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Dear Sir or Madam,  
 
Response for University of London to Draft London Plan 
 
I am writing on behalf of the Central University of London concerning the Draft New London Plan.  
 
London has the highest concentration of Universities of different specialties in the world.  It is also home to 
the highest concentration of universities in the top 100 globally.  48% of London’s young people go to 
university, making it the most successful city in the country for enabling access to, and widening 
participation in, Higher Education. London is also home to more International students that any other city 
in the world. Their contribution to the national economy has recently been shown to be 10 times the cost 
of their education. They spend £1.7bn annually off campus and contribute of £1.2bn of revenue. 
Within this context, student satisfaction across London is still lower than many parts of the country. The 
cost of living and the necessity of commuting play a significant part in driving their satisfaction levels, 
together with cramped lecture theatres and shortages of good quality teaching spaces. 
 
It is therefore vital that the London plan provides for the continuing success of Universities and enables 
them to thrive in a highly competitive market under changing government and political climate.  
 
We would like to respond on two Policy Areas in the Draft London Plan. 
 
These are:  

1. Policy E8 Sector growth opportunities and clusters 

2. Policy H17 Purpose-built student accommodation 

Policy E8 Sector growth opportunities and clusters 
 
Section E of this policy offers support for the “integration of London’s higher and further education 
institutions into regeneration and development opportunities to support social mobility and the growth of 
emerging sectors”.  
 
We strongly support this policy, but we do not feel it goes far enough. Our view is that there is a need for 
more concrete proposals to further the policy.  
 
The economic contribution of universities makes them strong agents of urban regeneration.  Universities 
create economic activity and produce skilled, local and mobile workforces to support the knowledge  
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economy. London’s HEIs contribute £17bn in goods and services to London, support 163,000 jobs, and 
release 139,000 graduates into the economy every year.  
 
Universities are also long term residents of their neighbourhoods. They invest in long-term commitments to 
place and community participation. 
 
Many Universities in Central London are finding it increasingly difficult to secure the necessary teaching, 
laboratory and office space to support their continued expansion. They often face stiff competition for land 
and developments from residential providers. Every pound spent on driving up profit margins for 
developers is a pound less spent on lecturers, books and facilities and we feel that the London Plan could 
create a way to enable London’s Universities to have a preferential pathway to the acquisition of land and 
properties in some areas. We therefore feel that The Mayor could provide practical support:  
 
Firstly, between 2014 and 2017, central Government provided £15 million of funding for University 
Enterprise Zones.  For every £1 of government funding, universities needed to raise £2 of match funding. 
Successful University Enterprise Zones were subsequently established in Bristol, Nottingham, Liverpool and 
Bradford. We feel that there is potential in London for a similar approach. The London Plan could champion 
such aspirations and put in place the required enablers. 
 
Secondly, we note that Policy HC5 (Supporting London’s culture and creative industries) Section B suggests 
that “Boroughs are encouraged to work with the Mayor and relevant stakeholders to identify Creative 
Enterprise Zones in Local Plans”. 
We again feel that a specific commitment to University Enterprise Zones, or a similar initiative, could also 
be integrated into the development of Borough Local Plans.  
 
Policy H17 Purpose-built student accommodation 
Student satisfaction in London is strongly driven by the living costs in the capital.  The London Plan could 
therefore play a vital role in keeping London attractive to all, home and overseas students. We risk 
deterring students from studying in London; with long-term consequences for the economic success of the 
city.  
 
There are four key issues in the policy on which we would like to comment: 

1. Demand for PBSA 

2. Linking of Purpose Built Student Accommodation with a specified HEI 

3. Affordability of PBSA 

4. Summer lettings 

 
Demand for purpose built student accommodation (Policies 4.17.1 and 4.17.2) 
 

a) We agree that Purpose Built Student Accommodation should be counted towards a borough’s 

housing target for the reasons outlined in Policy 4.17.1. 

b) We also agree with the requirement for 3,500 PBSA bed spaces to be provided annually over the 

Plan period. 

Linking of Purpose Built Student Accommodation with a specified HEI (Policy 4.17.3) 
 
This policy requires that there be an “undertaking in place from initial occupation, to provide housing for 
students at one or more specified higher education institutions, for as long as the development is used for 
student accommodation”. This undertaking must cover the majority of rooms. 
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We support this policy in principle but believe it would benefit from Supplementary Planning Guidance on 
both the nature of the “undertaking to provide housing”, and the definition of what constitutes an HEI. As a 
minimum, we believe that an HEI should be defined as a higher education provider which is approved and 
named on the register maintained by the Office for Students (OfS to be operational from April 2018, 
replacing HEFCE).  
 

To receive planning permission, there will have to be an agreement in place with an HEI to take rooms 
within the proposed development. That implies a financial commitment if the HEI is unable to fill the 
rooms. Since this de-risks the development it, therefore, allows the developer to access cheaper finance.  In 
addition, provided the initial nomination agreement was for more than seven years, they would also 
benefit from the University’s charitable CIL exemption.  

Both of these factors should make it easier to deliver affordable student housing.  As charities, HEIs are 
often risk averse. This policy requires them to take on both demand and construction risks. However, the 
greater risk is that London becomes unaffordable for students from average and low income backgrounds.  
The identification of specific areas that could be earmarked for development by Universities, could lower 
the price of developments and reduce this risk. 

Overall, we, therefore, support the policy.  

There has been some commentary that smaller HEIs may be disadvantaged regarding their capacity to 
negotiate the kind of deals necessary to access PBSA. However, the Draft London Plan allows for 
Consortiums of smaller HEIs to work together on a single development. The University of London enables 
this at the moment through the system of Intercollegiate halls of residence. This enables our 18 member 
institutions of significantly variable sizes to access affordable student accommodation for their students. 

Affordability of PBSA (Policies 4.17.7 and 4.17.8) 
 
Any definition of affordable rents has to be relative to the income of the group for whom the policy is 
designed. The cost of London student accommodation ranges at present from less than £90/week to over 
£600/week, with an average across the capital of £219 per week. 
 
There is a concern that the definition creates a benchmark that, in practice, is going to be difficult to 
achieve without additional support from the Mayor’s Office and Local Planning Authorities.  
 
The affordable criteria currently set at 35% of rooms at £159 pw over 38 weeks (2017-18) requires cheap 
build costs and cheap land; neither of which are readily available within London.  
 
Given the strategic significance of the HE sector to London’s economy, we would hope that land could be 
identified within the London Plan as suitable for Higher Education use, including Purpose Built Student 
Accommodation. This would help reduce land costs, allowing us to deliver higher proportions of affordable 
student housing on new developments.  
 
Without this assistance, the likelihood is that most developments will need, as with residential, to enter 
into lengthy discussions over the numbers of affordable rooms that are viable. One of our concerns is that 
the pressure may be to increase the number of rooms that the developer can let directly at high rents 
(currently an average across London of £282 per week), whilst reducing the numbers of mid-range rooms 
(typically £175-£195 pw). 
 
We support the policy but feel that, for it to deliver, there is a strong need for additional planning support 
in the identification of suitable development sites. 
 
 



FROM THE DIRECTOR OF PROPERTY AND FACILITIES MANAGEMENT, Dr Ghazwa Alwani-Starr 
Direct line 0207 862 8158  • e-mail Ghazwa.Alwani-Starr@london.ac.uk  

 

Senate House  Malet Street  London  WC1E 7HU 

4 

 

 
Summer lets (Policy 4.17.12) 
 
The cost of developing student bedrooms in London means that for weekly rents to be affordable for 
students, Universities and private developers often have to work on 51 week contracts. However, the vast 
majority of our students want accommodation for less than 40 weeks.  
 
Many HEIs with older halls of residence, especially in Central London, are currently able to utilise their halls 
over the summer months for a wide variety of purposes, including tourism. More recent restrictions on 
occupancy of PBSA has made this more difficult. The wider use of the buildings outside term-time is entirely 
appropriate as it benefits local economies, ensures that buildings are utilised to their maximum capacity, 
ensures that low paid staff continue to be employed over the summer months and also, of course, benefits 
students by enabling providers to offer cheaper rents during term time.  
 
In order to further enable Universities to deliver affordable housing to students, it is essential that this 
opportunity to maximise income outside term-time is expanded and supported, through planning 
permissions that provide the widest possible latitude to HEIs when renting over the summer months. 
 
We, therefore, support the policy, but believe it needs to be strengthened and widened.  
 

 
 
 
Dr Ghazwa Alwani-Starr 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 




