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To Mrs Rebecca Phillips
Inspector

Dear Mrs. Phillips

More evidence that a full independent appraisal of population growth
in Coventry is needed

I am writing to you with further evidence that a complete and independent re-
assessment of the housing numbers is needed.  

In the absence of reliable population projections, the Coventry plan is entirely 
unsound.  A credible objectively assessed need has not been produced – the 
Coventry OAN is objective only to the degree that it has followed procedure, 
but totally fails to be objective when it is tested against verifiable facts. 

 An eminent demographer, Prof David Coleman of Oxford University has 
now reviewed the research I presented to you, about the distortions 
caused by international students,  and has endorsed it wholeheartedly.    

 A comparison of ONS projections throughout the West Midlands region, 
shows that the expected growth for Coventry is not credible – it is much 
too far out of line with every other town and city in the region.   

 There is no jobs boom in Coventry to explain extreme population growth 
rates.  Nomis employment figures shows that Coventry is lagging behind 
its more dynamic neighbours in creating jobs.  

 Nor can it be a commuter boom, to service jobs elsewhere–  if it was just 
a matter of cheap houses attracting people, all the towns in the region 
with inexpensive housing, would be having similar growth.  But they 
don’t.  Only Coventry has 32% growth. 

 ONS has supplied FOI information about sample sizes for Coventry in the 
International Passenger Survey.  They are miniscule.   last year, there just
42 responses that related to Coventry.    The margin of error, is 
enormous, plus or minus 42%, when you calculate the net migration into 
Coventry and that does not include systemic errors.  

 The only factor which is unique to Coventry, in the region, is the very 
high number of international students.   As argued in previous papers, 
and now endorsed by a distinguished expert,  strong HESA evidence 
shows that 95% these students leave the region within 6 months.   Any 
population bulge, due to students, is spurious. 

There is now an urgent need for an independent re-assessment of the 
population figures, using all the data sources available. 

1) Peer Review:  An eminent demographer, Professor David Coleman of 
Oxford University has reviewed my research, which I have submitted to you, 
and said he was

 “highly impressed” and 
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 “Your local analysis is as good as it can be, I think. I'd be happy to 
recommend your study.” I attach to this email submission, a copy of his 
communication with me. 

2) Regional Growth Rates in the West Midlands 2011-2031.   The table 
below, shows the projected growth rates for the local authorities in the West 
Midlands Government Region.  It was produced from the 2011 census results 
and from ONS2014 projections, available on the Nomis website.  My working 
spreadsheet is attached to this submission. 

It is simply not credible that Coventry should be growing far faster 
than any other town or city in the region – 

 twice as fast as Birmingham or Rugby, 
 three times as fast as Solihull or Warwick and 
 four times as fast as Stratford upon Avon.    

Without an explanation of why there should be such a huge population 
explosion in Coventry, but not in its neighbours, the obvious conclusion is that 
there is likely a mistake in the ONS calculations.  At the very least, there needs 
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to be a careful and independent re-examination of those calculations  to 
understand why they are so out of line with everything else in the region.    

The Jobs Hypothesis

If it was true, that there was genuinely a population explosion going on in 
Coventry, one has to ask why?   The most likely explanation would be a rapid 
increase in employment.  This allows for a test of the reality of this alleged 
population increase.  From NOMIS data, we can see if Coventry has been 
heavily outpacing its neighbours, in creating jobs.   

Here is a chart and table of employment growth in the West Midlands Region, 
taken from figures on the Nomis website. 
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Table 1Regional Jobs Growth.  Coventry only has middling job creation



5

Coventry is shown in red, and its near neighbours are shown in green. 

I have considered the jobs growth over two periods – from 2004 to 2016 ( the 
entire period when the latest Nomis series is available) and from 2011 to 2016, 
to capture the most recent trends.   

Looking at the figures, for both periods,  it is obvious that Coventry has only 
had middling jobs growth, slightly better than the regional average, but not 
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remarkably so.   Compared to Solihull or Warwick, it has been far less 
successful in creating jobs, yet it is claimed that Coventry population is going 
to grow three times as fast as either of those towns.   Clearly it is not jobs 
which is driving alleged population growth in Coventry.   

The commuter hypothesis

Alternatively you might suggest that the population growth was due to 
commuters coming to live in Coventry and working elsewhere, because it is a 
cheap place to live.  If that were the case, then you would also expect similar 
population growth in nearby towns and districts  with cheap housing, such as 
Nuneaton, North Warwickshire, Walsall or Dudley where people could live and 
commute .  There is however, no population explosion expected in any of those
towns, according to ONS.  The commuting hypothesis too fails to explain why 
coventry alone is going to have enormous population growth. 

So we find that neither jobs growth, nor commuting can explain why there 
would be a population explosion uniquely in Coventry. 

The International Student hypothesis

The one fact about Coventry which is different, is that it has two large 
universities, with a very large number of international students – after London, 
more than any other town or city in the UK.   Previous submissions have shown 
how the miscounting of those students adds a spurious 75,000 individuals to 
the projected population over the plan period.  At this time, it is the only 
credible explanation of how ONS can project a huge population growth in 
Coventry and not in the other towns and cities of the region..   

Let me ask you to convene another hearing so that we can ask Coventry 
Council to explain how it could possibly be that Coventry will grow at 250% of 
the regional average?    

They are enjoined to produce an “objectively assessed need”.  If those words 
are to have any meaning, they must be able to explain and justify those 
numbers, especially when they are entirely anomalous.    I have asked the 
Council this question, and they have not produced any answer at all, other than
to say that they have followed the correct procedure.   What they are doing is 
not an objective assessment of the evidence– it is a statement of blind faith in 
the numbers being produced by ONS and a stubborn unwillingness to ask 
whether or not ONS could be wrong – At some point, one has to ask, if the 
emperor has no clothes.  Are we being asked to believe something which does 
not add up, and could not possibly be true?    

I remind you of the ONS 2012 research paper, when ONS admitted that they 
had gone severely wrong in Coventry over the 2001-2011 period.   There are 
perturbing factors at work here – the very large numbers of international 
students and the very poor data in the International Passenger Survey – which 
confound the usual methods and measures of the mid year estimates and 
projections. 
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I remind you of the way that GL Hearn have padded the numbers for births and 
deaths, to inflate growth by 1000 extra individuals per year. 

Planning guidance states that the DCLG and ONS projections are the starting 
point for determining housing need.  The important words are “starting point”.
There is no requirement to adhere blindly to those projections, and in fact the 
local authority is encouraged to use its local knowledge to adjust those figures 
up or down.  In this case, the comparativeregional growth rates, are a very 
strong reason to adjust the DCLG/ONS figures downward because they are 
simply not believable for Coventry, absent some exceptional set of events.  

What is the starting point to establish the need for housing?

Household projections published by the Department for Communities and
Local Government should provide the starting point estimate of overall 
housing need.

The household projections are produced by applying projected household 
representative rates to the population projections published by the Office 
for National Statistics. Projected household representative rates are 
based on trends observed in Census and Labour Force Survey data.

The household projections are trend based, ie they provide the household
levels and structures that would result if the assumptions based on 
previous demographic trends in the population and rates of household 
formation were to be realised in practice. They do not attempt to predict 
the impact that future government policies, changing economic 
circumstances or other factors might have on demographic behaviour.

The household projection-based estimate of housing need may require 
adjustment to reflect factors affecting local demography and household 
formation rates which are not captured in past trends.

https://www.gov.uk/guidance/housing-and-economic-development-needs-
assessments

Sample Sizes and the International Passenger Survey

 ONS have now supplied the actual numbers of migrants in the International 
Passenger Survey relating to Coventry.   It is even smaller than I estimated in 
my previous papers – previously I estimated that it would be 73 respondents.  It
was actually 42 last year and 48 the year before which makes the uncertainty 
even greater.     This confirms the injunction of the UK Statistics authority that 
the IPS is unsuitable to use at local authority level – sample sizes are far too 
small.   

Further, this calculation of margins of uncertainty, assumes that the IPS is 
working perfectly to sample the numbers of immigrants and emmigrants – in 

https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/household-projections
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fact there is grave doubt over this assumption, and the error is likely to be very
much greater – see the assessments done by the IPPR, described in my 
previous paper.   MPs said that it “was little better than a best guess”

The ONS argues that they do not use the IPS to calculate international 
migration at local authority level and that they use other sources of information
and extrapolate the data.  However, they have no other source of information 
for emigration, as stated in Sir Andrew Dilnott’s letter to Mark Harper 
(previously cited).  No amount of hand waving, or poisson distributions, or 
anything else, can remedy the lack of data about emigration.   They may be 
able to get information about immigration from GP registrations, and home 
office visa data, but there is no other source for emigration.  They are stuck 
and the forecasts they produce are fundamentally unreliable. 

I have discussed in my previous papers, the evidence showing how unreliable 
IPS data is skewing the midyear forecasts for Coventry.  Every year, 3750 non 
EU international students are being wrongly added to the population.       

Here are the figures for the IPS samples of recent years, which relate to 
Coventry
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I ask you now to order a full and independent re-assessment of the population 
and housing numbers for Coventry.   Without reliable evidence it is impossible 
to produce sustainable solutions nor to properly gauge the effect on the 
environment – it is a breach of the SEA directive to assess the likely 
environmental effects of the alternative propositions – you can’t do it properly if
you don’t have good evidence
Further The precautionary principal requires a second opinion, where there is 
significant doubt about evidence and conclusions – just as you would seek a 2nd

opinion as a precaution,  if a doctor recommends a serious and risky operation. 
The council is proposing to embark on a course of action which is irreversible 
and highly damaging to the environment on the back of extremely 
questionable projections -  Any sensible understanding of the precautionary 



10

principle, must  require that there must be a second opinion, from a qualified, 
neutral,  and unbiased party in such a situation.  

This statement below , in the main modifications, is totally untrue – The OAN 
has never been scrutinised and  tested against the available evidence , which 
has been presented in this paper and has been freely available to the council 
and its consultants.  Simply calling something objective because ONS have 
produced it, does not come close to making it objective.  It is a claim to papal 
infallibility, not objectivity. 

the 2014 based data suggests an increase in the OAN for the city it also shows that 
this is more than offset by a decrease in OAN across Warwickshire. As such, the 
housing needs of the HMA remain stable. In this context though the city’s OAN will 
continue to be considered as a minimum level of provision for the purposes of this 
Plan.

I do not accept the following  statement

As such, it is not possible to deliver the city’s full housing needs within the city 
boundary and a shortfall of at least 17,800 homes exists.  

There is no such shortfall.  The alleged shortfall is entirely based on the fallacies 
demonstrated in this paper and elsewhere in my submissions which have artificially 
inflated the population growth and housing numbers.    True need can be estimated from –

a) the annual delivery rate for the first 6 years of the plan period, 930 homes per year. 
This translates into  = c. 18600 homes for the full plan period. 

b) The regional average population growth rate = 14%.  This translates into a need for 
18800 homes for the plan period. 

If these two concordant and independent estimates can be relied upon, there is no need to
build on green belt, inside or outside the city.   The plan is unsound because it does not 
follow the NPPF in regard to the great weight which the government gives to maintaining 
green belt.  It does not follow case law – it does not demonstrate “necessity” to build on 
green belt.  Rather it relies on “aspirations” to grow bigger – that is not an exceptional 
circumstance.  Exceptional Circumstances  have not been demonstrated – ministerial 
guidance explicitly states that unmet housing need does not constitute an exceptional 
circumstance. 

This MOU is unchanged following the 2014 based data as the overall needs of the 
HMA remain stable and continued to be planned for in a positive way.

In so far as the MOU contains grossly inflated population growth for Coventry, the figure 
for the region will also be far too large. 

At the time of writing this MoU has been endorsed by five of six authorities and 
seeks to demonstrate that the full needs of the HMA will be planned for over the 
course of the plan period.

I dispute this sentence also – the NPPF explicitly states that there is no 
presumption of development where other policies in the NPPF intervene against
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development – these policies include the protection of greenbelt.   Taking the 
NPPF as a whole, and case law, there is no requirement to fulfil the OAN in full –
making such a presumption invalidates all of the NPPF policy on greenbelt and 
as such is unlawful and unsound. 

In reflection of the Warwickshire authorities supporting the delivery of the city’s 
wider housing need, where it is shown to be desirable, appropriate, sustainable and 
deliverable the Council will support it’s Warwickshire neighbours in bringing forward 
land for housing and employment that sits adjacent to the city’s existing 
administrative boundaries.

This statement is also unlawful and unsound – it ignores the injunction in the 
NPPF to consider development in outlying areas, outside of the greenbelt. 

This has been set in the context of a need of at least 42,400 homes, a requirement 
(informed by capacity) of 24,600 and an identified shortfall of at least 17,800 homes.
This unmet housing need is to be provided within Warwickshire based on an agreed
redistribution mechanism 

As above.  there is no need for 42,400 homes and no need for a possibly larger 
number.   That number is grossly inflated and a breach of the precautionary 
principle and a breach of the ECJ decisions (in the Dutch Dikes case Case C‐72/95 
Kraaijeveld) ) that the public should enjoy a high level of protection for the 
environment.  Using this huge number will result in totally unnecessary 
damage and destruction of the environment when we are in an environmental 
crisis with 70% of populations of specialist farmland birds and 70% of 
butterflies lost in just 40 years since 1970.

In failing to observe the precautionary principle, and the SEA Directive, the 
Coventry plan is unsound.   In using numbers which are totally outside the 
realm of possibility, the plan is unsound. 

Attachments: 
Slides,  - which give a useful summary view of my argument as developed over 
time
Spreadsheets to verify ONS census numbers, ONS2014 projections to 2031, 
and Annual Population Survey figures on employment 2004-2016
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