Residents of Westwood Heath voice health concerns over rapid student housing developments in Coventry
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Residents of Westwood Heath in Coventry have voiced growing frustration over the rapid development of student accommodation in their neighbourhood, asserting they are "getting choked" by the increasing construction activity. Currently, a 544-room complex is underway at the site of the former Progress House office building on Westwood Way. The council initially rejected plans for the project, but a successful appeal allowed the developers to commence work, which has now progressed to the demolition phase, inciting further concern among residents.
Locals, such as Ian Stevenson, chair of the Westwood Heath Residents Association, report that dust and debris from the demolition have caused significant pollution issues. Stevenson remarked, "We are getting choked by the development, quite literally because of the dust from the demolition." He shared that the situation forced him to wear a mask while walking in nearby woods, an activity he has enjoyed for 14 years. Although he noted a slight improvement following complaints, he emphasised that the initial lack of adherence to regulations was troubling.
The situation is compounded by the recent opening of another student accommodation complex on the same road, dubbed The Oaks, along with plans for additional developments nearby. Residents are questioning the true demand for such facilities, especially given the considerable number of vacant student accommodations in the city centre. Stevenson expressed scepticism: "They say in the planning there is demand for it, but how can this be when there is so much empty student accommodation in the city centre? We feel let down by the council."
Concerns about student accommodation are not limited to Westwood Heath. Areas like Charterhouse have also seen residents express unease regarding the rise of Houses in Multiple Occupation (HMOs). The Charterhouse Residents Association has called for changes in planning laws to address these issues, which they believe contribute to community breakdown and the isolation of elderly residents. Currently, Coventry City Council lacks a targeted policy on HMOs, although any conversion requires planning permission, highlighting the need for clearer regulations in a rapidly changing housing market.
Further down the line, proposals for similar developments, including an 800-bed student accommodation block in Cannon Park, face staunch opposition from local residents concerned about the disproportionate scale of such projects relative to the surrounding communities. Critics argue that these large developments dominate the skyline and potentially disrupt the character of residential areas, as evidenced by a recent vote where councillors rejected the 544-bed development amid worries of noise, anti-social behaviour, and its overall impact on local life.
The prevailing sentiment among residents is one of anxiety regarding future developments and their implications for community cohesion. As conditions for students living in Bristol and Leamington Spa come under scrutiny due to allegations of neglect and exploitation, the need for increased oversight and accountability in the student housing market in Coventry becomes all the more pressing.
As local officials grapple with these challenges, the outcry from residents is a reminder of the critical balance that must be struck between meeting housing demands and preserving community integrity. Whether Coventry City Council will heed the calls for stricter regulations and greater community involvement in planning remains to be seen.
In the face of mounting pressure from constituents, local councillors, such as Marcus Lapsa, have acknowledged the residents' health concerns caused by ongoing developments, promising to bring these issues forward in planning discussions. The question that looms large is how to develop responsibly while addressing the urgent needs of students in a city where the accommodation landscape is shifting rapidly. 
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