
ONS/DCLG projections: Why Cornwall Council's planners are wrong

On November 20th I asked Cornwall Council's Leader and planners two questions. 
Here they are …

'Can you confirm
a) that the calculations in Tables 1 and 2 of the CPRE report [comparing 
projected growth and actual growth from 2001-11] … are correct and

b) inform me at what date the Council began to make representations to either 
the DCLG or the ONS, or indeed both, about the mismatch between forecast 
population and household growth in Cornwall and the actual growth'

On November 20th I received a reply. This did not answer the two questions directly. 
Instead, the planners began by kindly pointing out the workings of the POPGROUP and 
ONS models. This was unnecessary as I am fully aware of them. Moreover, I have 
already suggested one technical reason these models fail to generate accurate projections
for Cornwall, although this has unfortunately been ignored by the Council's officers.

To enable comparison I will paste the relevant section of their reply here.

To answer [sic] the questions:

a)   We don’t believe the CPRE’s tables are useful because they use projections in a 

misleading and ambiguous way. New projections should replace older ones, updates
are published regularly to reflect changes in trends. Comparison between different 
projections does not inform what might or has happened, they are not forecasts. 
CPRE also generate additional and overly simplified figures, as if they are official 
ones. As far as we can tell these have not been through the complex modelling 
explained above. Projections cannot be ‘wrong’ from the perspective that they are 

calculations based on past trends. The key point is they are continually updated and 

through that process will reflect changes in trends. These changes in trends are the 
result of a range of factors from migration, household formation rates and economic

cycles which vary over time.    

b)    It is more important that the data is used appropriately to inform policy making.

For example, the Local Plan housing targets take the ONS projections as a start 
point and adjust them downwards in the Strategic Housing Market Needs 
Assessment to reflect the downward trend in household formation. We will continue 
to monitor and test new projections and we will periodically review the Local Plan 
to reflect these. There is no reason to believe that the projections are any less useful 
for Cornwall than elsewhere.   

Although at first glance these paragraphs seem to contain a number of unconnected and 
seemingly random points, we can identify five elements in this rather confused response.
First, there are points that merely summarise the situation. Second, an interesting 
distinction is made between a projection and a forecast. Third is the claim that 
projections 'cannot be wrong'. Fourth, they claim that, as the CPRE did not use the 
'complex modelling' preferred by the Government, its points are invalid. Finally, they 
claim the projections are no less useful for Cornwall than anywhere else. I shall deal 
with each of these in turn.



a) Stating the obvious
It is difficult to see why these points are made as they are of course completely 
irrelevant to the point at issue in the CPRE report. Yes, new projections replace old ones.
Yes, we are told they are based on trends. Yes, future trends are in turn calculated from 
migration assumptions and household formation rates. Yes, current five year trends 
reflect the state of the economic cycle and, because they are based on short-term trends, 
can vary considerably from one projection to the next. As with the models, I am fully 
aware of all this. We can therefore move on to what at first glance might appear to be a 
more substantive point.

b) Projections are not forecasts
The planners assert that a projection is different from a forecast. However, this 
distinction is by no means as clear cut as the planners imply. Indeed, it's a technical red 
herring introduced to justify the projections and close down analysis of their accuracy.

Cornwall Council is implying that, because projections are not forecasts, then the fact 
that the projected trends do not match the actual outcomes is somehow of no concern. 
This is absurd. It is implied that projections are something theoretical, abstract, 
unimportant and not worth worrying about. Nothing could be further from the truth. 

The Council's Briefing Note 3, 'Population and population projections, version 3' states 
that projections are used for 'forecasting housing requirements'. Forecasts are thus based 
on projections. They have to be. If the projections are nothing to do with the forecasts 
then we might ask why they are made in the first place. If therefore the projections 
project a 'likely growth' that is well in excess of the actual outcome then the result will 
be distorted and exaggerated forecasts and in consequence faulty policy and excessive 
housing targets.

Let's restate the facts again. The projections asserted that, given the continuation of five-
year trends and assuming no policy changes, the population of Cornwall would rise in 
the period from 2001-11 by between 8.0% and 10.8%. In fact it rose by 6.6%. The 
projections claimed that household numbers would rise by between 12.1% and 15.3% in
that same decade. In fact they rose by 7.4%. The projections were at variance with the 
actual outcome. This would not matter if the projections had no impact on policy. But 
they do. The NPPF forces local planning authorities to 'meet household and population 
projections '. Here the difference between a projection and a forecast seems to have been
entirely lost. The Government appears to be making the same error the planners accuse 
the CPRE of, conflating projections and forecasts. 

Paragraph 2.18 of Peter Brett Associates' Cornwall Housing Requirement states that 
'population and household projections' indicate 'the likely increase in households given 
the continuation of recent demographic trends. What actually happens can be influenced 
by future council policy'. If this were the case then the planners need to explain to us 
what action has succeeded in reducing the 'likely increase' from the levels projected by 
all eight ONS/DCLG projections in the 2000s? And by such a large margin? It is much 
more logical to assume that the projections were faulty.

In reality, the PBA report goes on to use the words projections and forecasts 
interchangeably. Despite the fine distinction in theory, little distinction is made in 
practice. Moreover, there are many instances where the fine distinction between 
projections and forecasts becomes blurred if not meaningless. Indeed, projections are 



rarely subjected to any analysis and are adopted for all intents and purposes as forecasts,
despite claims to the contrary. The Council's Briefing Note 4, 'Households, version 4', 
for example, refers to household size in the Census varying from the 'figures forecast'. It 
is extremely difficult to see what the word 'forecast' refers to other than the DCLG 
projections. And why does the SHMNA (p,121) discuss a 'derived forecast model' that 
uncritically adopts ONS/DCLG projections in its forecasts if these projections somewhat
mysteriously have nothing at all to do with forecasting?

This constant confusion in practice between projections and forecasts is unsurprising 
when we discover that even the POPGOUP user guide of May 2005 made 48 references 
to its model as a 'forecast'. For example, CCSR, based on POPGROUP, 'produces 
population forecasts ...based on past trends' (p.4), which is exactly what Cornwall's 
planners seem to want to deny. Migration data are used to 'calculate forecasts' (p.10). 
Over and over again, the user guide refers to 'your forecasts' and provides worked 
examples of local authorities using the model to generate population 'forecasts' (p.14ff). 
Indeed, the outputs are explicitly described as 'population estimates and forecasts', yet 
all of these stem from the projections based on household formation and guesses about 
migration made by the ONS and DCLG. This is a circular process which intimately and 
seamlessly ties together projections and forecasts. To claim, as Cornwall's planners do, 
that they are somehow entirely separate and that, as projections are not forecasts, their 
accuracy is not an issue, is being disingenuous in the extreme.

The Cambridge Centre for Housing and Planning Research's Choice of assumptions in 
forecasting housing requirements: methodological notes of 2013 advises that, as the 
ONS and DCLG state 'their figures are projections not forecasts' then 'local authorities 
… therefore will wish to consider whether the “trends continue” assumption is the most 
appropriate'. Why therefore, given that ONS/DCLG projections have greatly overstated 
actual growth in Cornwall, does the Council conclude that it's appropriate to assume 
these trends must continue when they clearly didn't in any of the eight projections made 
between 2001 and 2011?

By wilfully misrepresenting and refusing to engage with the issue of faulty ONS/DCLG 
projections like this, the planners are effectively locking us into a regime of excessive 
housing targets. This policy regime will eventually negate whatever factors are at work 
reducing the trend-based projections to the actual demographic outcomes. Is this the 
intention?

c) Projections cannot be wrong
The planners appear to have a naive belief that accuracy correlates with 'complexity'. If 
projections cannot be wrong then why did the ONS bother to produce 'accuracy reports' 
in the 2000s assessing the accuracy of their own projections. Apparently, there remains 
the possibility that they may be inaccurate, even if they are never wrong. The idea that 
projections 'cannot be wrong' is a bizarre and untenable assertion. Clearly actual 
demographic data can turn out differently from the projected trends. If this is the case, 
the latter must therefore have been 'wrong'.

Let's restate our position as simply as possible. Projections are produced as a basis for 
forecasts. If projections bear no relationship to observed outcomes, consistently and 
dramatically overstating those outcomes, then forecasting needs to take that structural 
discrepancy into account. Cornwall's planners do not. Why not?



d) The CPRE's figures generate overly simple data that have not been subject to 
'complex modelling'
This is unclear and in any case totally irrelevant to the point made in the CPRE report. 
The tables under discussion merely compare the projections, not CPRE figures but those
of the ONS and DCLG, with the actual outcomes, again not CPRE figures, but those 
provided by the 2011 Census. The planners are claiming that comparing the actual 
outcomes with the trend-based projections is somehow invalid as it has not been through
the 'complex modelling' of the POPGROUP or ONS models. This is a ludicrous 
argument. The figures in Tables 1 and 2 are not forecasts of something yet to happen. 
They merely present two externally generated sets of data side by side in order to 
compare them. What the results suggest is that the 'complex modelling' has produced 
projections that bear little resemblance to reality. The reasons for this structural 
discrepancy need to be investigated and subjected to critical questioning rather than 
introducing irrelevancies like this. 

e) Projections are no less useful for Cornwall than elsewhere
Cornwall's planners claim that 'there is no reason' to assume that the ONS/DCLG 
projections are any less useful for Cornwall than for other places. However, they supply 
no evidence or references to substantiate this. So let's test their assertion. The table 
below compares ONS/DCLG projections and 2011 census data for other places on the 
same basis as was calculated for Cornwall in Tables 1 and 2 of the attached CPRE 
report.  The level of accuracy of the projections was calculated for the counties of the 
South West region and selected other peripheral counties across other English regions. 

The performance of ONS and DCLG projections, growth 2001-11
Population (% discrepancy between 
projection and outcome)

Mean Households (% 
discrepancy between 
projection and 
outcome)

Mean

2003 2004 2006 2008 2010 2004 2006 2008

Devon +20 +49 +83 +49 +15 +43 +113 +117 +63 +98

Somerset +38 +40 +47 +9 +6 +28 +82 +71 +35 +63

Dorset -33 -54 -59 -51 -47 -49 -4 -30 -37 -24

Gloucs -13 -25 +6 0 -6 -5 +29 +47 +29 +35

Wiltshire -33 -33 -25 -21 -21 -27 -33 -33 -42 -36

Avon -29 +10 +44 +57 +23 +21 +22 +78 +67 +56

West 
Sussex

-28 -28 -21 -2 +2 -15 +8 +12 +24 +15

Norfolk +11 +18 +31 +25 +2 +17 +55 +69 +45 +56

Shropshire -41 -19 -22 -47 -31 -32 +44 +25 -6 +22

Lincolnsh +13 +27 +25 -3 +13 +15 +44 +44 0 +29

Cumbria -33 +33 +67 0 -8 +12 +77 +68 +8 +51

Durham -96 -79 -18 -14 -29 -47 -14 -5 -23 -14

Cornwall +47 +59 +69 +28 +25 +46 +106 +106 +63 +92
(Differences higher than Cornwall marked in bold. (In order to obtain a direct 



comparison, the old 1973-based counties were used, thus Devon = Devon, Plymouth and
Torbay, Durham = Durham and Darlington etc.)

As can be seen from the above table, the truth is the precise opposite of the planners' 
claim. There is a very good reason to assume these projections are less useful for 
Cornwall. Projections for Cornwall in the 2000s were consistently more inaccurate than 
other places, over-estimating actual growth by a considerable margin. As the table 
shows, only three of the twelve English counties - Devon, Somerset and Norfolk - show 
a similar consistent over-estimate. But the average population over-estimate for 
Cornwall was considerably higher than Somerset and Norfolk. Only Devon comes close 
to Cornwall in relation to inaccurate projections.

Overall, of 60 population projections only three contained higher over-estimates than 
projections for Cornwall. Of 36 household projections, again just three were more 
inaccurate. Clearly therefore, this comparative exercise shows that these projections are 
'less useful for Cornwall than elsewhere'. In Cornwall's case there is a consistent 
tendency to bias projected outcomes, and therefore the forecast population and 
household totals, upwards. This results in an unnecessarily high housing target. 

Despite this evidence Cornwall's planners persist in denying that ONS/DCLG 
projections are unfit for purpose and refuse to address this issue. In view of this 
complacency from the local planning authority I can only conclude there needs to be an 
urgent independent enquiry into the performance of these datasets and the use to which 
they are being put by planners and developers in Cornwall.

Bernard Deacon, November 2014


