HEARING STATEMENT
Policies B5, H2A and SB19: Purpose built and
off-site student Accommodation
1.1

Context Planning Ltd have been instructed to prepare this hearing statement
on behalf of the Bath Preservation Trust (BPT). This statement responds to
the Inspector’s initial matters, issues and questions (EXAM 4), in particular
Q.39- Q.40, Q.115 – Q.118 and should be read in conjunction with BPT’s
earlier representations.

1.2

The Council acknowledge the need to balance competing demands for what is
a limited pool of allocated and windfall development sites within Bath. The
composite plan for Bath (CD-SD013) outlines at paragraph 22 that ‘whilst
there are significant development opportunities within the city, there is not
enough land in the city to meet the land use demands that have been
identified by the evidence…the Council has therefore had to prioritise land
uses for the limited land available. It has agreed that it will plan to meet its
housing numbers and employment floorspace in full; as well as the growth in
hotel demand projected in evidence supporting the Core Strategy; and will
accept that there is a shortfall in meeting the retail capacity identified for the
whole plan period’.

1.3

Given the surrounding Green Belt, World Heritage Site designation and its
setting, other heritage assets, the AONB and the many designations within the

city it is not possible to deliver all of the objectively assessed need for Bath
through the plan period. This is not however the case in respect of student
accommodation.

1.4

Policies H2, H2A, B5 and SB19 outline the Council’s strategy for purpose-built
student accommodation (PBSA) (on and off campus) and houses of multiple
occupation (HMOs). Part of the Council’s evidence base ‘Topic Paper: Student
Accommodation’ (CD-SD036) outlines the supply and demand position for
student accommodation in the city. A contraction in demand is currently being
experienced and it is only in the last 5 years of the plan period 2025/262029/30 that additional bedspaces, beyond permitted and expected supply,
are forecast to be required (Fig 1).

Fig 1 – Combined forecast demand for student accommodation based on
the universities’ growth plans
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1.5

The Council’s forecast has been arrived at in conjunction with both The
University of Bath (UoB) and Bath Spa University (see the statements of
common ground at CD-SD067 and CD-SD068) and takes into account
currently extant permissions. UoB has produced its masterplan (August 2021)
since the Placemaking Plan (PMP) was adopted which outlines a clear and
deliverable vision for the site.

1.6

The production of the masterplan increases certainty around delivery providing
an evidence-based figure of 870 bedspaces which are to be delivered at the
Claverton Campus. This figure has been agreed between the Council and UoB
and can be considered robust and deliverable during the plan period given the
allocation is specifically proposed for this number of bedspaces.

1.7

The currently predicted shortfall outlined in Fig 1, which does not include
development at the UoB, would be more than met by the provision of the 870
bedspaces at UoB. There is no further need for bedspaces to the end of the
plan period, with the need expected to be exceeded by 230. In the context of
the revised wording of SB19, BPT considers that policy B5, in particular,
should go further than currently proposed in terms of adequately controlling
the growth in off-campus student bedspaces which is compromising the ability
to meet other areas of objectively assessed need within the city.

1.8

The currently proposed rewording of policy B5 in respect of the city will, BPT
consider, be ineffective in reducing off-campus PBSA and fails to be positively
prepared because it threatens to prejudice the delivery of the spatial strategy.
The wording change proposed, simply ensures that sites with some allocation
for students which lie in the Central Area, the Enterprise Zone and on MoD
land do not contravene the terms of policy B5 in being approved. Policy B5
has proven ineffective at restricting PBSA developments in the areas where
the policy seeks restraint. Since the adoption of the PMP in 2017 over 490
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bedspaces have been permitted within the Enterprise Area through large
PBSA proposals (see below).

Site
Pickfords
Plumb Centre
Jubilee Centre
Land rear of Argos

1.9

Number of bedspaces
204
72
120
94
Total: 490

The majority of the above examples are former employment sites but their
redevelopment/conversion was approved despite their location within the
Council’s designated Enterprise Zone. The wording of policy B5 has not been
effective in stopping PBSA developments from coming forward where it has
the potential to prejudice the Council’s wider spatial strategy.

1.10

The wording of policy B5 is important in this regard, it only seeks to resist offcampus student development where this would ‘adversely affect the realisation
of other aspects of the vision and spatial strategy for the city in relation to
delivering housing, and economic development (in respect of office, industrial,
retail and hotel space)’.

1.11

In practice, development management decision makers have found it difficult
to resist individual sites, even when a loss of an employment site is proposed.
As worded, the policy assessment must consider the effect of a proposed
PBSA on the overall strategy and vision for the city. In undertaking this
assessment, it has proven difficult to determine that the loss of an individual
site would adversely affect the realisation of the spatial strategy and vision for
the city as a whole.
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1.12

To illustrate this point, three of the four sites listed above comprised industrial
sites and their loss has contributed to the position outlined in the Bath & North
East Somerset Employment Growth and Employment Land Review (CDEDV002) that there is virtually no industrial and warehouse supply identified in
Bath despite clear evidence of requirements. The Economic Development
Team identify this to be a critical issue. Policy B5 though was not considered
to provide a strong ground to resist these applications despite the
longstanding issues identified by the Council in respect of industrial land
supply.

1.13

Policy B5 in both its current wording and as proposed through the LPPU is/will
not be effective, it has not been deliverable over the plan period, failing to stop
significant losses of industrial sites in particular, threatening the overall spatial
strategy.

1.14

The policy needs to employ clearly defined and measurable targets to make it
easier for decision makers to resist PBSA developments which threaten the
delivery of other elements of the spatial strategy. For example, in respect of
current industrial land, given the scale of industrial losses, the policy should be
worded to apply a presumption against the redevelopment/change of use of
existing industrial sites for PBSA unless there is no realistic prospect of a
replacement employment use occupying the site. This amendment would also
bring the policy in line with the revised wording proposed for ED2B.

1.15

Furthermore, the Council acknowledges as part of the spatial strategy,
meeting the housing requirement of Bath is very challenging. Further
allocations are proposed through the LPPU to seek to meet the overall target
of 7,000 homes over the plan period and make up for a predicted housing
shortfall. The composite plan for Bath (CD-SD013) notes, under its strategic
issues heading, that ‘the housing market is particularly expensive to penetrate
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and this contributes a dislocation of workers from workplace and exacerbates
the level of in-commuting from lower cost areas. More housing and more
affordable housing is needed to support economic growth’.

1.16

The most lucrative return for developers in the city has typically been available
by developing PBSA, allowing high population density forms of development.
This has stunted delivery of housing within the city, leading in part to the need
for further allocations to be made. In its current form, policy B5 would not stop
windfall sites being developed for PBSA within the city on the basis that if all
residential sites come forward within planned for timescales, then the housing
spatial strategy might not be prejudiced. History indicate however that housing
trajectories in Bath have not always proceeded as planned and some flexibility
is required in terms of numbers.

1.17

A surplus of student bedspaces is predicted and will be delivered at the UoB.
In this respect there is no requirement to provide for further windfall PBSA.
The Council’s spatial strategy, as outlined, prioritises as a strategic issue
delivering housing and employment to ensure the full needs of these uses are
met. BPT consider that policy B5 should be tightened to also introduce a
presumption against developing unallocated sites for PBSA where the site
would be suitable and deliverable for housing. In the absence of this change,
the policy will not be effective because it does not provide strong grounds to
resist windfall PBSA development on sites that might help to boost the supply
of housing which is being prioritised by the Council over student bedspaces,
which are well catered for.

1.18

PBSA has proven the most financially lucrative form of development in the city
for many years including prior to the adoption of the Core Strategy. The policy
should be strengthened to avoid an over proliferation of these uses in the city.
In the absence of a strengthened policy approach, the allocation at UoB under
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policy SB19 may be undeliverable and therefore unsound. The Council’s
strategy sets out that as a first priority PBSA should be developed on-campus,
historic delivery rates of PBSA at the UoB have, it is accepted, been slow so it
is important that the UoB are not disincentivised from developing and
delivering the most sustainable pattern of growth for student bedspaces oncampus.

1.19

Policy B5 should be further amended to introduce a requirement that offcampus student accommodation, where found to be acceptable in all other
respects, would be subject to the requirement for a formal agreement between
the developer and either the UoB or Bath Spa University. This would help to
ensure that only genuinely required PBSA comes forward, avoiding the risk of
speculative developments occurring which might prove unneeded and then
have to be converted to unsatisfactorily sized and appointed co-housing
developments in the future.

1.20

BPT consider it important that the formal agreement, the developer would
sign, should be with one of the two universities rather than any educational
provider. The risk being, in the absence of this, sites might come forward
linked with other educational establishments where PBSA is not strictly
required, which would further prejudice delivery of the spatial strategy for Bath.
The wording of policy H2A (limb i) should likewise replace ‘relevant education
provider’ with ‘university’ to avoid this risk occurring elsewhere in the city.

1.21

On a point of detail, policy H2A only applies to (a) allocated sites or sites (b)
elsewhere in the district (except for areas restricted by policy B5). As worded
the policy is not applicable to sites in the Enterprise Zone, central area or the
former MOD land. The consequence of which is that, if adopted as worded,
there would be a greater degree of control outside of those areas where PBSA
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has the greatest potential to prejudice the spatial strategy than within those
areas where it is most needed.

1.22

BPT support a modified approach inside and outside of the Enterprise Zone,
central area and the former MOD sites but the greatest degree of control
needs to be exercised within these areas and policy B5 should be altered as a
main modification to introduce a presumption against industrial and housing
sites being developed for student housing. By so doing, policy B5 will become
effective and positively prepared because it will allow the objectively assessed
needs of the city to be met.

Mark Reynolds BSc (Hons) MSc MRTPI on behalf of The Bath
Preservation Trust
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