
PROPERTY REVIEW 

EPRA NTA growth
EPRA NTA per share reduced by 3% to 818p at 31 December 
2020 (31 December 2019: 847p) with IFRS net assets  
per share down 4% to 809p (31 December 2019: 845p).  
In total, EPRA net tangible assets were £3,266 million at  
31 December 2020, up from £3,087 million a year earlier.

The main drivers of the 29p per share reduction in EPRA 
NTA per share were:

• The reduction in the value of the Group’s share of 
investment assets due to income deductions relating to 
Covid-19 disruption ((30)p) and modest yield expansion 
((5)p)

• A provision for the replacement of HPL cladding ((8)p)

• The impact of the share placing at a premium to NAV 
(+1p)

• Swap cancellation and debt break fees ((8)p), primarily 
related to repayment of the Group’s secured debt 
facilities

• Integration costs relating to the acquisition of Liberty 
Living ((2)p)

• The positive impact of retained profits and other items 
(+23p)

Changes in EPRA guidelines
In October 2019, EPRA issued updated best practice 
recommendations, including new definitions of NAV 
measures, which became effective for the Group on 1 
January 2020. The revision includes the introduction of 
EPRA Net Tangible Assets (NTA), which is now the most 
relevant NAV measure for the Group, and will become our 
primary NAV measure going forward. EPRA NTA adjusts 
EPRA NAV, our existing key NAV measure, by excluding 
intangible assets. 

The table below summarises the difference in EPRA NTA 
and EPRA NAV as at 31 December 2019 and 31 December 
2020. A full reconciliation of the EPRA measures, from the 
old to new methodology can be found in note 2.3c to the 
financial statements.

CHIEF EXECUTIVE’S REVIEW CONTINUED

“ Universities increasingly recognise the importance of high-
quality, affordable accommodation in their ability to attract  
and retain students and ensure their satisfaction.“ 

£m
Diluted pence 

per share

EPRA NTA as at 31 Dec 2019 3,087.0 847

Rental growth (118.6) (30)

Cladding provision (33.8) (8)

Yield movement (18.5) (5)

Share placing 294.0 1

Swap cancellation and  
debt break fees (30.1) (8)

Integration costs (9.2) (2)

Retained profits/other 95.6 23

EPRA NTA at 31 Dec 2020 3,266.2 818

31 December 
2020

31 December 
2019

Change 
 from

EPRA NAV per share 823p 853p (4)%

EPRA NTA per share 818p 847p (3)%

Property portfolio 
The valuation of our property portfolio at 31 December 
2020, including our share of gross assets held in USAF 
and LSAV, was £5,182 million (31 December 2019: £5,225 
million). The £43 million reduction in portfolio value (Unite 
share) was attributable to:

• Valuation reductions of £164 million on the investment 
and development portfolios, reflecting £ for £ reductions 
in value for income shortfalls due to Covid-19

• Capital expenditure on developments of £92 million, 
including interest capitalised

• Capital expenditure of £48 million on investment assets 
relating to refurbishment, asset management initiatives 
and works to replace HPL cladding

• Disposals of £10 million

• A net revaluation loss of £9 million on leased properties

The see-through net initial yield of the portfolio was 
5.0% at 31 December 2020 (December 2019: 5.0%). Yields 
have remained broadly stable on investment assets held 
throughout the year.
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31 December 2020 31 December 2019

Wholly owned  
£m

Share of Fund/JV  
£m

Total  
£m

Wholly owned  
£m

Share of Fund/JV  
£m

Total  
£m

Rental properties 3,615 1,278 4,893 3,407 1,296 4,703

Rental properties (leased) 102 – 102 110 – 110

Properties under development 187 – 187 412 – 412

Total property 3,904 1,278 5,182 3,929 1,296 5,225

Net debt (1,326) (416) (1,742) (1,450) (434) (1,884)

Lease liability (96) – (96) (99) – (99)

Other assets/(liabilities) (40) (38) (78) (142) (13) (155)

EPRA net tangible assets 2,442 824 3,266 2,238 849 3,087

Summary balance sheet

The proportion of the property portfolio that is income generating is 96% by value, up from 92% at 31 December 2019. 
Properties under development have reduced to 4% of our property portfolio by value (31 December 2019: 8%) following 
delivery of our 2020 development completions. Our development pipeline carries greater operational risk than the income 
generating portfolio but delivers attractive risk-adjusted returns, which we expect to materially contribute to the group’s 
future earnings growth.

The investment portfolio is 35% weighted to London by value on a Unite share basis, which will rise to 41% on a built-out 
basis following completion of our secured development pipeline.

Unite investment portfolio analysis at 31 December 2020

Wholly owned USAF LSAV Lease Total Unite share

London Value (£m) 1,137 401 1,054 17 2,609 1,770

Beds 4,177 1,863 5,291 260 11,591 35%

Properties 12 6 12 1 31

Prime provincial Value (£m) 949 647 – 25 1,621 1,117

Beds 7,645 5,337 – 618 13,600 22%

Properties 17 18 – 2 37

Major provincial Value (£m) 1,256 1,467 270 29 3,022 1,743

Beds 18,058 19,507 3,067 753 41,385 35%

Properties 37 48 1 2 88

Provincial Value (£m) 273 284 – 31 588 365

Beds 4,958 3,520 – 1,059 9,537 7%

Properties 11 10 – 3 24

Total Value (£m) 3,615 2,799 1,324 102 7,840 4,995

Beds 34,838 30,227 8,358 2,690 76,113 100%

Properties 77 82 13 8 180

Unite ownership 
share

100% 22% 50% 100%

Value (£m) 3,615 616 662 102 4,995
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Development and University partnership activity
Development and University partnership activity continues 
to be a significant driver of growth in future earnings 
and NAV and is aligned to our strategic focus on high 
and mid-ranked Universities. Our pipeline of traditional 
development and University partnerships includes 3,968 
beds with a total development cost of £599 million, of 
which 2,023 beds or 70% by development cost will be 
delivered in central London.

We continue to identify new development and University 
partnership opportunities that deliver our target returns 
in both London and the regions. In particular, we see an 
emerging development opportunity in London, following 
a softening in land values and lower viability for some 
competing uses. We expect to add to our pipeline during 
2021 and maintain a run-rate of c.1,500–2,000 new beds 
per annum.

The anticipated yield on cost of this secured pipeline is 
6.4%. Prospective returns on new direct-let schemes 
remain attractive at around 8% in provincial markets. 
We have lower hurdle rates for developments that are 
supported by Universities or where another developer 
is undertaking the higher risk activities of planning and 
construction. The new London Plan requires student 
accommodation to secure a nomination agreement 
with one or more Universities for the majority of rooms, 
meaning we expect new London developments to be 
delivered as University partnerships with development 
yields of 6.0–6.5%. University partnerships make up 
around 75% by value of our secured development pipeline.

We have contractually fixed our exposure to construction 
costs on all schemes completing in 2022, which 
substantially de-risks our cost risk. We have brought 
forward the procurement of all critical items supplied from 
European countries on our 2022 completions to mitigate 
any potential risks from disruption to supply chains.

2020 completions
We completed 2,257 beds across three new schemes 
during 2020 despite disruption caused to construction 
activity as a result of Covid-19 lockdowns and new social 
distancing measures on site. Around 40% of these beds 
are let to Universities under nomination agreements for 
the 2020/21 academic year, with an average duration of 22 
years, supporting our ongoing focus on quality of income.

Our 976-bed University partnership scheme at White Rose 
View in Leeds, was completed on schedule in September. 
Just under 60% of the beds in the scheme are let to the 
University of Leeds on a 30-year nomination agreement, 
helping to strengthen our relationship with one of the UK’s 
leading Universities.

CHIEF EXECUTIVE’S REVIEW CONTINUED

Our schemes at Artisan Heights in Manchester Arch View 
House in Wembley, both saw delays to completions as a 
result of disruption caused by Covid-19. The schemes have 
since completed, allowing students to occupy the buildings 
from early 2021. The delays were clearly communicated 
to both student and University customers with students 
offered the opportunity to move to alternative Unite 
accommodation in the vicinity of both assets. Under the 
terms of the forward fund agreement for Arch View House, 
the shortfall in 2020/21 income is covered by the developer.

2022 completions
The decision was taken in March to delay the delivery of 
Middlesex Street in London and Old BRI in Bristol from 
2021 to 2022, reflecting the priority of conserving cash 
during a period of significant uncertainty over income.  
The decision resulted in a cash saving of £72 million  
during 2020. 

Development has now been recommenced across both 
sites, supporting delivery for the 2022/23 academic 
year. Old BRI is let to the University of Bristol under a 
15-year nomination agreement and we are working with 
King’s College London towards a long-term nomination 
agreement at Middlesex Street.

Development pipeline
During the year, we used the proceeds of our share placing 
to secure two new development and University partnership 
schemes for a total development cost of c.£175 million for 
delivery in 2023. 

In July, we agreed to acquire a 300-bed development site in 
central Edinburgh, which forms part of a wider mixed-use 
redevelopment. We are targeting delivery of the direct-
let development for the 2023/24 academic year, having 
secured planning in late 2020. Total development costs are 
estimated to be £24 million, delivering a development yield 
of 8.3%.

In November, we exchanged contracts to acquire a new 
800-bed development site in Paddington, central London 
on a subject to planning basis. Total development costs 
are estimated to be c.£150 million, to be funded from 
the proceeds of our recent equity issue. The scheme 
is targeted for delivery for the 2023/24 academic year, 
subject to planning approval, and is expected to deliver  
a development yield of 6.5%. The development will  
target a BREEAM Excellent rating and incorporate a  
range of design features to reduce its embodied and 
operational carbon, supporting our transition to net  
zero development and operations.
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The long-term agreement strengthens our long-standing 
and valuable relationship with the University. 

At our new development site in Paddington, central 
London we intend to deliver the scheme as a University 
Partnership in line with requirements in the new London 
Plan for the majority of new beds to be leased to a 
HE provider. The development will help to meet the 
growing need for high quality, purpose-built student 
accommodation in London and discussions are already 
underway with University partners to support the scheme 
through planning, with a view to agreeing a long-term 
nomination agreement.

University partnerships pipeline
In addition to the significant number of our beds and 
income underpinned by long-term University-backed 
nomination agreements, we continue to make progress 
with our strategy of delivering sustainable growth through 
partnerships with Universities.

During 2020, we completed a new University partnership 
with the University of Bristol, covering around 3,000 beds 
in Bristol. This will include a large proportion of Unite's 
existing operational assets in the city following targeted 
investments as well as the 431-bed Old BRI development 
and the 596-bed Temple Quay development in close 
proximity to the University's new Temple Quarter campus. 

Secured development and partnerships pipeline

Target  
delivery

Secured beds  
No.

Total 
completed 

value  
£m

Total 
development 

costs  
£m

Capex in 
period  

£m

Capex 
remaining  

£m

Forecast NAV 
remaining  

£m

Forecast 
yield on 

cost %

Direct-let development

Derby Road, Nottingham1 2023 620 64 48 1 45 16 8.0%

Wyvil Road, London 2023 270 100 80 0 62 21 6.2%

Abbey Lane, Edinburgh 2023 298 33 24 1 22 9 8.3%

Total direct-let development 1,188 197 152 2 129 46 7.1%

University partnerships

Middlesex Street, London 2022 920 280 187 59 85 55 6.0%

Old BRI, Bristol 2022 431 59 44 4 19 9 6.2%

Temple Quarter, Bristol1 2023 596 85 67 1 65 18 6.2%

TP Paddington, London1 2023 833 210 149 2 148 60 6.5%

Total University partnerships 2,780 634 447 66 317 142 6.2%

Total pipeline (Unite share) 3,968 831 599 68 446 188 6.4%

1. Subject to obtaining planning consent.
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Future partnership opportunities
Reflecting the financial and operational constraints faced 
by Universities, there is a growing appetite for partnerships 
with leading operators. We see opportunities to capitalise 
on our brand and the goodwill created by our response 
to Covid-19 to accelerate and enhance our pipeline of 
University partnerships. 

Through our Higher Education Engagement team, we 
are in discussions for new University partnerships with 
a range of Universities. These discussions often cover a 
range of potential solutions on a city-wide basis, reflecting 
each University’s specific accommodation needs. These 
strategic discussions may include multi-year nomination 
agreements for our existing operational assets, on-campus 
and off-campus developments and stock transfer. We are 
in active discussions with three high-tariff Universities for 
around 7,000 existing and new beds, which we are looking to 
progress over the next 12–18 months. In addition, we have a 
significant further pipeline of medium-term opportunities.

The nature of these discussions and the commitment 
required by both parties means that some opportunities 
will fall away. However, we strongly believe that the 
operational complexity borne by Universities in dealing 
with Covid-19 and the negative impact on their finances will 
create new opportunities for University partnerships in the 
near to medium term. There remains a compelling rationale 
for Universities to work with us to deliver operational 
efficiencies and provide the new accommodation required 
to deliver their future growth ambitions.

CHIEF EXECUTIVE’S REVIEW CONTINUED

Disposal activity
We continue to manage the quality of the portfolio and 
our balance sheet leverage by recycling capital through 
disposals and reinvesting into developments and 
acquisitions of assets aligned to the best Universities. 
During the year, the Group’s share of disposals was  
£10 million, in line with book value. 

We are targeting £200–300 million of disposals in 2021 
(Unite share), slightly above historical levels, in anticipation 
of improving liquidity as greater visibility emerges over 
occupancy and income for the 2021/22 academic year. 
These target disposals, combined with rental growth, are 
intended to ensure that we meet our target LTV of 35% and 
underpin our ability to sustain rental growth over a longer 
time horizon. 

Richard Smith
Chief Executive Officer 
16 March 2021
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