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Background  

 

1. The four Black Country Boroughs, Dudley, Sandwell, Walsall and Wolverhampton are re-

viewing their Joint Core Strategy. 

2. To deliver the Options for the review the Local Authorities commissioned a Strategic 

Housing Market Assessment (SHMA) including South Staffordshire which reported back in 

March 2017. 

3. Each authority also completed its own Strategic Housing Land Availability Assessment 

(SHLAA) in 2016 and a joint report assesses the overall impact of the SHLAAs on land supply 

was published in July 2017.  

4. The SHMA was completed by PBA who also did the broader GBS LEP Housing Study in 

2014 and, while that has now been overtaken by more recent national population predic-

tions, it takes a similar approach to several issues, notably Unattributable Population 

Change (UPC), which is the unexplained differences between the 2001 and 2011 censuses. 

5. At the same time they undertook an Economic Development Needs Assessment (EDNA) 

which reported back in May 2017. 

6. Broadly the Options continue to support the policy of corridors and centres, promoted in 

the original Core Strategy which was adopted in 2011, but whereas that ran from 2016 to 

2026, the review takes the policies forward from 2016 – 2036. The main effect of doing so is 

to project demand for housing and industrial land forwards without the supply increasing to 

meet that demand. Whereas in 2006 the sub-region had sufficient land to meet its needs 

now, according to the analysis by PBA, it cannot provide land for approximately 22,000 

homes.  

7. Approximately 10,000 could be theoretically met by releasing land which is currently in 

use for industry and which might be more appropriate for housing. This approach is one 
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currently being progressed in the Black Country Core Strategy and is one option for the fu-

ture. However, the EDNA concludes that there is a shortfall of 300 hectares of industrial 

land, particularly for larger sites and for logistics, so, on the face of it, utilising employ-

ment land for housing appears to create a need for additional industrial land.  

8. Even if the analysis is correct, this is not, however, a simple argument because the two 

uses may simply not be equivalent. If you do not include that industrial land as housing, it 

may become empty anyway and simply sit idle.  

9. There is also a proposal for a Rail Freight Terminal in South Staffordshire at Four Ashes 

which would alleviate that pressure but is also in the Green Belt and subject to objections 

(including from CPRE Staffordshire.) Other cross border developments in South Stafford-

shire would also reduce the shortfall if constructed, and there are large industrial sites in 

adjacent authorities (for example Peddimore in Birmingham) which would compete with 

any Black Country provision.  

10. This report considers the robustness of the SHMA evidence, as well as the SHLAA capac-

ity and other sources of housing land (including industrial land). 

 

SHMA 

 

11. At the time of the GBS LEP Study the Black Country sub-market did not have a problem 

with housing land supply. It had a small deficit up to 2031 (the study date was in line with 

the Birmingham Core Strategy Review) of 2167 homes (661 of which were in South Stafford-

shire). This was on the assumption that current policies were continued, including the re-

lease of employment land. The quantum also was affected by the attitude of PBA to UPC 

which I deal with later,  

12. The new SHMA has taken forward the GBS LEP approach to cover the period up to 2039 

for the five authorities. This creates some confusion in the document because some figures 

are given to 2039, some of 2036, some include South Staffordshire and others do not and 

they often do not marrying together. 

13. There is also a difficulty in reaching a robust Objectively Assessed Need (OAN) figure 

for the sub-region when the Housing Market Area (HMA) covers Birmingham as well, some-

thing the report acknowledges. 

14. Arriving at an OAN it says is best done for the whole HMA because of volatility in indi-

vidual sub-markets.  
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Background and UPC 

15. The background to the assessment is that following a decline in population the popula-

tion in the Black Country is now growing. Between 2001 and 2011 31,300 people were add-

ed through natural change while the balance of migration into and out of the sub-region 

was roughly level. 37,000 entered from international migration and 35,400 left through in-

ternal migration.  However, that figure is complicated because the UPC for the sub-region 

amounts to a further 30,400 people or 2,912 per annum (excluding South Staffordshire.) 

UPC, therefore, accounted for 48% of the population change.  

16. There are two potential causes of UPC. One or other (or both) of the censuses may have 

simply been incorrect. Alternatively migration may have been miscounted, in which case 

the trend could be higher. The inclusion of a UPC element in housing calculations remains 

controversial, partly because, even if the errors were in immigration figures it is thought 

they probably occurred in the earlier part of that decade so are less relevant now.  

17. In 2014 PBA concluded that in the GBS LEP case it was probably a mixture of both caus-

es. Since then the Office for National Statistics (ONS)  provided a tool which examined the 

likely cause of errors in individual local authorities and, perhaps because of that, PBA in 

this new report assume the UPC in the Black Country is largely a result of immigration mis-

takes and so should be included in the calculation. To support this further they cite the 

disparity between migration into and out of the sub-region from 2011-2014 after the UPC 

period. 

18. Starting from where we are now there seem to be two possible impacts of UPC. One is 

to increase the predicted inwards international migration and increasing population (as-

suming this is not influenced by Government Policy,) the other is to increase migration 

outward to neighbouring districts. 

19. Unfortunately, although PBA modeled two trend based scenarios, in both they include a 

UPC so it is not possible to filter out how much UPC has increased numbers (or even de-

creased them) in their analysis. It also makes the comparisons given with the Government’s 

SNPP figures less convincing as those do not include UPC. 

SNPP 

20. In getting to a projection of need the SHMA firstly considers the demographic predic-

tions of the SNPP 2104. The results are summarised in Table 4.2. This results in a 157,700 

increase in population in the four Black Country Boroughs by 2039, (165,286 including South 

Staffordshire.)  
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21. Notably most of the population growth is fuelled by natural change rather than migra-

tion, and the majority of that is an increase in older people with an 88,000 increase in 

people in the 70+ bracket. 29,000 are under 16.  

22. This is converted via the CLG 2014 projections to an increase in households of 89,000 by 

2039 reducing to 78,000 for the period of the Core Strategy (up to 2036). Of those 73.7% 

are over 65 with households (partly as households in that age bracket bet smaller) over 85 

almost doubling.  

Migration Trends 

23. To test this projection the SHMA then provides two alternative scenarios which are 

based on past migration trends. They use the period 2004-14 and 2005-15, and include UPC, 

adjusting it to the age data from CLG. The results are not dissimilar. In terms of households 

in 2036 the difference is between 76,500 and 78,000 (2036 figures). 

24. The SHMA concludes that the housing growth is stable, although what remains unclear is 

whether a migration trends approach without UPC would result in a lower total figure since 

this is not tested. 

25. And despite overall consistency it is notable that the individual local authorities vary 

dramatically between scenarios, with Dudley and South Staffordshire having less homes if 

migration trends are used and Walsall and Sandwell more. This may, of course, simply rep-

resent the volatility of such projections at local level. 
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26. The SHMA concludes by identifying a need figure of 80,055 homes by 2036 based largely 

on the ONS/CLG 2014 figures. (This is slightly higher than the figures in Table 4.5 of the 

SHMA and it is unclear to me why this is.) There is a reference to taking account of the CLG 

2012 figures so it may be that some authorities have been increased without others being 

reduced, but this can’t be assessed from the report. 

 

27. PBA add a further 2,689 additional houses which they justify as being the shortfall be-

tween 2011 and 2014, although it should be noted that in 2015 the sub-region provided 

above its target. The use of such shortfalls certainly risks appearing arbitrary. 

28. The grand total is 82,744, (78,105 without South Staffordshire)  

Market Signals 

29. The SHMA goes on to consider Market signals (under-delivery, house prices, rents, af-

fordability, concealed households.) It concludes that housing has not been undersupplied 

across the sub-region and planning has not been restrictive with housing still cheaper in the 

Black Country than the rest of the UK. 

30. However, when the SHMA considers local authorities individually, it highlights South 

Staffordshire where, perhaps not surprisingly given its attractive location, it identifies 

housing affordability issues. This is despite the District over-supplying on housing targets, in 

contrast to most of the Black Country authorities. The SHMA concludes, after comparison 

with other recent cases, that a market uplift of 25% is required (amounting to 1138 homes). 

However, it also acknowledges (Paras 7.24 and 7.25) that this amounts to double counting 

of homes elsewhere in the sub-region. It claims current Government policy does not allow 

for rebalancing a market uplift. 

Economic Need 
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31. The SHMA goes on to consider economic need. It uses two forecasting models to test 

whether the housing numbers provide sufficient employees for business. The first one is 

from Experian and the SHMA uses two versions of this, one before and one after Brexit. 

These forecasts assume the local SNPP population increases are fixed and then tests the 

level of unemployment. While new jobs are created in the sub-region unemployment stays 

relatively high suggesting there is an adequate workforce. 

32. The Oxford Model (which is also used in the EDNA and is consistent with the approach 

to the SuperSEP work) takes a different approach in that it does not assume the local SNPP 

figures but allows the migration pull of areas of the UK where there is lower unemployment 

and more jobs to impact on population. In their model the population of the Black Country 

declines by 48,361 by 2030 because of better job prospects elsewhere.  

33. Unemployment is deemed to e lower in South Staffordshire but this is not surprising 

when many people are commuting into the conurbation.  

34. PBA conclude that their OAN provides sufficient workers and no uplift is needed.  

35. However, there is an alternative conclusion which should be considered. If the Oxford 

analysis is right, and it seems reasonable, the population in the Black Country may not be-

come as high as anticipated and in particular, the level of households may be lower. Unfor-

tunately, the SHMA does not test this hypothesis itself or convert the Oxford population de-

cline into housing numbers.  

36. An appendix considers similar work on a wider basis for the SuperSEP which suggests 

6,000 less households are required to meet the SEP outputs than SNPP. Given that the SEPs 

are themselves aspirational this suggests that migration away from the Black Country may 

occur even if it is successful in its ambitious Economic Policies.  

37. The SHMA dismisses 6,000 less households as not significant given the population size 

but it is surely significant in relation to housing need. The final OAN figures are set out be-

low.  
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Conclusions 

38. Much of the increase in population assumed in the SHMA is based on natural changes in 

birth and death rates, and the aging of the population which one would expect to be relia-

ble. However there are other elements that are more open to question: 

a)   the reliance on UPC (although it is not made clear how much of a difference this 

makes) in the trends analysis. 

b)   the inclusion of a 2,689 housing back-log for 2011-2014, even though the market 

signals do not suggest this has impacted on housing in the area, and when South 

Staffordshire, where house prices are highest, has been building above its target. 

c)   the inclusion of an 1,138 uplift for South Staffordshire (25%) which amounts to 

double-counting as it is not compensated for by a reduction elsewhere. 

d)   a failure to examine the implications of the Oxford analysis which suggests peo-

ple may move away from the sub-region even in the most favourable economic 

circumstances, approximately 6,000 less households according to the SEP analy-

sis. 

39. These seem to be discrete items and together they account for upwards of 10,000 

households.   



Black Country Core Strategy Options Housing /CPRE Report/Aug 2017 

Page No 9 of 19 

 

Supply Background Paper and SHLAAs  

 

40. The SHLAAs were all produced in 2016. They largely concentrate on supply up to 2026 

but include some known longer term supply. The totals are set out in Table 1 of the Supply 

Background Report (SBR). 

 

41. The assumptions behind these are set out in the SBR. Notably the level of discount for 

non-implementation, demolitions, density and windfalls which I paraphrase below.  

Discount Rates 

42. Because the Strategy was developed in a period of recession, there was a risk sites 

would not come forward. However, as the economy is more buoyant and extending that pe-

riod forward on would expect discount rates to improve and undeveloped sites to come on 

stream later in the plan period. 
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Demolitions 

43. There was an assumption in the original Strategy that 6three would be 6,900 demoli-

tions at a replacement rate of 52% removing 3340 homes. In fact since 2009 it has only 

been 1374 and the replacement rate has been higher.  

Density 

44. The density levels have also been influenced by the recession, particularly a reduction 

in homes built in centres, where densities are higher. However, as the report sets out, 

since 2011 developers have been seeking densities above 35 dph in allocated sites. This 

means that additional homes could be found on sites allocated with lower densities. The 

report estimates 700 and a further 309 if a density of 40dph was adopted. 

Windfalls 

45. Windfalls remain a key and consistent part of housing supply and the SHLAAs show there 

is a steady supply of small sites which can be converted into a future windfall prediction of 

4990 sites up to 2026. There have also been an on-going supply of larger sites, some 5089 

committed up to 2026. Cautiously the local authorities are assuming half the current rate 

in the future (from 2026-36), which provides additional capacity of 2233. 

46. Table 2 pulls together the identified additional supply. 

  

47. Table 3 pulls those two tables together to show the total supply and concludes there is 

a deficit of 21,670 homes. 
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48. The current strategy has relied on the use of industrial land for housing and the SBR 

sets out some options for further employment land that might be released. It includes 93 

has in Dudley and a further 26 has with potential to come forward, 75 has with potential in 

Walsall, 229 has in Sandwell and 38 has in Wolverhampton. The SRB says work is currently 

underway to consider the potential supply this might achieve. In the Preferred Option the 

amount suggested is 10,400 homes, although I cannot find the calculation behind this. It al-

so says that because there is a shortfall of employment land any loss to housing would need 

to be made up.  

49. The Walsall SHLAA includes a detailed map of such sites which tend to be clustered 

around specific areas of old industrial land, for example, around Willenhall, or to represent 

sites which are already located within areas of housing or mixed use. Some may have an al-

ternative future as small industrial units, but for others it is hard to envisage them being 

utilised in part or in full for industry if they became vacant.   

50. The overall position is summarised in Figure 9 of the Preferred Options Document, alt-

hough unhelpfully the numbers are slightly different, giving a slightly higher housing short-

fall.  

Conclusion 

51. In general the supply side work seems to be soundly based. As well as committed sites, 

a higher level of replacements and a windfall allowance have been taken into account. I do 

think, however, there may be a case for suggesting the figure for larger windfalls should 

not be discounted. 

52. The question of releasing employment land is harder to gauge. There does not appear 

to be a consistent approach which leads to higher level in some Boroughs. There is also a 

question mark as to whether keeping some of these sites in industrial uses is sustainable 

over the longer term. I would like to see further work to address that issues. 

53. Clearly, from a strictly housing point of view, 10,400 homes would make a significant 

dent in the housing shortfall. And if the demand side figures were incorrect (for the rea-

sons set out) above it would, in effect, remove the need for large scale Green Belt releas-
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es. Many of the redundant industrial sites would also be in sustainable locations and even if 

available might be considered unsuitable now for industrial use. 

54. It seems incumbent on the Local Authorities to consider this particular matter in more 

detail so that a more certain basis for action can be ascertained before the revised plan is 

fully tested. 
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Economic Development Needs Assessment 

 

55. An Economic Development Needs Assessment (EDNA) was published in May 2017 for the 

Black Country and South Staffordshire. It takes the employment rate and the anticipated 

GVA for the sub-region and then models the resulting land use need, utilising the Oxford 

Economic Model. It models two scenarios, one allowing for existing trends to continue and 

one based on the aspirations of the Joint Strategic Economic Plan (SuperSEP) for the Black 

Country and Birmingham. A margin of two years is added to account for the uncertainty of 

such projections. The approach varies slightly across land use categories to account for 

changes in floorspace needs. 

56. Because a quantitative assessment of needs may not address the quality and marketa-

bility of existing and future employment land the assessment also considers the type of 

land needed, some of which might be delivered in South Staffordshire while serving the 

Black Country. 

57. The report considers a number of factors which it considers could contribute to the 

success of the sub-region, notably the Devolution Deals, the arrival of HS2 and associated 

infrastructure upgrades and the wider policies of the Midlands Engine. Most central to its 

case is the delivery of the SuperSEP with its aspirations in areas like aerospace where 

closeness to the supply chain is considered a strength in the Black Country. 

58. Between 2009 and 2014 employment and GVA have both increased across the Black 

Country with the exception of Dudley, although productivity lags behind other parts of the 

UK. Growth and opportunity is over a variety of sectors with High Value Manufacturing rep-

resenting a key opportunity. Somewhere between 71 and 78% of residents live and work in 

the Black Country. The Black Country has economic links with some other areas but by far 

the largest ones links with South Staffordshire and Birmingham. 

59. The report refers the 2014 Black Country and South Staffordshire Sub-Regional High 

Quality Employment Land Study (HQELS) which identified that there was a shortage of High 

Quality site and those that exist are often under 5 hectares, none over 20 has. From 2011 

to 2013 a third of inquiries for land could not be met and some of this may have been dues 

to a lack of sites. As well as demand for manufacturing land there is also pressure from the 

logistics sector who see access to the M5/M6 as key to distribution around the country. 

60. Figure 3.5 gives a current snapshot of existing industrial areas. 
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Future Demand 

61. The report outlines its two scenarios, as well as different levels of GVA and employ-

ment. They result in different population figures. The trend analysis creates a population 

increase across the West Midlands Combined Authority of 369,000 and the SuperSEP a popu-

lation of 542,000. In the case of the Black Country employment levels remain the same in 

the trend but increase by 111,600 jobs in the SuperSEP, a clearly demanding target. There 

is also a dramatic increase in manufacturing to support this. Figure 6.11 converts this into 

land requirements. 
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62. Simply taking an arithmetic approach to employment growth, 116 has of over-supply 

could be released to other uses in the baseline scenario, whereas the Super SEP would re-

quire 251 has of additional land. A GVA based approach would create higher requirements 

whereas a simple trend based approach would produce a much lower figure. 
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63. Taking all these outputs together the report then considers what is an appropriate in-

dustrial land level. It argues that the baseline figure is too low because it lacks aspiration 

and would suggest a negative need for industrial land whereas, even in difficult times, 

there has been positive demand. It recommends a base level figure of 540 hectares (de-

rived from the current average requirement) and a further 251 hectares to meet Super-

SEP’s aspirations of which 70% should be for logistics and 30% manufacturing. This, it says, 

also allows for business closures, relocations and improvements and for land that will be-

coming unsuitable for industrial uses.  

Future Supply 

64. The report then considers the supply of land. Details are set out in Figure 7.1  

65. One thing that is evident is the poor quality of much of the industrial land.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

66. Figure 7.2 shows the current land available and 7.3 the size of those sites, which are 

predominately small. There are no sites over 20 has and the two sites over 10 has are not 

currently High Quality sites. 
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67. Arithmetically the gap between supply and demand then is 800 has minus 263 has (or 

527 has.) 90 has of additional land is identified in South Staffordshire (including the exten-

sion of i54) and the report suggests up to 100 has of the 270 has Four Ashes Logistic site 

could be included in the supply, thus reducing the notional shortfall figure to 337 has. 

68. The study concludes that the Black Country needs to find 350 - 450 has of additional 

employment land, (although the Core Strategy consultation refers to 300 has.) 

Conclusions 

69. The basis for the 800 has of industrial land is very unclear with a wide range of compet-

ing figures. It is certain that some industrial land will be needed to provide high quality, 

readily available sites of an appropriate size. The very largest sites may be hard to find 

within the Urban Area. But the total additional land to meet the SuperSEP targets is based 

on a level of aspiration which may simply not come to fruition.  

70. In terms of supply there is clearly a need to improve the sites currently available so 

more are deemed High Quality sites. There is significant space coming on line in South Staf-

fordshire but I am dubious why the Four Ashes Logistic Site only counts for 100 has of sup-

ply not 270 has, since: 

a)   it is located in the study area 

b)   the biggest need appears to be for logistics provision 

c)   the need for a logistics site in South Staffordshire has historically been promoted 

as ‘Serving the Need of the Black Country’ and  

d)   it will be a major employer of Black Country workers. If Four Ashes were removed 

the deficit is some 130 has, which could be utilised to identify larger high quality 

sites. 

71. Lastly, there is some discussion in the EDNA of the poor utilisation of industrial land at 

present with low productivity per hectare. That raises the possibility of additional gains 

from rationalising sites which stay in industrial use although I couldn’t find much considera-

tion of the amount of land this might free up. 
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72. And there is a problem with this whole approach in that the larger sites have a wider 

regional role (as the old WM RSS acknowledged through designating Regional Logistics and 

Employment Sites). They cannot be simply seen as part of the Black Country portfolio but 

serving the whole conurbation. It may be that the overall need for such sites is lower than 

the sum of sites being put forward and that the optimum sites should be chosen.  
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Overall Conclusions 

 

73. Looking across the span of these land demand and supply issues it seems to me a lower 

OAN should taking account particularly of the economic drivers for out migration even in 

the most favourable circumstances envisaged in the SuperSEP. 

 

74. While each site would need assessing it seems to me that the principle of releasing in-

dustrial land for housing, given that it may become redundant anyway, is sound but that a 

full assessment requires further analysis from the Local Authorities as they take the plan 

forward. 

 

75. On that basis the need for Green Belt release for housing seems to me more limited 

than is being presented and the Exceptional Circumstances test is not being met, which re-

quires more than simply a deficit in numbers.  

 

76. In terms of industrial land, the level of need is more complex to assess but the current 

quality of land and lack of larger sites means that a limited release of additional land may 

be justified, although the 300 has seems exaggerated. The Assessment should certainly 

take full account of the Four Ashes sites and needs to consider the impact of competition 

with other sites such as Peddimore.  

 

 

 

 

 




