Approved student flats could offset more than 10,500 homes as PBSA approvals surge in London
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London’s pipeline of purpose‑built student accommodation (PBSA) has received a timely boost, with a national planning consultancy finding that more than 26,000 student bedrooms have won approvals across the capital since 2021. According to Lichfields’ new insight, a surge in planning activity through 2024 and into the first quarter of 2025 means those approved PBSA rooms are, under the Greater London Authority’s methodology, equivalent in housing need terms to more than 10,500 conventional homes — a significant contribution at a moment when traditional housing delivery has stalled.
That context is crucial. Industry data show planning permissions for new homes in England fell to a record low in 2024, leaving conventional housing supply notably constrained and lending relative economic advantage to PBSA schemes. Lichfields’ analysis frames PBSA as one of the few residential products that remain financially viable for developers in the current market, offering a route to bring forward new residential floorspace when family‑sized and market housing permissions are in retreat.
Policy settings have helped make that possible. The GLA’s London Plan policy for student accommodation explicitly recognises PBSA as making a contribution to overall housing need, applying a 2.5:1 equivalence for non‑self‑contained student bedrooms and setting out expectations for affordable student rooms and nomination agreements. Lichfields finds that the GLA’s broad support, combined with a flexible approach taken down to borough level, has eased the planning path for schemes — even in the absence of a single design‑led planning framework for PBSA.
Yet growth in approvals comes with an uncomfortable affordability picture. The Unipol and HEPI Accommodation Costs Survey 2024: London Edition documents sharp rises in student rents — an 18% increase in PBSA rents over two years and a worrying number of rooms costing more than £20,000 a year — and warns that average rents in London now exceed the maximum maintenance loan for many students. Lichfields notes a growing trend for PBSA proposals to incorporate affordable rooms and nomination agreements, but industry and campaign groups caution that market‑led development alone will not close the widening affordability gap.
The market dynamics that make PBSA attractive to developers also draw investor interest. Financial reporting and sector analysis point to a flurry of deals and higher levels of institutional capital targeting the student housing sector, viewed as offering resilient income streams and countercyclical stability relative to conventional residential assets. At the same time, commentators have flagged consolidation in the sector and rising rents as risks that could erode social value if not managed through planning obligations or public‑sector partnership.
Speaking to Building, Design & Construction Magazine, Jonathan Hoban, Associate Director in Lichfields’ London office, said: “Purpose‑built student accommodation plays a critical role in meeting housing need and supporting London’s global education offer. The research identifies a healthy pipeline of schemes with approval which should translate into deliveries.” He added that, given the poor backdrop for conventional housing, PBSA “not only ensures London remains a leading destination for higher education but it could help deliver more affordable homes. It could be a win‑win situation for London.”
Lichfields and the GLA guidance both urge that the momentum be sustained by the next London Plan, due in 2027, through continued flexibility and active encouragement of well‑designed PBSA. The legislation’s Fast Track route and provisions around securing at least a share of affordable student bedrooms via nomination agreements are singled out as practical levers that boroughs and the mayor could use to ensure growth translates into wider housing benefits.
If approvals are to deliver on their promise, however, policy and market actors will need to address three linked challenges: ensuring that schemes genuinely expand affordable supply rather than simply adding high‑cost rooms; preserving design and amenity standards so PBSA supports mixed, inclusive neighbourhoods; and maintaining investor confidence while steering outcomes that relieve pressure on the private rented sector. According to the report and recent sector surveys, striking that balance will determine whether the current pipeline provides a short‑term boost to housing figures or a lasting contribution to London’s housing needs.
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