Leith Central Community Council
Purpose-Built Student Accommodation
Developments in Leith

Date: Agreed at the LCCC meeting on 20 April 2026

Purpose of the Paper: This document outlines concerns about the impact of Purpose-Built
Student Accommodation (PBSA) developments in Leith, focusing on how these projects
threaten local housing availability, disregard community needs, and conflict with local
development goals. The aim is to foster a united stance against further PBSA expansion in
Leith, particularly given that Leith is not a university area and lacks direct benefits from
these developments.

Executive Summary

Leith Central Community Council (LCCC) has been concerned for some time that PBSA
expansion strains local resources, while universities promoting these projects may be
neglecting their wider responsibilities. Despite Leith not being a university area, PBSA
developments have proliferated, reducing opportunities for resident-focused housing and
conflicting with Edinburgh's broader housing objectives. The numbers paint a stark picture:
approximately two thirds of PBSA beds are in the planning process for Leith (6332) out of
a total of 9873 in Edinburgh (March 2025). In total Edinburgh has approx. 58 PBSA's and
22,364 bed spaces.
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In the meantime, LCCC has developed a



policy approach (see Appendix B) to oppose
the continued expansion of Purpose-Built
Student Accommodation (PBSA)
developments in our area, based on our
concerns about their impact on local housing,
infrastructure, and community balance.
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1. Background

The past few years have seen a surge in PBSA developments across Leith, sparking
concerns about reduced opportunities for local housing and strained community
resources. While some organisations, like Living Rent, are addressing individual sites,
and each community council is tackling specific PBSA planning proposals, a coordinated
approach is still lacking, that would also include local housing providers for example.

The consensus among residents and local groups is that PBSA projects, benefiting
universities and private developers, are being imposed on a community without a nearby
university presence, exacerbating housing pressures and affecting community cohesion.

2. Key Concerns
2.1 Impact on Local Housing Availability

e Issue: PBSA expansion limits land available for housing developments that cater to
Leith residents. Local housing providers face increased difficulty in meeting the
needs of the community.

e Consideration: Engaging with local housing providers will highlight the adverse
impact PBSA developments are having on the availability of resident-focused
housing options in Leith.

2.2 Conflict with Local and City-Wide Housing Strategies

e Issue: PBSA growth in Leith appears to contradict Edinburgh’s broader housing

objectives, particularly concerning affordable housing and sustainable community

development. e Consideration: A review of the city’s housing strategy could clarify any

conflicts between PBSA expansion and the council’s intended housing policies,

reinforcing the argument against further PBSA projects in Leith.

e There may be an opportunity to comment on a draft of Edinburgh Councils Local
Housing Strategy will be published at the end of 2024 for consultation and
feedback over December 2024 to February 2025.

2.3 Charitable Responsibilities of Universities

e Issue: As charitable entities, universities have a duty not to harm the communities
they impact. By promoting PBSA in an area distant from any university, they may
be misusing resources and disregarding their responsibilities toward community
well-being.

e Consideration: Examining the role of OSCR (the Office of the Scottish Charity
Regulator) could provide grounds to challenge whether university-driven PBSA



developments are consistent with universities’ charitable obligations to
support—not harm—Ilocal communities.

2.4 Seasonal PBSA-to-STL Conversions

The practice of seasonal conversion from Purpose Built Student Accommodation to Short
Term Let is contrary to City Plan 2030. They are also contrary to Hou6 in the Local
Development Plan because they cause further intensification of non-residential uses in
our local area, negatively affecting public resources and the wellbeing of the local
community. We also believe schemes of this kind are contrary to the aims of the CEC’s
‘City Plan 2030’ in relation to housing, considering its claim of ‘delivering land to meet
Edinburgh’s housing needs and the assertion in that Plan that ‘hotels and other
commercial developments are often being built at the expense of creating strong,
sustainable communities’.

LCCC has previously raised concerns that the growth of seasonal PBSA-to-STL
conversions contributes to the gradual “hotelisation” of Leith — shifting the balance of the
neighbourhood away from permanent residents towards transient, visitor-based
accommodation. While seasonal PBSA to-STL conversions are sometimes presented as
distinct from hotels or STLs, in practice they operate as short-stay visitor accommodation
and have similar cumulative impacts on housing supply, infrastructure, and community
cohesion. There is an urgent need for the City of Edinburgh Council to clarify why
seasonal PBSA-to-STL conversions are not subject to equivalent licensing controls as
other forms of short-term visitor accommodation.

3. Recommendations

1. Develop a Position Statement for LCCC
o Action: Draft a clear position statement opposing further PBSA
development in Leith.
o Objective: Establish a formal LCCC stance to guide advocacy,
community engagement, and negotiations regarding future
development proposals.

2. Organise a Coordinated Stakeholder Meeting
o Action: Arrange a meeting involving LCCC, other local community councils,
housing providers, and advocacy groups like Living Rent to create a unified
stance against PBSA developments in Leith.
o Objective: Develop a coordinated strategy to communicate opposition to
further PBSA projects and prioritize the community's need for
resident-serving housing.

3. Engage with City Council and Housing Authorities

o Action: Investigate PBSA developments' alignment with city-wide housing
policies to strengthen the argument for opposing PBSA expansion.

o Objective: Demonstrate that further PBSA developments in Leith not only
conflict with local needs but may also undermine the council’s broader
housing strategy, as well as reduce income from Council Tax.

4. Consider OSCR Complaint Regarding Charitable Responsibilities

o Action: Explore the feasibility of filing a formal complaint to OSCR concerning

the universities’ use of charitable resources for PBSA projects in Leith.



o Objective: Advocate for scrutiny of universities’ responsibilities to ensure they
are not placing undue burdens on Leith, a non-university area, through these
developments.
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Appendix A: Actions — November 2024-March 2025

Following the original paper (November 2024), Leith Central Community Council

(LCCC) has considered the following key points.

Leith has always been a welcoming community, embracing students as part of the diverse
fabric of the area. However, it is essential to distinguish between the community's support
for students and its opposition to Purpose-Built Student Accommodations (PBSAs). Leith is
an inclusive neighbourhood where all residents, including students, should be able to enjoy
a vibrant and balanced quality of life.

PBSA developments are highly profitable for developers and universities alike. These
developments create predictable rental income through premium rents, often including
high-end amenities such as gyms. In areas like Leith, where rising property values and
high occupancy rates are common, developers and investors see significant returns.
However, the financial dynamics can be complex. While privately-owned PBSAs typically
contribute business rates, university-owned PBSAs— operated as charitable
organisations—may qualify for rate exemptions, thereby reducing contributions to local
council revenues.

In terms of local taxation, students in Scotland are currently exempt from paying Council
Tax, a policy designed to ease the financial burden on those in full-time education, which
shifts a heavier tax burden onto non-student residents. In areas like Leith, where the
concentration of students is high, this can reduce the overall Council Tax base. A more
balanced approach could involve partial contributions from PBSA operators in privately
owned student accommodation, as they benefit from the infrastructure and services
provided by the local community.

The question of whether students should receive free transport, or other options, brings
mixed considerations. While student travel enables students to contribute more effectively
to Edinburgh's economy and engage fully with the city—areas like Leith face additional
challenges during peak times. The high volume of students using buses and trams strains
local transport systems. Locating PBSAs closer to universities could help mitigate this
issue by reducing students' reliance on public transport, which would, in turn, lessen the
environmental impact and ease congestion on local infrastructure.

The Edinburgh Local Development Plan 2030 highlights the city’s commitment to creating
sustainable communities, but it also recognises the challenge of balancing student
housing with broader housing needs. In Leith, the plan includes provisions for mixed-use
developments and affordable housing quotas. However, the proliferation of PBSAs risks



exacerbating the over concentration of student populations, further diminishing housing
availability for families and key workers in the area.

Edinburgh City Council is preparing to release a draft of its Local Housing Strategy (LHS)
for public consultation at the end of February 2025. This strategy will outline the city’s
housing vision for the next five years, focusing on affordability, sustainability, and
community needs. The consultation period, running from February to April 2025, offers
LCCC and the Leith community an opportunity to provide feedback and help shape the
final strategy, which is expected to be finalised by May 2025. This consultation represents
a crucial chance to ensure that Leith’s housing needs are addressed in a way that
benefits all residents, including students, families, and key workers.

A draft position statement has been developed, which LCCC hopes to present to other
affected Leith organisations for agreement in early 2025.

Next Steps — To continue with item 1, 2 and 4 of the November paper with the following
proposal as the basis of discussion. To respond to the draft Local Housing Strategy.
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Appendix B: Proposed LCCC Policy: No Further PBSA Developments in

Leith Policy Statement

Leith Central Community Council (LCCC) opposes any new Purpose-Built Student
Accommodation (PBSA) developments in the Leith area, citing the absence of a local
university, the oversaturation of current PBSA’s in Leith, and the pressing need for
housing that serves long term residents and diverse community needs.

Key Rationale

e No Local University Presence: Leith does not host any universities, making the
development of PBSAs in the area unnecessary and misaligned with local housing
priorities. Students are better served by accommodation closer to their campuses,
reducing their commuting burden and environmental impact.

e Preserving Community Balance: Leith is a vibrant, mixed community, and further
PBSA developments risk upsetting this balance by increasing transient populations
and reducing the availability of housing for families, key workers, and long-term
residents.

e Addressing Housing Needs: The focus in Leith should be on delivering affordable,
family oriented, and mixed-use housing to address the city's housing crisis and
support the area's existing population.

e Infrastructure Strain: Existing infrastructure, including public transport, healthcare, and
local amenities, is already under pressure. Additional PBSA developments would
exacerbate these challenges without providing equivalent benefits to the wider
community.

e Community Vision: Leith’s development should prioritise projects that align with
the community's vision for sustainable growth, heritage preservation, and social
inclusivity. PBSAs do not meet these objectives.



Policy Goals

e Advocate for Edinburgh Council to exclude Leith from PBSA zoning in future
iterations of the Local Development Plan.

e Prioritise developments that address community needs, such as affordable
housing, green spaces, and local businesses.

e Strengthen community consultation and input into planning processes to ensure
future developments align with the long-term interests of Leith residents.

Next Steps

e Formal Moratorium Request: Request that Edinburgh Council enforces a
moratorium on PBSA applications in Leith until housing policies are revised.

e Engage Stakeholders: Collaborate with residents, housing experts, and urban
planners to create a community-led housing strategy.

e Monitor and Advocate: Track PBSA applications and work with other Leith
organisations to mobilise community opposition when necessary, ensuring local
voices are heard during planning reviews.
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Appendix C: Research and sources
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Addendum:

The information below and an additional section 2.4 Apart-Hotels has been added
to this document to update it.

“To turn PBSAs into hotel rooms during the summer creates a business model that
never formed part of the original planning justification for PBSAs. It introduces two
separate uses (students & STL), both of which require in-depth assessment for
amenity, safety, and community impact.

As Leith Central Community Council has previously highlighted in discussion, this
represents a fundamental shift away from “purpose-built” student accommodation toward
a flexible hospitality model, which was never the basis upon which these developments
were approved.

The concept flies in the face of CEC's policy to reduce the number of STLs in our area.
Furthermore, PBSAs, whose operators may potentially be renting out hundreds of rooms
at a time, should be subject to the same licence requirements as owners of individual
STL’s.

It would be inequitable for individual STL operators to face strict licensing controls while
large scale PBSA operators are effectively permitted to operate seasonal hotel
accommodation without equivalent scrutiny or regulation.”
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