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I am writing to give further evidence and detail about the serious errors in the population 
projections for Coventry, to which CPRE has drawn your attention.  
 
ONS projections for Coventry (taken from the 2011 Census and the 2014 Subnational Population 
Projections) shown in figure 1,  are entirely out of line with the rest of the region.   One has to has 
ask if the growth for Coventry has a real basis, or if ONS is making a serious mistake counting 
fictitious people who are not here?    
 

 
 
 
 

 



It is our analysis, which has been validated by international demographic experts, that the extreme 
population growth projected for Coventry, is based on the miscounting of large numbers of non-EU 
international students into the population estimates.  ONS assumes they have stayed in Coventry, 
after graduation because they do not register at a new GP address in the UK, when they have left the 
area and gone home. Good data from the Higher Education Statistics Authority shows that 95% of 
them have left the local area (Warwickshire and West Midlands) and 82% have left the UK, within 
6 
mon
ths 
of 
grad
uati
on.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
There is evidence to help us decide what is really happening. Is there real growth, or just a phantom 
bubble in the ONS numbers?  In 2021, at the next census, we will know for sure if ONS projections 
are right and a population explosion is happening in Coventry or if it is all spurious and based on 
non existent students.  But meanwhile, there is already good evidence about what the real trends 
are.   
 
 
The evidence:  Is there a population explosion happening in Coventry, from 2011?  
 

 1. Census History:  Between  2001 and 2011 (the census years), Coventry growth was 
just average – around 5% for 10 years  See figure 2.   .   A 2012 ONS research paper, 
revealed that the forecasting process for Coventry,  - ie the mid year estimates 
(MYE) -   was much less reliable than for the rest of the country – the Coventry mid 
year estimates had exaggerated growth in the city by 15,000 over the decade, 
indicating a significant problem with the methodology .   Census History, which is 
reasonably reliable, does not give any indication of a population explosion arising in 
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Coventry. (figures from ONS).  The history does start to reveal methodological 
problems with the projection process ie the mid year estimates1 in the city.   
 

 2. The Economic Migrant Hypothesis.  Coventry Council and their consultants, GL 
Hearn, claim that very large numbers of economic migrants are already coming to 
the city and will be fueling future growth2. However, the facts do not bear this out.  
Jobs growth in the city has been poor.  See Figure 3.  
 
There are large numbers of national insurance registrations in Coventry – again 
entirely out of line with every other town in the region - but these are easily 
explained: Every year, new international students at the 2 Coventry universities 
register in large numbers for an NI number so they can work part time (after London, 
Coventry has more international students than any other city in the country, about 
16000 in total).  77% of all students work.  Even non-EU students can work 20 
hrs/week in term time.  This explains how you can have large numbers of NI 
registrations, without seeing significant job growth in the area. It is not jobs which is 
drawing people to the city.     

 

 
 3. The Cheap Housing hypothesis: Alternatively, it might be true that migrants are 

coming to Coventry to take advantage of cheap housing, and working elsewhere - 
which could be consistent with high NI registrations in Coventry.  However, if this 
were true, one would expect significant population growth and NI registrations in 
other nearby towns with cheap housing, such as Nuneaton and Bedworth, Walsall, 
Wolverhampton, Dudley.    This is not happening (see Fig 1) –It does not appear that 
cheap housing is a driver of predicted population growth in Coventry See Figure 1, 
and 5 .    It does not explain the great anomaly in Figure 1, the way that projected 
housing growth in Coventry vastly outstrips every other town in the region.  

                                                 
1 Examining the difference between the rolled-forward mid-2011  population estimates and the 2011 Census-based 

MYEs at local authority level 25 Sept2012   
2 LP47 Students note 2015 - GL Hearn ( PDF - 177.71 KB)  

 

Drawing 1: Figure 3 



 
 

 4. The Student Explanation:   The observed facts do tally with a different model: – 
that miscounting of international students is behind the ballooning projections for 
Coventry.    
(a) Coventry has more international students – circa 16,000 – than any other city in 

the country, except London.  Miscounting them could have a very significant 
effect on the projections.  

(b) In the ONS components of growth (in SNPP 2014-based, issue date 25 May 
2016), virtually all future growth results from international migration.  Any 
Increase from Natural Change (births and deaths) is balanced out by internal 

migration to other parts of the UK 
 

(c) The ONS assumes that students remain at their university address, if they do not 
register  with a GP elsewhere in the UK within 3 years – for any international 
student who graduates and leaves the country, the effect of this will be to inflate 
the population growth estimates of their university town. 3 
 i. ONS say that they apply a correction for emigration to their local authority 

estimates, but that correction necessarily must be much too low, because 

                                                 
3 This is the ONS methodology “Our research suggests that most higher education leavers update their PR 

within 3 years of their move. Therefore, to establish the pattern of moves that higher education leavers make, 
we will take the first change of address (strictly speaking, output area) on their PR over a 3-year period as 
their new location. If there is no change of address over the 3 years, we will assume that they have 
remained in the same area (accepting that some people will have moved but not updated their PR even over 
this longer   
period)”https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/populationandmigration/populationestimates/met
hodologies/methodologyguideformid2015ukpopulationestimatesenglandandwalesjune2016#appendix-2-proposed-
changes-in-methods 
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ONS assume that 90,000 students per year overstay their visas and remain in 
the country.  

(d) In a major study of student migration, in Sept 20165,  The Institute of Public 
policy research found that ONS and the home office have been grossly 
overestimating the number of foreign students staying in the country after their 
studies.  The Home office has claimed 90,000 students overstay their visas each 
year.   IPPR estimated that overstays were 25-40% of the ONS figure. 24 August 
2017, new ONS data  - based on exit and entry records of every person entering 
and leaving the country showed that the ONS estimates of overstaying students 
were substanatially wrong.  They were much too high.  Instead of 90,000 
overstays, the true figure was no more than 3600 nationally.  

(e) For years, experts have condemned the ONS migration estimates as inadequate  
 i. In 2013, the Royal Statistical Society told the Public Accounts Committee 

(PAC): “There is a continued problem with the quality and quantity of 
migration data available at a local level. 

 ii. Bernard Jenkin MP , chair of the Public Accounts Select Cttee, wrote in 
2013:  
“Most people would be utterly astonished to learn that there is no attempt to 
count people as they enter or leave the UK.  They are amazed when they 
are told that government merely estimates that there are 1/2 million 
immigrants coming into the UK” 

 iii.  Sir Andrew Dilnott, chair of the  UK Statistics Authority wrote to the 
Immigration Minister, Mark Harper MP on 25 June 2013, in a published 
letter4, 
“ …. there is a consensus among users that the [IPS] survey does not 
provide sufficient robustness to meet some important needs for more local 
migration data; for example, at the local authority level or for smaller areas.” 
“The IPS sample size is too small to enable the production of reliable 
international migration estimates at a local authority level,  (informed to the 
Coventry Inspector 30oct 2016) 

 iv. n 2015, Sir Charles Bean, former Deputy Governor of the Bank of England 
former deputy governor of the Bank of England, , said the ONS needs to be 
“more intellectually curious, and self-critical”# 

 v. in July 2017, the Office for Statistics Regulation (the official regulator of 
government statistics), wrote “The [ONS] former-student emigration 
estimate…. creates doubts about the patterns of student migration and 
generates a narrative that is potentially misleading 

 vi. The House of Lords Economic Affairs committee, in July 2017, wrote that 
“Many of the available measures [of migration] are wholly inadequate. ….. 
the International Passenger Survey …..cannot bear the burden placed upon 
it and cannot be relied upon to provide accurate estimates of net migration.” 
Student migration is a “significant challenge” 

(f) The actual sample size, relating to Coventry, in the international passenger 
survey, in 2015, was 22 inward migrants and 20 outward migrants. Information 
obtained from ONS by FOI.  

 5. The effect of all this on the Coventry MYE estimates.  
(a) Assuming, 90,000 non EU students overstay each year (ONS figure) nationally 

and 152,000 non EU students graduate per year (HESA figure) .   Given the 
numbers of non EU students graduating in Coventry, (about 6300/yr – obtained 
by FOI)   this scales to 3750 students/year being included into the MYE estimate 
for Coventry (Calculation:   90, 000/152,000 * 6300 (avg) non EU Coventry 
graduating/yr = 3750)  

                                                 
4 https://www.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/archive/assessment/monitoring/monitoring-reviews/monitoring-review-4-

2013---the-robustness-of-the-international-passenger-survey.pdf 



(b) As noted above, HESA data, from the Destinations of Leavers Higher Education 
Survey shows that in fact very very few non EU students remain in the region or 
the country.   95% of those in work, have left the region of Warwickshire and 
West Midlands within 6 months  - the sample size was good, circa 1000/yr.  

(c) Over a 20 year period, this inflates the Coventry population with 75,000 fictitious 
people – students – who have actually gone home.  

 6. Validation 1:  Expert opinion.  
(a) Emeritus Professor David Coleman, of Oxford University, an international 

demographic expert and former Home Office and DEFRA special advisor, 
reviewed the detailed evidence and argument and stated he was “highly 
impressed”  and “Your local analysis is as good as it can be, I think. I'd be happy 
to recommend your study.” 

(b) Prof Tony Champion, of Newcastle University,  another recognised international 
demographic expert5 wrote:  
“Your PPT's [powerpoint] challenge to the current set of ONS SNPP seems 
highly valid to me. I am particularly struck by how out of line Coventry's 
projected growth is compared to the other LADs in the West Midlands - indeed, 
one can extend this to the whole country, as in the Table pasted below: 
Coventry's projected increase 2014-2039 of 100,300 is exceeded by 3 London 
Boroughs and 2 other major cities, indeed the latter description applies to all the 
top places listed (apart from large unitary of Cornwall). And it is well known that 
London is a specially dynamic case, and also that the other major cities' large 
gains actually translate into much lower % rates of growth than Coventry's 
32.1%. Coventry would thus appear to be a real - and strange – outlier. 

 7. Validation 2: The Market 
(a) The Market provides a very clear indicator of whether or not there is a genuine 

rapid population expansion going on in Coventry, or if the numbers are simply an 
artifact of poor data on international migration, and wrong assumptions about the 
destinations of international students.  

(b) The SNPP2014 predict a growth of 100,000 plus, for the period 2011-2031. 
That’s a net growth, of 5000/yr.   If that was genuinely occurring, you would 
need 2100 new dwellings per year to accommodate them 

(c) Actual delivery of homes since 2011 has been around 1000/yr    
(d) If there was a shortfall of 1,100 homes/year, against demand since 2011,  prices 

would be rocketing.  

                                                 
5 He is on the Council of the Royal Geographical Society, the Regional Studies Association and the ESRC Census 

Programme Advisory Committee. He was elected Academician of Social Sciences in 2010 and Vice President of 
the British Society for Population Studies for 2011-2013. 



(e) In fact, prices are low and steady in Coventry.  It is one of the most  affordable 
places in the country to buy a house.   See figure 5 below 
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ations of jobs, migration, and student numbers:  
(a) GL Hearn claim that the international migrants are more likely job seekers: 

“economic migrants”.  However, the patter of international migration, s 
recorded in the ONS MYE estimates, does not correlate with job creation.  It 
much more closely correlates with Student numbers.   See below, Figure 6  

(b)  

 



While jobs fluctuate sharply, up and down, international migration stays 
very steady 
 
 
 
 

 9. Further errors in the Coventry population estimates – Births and Deaths.  
(a) The demographic consultants used by Coventry Council, GL Hearn, who 

produced the 2015 SHMA have padded birth rates and suppressed death rates to 
increase the projected population increase.   

(b) The numbers used by Hearn are compared with actual NHS figures below in 
Table 1  Birth rates are about 800 too high, over real rates, and death rates are 
about 200 too low, against real rates.  

(c) The effect is to increase the overal growth rate by 1000/year, for people who are 
not born, or who have already died.   Over 20 years, this spuriously inflates the 
population growth by 20,000 

(d) Prof Champion wrote this about the Births and Deaths:  
“in terms of your evidence, I see no reason why Coventry's planners should 
accept any other assumptions on births and deaths than those used by ONS in the 
2014-based projections - apart from saying that the 2016-based NPP released last 
week go in the opposite direction from GL Hearn, i.e. reducing the national birth 
rate and life expectancy assumptions and yielding a lower rate of future 
population growth than the 2014-based ones, which will be reflected in the next 
SNPP promised for spring next year 
 

 



 
 
In conclusion, there is strong evidence that the Coventry population projections are highly 
erroneous, sufficient to warrant calling in the Coventry plan and carefully re-evaluating the 
evidence, especially in the light of the new Exit Checks data, on student migration, published on 24 
August 2017 
 
 
  

 
 

Actual ONS/NHS figures GL Hearn Projections. 
2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2014/15 2015/16 2016/17 2017/18

Births 4728 4599 4513 4517 4531 5318 5379 5433 5533
Deaths 2650 2727 2584 2799 2712 2514 2497 2495 2487

2078 1872 1929 1930 1931 2804 2882 2938 3045
ONS report births and deaths by calendar years GL Hearn project births and deaths by financial? years.  
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(a)  

Figure 2 


