation while Ian Baker House, which was built in 2008 

and stands within the main courtyard of the Ramsay Hall complex, is self-catered. There we met 

with Colin Plank, UCL’s Director of Property and Accommodation and William Wilson, Head of 

Student Accommodation at UCL. We were invited to discuss key issues with them over tea in 

the main dining hall at Ramsay Hall. 

 

UCL told us that they managed around 4,200 bedrooms, of which 1,000 are provided on a 

catered basis and another thousand are ensuite. They also noted that they rely on University of 

London Halls to provide some space for students who are unable to be accommodated in UCL’s 

main halls of residences. However, at present three University of London Halls are undergoing 

refurbishment, meaning that UCL has had to look to private providers to supply enough 

accommodation to meet demand. 

 

UCL also told us that they have been highlighting concerns about affordability at the Mayor’s 

Academic Forum, with a particular concern being the private sector’s oversupply of studio 

products. They said that Ian Baker House was the last purpose-built block to be constructed 

purely for UCL students. They noted the increase in nomination agreements and the selling off 



 

 

of stock at other universities, but they claimed that the best method for UCL was maintaining 

control over their own residences as owner-operators. 

 

Tom asked them about how they set their rents. UCL claimed that it took account of the 

previous year’s rents and comparable rents at other universities in London when setting the rent 

although some consideration was given to other factors, including the need to refurbish the 

halls to bring them up to a higher standard. However, they also said that rents were generally 

set according to those in the rest of the student market. UCL said they were most concerned 

about the effect that higher rents for accommodation were having not on the poorest students 

but on those from middle income backgrounds, who were not receiving enough of a loan and 

did not have the support of their parents. They thought that this was something for central 

Government to resolve.  

 

Tom asked them about the rent strike, to which UCL 

said that they believe that the students holding the 

strike were jumping the gun. They said they had 

been working with students to provide 

compensation, but some students seized on this to 

take part in a strike. 

They noted that they had provided a rebate in one 

case and that they were waiting for the student’s 

union to provide comment on a rebate for the other 

case. UCL also said that they were better responding 

to student complaints and concerns with a new 

software that will speed up the processing of maintenance claims. They also said they were 

trying to provide better student activities, so that students feel at home in the accommodation. 

This includes ensuring that there are enough activities going on until the new student 

representatives are elected in the November of each year. They were also looking into a role for 

old student representatives and were looking at changing the ways they communicate with 

students. UCL also told us they had stopped referring to students as customers, in response to 

feedback from students. 

 

After the discussion, we were taken on a tour of both Ramsay Hall and Ian Baker House. UCL 

showed us a twin room at Ramsay Hall, claiming that while they had always provided twin 

rooms, there was now increased demand for them from students as an alternative form of 

Figure 1- Part of a twin room at Ramsay Hall 



 

 

accommodation for those willing to share and wanting to pay less money. They claimed that 

more private providers are building twin rooms, as part of a move towards a more US-style 

system, where students share rooms, as there is demand from the market. They said that new 

twin rooms tended to have more compartmentalisation than older rooms, such as the one they 

showed us, to provide more privacy. They also showed us a pantry at Ramsay Hall and told us 

about the catering on offer, breakfast and dinner for five days per week. The pantry included a 

sink, fridge and some storage space. 

 

We also toured Ian Baker House, where UCL showed us a 

single bedroom, a disabled room and the kitchen. They told 

us about how they cross-subsidise the rent from halls by 

using the rooms as a hotel during the summer time, 

particularly for language school students. They also told us 

about flexible contracts that are on offer, so that students 

can extend their stay or shorten it if they need to. The 

kitchen included multiple ovens, hobs, microwaves, sinks 

and fridges, as well as a table and storage space. 

 

When showing us the disabled rooms, they told us that they had about 30 big rooms in their 

stock for disabled people, but that they were concerned about pressure to build disabled rooms 

in newer accommodation in outer London. They did not consider this appropriate as disabled 

students would not be able to get in from outer London, and would rather provide the rooms 

closer to campus. They cited concerns that UCL would sell-off stock in the future, making 

disabled provision necessary in outer London, but insisted that they would not do this, and had 

not sold any stock in thirty years. 

 

Connaught Hall, University of London 

 

Following on from this we walked from Ramsay Hall to Connaught Hall. The intention was to 

speak to students and representatives about issues in PBSA in general and rent strikes at UCL in 

particular, but they were unable to attend.   

 

Figure 2- Kitchen at Ian Baker House 

 



 

 

At Connaught Hall we met with the Deputy Hall 

Manager. She described the accommodation on offer 

and showed us an ensuite room, a standard single 

room and a pantry. She told us that Connaught 

offered two types of standard room, with the price 

varying between a standard and a small single room. 

The pantry was similar to that at Ramsay Hall, 

although two meals are provided per day seven days per week at Connaught. We were also told 

about the opportunities that students had to socialise in the halls, such as in the main social 

committee, as well as the International students’ committee and the Sport’s committee. 

 

We then went down to the dining room, where we spoke with some of the newly selected 

Student Representatives, who were living rent free in the accommodation in return for passing 

on student views to the halls management. They generally said that rent was much better than 

in private halls, but their main emphasis was on the sense 

of community, security and socialising that took place in 

the halls. They said the main difference between 

socialising in halls in private sector compared to university 

halls was the bigger community and the ability to mingle 

with other students from across the accommodation and 

from every major London university.  They also said that in 

private halls there was limited support for students but in 

intercollegiate halls there was lots of help for students and 

support from the management teams. 

 

International students were also emphasised by the students, including the opportunity to meet 

people from around the world and providing a dynamic and stable place to live, especially when 

compared to the Private Rented Sector (PRS). They said they would prefer to pay more to 

receive the package that university halls provide. They said that they felt looked after which 

enabled them to focus on their studies.  

 

However, they pointed out that while the student mix may be diverse, it was not so diverse in 

terms of socio-economic background, with many wealthy students living in halls. They said they 

Figure 3- Tom Copley AM at Connaught Hall 

Figure 4- Tom Copley AM meeting with 
Student Representatives 



 

 

believed that many students were making the decision not to come to London because of the 

cost. 

 

Unite St Pancras Way 

 

We lastly took the bus up to St Pancras Way in Camden to visit Unite St Pancras Way, where we 

met with Jagdeep Bhogal, Design and Planning Director for Unite Students and Lara Hall, the 

Service and Sales Manager at Unite St Pancras Way. Unite Group manages the accommodation, 

although the entire stock of ensuite rooms in the building are provided to UCL students in a 

nomination agreement between Unite and the university. We were told that the entire building 

cost £60 million to construct, with 571 rooms, mainly consisting of ensuite rooms as well as a 

small number of studios. Rents were inclusive of 24 hour security, a wellbeing team, cleaning, 

involvement with charities and the community and Wi-Fi throughout the building.   

 

Tom asked them about the Section 106 

agreement between Unite and the London 

Boroughs, which pegs rents to nearby student 

accommodation. Jagdeep said that they set their 

rents by the market, rather than being restrained 

by the S106 agreement. He said that Unite 

offered the cheapest rate for an ensuite room 

when compared to other rooms at university-

owned halls of residences. He also said that costs 

were higher because the building was shiny, new and fully inclusive, and that the rent includes 

all of the costs of this service. Jagdeep said that they are in competition with the Homes in 

Multiple Occupation (HMO) sector to provide the best possible facilities. Tom asked what the 

purpose of the S106 agreement was if it did not restrict their rent levels. Jagdeep replied that 

the S106 agreement with Camden was set up in 2011 and was not intended to peg rents at a 

set level but rather to peg them to ensure that new accommodation that was built in the 

borough did not suddenly jump in rent.  

 

Tom asked them about their experiences with nomination agreements. Jagdeep told us that it 

was difficult to get universities to enter into nomination agreements on schemes that had yet to 

receive planning permission, as universities are quite risk-averse; they said that their agreement 

with UCL was after planning was received, so it was constructed as all direct-let. They agree 

Figure 5- Jagdeep Bhogal and Tom Copley AM at 
Unite St Pancras Way 



 

 

their rents with UCL during the agreement process and said there were many benefits to the 

agreement, including a guarantee that the rooms would be filled. They said that each 

nomination agreement is different; in UCL’s case, they pass on any issues to the university, 

although some universities prefer greater levels of direct control over the management of the 

student body.  

 

After this discussion, we were invited on a tour of the accommodation. We were shown around 

some of the common space on offer at the site, including a games room, a TV room, a mixed 

use room and a study room, which they said was the most heavily used room in the whole 

building. Lara and Jagdeep said that this represented a significant shift in student attitudes 

towards spending much more time studying, partly as a reflection of the cost of attending 

university. 

 

They showed us around one of their premium studio flats on the top floor, as well as a kitchen 

and an ensuite room. They said that the cost for the studio flat was £355 per week, while the 

non-premium studios went for £299 per week. The difference in price was due to the use of 

private facilities on the top floor. They said that less than ten per cent of their stock is studios 

and that they could differentiate themselves from other providers who provide mainly studios. 

They also showed us the standard ensuite rooms and kitchen, which they said met all the HMO 

requirements and provided extra storage space, as part of Unite’s recent ‘rebranding’ exercise. 

 

They also mentioned not being able to rent out the accommodation during the summer, unlike 

the university-owned sector. Jagdeep also noted the cost added per bed under the section 106 

agreement was £1600, which they were happy to pay, but they were concerned about the 

added CIL cost of £4500 per bed, which they felt was too high. They also told us about new 

accommodation in outer London, such as Tottenham Hale and Wembley. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Reece Harris, Assistant Scrutiny Manager- reece.harris@london.gov.uk 
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