
DEMOGRAPHIC DECISIONS ON THE COVENTRY AND WARWICKSHIRE LOCAL 
PLANS 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

A Summary of Piers Elias’ and Greg Ball’s Work 

It was wrong to exclude Unattributable Population Change from the population 
projections.  Revisions to ONS methodology in the late 2000s increased the 
overestimate of Coventry’s population, compared to the 2011 Census Mid Year 
Estimates, by 9,100. 

Over a ten year period, the Unattributable Population Change for Coventry needed 
to be 14,900 lower to correct for the increased overestimation.  This would translate 
to an overestimate of around 600 households per annum for Coventry, or 12,000 
over a 20 year period.  Discrepancies for the Warwickshire authorities are much 
lower, but as Coventry forms a large component of the Coventry / Warwickshire total 
and because Coventry ‘exports’ a large proportion of its alleged housing need to 
Warwickshire authorities, the Coventry overestimation is highly significant. 

Net international migration and net internal migration appear to have been 
overestimated for the 20 – 29 year age group in particular.  This in turn would have 
had a knock-on effect on assumptions about births and deaths. 

A ten year migration trend should have been used in preference to the five year 
trend actually used.  This would have been more robust because it would have 
smoothed out fluctuations in economic cycles.  It would have produced a reduction in 
households of around 620 per annum for Coventry and 60 per annum for the HMA, 
compared with the five year trend:  12,400 and 1,200 respectively over a 20 year 
period.  The apparently high growth for the period 2008 to 2012 is not representative 
of the longer period, and is based in part at least on the errors in international 
migration estimates due to the exclusion of UPC and the same methodology being 
used, up to and including the 2016 Mid Year Estimates.  

At the Coventry Local Plan Examination, CPRE and others raised concerns that the 
projections of population and households were inflated because of short-term growth 
in the number of international students and inaccuracies in the measurement of 
emigration by students.  The Inspector dismissed these concerns, citing evidence 
that has severe shortcomings. 

The Inspector concluded that students did not make a major contribution to  
international migration.  She seems to have based this conclusion in part on 
evidence that the highest inflows are in the 20 – 24 age group rather than in the 18 – 
19 age group.  However this ignores the fact that the majority of non-EU students are 
postgraduates.   

In assessing housing need, it may be necessary to make adjustments to the trend 
projections to allow for the effect of past and planned expansion in student numbers 
on net migration.  2006-12 was a period of rapid growth in student numbers in 
Coventry which is unlikely to be sustained over a full 20 year period.  Without student 
growth, the average net international migration gain might have been lower by about 
580 per annum, equivalent to 11,600 over a 20 year period.   However assessing 
this is complicated by the varying time-lags between students arriving and leaving. 

Unattributable Population Change in Coventry suggests that ONS projections may 
be based on trend data that exaggerates net gains from migration.   Because the 



Coventry Local Plan Inspector concluded (wrongly in our view) that student migration 
was not particularly important in Coventry, she did not give adequate consideration 
to deficiencies in the data on student migration.  A number of aspects of the statistics 
suggest that Coventry is a special case. 

Data on international emigration is highly suspect at the level of a single local 
authority or a small group of authorities.  This is because the sample size of the 
International Passenger Survey is far too small when applied to a small area.  This 
leads to very wide confidence levels  – eg estimated West Midlands annual net 
migration for the period 2002 to 2015 ranges from 1,700 (2006) to 17,800 (2015), but 
the 95% confidence limits for individual years range from 7,000 to 14,200 in either 
direction.   The Office for National Statistics and the Chair of the UK National 
Statistics Authority have acknowledged these problems.  A comparison of HESA 
leaver data and ONS emigration estimates for Coventry and Warwick shows large 
discrepancies. 

Data on internal migration has also been a matter of concern in respect of student 
flows within the UK.  Young adults often delay re-registering with a GP when they 
move, and therefore the data derived from GP records underestimates those moves.  
ONS are due to make changes in methodology in time for the 2016-based sub-
national population projections and the 2017 mid-year estimates, but it is not yet 
known how effectively they will deal with the problem. 

The Coventry Local Plan Inspector concluded that future population growth in 
Coventry did not look erroneous when compared with past trends.  This is a circular 
argument.  The projections are based on past trends.  If the trend data is subject to 
error, so will be the projections. 

Overall, the information and its analysis throw serious doubt on the accuracy of 
ONS’s emigration estimates and the population and household projections for 
Coventry.  The local plan inspector reached conclusions that do not appear to be 
justified by the available evidence.  The information and arguments submitted by 
Merle Gering and CPRE provide a powerful critique of the estimates which should be 
investigated further by means of a genuinely independent study using up-to-date 
information.   

The Views of ‘Keep Our Green Belt Green’ 

Our understanding of the work completed by the two independent demographers, 
Piers Elias and Greg Ball, leads us to conclude that population and household 
numbers have been over-projected for the next twenty years.  Given the high degree 
of uncertainty involved, it is difficult to put a figure on this.  Indeed it is invidious to 
work to a single figure of ‘Objectively Assessed Need’ rather than a range.  However 
the OAN for Coventry could have been over-estimated by up to 1,200 households 
per annum or 24,000 over the twenty year period 2011 – 2031, though this would 
need to be verified by modelling with bespoke software.  The over-estimation may 
well require a revision of the Memorandum of Understanding on which local plans in 
Coventry and Warwickshire are currently based. 

A number of other factors could influence the actual need for new housing: 

a.  No reference has been made to vacancies.  A policy to reduce vacancies 
could be a sustainable way to meet housing needs and could reduce the need 
to build more houses. 



b. No reference has been made to sharing or concealed households.  Any 
changes in these could affect (in either direction) the relationship between 
assessed housing need and the actual number of homes needing to be built. 

c. Some account has been taken of student specific accommodation but it 
should be made clearer that student accommodation built after 2011 counts 
as a contribution to meeting the overall housing requirement. 

d.  Changes in institutional population could affect actual need in either direction.  
e. Changes in headship rates could have a significant effect on the number of 

households in future years.  G L Hearn assumed a ‘partial return to trend’ – ie 
a resumption of the fall in average household size after a period in which it 
remained relatively unchanged.  This assumption is at best questionable. 

In interpreting the projections, it should be borne in mind at all times that they are not 
forecasts of what will happen.  As the Office for National Statistics themselves say, 
they merely show what might happen if past trends and policies were to continue 
unchanged into the future.  We are not aware of any assessment  by either G L 
Hearn, the Coventry and Warwickshire authorities or the Inspector of the likelihood of 
this happening, or of the direction in which future trends might be expected to 
diverge from those of the past, particularly in relation to future changes in student 
numbers. 

 

Keep Our Green Belt Green, December 2017 


