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Dear 

THE COVENTRY AND WARWICKSHIRE HOUSING MEMORANDUM OF 
UNDERSTANDING 

I am writing to all the Coventry and Warwickshire Councils on behalf of the ‘Keep 
Our Green Belt Green’ (KOGG) consortium of local organisations and the 
Warwickshire branch of the Campaign to Protect Rural England.  The purpose of this 
letter is to call for the urgent review of the Housing Memorandum of Understanding 
dating from 2015.  For the reasons set out below, we are convinced that this 
document has not provided a valid basis for local plans in Coventry and 
Warwickshire.  In any case it has now been utterly discredited by the passage of 
time and the emergence of a wealth of further information. 

The Housing Memorandum of Understanding was drawn up without public 
consultation and signed by all but one of the authorities before their residents knew 
of it.  This is the opposite of a democratic and inclusive way of producing 
development plans. 

The G L Hearn ‘Updated Assessment of Housing Need: Coventry – Warwickshire 
HMA 

The Housing Memorandum of Understanding was based on the G L Hearn Report 
produced for the Coventry and Warwickshire local planning authorities in September 
2015.  Most of the consultants’ work was actually carried out much earlier than that.  

Strong criticisms have been made of the G L Hearn work.  It was not ‘independent’ 
or ‘objective’ because it was commissioned by organisations with a vested interest in 
maximising growth and consulted only those with a direct interest in development.  
The consultants themselves had serious conflicts of interest because they 
represented a number of developers active in the area.  While they purported to 
follow Government guidance, the consultants made a number of assumptions in their 
work (for example on headship rates) which are at best questionable. 

G L Hearn recognised the high degree of uncertainty involved in forecasting 
population and household growth over a twenty year period.  However they did not 
acknowledge that the Government’s population and household projections are not in 
themselves forecasts, merely representing what might happen if past trends and 
polices were to continue.  Their report should have included an assessment of the 



likelihood of those trends and policies continuing, and of the direction of any likely 
divergence from them. 

Although many of the consultants’ conclusions are expressed as range figures, the 
local authorities selected a single figure from within the range of assessed housing 
need.  They then added to this figure to produce the so-called ‘Objectively Assessed 
Housing Need’ used in the Memorandum of Understanding. 

The Memorandum of Understanding (MoU) Itself 

The Memorandum of Understanding is also dated September 2015.  It includes little 
or no justification for the housing figures it contains.  All the local authorities seem to 
have adopted the results of the G L Hearn study uncritically.  It refers to ‘the 
methodology underpinning this report’ but does not say what that was, simply 
asserting that the distribution of housing across Coventry and Warwickshire is 
‘appropriate and robust’. 

The MoU does not explain why Coventry’s housing requirement is as high as 42,000 
new houses over the period 2011-2031; nor the proportion of it that Coventry itself 
can accommodate.  It gives no justification for the way in which the 17,800 homes it 
says should be located outside the boundary of Coventry are divided up between 
Warwickshire authorities. 

From other documents it appears that this division was done primarily on the basis of 
past migration and commuting flows, arbitrarily excluding Solihull which has 
important links with Coventry and Warwickshire. The movement of students between 
Coventry and Warwick is a further complicating factor.   

Little or no account appears to have been taken of policy or environmental factors.  
The Green Belt which encircles Coventry was not considered in the MoU to be a 
constraint on how much new housing could be planned.  This was contrary to 
Government policy in the National Planning Policy Framework and Planning Practice 
Guidance, which suggests that objectively assessed housing need (OAN) should not 
be met in full where specific policies in the NPPF indicate that development should 
be restricted.  Green Belt is one of those policies (NPPF paragraph 14 and footnote 
9). 

Lack of Public Consultation on the Memorandum of Understanding 

The Housing Memorandum of Understanding was prepared and agreed by local 
authority leaders and officers in private.  There was no public consultation before 
these fundamental decisions were taken and no Sustainability Appraisal of the 
proposals, if undertaken at all, has ever been published.  Although the MoU includes 
a disclaimer that it ‘shall not fetter the discretion of any of the Councils in the 
determination of any planning applications, or in the exercise of their statutory 
powers and duties, or in their response to consultations’, in practice the Councils that 
signed the MoU have used it to disregard local plan consultation responses that 
disagreed with it.   

No procedure was set out for reappraising the MoU in the light of new evidence or 
argument.  We see this as a major defect in the MoU itself and a serious breach of 
the local plan consultation process. 

 

 



New Evidence Since the Memorandum of Understanding Was Signed 

A great deal of new evidence has emerged since September 2015.  This is, in 
particular, information about student numbers, international migration and internal 
migration, and the relationship between them.  The new information is particularly 
relevant to Coventry but has major implications for the rest of the HMA because of 
the fact that much of Coventry’s alleged need is ‘exported’ to Warwickshire. 

The attached letter from Craig Tracey MP (Bedworth and North Warwickshire) to the 
Inspector appointed to examine the Nuneaton and Bedworth Local Plan sets out the 
up-to-date position very well.  He draws particular attention to overestimates of the 
contribution that non-EU international students make to net migration and to recent 
work by the Office for National Statistics on this subject, which is not yet taken into 
account in the projections.  He also refers to discrepancies between household 
projections and 2011-census-based mid-year estimates.  He then notes that further 
work will be carried out by ONS in conjunction with other government departments 
and other stakeholders to improve the quality of the data. 

Much of this information was put forward by Merle Gering and CPRE Warwickshire 
prior to and during the examinations of the Coventry and Warwick local plans.  Mr 
Gering’s work has been endorsed by two demographic experts – Professor David 
Coleman and Professor Tony Champion.  Despite this, it has been brushed aside by 
the Councils who are signatories to the MoU and by the local plan inspectors 
examining the Warwick and Coventry plans.   

Currently available information casts very serious doubt on the authenticity of the 
Government’s current population and household projections for Coventry in 
particular.  The ONS projections suggest population growth of 32% for Coventry 
between 2011 and 2031.  The average projected growth rate for West Midlands 
authorities is 14% and the next highest growth of any single authority is 17%. The 
absurdity of the figures has been acknowledged by Councillor John Mutton of 
Coventry City Council who called the Government projections for Coventry both 
‘wrong’ and ‘stupid’.   

Recent ONS data shows a large reduction in net immigration to the UK.  This is 
particularly relevant to Coventry whose population growth is overwhelmingly 
predicated on net international migration. 

The adopted Coventry plan includes provision for a review of the plan should 
significant change be proven.  That is already the position in our view. 

Further Research Sponsored by KOGG 

In order to shed further light on the subject, KOGG has sponsored its own research 
by the demographers Piers Elias and Greg Ball, both of whom have been involved in 
housing needs assessments in other parts of the country.  A summary of their 
findings is attached.  They found strong evidence of over-estimation of population 
and household growth in Coventry in particular, much of which could be traced back 
to inadequate base data and the use of a five year trend based on a period (2006-
12) during which student numbers were growing particularly rapidly in Coventry.  
They also cited problems with the treatment of Unattributable Population Change in 
the G L Hearn study.  They drew attention to a number of other factors that had not 
been adequately dealt with by Hearns.  Although they acknowledged the difficulty of 
identifying the degree of over-estimation for Coventry, it appears that this could 
amount to up to 24,000 over the full 20 year period – which is greater than the 



element of Coventry’s OAN that the MoU claimed could not be accommodated in the 
city. 

Conclusions 

Two local plans – Warwick and Coventry – have already been adopted on the basis 
of what in KOGG’s view are unjustifiable and unreasonable population and 
household figures.  In both cases this will lead to unnecessary housing development 
(much of which will be in the Green Belt) for households which do not and may never 
exist.  It will also make the task of urban regeneration and the use of brownfield sites 
for housing development considerably more difficult.  The local authorities’ dogmatic 
insistence that they must stick with the Memorandum of Understanding come what 
may has led them to ignore the democratically expressed wishes of their electors 
and elements of Government Green Belt policy. 

It is time for a full review and for effective public participation.  KOGG calls for the 
Memorandum of Understanding to be urgently reviewed, taking into account all the 
information that has become available since it was first produced.  In view of the 
unsatisfactory nature of the previous work, this new review should not be carried out 
by G L Hearn.  In KOGG’s view it is essential that there is a genuinely independent 
assessment of likely population and household growth in Coventry and Warwickshire 
so that all those with a stake in the local plan processes can have confidence in the 
results. 

With other local plans (Rugby, Nuneaton and Bedworth, North Warwickshire) coming 
forward to examination, these issues are extremely urgent.  I would therefore be 
grateful for a reply by Wednesday 10 January 2018. 

 

Yours sincerely, 

 

 

 

PETER LANGLEY 

 

 

cc  Andy Street, West Midlands Mayor 

Coventry and Warwickshire MPs 

Coventry and Warwickshire Local Enterprise Partnership 

 


