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In September 2019, US-based investor CA Ventures secured a £64 million (€72m US$80m) loan from Investec Structured 

Property Finance to finance their first UK student accommodation development. 

The facilities will be located in established universities in the cities of Edinburgh, Glasgow and Sheffield and are due to open in 

time for the start of the 2020/2021 academic year.  

In August 2019, German asset manager, DWS, acquired a UK student accommodation portfolio from Vita Group, for which it paid 

roughly £600 million (€656m US$728m). The portfolio comprises assets in nine locations across the UK, including Birmingham, 

Edinburgh, Glasgow, Leeds, Manchester and Newcastle. 

With the British student accommodation market drawing significant attention from both international and domestic participants, 

despite warnings that student intake might be affected negatively by current political and macroeconomic conditions like the 

spectre of Brexit, investors are exploring the opportunities and challenges as of Q4 2019 onwards. 

inspiratia approached David Wylde, managing director at DWPF, to discuss about shifting patterns, opportunities and risks in the 

UK student accommodation sector.  

DWPF is a UK-based financial adviser who acted on over 100 transactions in the student accommodation sector since 2000 and 

have raised in the process over £3.5 billion (€4bn US$4.4bn) worth of capital for investment into this market. 

What is your outlook on the student accommodation sector and which UK jurisdictions are likely to perform better in Q4 
2019 and beyond? 

From a personal perspective, I had thought the market would have exhausted itself long before now, but conversely it is getting 

stronger. What is driving the market is the fact that universities now have to compete for students and a good accommodation 

offering represents a big bonus in this process. 

As far as jurisdictions are concerned, good university cities are always the strongest. London is clearly very strong with the added 

benefit of the real estate factor. The locations that might be more of a challenge to investors are cities such as Newcastle, where 

there is a wealth of cheap property as an alternative to purpose-built student accommodation. Also, smaller cities with just one 

low ranking university present a challenge. 

I think this is where the key lies in the end, it is all linked to supply and demand. If second and third-year students are able to get 

off-campus accommodation at a substantially lower cost than tailor-made student accommodation, then they tend to do just that. 

There are multiple independent schemes – not affiliated with a university – which are deploying student accommodation 
in some cities without the certainty from the educational institutions that students will be actually placed there. How 
appealing are these independent initiatives to debt and equity providers, and what are some challenges they come 
across? 

The developers and managers who started the off-campus accommodation trend are definitely targeting second and third-year 

students in the main, as universities usually provide specific guarantees to first year students, which makes them eligible for 

University controlled, on-campus, accommodation. 

That is generally the split, nonetheless if you take into account that second and third year students plus postgraduates account 

for at least twice as many potential student tenants as there are first year students, then it is easy to see that there is still a very 

strong demand for off campus direct let accommodation. It is essential to get good intelligence on supply and demand for existing 

student accommodation as well as having complete knowledge of other new schemes coming to the market in a particular 

location. 

The UK student accommodation market - one of the most mature of its kind globally - continues to swiftly move ahead in 

2019, with billions having been invested in the sector over the past three years and new international players well-

positioned to grasp future opportunities. 
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In some cities we see a range of funding opportunities and sometimes there could be five very different proposals for one city. In 

my view this is a recipe for disaster as the proposals may all go ahead. However, generally speaking, there is a strong demand 

from equity and debt for good quality, well located, direct let accommodation which is not affiliated with a university. 

How are raising expectations, and factors such as GDP growth and the increase in numbers of international students 
affecting demand? Do you expect a rise in luxury student lodgings? 

I think anybody specialising in the direct let luxury sector will have to be quite careful and assess supply and demand very 

closely, especially when it comes to international students. Given where we are with Brexit and other constraints on international 

students, the question is whether there could be a decrease rather than an increase in the number of international students 

coming into the UK. This is an uncertain market, and, in my view, not for the faint hearted. To that extent, I think developers and 

operators in this sub-sector need to be a bit both careful and restrained. 

Quality of accommodation is getting ever higher, no question about that. If we compare the deals we closed in the late 90s to the 

ones we are doing now, the quality of accommodation being provided now is a lot higher. This is driven by the current demand 

and it is a fact that, international students have generally shown a preference for higher quality accommodation. Indeed, they will 

also frequently stay in residence longer than domestic students throughout the year. Thus, the combination of higher weekly rents 

and longer rental terms generate sufficient income to cover the returns on the inevitable higher capital costs of luxury 

developments. 

Despite some universities such as Plymouth stating that numbers of students will remain stable in the coming years, 
accommodation developers continue deploying such facilities across the city. Is there a market saturation concern in 
medium-sized cities with multiple universities? 

This is an interesting question, especially as Plymouth is a city we know quite well. Our very first student accommodation deal 

was in Plymouth. Universities are implementing specific student projections and they are currently stating there will be no further 

growth. 

Realistically, I think it is a high risk to look at student numbers assuming growth when assessing the attractiveness of a local, 

market.  I think we are at the stage in the economic cycle where it is necessary to take cognisance of both the global and UK 

economies and in making both development and investment decisions to assume that the market is not going to grow in terms of 

absolute student numbers and indeed there may be some compression in numbers. 

Having said that, there are still numerous students who are staying in privately-owned accommodation. It is therefore necessary 

to assess whether these individuals will pay more in order to occupy new purpose-built accommodation. I think this is the 

fundamental risk, as a lot of new developers entered the market in the past few years and I feel that there is a likelihood that 

certain cities will experience overcapacity. 

Where does investment in UK student accommodation generally come from? What is your opinion with regards to com-
petition in this market? 

There is international money in the space, nevertheless, I would say most of the equity in the UK student accommodation market 

comes from domestic investors. Infrastructure funds have entered this market in quite a big way and continue to make waves. 

There are also specialised fund managers such as Arlington and Gravis who are involved in student accommodation. Indeed, the 

Gravis Student Accommodation fund recently entered the FTSE 250. There are also a number of discrete equity providers or 

funds who may have international investors behind them, but predominantly, my feeling is that the majority of the money is UK-

based. 

Asset managers, including BlackRock which previously invested in UK student accommodation are currently selling 
their property portfolios. BlackRock listed £300 million student accommodation portfolio, comprising London and Leeds 
assets, for sale in May 2019. How do you assess the activity on the secondary student accommodation market? 

BlackRock is a particular example of an investor who has built up a substantial portfolio and is ready to divest these assets at 

a stage where demand has been proven. Obviously, the pricing in the secondary market is a little bit more volatile, depending 

on stock availability and quality, and other factors such as location. However, there is a very strong secondary market and real 

demand from investors for proven secondary assets. 
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