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The studentification of Clifton 
 

The impacts on our community and a call to action 
 
 
The Richmond Area Residents’ Association (RARA) and Oakfield Residents’ Association 
(ORA) have produced this paper on behalf of their members and other residents of the 
Clifton area.  
 
The content reflects wide and growing concerns about the problems associated with the 
expanding student population in this part of Bristol, although many of the issues will 
resonate with people in other parts of the city.  
 
The paper is supported by many other local community and amenity associations who 
share our frustration and alarm at the lack of any coherent council/university strategy 
for managing the present and future situation. 
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Executive Summary  
 
Studentification is what happens when increasing concentrations of students move into 
residential areas, totally altering their character. Across the two main Clifton wards, 
students now make up a quarter of our population. In Clifton East, the figure is 30%. The 
Council has NO plan to manage the impact of growth in student populations on host 
communities like ours. Residents believe they are sitting on a time bomb, and that 
Clifton’s days as a healthily mixed, balanced, and sustainable community are numbered.  
 
WHAT STUDENTIFICATION IS ALREADY DOING TO OUR COMMUNITY 
 
Social impact 
 
Working people and families are being displaced by a transient, seasonal, young and 
single social grouping that never becomes part of the established community. Whether 
they are spending their first year in halls of residence or have moved into flats and 
houses, students overwhelm the area during the 30 term-time weeks and leave swathes 
of properties empty during vacations. The balance is unhealthy, and getting worse.  
 
Cultural impact 
 
An aggressively expanding late-night economy serving the student pound is right on our 
doorsteps, creating noise, nuisance and anti-social behaviour. Students party through 
the working week, mainly between 11.00 pm and 05.00 am, then make their raucous way 
home through residential streets where people are trying to sleep. When residents get up 
in the morning, they encounter the squalid detritus of the students’ night out.  
 
Physical impact 
 
The expansion of HMOs and other densely occupied student accommodation is 
degrading the area physically and putting a strain on local services. Community liaison 
campaigns have helped, but student houses still blight the area with their generally 
lacklustre condition, multiple rubbish and recycling bins, untidy front gardens and other 
telltale features of properties owned and neglected by absentee landlords. 
 
Economic impact 
 
Student lets reduce the level of owner-occupation and deny access to the housing ladder 
to other parts of the community. Properties are becoming more valuable as investments 
than as homes, and there is no incentive for any owner or purchaser to keep a house or 
flat in residential use. Meanwhile, private sector rents continue to rise, as there seems no 
limit to what affluent students (or their parents) will pay to live in Clifton. 
 
THE NEED FOR CONCERTED ACTION - NOW 
 
Students from both Bristol universities live in Clifton, but the proximity of the University 
of Bristol (UoB) makes it the major influence. The UoB Masterplan, retained as Council 
planning policy, is a decade old and never delivered on key strategies, such as moving 
the Students Union to the Precinct. We need a new, joined-up policy that embraces: 
 

• a stop on planning consents for student accommodation; 
• an end to the expansion of the night-time economy close to residential areas;  
• strong enforcement of planning and licensing conditions; 
• a rigorous drive to tackle anti-social late-night street behaviour.  

 
Communities and their representatives should be a key part of this strategy and we are 
more than willing to participate.  
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Introduction 
 
The Clifton area  
 
Clifton is much more than just Brunel’s suspension bridge and Clifton Village. It ranges 
from the Avon Gorge to the top of Park Street, and from the Downs to Hotwells. Most of 
Clifton lies within a conservation area with a high proportion of listed and other period 
buildings, and all parts of its built environment tell a remarkably interesting story of 
historic urban and suburban development. It is predominantly a residential area, with 
retail and leisure uses clustered in the Village, Queen’s Road and Whiteladies Road, and 
is represented by councillors from three wards: 
 
Clifton Ward: the Village, the Suspension Bridge and the Spa terraces, the Zoo, Clifton 
College and the Promenade, Clifton Green, Cliftonwood and Hotwells. 
 
Clifton East Ward: Clifton Hill, part of Queens Road and Clifton Triangle, the Victoria 
Rooms and Victoria Park, and Clifton Down and the Quarry areas.  
 
Cabot Ward: the remainder of Queen’s Road and Clifton Triangle, which also lie within 
the City Centre boundaries.  
 
Ward boundaries will change in 2016, when Clifton East ward will be renamed Clifton 
Down and will take in part of Redland, while ceding some of its current area to Clifton 
ward. Cabot will disappear, and the Clifton Triangle area, one of the most problematic 
locations, will unfortunately be split three ways, between Clifton, and two new wards: 
Central and Hotwells & Harbourside. It is not known what will happen to the present 
Cabot, Clifton and Clifton East Neighbourhood Partnership. 
 
There have been many low points in Clifton’s history, from the property crash triggered 
by the French wars over 200 years ago, to the over-zealous developments of the 1960s, 
which left some unfortunate ‘carbuncles’ including the Students Union building and the 
Berkeley Place car park. Today, Clifton faces a new kind of threat, from demographic 
shifts that are undermining the whole fabric of its community. 
 
What studentification means 
 
The term ‘studentification’ was coined in 2002 by Darren Smith (now Professor of 
Geography at Loughborough University) to describe increasing concentrations of 
students in residential areas, resulting from the expansion of higher education. The 
concept was adopted in the 2006 Universities UK publication ‘Studentification’: a guide to 
opportunities, challenges and practice. An unattractive piece of jargon, it is nevertheless 
preferable to the emotive ‘student ghetto’.  
 
The studentification phenomenon has been recognised for nearly a decade, with many 
university cities evolving a range of creative management strategies. However, there has 
been limited action to address the growing impact of students in Bristol, and especially 
in the Clifton epicentre. Residents believe they are sitting on a time bomb, and that in 
another decade more than half their streets will have been all but abandoned by 
permanent occupiers, in favour of a transient population and absentee landlords. 
 
Bristol is among the top ten or ‘First League’ university cities for private investment in 
direct-let, purpose-built student accommodation (source: Savills). Most of these 
developments, in line with Bristol planning strategy, are taking place in non-residential 
parts of the City Centre and helping to fill the gap in managed accommodation for the 
first year intake (the University has stated that it will build no more halls of residence). 
From the second year onwards, the growing student population inevitably overspills into 
the established residential community. 
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The University of Bristol 
 
Although both the University of Bristol (UoB) and the University of the West of England 
(UWE) students choose to live in Clifton, the primary influence on the area is UoB, 
because of its proximity. Most UoB academic departments lie in Tyndalls Park, but the 
Students Union and three halls of residence remain in Clifton, and next year the new 
university reception and study centre will open at Beacon House in Queens Road.  
 
The University’s 2006 Masterplan remains an official supplementary planning document 
for the council (SPD 11), but is nearly a decade out of date and neither UoB nor the 
Council have taken steps to review or replace it.  
 
The Masterplan projection that undergraduate numbers would increase only 
“marginally” from their 2006 level of 12,000 over the ten years to 2016 has already been 
greatly exceeded, with undergraduates now numbering well over 15,000. In the four 
years between 2011/12 and 2014/15, the total student population of UoB has expanded 
by nearly 16%, and the undergraduate population by 22%. The university acknowledges 
that growth will accelerate, both through further increases in recruitment following the 
relaxation on government caps, and also through the effect of larger new cohorts 
replacing smaller numbers of graduating ones. 
 
As community associations, we have found the UoB’s attitude towards the concerns and 
interests of established residents rather ambiguous. Some effective liaison arrangements 
have been put in place in relation to students living in the community. On the other 
hand, we have seen senior members of UoB administration apparently amused by on-line 
reports of drunken student behaviour, or heard them make statements like ‘you know 
it’s a student area, you don’t have to live here’. In fact, many Clifton residents have been 
here for decades, long before the student population started to expand so fast, or to 
party so late into the night. Even those who have been here a relatively short time have 
observed, experienced and regretted the changes. 
 
 
The four impacts of studentification 
 
The Universities UK Guide, published in 2006, set out four types of impact that flow 
from studentification, and all four affect the Clifton area. This makes a useful 
framework for understanding the issues here in Bristol. 
 
Social impact 
 
“The replacement and/or displacement of established residents with a transient, 
generally young and single, social grouping” 
 
The following figures are taken from the 2011 Census.  
 
 Total population Students (18+, full 

time) 
% of students in 
population 

 
Clifton ward 

 
11237 

 
2091 

 
18.6% 

 
Clifton East ward 

 
10581 

 
3161 

 
29.9% 

 
Total Clifton wards 

 
21818 

 
5252 

 
24.0% 

 
Bristol  

 
428234 

 
35638 

 
8.3% 
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This means that a 24% of people living in the Clifton wards in 2011 were full-time 
students. It is safe to assume that this proportion has increased over the past four years, 
as student numbers have grown faster than the residential population and new 
developments have opened, including Student Castle in Park Place (230+ bedspaces). The 
student population is made up partly of first-years living in university halls of residence 
(well over 1000 at the present time) or, increasingly, private managed accommodation. 
The remainder are students living in flats and houses, and Clifton is one of their most 
popular choices, either because they have been in halls here, or simply because it is so 
convenient and attractive. 
 
There will always be differing views on what percentage of students will unbalance a 
community, but 20-30% must be too high. The student population is transient (in hall for 
one year, in flats and houses for two). It is also seasonal, being resident in general for 
only 30 weeks of the year. Students therefore shape the overall community, but as 
individuals they will never become an established part of it. Community organisations 
work hard to engage their student neighbours, but the constant churn makes it very 
difficult to maintain coherent relationships or to foster long-term commitment. 
 
This is exacerbated by the significant lifestyle clashes between the 75% of permanent 
residents and the 25% of carefree youngsters, for many of whom alcohol and late nights 
are the norm. This leads to a gradually self-reinforcing unpopularity of the area for 
working people and families, which in turn skews the demographic towards either older 
residents too embedded in the area to move away, or young singles who are likely to be 
as transient as the students.  
 
Cultural impact 
  
“The growth of concentrations of young people with shared cultures and lifestyles, 
and consumption practices, which in turn results in the increase of certain types of 
retail and service infrastructure” 
 
Amongst the central principles of the UoB Masterplan, one key strategy never 
materialised: that “the central Precinct should become an area that is active and safe 
until late into the evening”, with a relocated Students Union at its heart. The result is 
that the entire Precinct is a ghost town at night and Clifton has become a mecca for 
students’ evening and late-night entertainment needs.  
 
The night-time economy is focused on hot spots, particularly around Queen’s Road, the 
Clifton Triangle, and Whiteladies Road, with some pubs and bars in Clifton village also 
being popular haunts. These honeypots are all adjacent to residential areas, and many 
streets in these neighbourhoods are popular walking routes to and from the licensed 
premises. Clubs and bars are routinely open until 05.00 am, and there is constant 
pressure from restaurants and takeaways to extend licensing hours. Activity starts at 
around 11.00 pm and disturbance to residents is therefore largely continuous 
throughout the night.  
 
Although students do not make up the entire clientele for these establishments, they 
form its core and it could not survive without them. The most popular student nights 
are Monday-Thursday, which is especially disturbing to families and working people.  
 
The prevailing student economy has also had detrimental effects on retail provision in 
the area. Although some of the demand for change of use from A1 to A3/4/5 may be 
attributed to generic shifts in the retail market, those retail units that remain in Queen’s 
Road and Park Street are now significantly oriented towards the student pound. As 
permanent residents find the local retail choice increasingly limited, they use their 
shopping centre less and less, and so the vicious circle continues. 
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Physical impact 
  
“The downgrading or upgrading of the physical environment, depending on the local 
context”. 
 
Student housing can be positive in areas ripe for regeneration, but the local context for 
Clifton is that it is an established residential area where student housing almost always 
leads to physical deterioration. The number and percentage of households in the Clifton 
area now in occupation by full-time students, taken from the 2011 Census figures, is as 
follows. 
 
 Total households 

in ward 
Student 
households 

% of student 
households  

 
Clifton 

 
5256 

 
303 

 
5.8% 

 
Clifton East 

 
4749 

 
452 

 
9.5% 

 
Total Clifton wards 

 
10005 

 
755 

 
7.5% 

 
Total Bristol 

 
182747 

 
3556 

 
1.9% 

 
It will be noted that the overall percentage of student households in Clifton (7.5%) does 
not tally with the percentage of students in the population (24%). This is partly because 
the household figures do not include students living in managed accommodation 
(estimated to account for at least 1500 bedspaces); and partly because the density of 
occupants in student properties is higher than in residential properties. 
 
Despite some successful campaigns on noise, refuse and other issues by university-
community liaison groups and others, a student house is still usually identifiable by its 
lacklustre condition, multiple rubbish and recycling bins, untidy front gardens, scruffy 
curtains and other telltale features. Minimal investment by absentee landlords and lack 
of care by occupants reduces the quality of the housing stock and blights the area. 
 
The high turnover of properties leads to a forest of letting boards every year, and also 
‘for sale’ notices, as investment properties change hands more frequently than homes. 
This detracts from the streetscape. There is a marked increase in litter and refuse, as the 
infrastructure of the residential streets is designed for lower density usage. Cleansing 
schedules do not take account, for example, of the squalid detritus (bottles, cans, fast-
food packaging, discarded food, vomit, urine and sometimes even faeces) that appear 
nightly on student  ‘through routes’.  
 
Economic impact  
 
“The inflation of property prices and a change in the balance of the housing stock 
resulting in neighbourhoods becoming dominated by private rented accommodation 
and houses in multiple occupation, and decreasing levels of owner-occupation.” 
 
Students have always lived in the Clifton area, but the recent escalation in numbers has 
resulted in rich pickings for private absentee landlords. There is no shortage of affluent 
students – or their parents - able to pay higher rents than many young working people 
can afford, squeezing them out of the area. A concentration of student property in 
certain streets has already made them unsuitable or unavailable for owner-occupiers, 
deterring access to the housing ladder for other sections of the community. Property in 
such streets soon becomes more valuable as an investment than as a home, and there is 
no incentive for any owner or purchaser to keep the property in residential use.  
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This effect is not confined to streets in the less picturesque parts of Clifton. The 
characteristic large villas and town houses of the Village and Downs areas have been 
susceptible to subdivision for many years. We can expect to see a general decline in 
some prime streets where many buildings have already been subdivided, as owner-
occupation of flats gives way to short-term student rental. 
 
There is a constant stream of planning applications to develop new student 
accommodation, often of an inappropriate scale or density, on infill and backland sites, 
and in ‘redundant’ office accommodation or retail premises. Too many of these succeed, 
despite development policies that should lead to refusal. 
 
 
Positive action on tackling studentification  
 
Urgent action is needed to arrest and, if at all possible, reverse the spread of the student 
population in the Clifton area, and to ameliorate the impacts of that population on 
residents. This action needs to focus on three inter-related aspects of studentification. 
 
Action on student accommodation 
 
The market is demand-driven and buoyant, so controls are essential and need to be 
applied strictly. Policy DM2, covering residential sub-divisions, shared housing and 
specialist housing, including student accommodation, has the stated aim to “ensure that 
such development also preserves the residential amenity and character of an area and 
that harmful concentrations do not arise”.  
 
In plain terms, this policy doesn’t work. Planning officers can and often do set aside the 
criteria at will. As just one example (and there are many more), a delegated decision was 
made to permit the conversion of offices to sui generis student accommodation in 
Queen’s Road. On the criterion of whether the development would harm residential 
amenity, the report simply ignored the utterly inadequate provision of storage for 
recycling/refuse and cycles. On the criterion of whether the development would 
contribute to a harmful concentration of student accommodation within the locality, 
officers chose to cite the existing percentage of student households in the area, rather 
than the much higher figure represented by the student population. This seems a 
perverse manipulation of the data. 
 
The Clifton, Clifton East and Cabot wards are subject to an Article 4 direction that 
planning consent is required for all new HMOs. However, this doesn’t cover, for example, 
the subdivision of houses to create a group of flats that then operate as de facto HMOs. 
 
The Council’s current policies dictate that local residents, their representative groups 
and their councillors have to challenge every application individually, which requires 
considerable community resource. What we need is a presumption against granting 
consent for any development involving the subdivision of existing dwellings to flats, the 
conversion to, construction or intensification of HMOs, and sui generis student housing, 
in any residential area where the student population already exceeds – for the sake of 
argument - 15%. The onus would then be on the developer to demonstrate that the 
development would not harm the residential amenity or character of the locality, or 
create or contribute to a harmful concentration of such uses within a locality.  
 
Initially, this data is available only on a ward-by-ward basis, but planning strategy (as 
adopted by some other councils) could establish more refined target limits for HMOs. 
The universities know where their students live and can share this information: it’s the 
least they can do to play their part in limiting the damage their growth has caused. Let’s 
not forget that, if UoB had not swallowed up the entire Precinct area for academic use, 
many students could be living there instead of in Clifton. 
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Action on the night-time economy 
 
The majority of late night licensed premises are clustered in the Clifton 
Triangle/Queen’s Road area and in Whiteladies Road. They ALL impact on the local 
community, either directly (thumping bass from nightclubs, shouting and yelling around 
street traders) or indirectly (noise, antisocial behaviour, littering of streets as customers 
make their way home).  
 
It is a constant battle to hold back the flow of planning applications for change of use 
from retail premises to create yet more restaurants and bars, with ever-later hours. As 
community associations, we are calling for council policy to recognise that the leisure 
interests of students and the commercial interests of businesses exploiting that market 
should not be placed above the right of residents to enjoy a good night’s sleep. The 
responsible policy aim should be to limit and if possible reduce the concentration of 
licensed premises in the student hotspots that are close to residential streets. To do this, 
planning and licensing have to work together. 
 
Planning policy could introduce a presumption against granting consent for any 
applications for changes of use to A3/4/5, or any alterations to, or removal, of 
conditions currently restricting trading hours within the Clifton area, including Queen’s 
Road/The Triangle and Whiteladies Road. The onus will again be on the developer to 
demonstrate that there would be no harm to residential amenity. 
 
Licensing policy is the single most powerful means of arresting the nightly mayhem in 
the hotspots and its consequent ‘ripple effect’ on surrounding residential streets. Where 
an application has gone to a hearing, the Police and Licensing Authority often support 
the Cumulative Impact Area policy, particularly in the City Centre. Although the police 
focus is on violent crime (the Queen’s Road area is one of the highest in Bristol for this), 
the knock-on effect is helpful in controlling the disturbance and anti-social behaviour 
that also stem from crime flashpoints. 
 
However, enforcement of planning and licensing conditions, particularly those relating 
to noise, is very poor and the council plainly now has insufficient resource to deal with 
all premises that breach those conditions. However, we know which premises cause the 
most persistent problems; focusing on those would yield early and significant 
improvements for residents. 
 
Action on student behaviour 
 
The University of Bristol appears to have limited awareness – and even less concern – 
about the impact of the student population at large in the Clifton community, 
particularly in relation to drinking, street noise and minor vandalism. The university has, 
for example, been ambivalent about residents’ requests that, following its acquisition of 
Beacon House, it should consider how the ‘iconic’ late-night street trader that sets up 
outside that building might be relocated, to prevent the nightly gathering of noisy 
students so close to residential properties. The UoB was also extremely slow in 
addressing the noise breakout problems from the Richmond Building. (By contrast, 
community groups have achieved a positive relationship with the Students’ Union itself). 
 
Anti-social behaviours need to be tackled from the very start of students’ university 
careers, which in most cases begin in halls of residence. It is here that freshers consume 
large quantities of cheap alcohol, before setting off to the clubs and bars at around the 
time when working citizens are going to bed; and it is to those halls they return in the 
early hours of the morning, disturbing the same residents once again. To date, it has 
proved difficult for community associations to achieve any contact with first-year 
students in halls, although we hope to get some access to the 2015/16 intake.  
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We understand that UoB induction events will now be outsourced to a private contractor 
and have yet to establish what the content of the events will be, but understand that the 
University Police will no longer address students and that the emphasis will be more on 
information than guidance and direction. We fear that this further reflects the UoB’s 
increasing detachment from the community that supports it. 
 
It is essential for new students to be informed in no uncertain terms that, having chosen 
to attend a civic university and to live in halls set within residential communities, they 
should behave accordingly. The University appears reluctant to read the riot act, and 
defends its hands-off position by claiming that students are adults, that it cannot take 
responsibility for their off-campus activities, and that not all the problems are caused by 
students. This attitude seems profoundly inadequate in a non-campus university where 
students have no choice but to roam the public streets in search of entertainment. The 
University is a £500m business and should bear corporate responsibility for the impact 
of its primary customers on residents of the city in which it is embedded. We would 
expect the University to make a substantial contribution to supporting the council and 
the police in managing street behaviour in those parts of Clifton that are known to be 
major student night-time haunts. 
 
For its part, the Council could give consideration to the application of appropriate Early 
Morning Restriction Orders to control excessive late-night drinking, particularly during 
the working week when the impact of inebriation is no healthier for young people who 
are supposed to be studying than it is for the residents affected by their drunken antics. 
It could also consider the introduction of Public Spaces Protection Orders to reduce 
disturbance in and close to residential streets affected by student ‘nights on the town’.  
 
 
Conclusion 
 
There are many different strands to the problem of studentification and many means 
available to tackle them. Universities UK, in 2006, set out principles of a strategic 
response to the challenges. It rightly emphasised the need for a partnership approach 
with effective coordination between the local authority, the higher education institutions 
and the community. A professional strategy (and sadly Bristol does not have one) would 
need to pull those strands together into a joined-up effort between the City, its various 
departments and the Universities.  
 
At present, there seems to be no will to do this and indeed no recognition of what 
residents see as a looming crisis for Clifton (and other neighbourhoods that have high 
and rising student populations). In this respect, Bristol appears to be lagging behind 
other cities that have been actively tackling similar issues for a decade.  
 
As residents, we are calling for an urgent review of the present situation and a coherent 
plan for managing the impacts of continuing growth in student numbers. Communities 
and their representatives should be a key part of this. There is no time to be wasted if 
we are to retrieve the situation and start to restore a reasonable balance in a part of 
Bristol which has always been a source of pride to the city, and we all hope will continue 
to be in the future.  
 
 
 
 
 
Richmond Area Residents’ Association 
Oakfield Residents’ Association 
 
info@rara-clifton.co.uk 
 




