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1. Introduction 

 

I was asked by West Midlands CPRE to review the updated evidence for the Black Country 
Plan Review, published by the Association of Black Country Authorities (ABCA)1. In particu-
lar I was asked to consider the Urban Capacity Study and Green Belt Review. I have briefly 
considered the landscape and ecological reports but not examined them in any detail. 

I understand that these will form the evidence for the plan published in the Autumn for 
consultation. However, further evidence will be published then, including an updated Eco-

nomic Development Needs Analysis (EDNA). The published plan will also include a specific 
list of sites which ABCA are promoting.  

I have also considered the updated Strategic Housing Land Availability Assessments for 
three of the four boroughs (dated December 2019) although I have not looked in detail at 
individual sites.  

 

2. Background  

 

The four Black Country Boroughs, Dudley, Sandwell, Walsall and Wolverhampton are re-
viewing their Joint Core Strategy under the auspices of the Association of Black Country Au-
thorities (ABCA).  

In 2017 they produced an Issues and Options Report which I considered in a report for West 
Midlands CPRE in August 2017 which formed part of CPRE’s submission. 

At the time the Black Country Authorities claimed they needed roughly 78,000 homes and 
had a shortfall of 22,000 to 2036. This pre-dated the Government’s Standard Methodology 
for establishing housing need. As I pointed out at the time it was not a figure which 
matched the Economic analysis from Oxford Economics which assumed that the population 
would lose 6,000 households to job opportunities elsewhere. 

There were elements of the supply side I found unsatisfactory. In particular, although there 
was an allowance for small windfalls, there was none for larger windfalls, even though 
changes in the economy and retail suggest these may well come forward in the plan period.  

Moreover, while it was suggested the 22,000 short-fall could be reduced by the use of re-
dundant employment land the figure of 10,400 homes which was given was not based on 
consistent data across the four boroughs.2 

 
1 https://blackcountryplan.dudley.gov.uk/t2/p4/ 
2 Para 3.16 of the Issues and Options Report 
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The analysis of employment land needs came to the conclusion that 800 hectares of em-
ployment land was needed, although, as I said at the time, the justification was opaque 
and the particular need for high quality larger sites needed to be considered in the light of 
nearby schemes, such as the West Midlands Interchange Proposal at Four Ashes which is be-
ing considered by the National Infrastructure Commission.3 ABCA considered then there was 
a shortfall of 300 hectares of industrial land although the figure in the Economic Develop-
ment Need Assessment was higher.4  

Perhaps even more relevantly the industrial land shortfall was largely for larger sites but 
failed to fully include significant sites within the Black Country’s surrounding area, notably 
Four Ashes which I refer to later.  
 
Not only that but it was based on the West Midlands Council’s ‘SuperSEP’5 approach which 
represented a bullish approach to economic development opportunities.  
 
 

3. Black Country Call for Sites and the Green Belt 

 

A call for sites was then sent out in July 2017 and closed in June 2019.6 Details of the re-
sponses for sites within the Black Country Boundary were set out in a note from ABCA and 
an interactive map was produced which shows all the sites, including a significant number 
in South Staffordshire and Cannock Districts, some of which I understand are going through 
the relevant local plan process in those districts and some of which are not. 

The on-line map does not include sites in other authorities, for example, those identified in 
the M54 in Shropshire such as the Bradford Estate site at Jn3 of the M54. That proposal in-
cludes 3,000 homes identified as being to meet needs in the Black Country and 50has of in-
dustrial land identified as meeting Shropshire’s industrial land need. 

To roughly gauge the extent of developer interest in the Green Belt I summed up the total 
area of sites based on the submitted data to the call for sites and got a figure of 2,399 hec-
tares. A further 613 hectares is identified in South Staffs and Cannock. Leaving aside land 

identified for industrial use, the Black Country sites (or those crossing boundaries) added up 
to 45,3647 homes while the sites in Cannock and South Staffordshire were 10,881 homes. In 
total nearly 3,000 hectares of Green Belt is identified or 56,000 homes. 

Even discounting a significant number of sites, it can be seen that the level of development 
interest far exceeds the needs of the Black Country on any count. 

This is, of course, a purely arithmetical exercise. It can be assumed that significant 
amounts of these sites will, and should, be discounted. Controversial sites, such as Seven 

 
3 https://infrastructure.planninginspectorate.gov.uk/projects/west-midlands/west-midlands-interchange/ 
4 Para 3.27 of the Issues and Options Report 
5 https://www.wmca.org.uk/what-we-do/strategy 
6 https://blackcountryplan.dudley.gov.uk/t5/ 
7 This is my calculation based on the housing numbers given for each site, and if not given, an assumption of 
30 dwellings per hectare. 
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Cornfields (site 180), straddling the boundary of Wolverhampton and South Staffordshire, 
for example, face significant opposition and are considered ‘high risk’ in the LUCs Green 
Belt analysis, which I consider later.  

There are also sites in the largest area of Green Belt (round Walsall) which have a long-
standing planning history and have significant amenity and nature conservation value or 
would lead to settlements coalescing. Significant areas are also classified as ‘high risk’. 

It would clearly be preferable to accommodate the Black Country’s growth within the con-
urbation itself rather than in the Green Belt at all. Work being currently undertaken by the 
West Midlands Combined Authority’s Housing Delivery Group supports that approach.  

Two of their six priority corridors are inside the Black Country (Walsall-Wolverhampton and 
Sandwell to Dudley) and four of their five priority town centres (Bilston, Dudley, Walsall 
and West Bromwich).8 

 
4. Housing Need 

 
 
It is against that background that the Black Country Councils have reviewed their calcula-
tions in advance of publishing their plan. New data on housing supply and urban capacity9 
was published in January 2020 from ABCA, along with some other material, notably a re-
view of all Green Belt land within the subregion against the purposes of the Green Belt by 
LUCs which will provide evidence for the Preferred Option, which they aim to release in the 

Autumn of 2020.  

As stated above the level of need for 2016-2036 at the Issue and Options stage was set at 
78,105 homes, including 2,689 homes for previous under-delivery. The standard methodolo-

gy calculation of housing need for 2019-2038 (based on the 2014 ONS household projections 
and 2018 market housing affordability ratio) would result in a need of 71,459 and this is in-
cluded in the Urban Capacity Report.  

However, if one uses the more up to date 2016 ONS household projections the need is 
54,378 homes. The difference of 17,081 is highly significant and represents the differences 
in assumptions on things such as mortality and migration, but also significantly an assump-

tion that household size will not decline as rapidly as previously expected. 

 

Black Country Hous-
ing Need 
2019-2038 (including 
affordability uplift)10 

Annual rate Plan Period (19 
Years) 

Green Belt Requirement 
based on supply figure 
of 44,54111 given in Ur-
ban Capacity Study. 

SM ONS 2016 2862 54378 9837 

SM ONS 2014 3761 71459 26918 
 

8 For Committee Papers see https://governance.wmca.org.uk/mgCommitteeDetails.aspx?ID=150 
9 https://blackcountryplan.dudley.gov.uk/t2/p4/t2p4c/ 
10 See Calculation Tables in Appendix A 
11 This is the supply figure given in the 2020 Urban Capacity Study but is not necessarily correct (see below).  
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This would also be less if the end of the plan period had been retained at 2036, which 
would have been in line with the NPPF requirement (Para 67) of a minimum time span of 15 
years, and would have allowed Green Belt releases, if needed, to be delayed. 

 

Black Country Hous-
ing Need 
2019-2036 (including 
affordability uplift)12 

Annual rate Plan Period (17 
Years) 

Green Belt Require-
ment based on supply 
figure of 44,54113 given 
in Urban Capacity Study 

SM ONS 2016 2862 48654 4113 

SM ONS 2014 3761 63937 19396 

 

The most recent ONS population projections for the UK (2018) are that the population will 
reach 72.4 million by mid-2043. This is a slower growth rate than in the 2016-based projec-
tions, (on which the 2016 household projections are based) that is to say a reduction of 0.9 
million in mid-2043.  

It will be some time before these population projections translate into housing projections, 
but it may mean the 2016 projections are confirmed or even refined further downwards.14 

Government has perversely required Local Authorities to continue to use the outdated 2014 
assumptions in local plan preparation, not because of specific evidence to support that but 
to meet their national policy-driven housing targets. 

This is partly on the assumption that post-recession, housing formation will increase simply 
based on new housing completions, but fiscal and economic changes suggest that may not 
be the case. And there is further uncertainty about housing need because migration levels 

may be influenced by Brexit. 
 
All this has to be seen in the light of the Oxford Economic Analysis which supported lower 
housing need in the Black Country. In other words, the 2014 housing projections may artifi-
cially be increasing housing need and so lead to the unnecessary release of Green Belt, 
since most of the arithmetic shortfall disappears if the most recent projections are used. 

Far from failing to meet genuine housing need, reducing the overall numbers could help en-
sure it was met where it occurred, i.e. within the Black Country and surrounding conurba-
tion. 

 
12 See Calculation Tables in Appendix A 
13 This is the supply figure given in the 2020 Urban Capacity Study but is not necessarily correct (see below).  
14https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/populationandmigration/populationprojections/b
ulletins/nationalpopulationprojections/2018based 



Black Country Urban Capacity/CPRE/March 2020 

Page No 6 of 20 

 

5. Housing Supply 

 
 
In terms of supply the Urban Capacity Study concludes there is an overall supply of 42,171 
homes.  
 
Industrial Land 
 
However, in reaching this figure they significantly reduce the anticipated supply from in-
dustrial land from 12,35015 to 5,224 on the basis that they consider 7,126 homes to be un-
deliverable from this source and some of that land may be needed for industrial use.  

 
This is based on work undertaken in the BEAR (Black Country Employment Area Review). 
This has not yet been published, so it will not be possible to fully assess its assumptions un-
til it is published along with the Plan. 
 
However, one noticeable omission is Walsall where no surplus employment land is consid-
ered available for housing. The Walsall SAD suggests 75 hectares could be ‘considered for 
release’, some 2231 homes (at 35 dph and 85% use)16. The Walsall SHLAA gives a figure of 
2,500 homes.17 
 
It seems unlikely that no land in the borough will be released from employment usage over 
this time but clearly there is uncertainty. The alternative approach (to allow for larger 
windfalls) is not taken up. 
 
Windfalls 
 

 

The Urban Capacity calculations refer to 640 house per annum from windfalls from the ‘mid 
2020s’18, although this is only for small sites (under 0.25 hectares). This does not appear to 
tally with the SHLAAs where the annual rate given for all the authorities added together is 
568. 
 

However, the background to this is not entirely consistent. Both Sandwell and Wolverhamp-
ton seem to use a figure of 9 homes or less, as opposed to 0.25 hectares in Dudley. Walsall 
uses either. The figures are all based on 5-year averages from 2014-2019. However, in Wol-
verhampton’s case there has been a higher longer-term provision and Walsall achieved 
higher levels from 2006-2013.  
 

 
15 This is higher than the figure in the Issues and Options of 10,400 but I assume it may include sites not in 
current use. 
16 Urban Capacity Study Para 2.2.25 
17 Walsall SHLAA, Page 20 
18 Urban Capacity Study Para 2.1.22 
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When totaling up in the SHLAA Wolverhampton only includes 9 years of windfalls as opposed 
to 16 elsewhere, starting in 2023-24. In the case of Walsall only 2 years are included in the 
SHLAA, but the Black Country Urban Capacity Study totals seem to assume 16. 
 
 

 
 
The other problem remains the question of larger windfalls. I cannot find data on this in the 
recent SHLAAs. Given that ABCA are reducing the amount of land currently in industrial use 
they assume will be available for housing and given also their approach to centres (see be-

low) it seems to me that an assumption that larger windfalls will come forwards in the next 
twenty years has a sound basis. This could be estimated based on historic larger windfall 
provision.  
 
The Housing Supply Background Report for the Options Stage said that, based on the num-
ber of large windfall sites, not in industrial use, which came forwards in 2011-2016 a fur-
ther 5089 homes could come from that source between 2026-2036 if the trend continued. 
However, they cautiously suggested half that rate and (after a small amount of other dis-
counting), came up with a figure of 2,23319.  
 
That source of supply appears to have been excluded in this latest evidence, but there is no 
justification given for why such an assumption has not been continued with. Even at the 
same cautious rate, the figure would amount to 3,572 homes if one took the same 16-year 
period as for small windfalls. 
 
Added to the Wolverhampton discrepancy of 980 small windfalls, this would account for an 
additional supply of 4,552 homes from windfalls.  
 

 
 
 

 
19 Paras 4.22-4.25 

Small Windfalls 
(from SHLAAs) 

Definition 5 Year Av-
erage 

Longer 
Term  
Average 
(from 
2006) 

Number of 
years 

Totals in 
2019 
SHLAAs 

Suggested 
Totals 
(all for 16 
years)  

Dudley <0.25 hec-
tares 

189  16 3024 3024 

Sandwell < 10 homes 136  16 2176 2176 

Walsall  <0.25 hec-
tares or < 
10 homes 

103  2 206 1648 

Wolverhampton < 10 homes 140 159 9 1260 2240 

Total  568   6866 9088  
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Demolitions 
 
The position on demolitions is also inconsistent. Wolverhampton assumes no further loss of 
housing, Dudley including 140 in total but only up to 2026, while Sandwell assumes an on-
going loss up to 2038 of 398. The Urban Capacity Report says the replacement rate for de-
molitions has exceeded what was anticipated (52%). However, the justification for assuming 
on-going housing loss is unclear. I can see no information in the Walsall SHLAA.20 
 
The Urban Capacity Report then considers further supply that might come forwards from 
policy initiatives in the urban area.  
 
Discount Rates  
 
The first is to reduce the discount rate (currently 10% with planning permission and 15% 
without) which would be in line with other work (for example, the Black Country HMA Stra-
tegic Growth Study (GL Hearn) suggested 5% for sites with Planning Permission).  
 

Since they are, by their own admission, removing constrained sites, their level of discount-
ing appears generous but they will only publish their Viability and Delivery Study in Autumn 
when the Plan is presented so again it is difficult to consider fully this issue in detail.  
 
According to the Urban Capacity Study21 the current discount rates are based on the dis-
counts accepted by the Inspector at the Inquiry into the current Black Country Plan. How-
ever, that report was in 2010 based on an Inquiry undertaken when market conditions were 
very different and may not reflect current attitudes of developers. An adjusted figure could 
have been included, even as a sensitivity test.22 
 
Density 
 
The Urban Capacity Report then considers the possibility of increasing density. They assume 
an increase of minimum densities across the Black Country on sites without permissions 
from 35 to 40 dph for sites of 15+ homes (which is a fairly modest rise) and up to 30 dph for 
all sites currently under 30 dph.23  
 

This, leads the Urban Capacity Report to allocate a ‘maximum’ additional supply of 1,370 
homes from density improvements. It does not include any uplift for Walsall. However ac-
cording to their SHLAA: 
 
‘As part of the preparation of the Black Country Plan, an assessment is being made about 
the amount of additional housing that might be provided on known housing sites (that are 
not already committed with planning permission) if the density is increased to 100 dph in 

 
20 Urban Capacity Study Para 2.1.13-2.1.14 
21 Urban Capacity Study Para 2.1.12 
22 Inspector’s Report by Nigel Payne, published in October 2010 
23 Urban Capacity Study Para 3.1.8-3-1.19 
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strategic centres, 50 dph in other accessible locations and 40 dph for other sites. These re-
vised densities have therefore been applied to sites other than those in category (a).’ 24 
 
I cannot find any reference to these higher densities in the Urban Capacity Study assess-
ment but they would exceed the calculations made in that Study for the other local author-
ities in both accessible locations and strategic centres and so could increase the amount of 
additional housing resulting from density improvements if applied elsewhere.   
 
The Strategic Growth Study for the Birmingham Housing Market Area by GL Hearn suggested 
4,000 extra homes from increased densities in the Black Country.25 While that was not as fi-
ne grained, if the Urban Capacity Report included the uplifts Walsall refer to the difference 
between them would be less. 
 
The Urban Capacity Study’s approach also begs the question as to whether there is scope 
(or justification) for increasing the volume of flats compared to houses in the calculation. 
As it explains, the distribution of flats to houses changed during the recession in favour of 
houses and it is acknowledged that this has begun to rebalance in 2015/2016. An increase in 
the number of flats delivered might also benefit the delivery of affordable units.26  

 
And it is important to note that the individual SHLAAs appear to use different density as-
sumptions, with Sandwell’s SHLAA relying on 35 dph across the board, while and Wolver-
hampton applies varied densities but there are different to the gradations of density in 
Dudley. For example, Wolverhampton assumes 60 dph in high density locations as opposed 
to 50 dph in Dudley. None seem to adopt Walsall’s approach. 
 
Centres 
 
Lastly the report considers the four strategic centres and reviews those of allocations. 
Again, there is relevant evidence still to come and the Centres Study is anticipated to be 
released with the Published Plan. 
 
They conclude that a further 500-1,000 houses might come from this source, mainly in West 
Bromwich. This seems to me particularly conservative. The level of provision in centres var-
ies hugely between 4,556 in Wolverhampton and only 643 in West Bromwich. While some of 
this discrepancy may be due to large sites in the pipe-line, the uncertainty around these 

centres and the shrinkage in the High Street suggests to me that future windfall provision in 
and around urban centres is likely.27  
 
The approach to town centres may need to be considered further when the Centres Study 
comes out but the comments, for example, on Walsall about giving ‘priority to main town 
centre uses’ and ‘not allocating specific sites for housing’ may not tally with the commer-

 
24 Walsall SHLAA Page 15. Category (a) have planning permission. 
25 https://www.birmingham.gov.uk/downloads/file/9407/greater_birmingham_hma_strategic_growth_study 
26 Urban Capacity Study Para 3.1.13 
27 Urban Capacity Study Para 3.1.22-3.1.31 
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cial reality of these centres. Mixed use developments may be appropriate on existing retail 
sites which includes housing specifically support the viability of these centres. 
 
The report also suggests there may be some further land releases from urban open space 
but this is likely to be limited.28 
 
Total Supply 
 
Taking all this into account the Urban Capacity Report suggests a capacity of 44,541 homes 
and conclude there is a shortfall of 26,918 homes (See Table Below).  
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

From Urban Capacity Study (page 31) 

 
 
However, it seems to me that there is reason to believe the actual urban supply will be 
higher, and most particularly from small windfalls and from larger windfalls.  
 
There is also, in my view, more potential for additional housing to be promoted in urban 
centres as redevelopment comes forwards, (although this may partly coincide with larger 
windfalls.) 
 
In terms of densities, as well as increasing density to 35 dph an increase in densities at sus-
tainable locations and for the highest density housing, including flats, could help to in-
crease housing supply and meet specific affordable housing needs, in line with the approach 

taken by Walsall  
 
The level of discounting could also be reduced on sites with planning permission, perhaps to 
5% in line with other study work. 
 
A very conservative estimate would be that supply could be increased by 4,552 (as set out 
above) based on an allowance for both small and large windfalls, but a further allowance 
for housing on the identified potential industrial sites in Walsall may not be included in this 
areas of supply, albeit these may partly coincide with the larger windfall allowance. 
 

 
28 Urban Capacity Study Para 3.1.32 
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On this basis, it seems to me that there is reason to increase the urban supply assumptions 
and to include policy goals, such as higher density targets, to achieve this.  
 
It would take more detailed work to put figures on the overall additional supply but it does 
not seem unreasonable at this stage to consider the shortfall to be closer to 20,000 homes, 
if one relies on the 2014 ONS household need figures, and perhaps only 3,000 if one relies 
on the 2016 figures. 
 
As well as reducing pressure on the Green Belt (and the countryside more widely,) a more 
realistic supply figure would encourage housing to be in sustainable locations and help re-
duce the need to travel. 
 
 
 

6. Industrial Land Supply 
 
 
 

The Urban Capacity Report also briefly refers to a shortfall of Industrial Land, which it now 
puts at 563 hectares, although the evidence to justify this increase raises some questions in 
my mind (especially given the reduction in industrial land they now earmark for housing, 
which does not on the face of it appear to have been factored in).29  
 
An updated Economic Development Needs Assessment is due to be published in the Autumn 
when the Plan is put out to consultation, but at present there is no more detail to go on. 
 
I assume this is still based on the ‘SuperSEP’ approach and is, therefore, relying on optimis-
tic economic development assumptions for the sub-region. 
 
One concern in terms of Industrial land is that while they say land in South Staffordshire 
could contribute to need in the Black Country, they only consider 30-35% of the proposed 
Distribution Site at Four Ashes (80-100 hectares) to be relevant. This would seem conserva-
tive, but it also raises the question whose need Four Ashes does serve, since it is not re-
quired for South Staffordshire’s own need according to their latest 2018 Economic Devel-
opment Needs Assessment30. Moreover, Shropshire in their M54 Study do not seem to identi-

fy it as meeting their need.31 
 
Another assumption is in relation to the 90 hectares of additional land in South Stafford-
shire’s own plan. The Urban Capacity Study suggests only 20 hectares of this could be con-
sidered as meeting need in the Black Country based on the 2018 South Staffordshire EDNA.  
 
However, the shortfall of 67 hectares in South Staffordshire is based on past completions of 
employment land, which would also include any employment land meeting Black Country 

 
29 Urban Capacity Study Para 3.2.1 
30 https://www.sstaffs.gov.uk/doc/179880/name/South%20Staffs%20EDNA%20Final%20Report%2007%2009.pdf/ 
31 https://shropshire.gov.uk/media/12921/m54-strategic-options-study.pdf 
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need (by definition). Given the very close links between South Staffordshire and Wolver-
hampton, with considerable cross-boundary commuting flows, the separation of the two in 
this way seems problematic. Indeed, of the four key sites identified in the South Stafford-
shire Site Allocation Document (SAD)32, three are on the boundary of Wolverhampton.  
 
Moreover, other sites that are being promoted in other neighbouring authorities would ap-
pear to be meeting Black Country need. As said above the M54 Jn3 site, which includes 50 
hectares of industrial land is specifically being identified by its promoters as meeting Black 
Country housing need but Shropshire’s employment need.33  
 
A further 123 hectares is identified on other sites in that corridor, not including the Cosford 
airfield site which covers 250 hectares in total and, whose future is currently uncertain 
(due to future aviation and RAF operational needs). The M54 Study suggests an approach to 
its future is likely to be developed during the plan process. Notably, the approach of Shrop-
shire Council is also based on an optimistic economic need assessment and they claim re-
quires population growth above their demographic need.34 
 
I have not considered in detail other local authorities but it seems clear that, while the up-

dated EDNA may assist, there seem to be a number of adjoining local authorities all pro-
moting employment land which in the end meets the same need and that the success of one 
or the other is likely to come at the cost of the other. Without a more joined up approach 
to economic need assessment, I am dubious about the robustness of these figures. 
 
The other issue in relation to industrial land supply is how much is needed for larger sites, 
either for logistics or manufacturing. In some ways this is a discrete element of industrial 
land supply which is most poorly considered at a sub-regional level.  
 
I would suggest further consideration is given to the overall issue of employment land need 
in the Black Country when the updated EDNA is published.  
 
However, my initial reading of the Urban Capacity report, as discussed above, leads me to 
have some concerns about the robustness of the analysis of employment land. Some of this 
may become clearer once the Plan is produced, but at this stage the figure of 563 hectares 
should, in my view, be subject to some scepticism. 
 

 
7. Black Country Green Belt  

 
 

The position that ABCA is taking on specific Green Belt releases will not be clear until their 
Plan is Published. In ABCA’s response to the Shropshire Strategic Sites Consultation which 
preceded the release of the Urban Capacity Study, they set out a significant amount of 

 
32 https://www.sstaffs.gov.uk/planning/site-allocations.cfm 
33 See the Representation by Bradford Rural Estates to the Consultation by Shropshire Council on Strategic 
Sites, Housing and Employment Need promoting land at Jn3 of the M54. 
34 Urban Capacity Study Para 3.2.1 
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their current thinking.35 They referred to the level of outstanding need as now being 26,000 
homes and 380 hectares of employment land up to 2038, the latter lower than in the Urban 
Capacity Report.   

They also claimed to have fulfilled the NPPF requirements36 and: 

a) made as much use as possible of suitable brownfield sites and underutilized 
land; 

b) optimized the density of development; 

c) engaged with neighbouring authorities about whether they could accommo-
date some of this identified need, as demonstrated through the statement of 
common ground. 

They went on to suggest that the two largest areas of Green Belt within the Black Country 
boundary, Walsall and Dudley, could provide 5,000 homes each based on Market Conditions 

although this conclusion did not seem to take account of the constraints that may exist in 
those areas.  

More recently, at a meeting of WM CPRE with Dudley Council37, it was confirmed that offic-
ers are currently reviewing the Green Belt sites put forwards in the Call-for-Sites consulta-
tion which are within the Black Country boundary, as well as other sites they themselves 
might have identified.  

The sites they finally propose (not necessarily in the indicative proportions in the Shrop-
shire letter), will be published when the Plan is put out for consultation in the Autumn.  

In doing so they will need to take account of the Green Belt Review published by LUCs38, 
who have also done similar reviews elsewhere, including for Shropshire. These reviews seek 
to assess parcels of land within the Green Belt against the five tests set out in Paragraph 
134 of the NPPF: 
 

1. to check the unrestricted sprawl of large built-up areas; 

2. to prevent neighbouring towns merging into one another; 
3. to assist in safeguarding the countryside from encroachment; 
4. to preserve the setting and special character of historic towns; and 
5. to assist in urban regeneration, by encouraging the recycling of derelict and 
other urban land. 

 
LUCs then consider the level of harm in removing them from the Green Belt. This, of 
course, is not by itself an assessment of whether the ‘exceptional circumstances’39 required 

 
35 See https://shropshire.gov.uk/planning-policy/local-planning/local-plan-partial-review-2016-
2036/evidence-base/ 
36 NPPF Para 137 
37 Attended by WM CPRE and Local Residents, 13 January 2020 
38 https://blackcountryplan.dudley.gov.uk/t2/p4/t2p4i/ 
39 NPPF Paras 136-137 
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in a plan for Green Belt release exists, but sets out the relative merits of releasing parcels 
of land.  
 
There may also be other considerations in regards to a specific parcel of land being re-
leased, for example ecological, landscape, sustainability or transport considerations, but 
those are dealt with separately.  
 
It should, however, be noted that this approach to Green Belt Assessment, while it may be 
necessary, has limitations which are hard to overcome. Firstly, the parcels do not neces-
sarily coincide with a specific development proposal, secondly the impact of proposals may 
be cumulative, thirdly the various tests do not necessarily marry up, so where parcels safe-
guards countryside parcels they are less likely to prevent neighbouring towns merging and 
vice versa. Lastly, the fifth test is hard to assess in this way as it may depend as much on 
what is proposed as opposed to its exact location. 
 
Another important thing to stress in this case the assessment is only for Black Country sites, 
so it does not compare alternative sites in other plans, such as the M54 Jn3 Proposal, even 
though this is subject to a similar process as part of Shropshire’s Green Belt assessment. 

 
And, lastly, it is important to stress that the Green Belt within the Black Country boundary 
is not evenly spread. Walsall has by far the largest amount, with significant Green Belt in 
Dudley but much less in Sandwell and Wolverhampton.  
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

From LUCs Report (page 17) 
 

 

In terms of approach to the first two tests, the LUCs report defines the West Midlands Major 
Urban Area beyond most of the Green Belt to include towns such as Brownhills, but when it 
considers the merging of towns it excludes some significant settlements, for example, 
Pelsall, Boxwich and Codsall. While these are smaller settlements development their 
position means that development which doesn’t directly link larger settlements can in 
combination have a similar effect.40 
 

 
40 See Maps on Pages 27 and 29 of LUCs Report 
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In terms of the third test, the report acknowledges that there are degrees of countryside 
beyond simply the relation to the urban influence but suggests dealing with this would stray 
into landscape assessment.41  
 
In terms of the fourth test, the report suggests little connection to historic towns, with only 
a weak relationship to Lichfield from the Walsall Green Belt. However, this does mean that 
weight needs to be given to heritage assessments which may form part of decisions on 
whether individual sites with equal status in Green Belt terms are release.42 
 
And, lastly, in terms of the fifth test, it is concluded that the relative merit of sites cannot 
be established, although it includes a table of land currently on the Local Authorities’ 
Brown Field Registers and acknowledge the impact Green Belt releases will have on Brown 
field regeneration.43 
 

 
From LUCs Report, Page 34 

 

Their assessment results in a number of maps setting out the results for each NPPF test, 
and finally, an overall rating of harm to the green belt of each parcel. This overall rating is 
represented in colour-coded maps.44 Noticeably much of the land at the edge of Dudley is 
categorized as ‘high’ impact, as is much of the land between Walsall and its various satel-
lite towns.  
 
Land in green wedges is, in some case, given a low rating, even while it may act as part of 
an important green link, for example, between the Sandwell Valley and the outer edge of 
the conurbation.  
 
The result of excluding small settlements can be seen, for example, in the higher harm giv-
en to parcels between Walsall and Aldridge as compared to the relatively narrow parcels 
between both Aldridge and Walsall with Pelsall which has been excluded. 
 
Lastly, a number of mitigations to Green Belt loss and suggestions for enhancing Green Belt 
are suggested.45 
 

 
41 Para 3.30, LUCs Report. 
42 Para 3.31-3.39, LUCs Report 
43 Para 3.47, LUCs Report 
44 See Maps on Page 95-103 of LUCs Report 
45 See LUCs Report, Section 8 
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There is an Ecological Study published for the Black Country which maps the most sensitive 
sites46. Not surprisingly there appear to be some discrepancies with Green Belt harm, in-
cluding higher ecological value in some green wedges.  
 
There is also a Historic Landscape Study which includes a large number of detailed diagrams 
but I could not find an overall map which related easily to the Green belt report.47  
 
I have not assessed these reports in any detail but they will be important when examining 
the merits of specific sites which come forwards in the plan and the assessments which 
support their allocation.  
 
 
 

8. Neighbouring Authorities 
 
 
 
If the Black Country considered it still had a shortfall of housing or employment land after 

utilizing its own Green Belt it would need to seek contributions from other neighbouring au-
thorities, although at present it is uncertain how they will respond.  
 
In responding to overtures made in a letter from ABCA in Sept 2018 most adjoining local au-
thorities were cautious about accepting their overspill until the position was clarified.48 For 
example, Lichfield’s letter said:   
 

‘The recent letter we received set out that the Black Country authorities are fo-
cusing on continuing a brownfield first approach. Therefore, we would like to 
reiterate that we consider that all options for growth including green belt re-
lease need to be fully explored, and this is in advance of seeking assistance from 
other authorities to accommodate housing and employment needs arising from 
the Black Country.’  

 
Telford were also cautious: 
 

‘In reference to your request that the Council consider its position regarding 
meeting some of the Black Country’s unmet housing need, in order to consider 
this we’d need more specific proposals and evidence regarding the quantum and 

type of development you are seeking Telford & Wrekin to accommodate as well 
as your strategy for meeting unmet need. 
 
In addition to this we would need a clear indication as to how the necessary 
supporting infrastructure to facilitate ourselves accommodating unmet need, 
were this to be agreed, would be enabled and resourced.’ 

 
46 At https://blackcountryplan.dudley.gov.uk/t2/p4/t2p4h/ See Map on Page 28 
47 At https://blackcountryplan.dudley.gov.uk/t2/p4/t2p4h/ 
48 See letters at https://blackcountryplan.dudley.gov.uk/t3/ 
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Shropshire’s response was the most positive. Clive Wright, the Chief Executive said:  
 

‘We would welcome further discussions in relation to this potential as our work 
progresses, particularly in relation to the M54 corridor.’  

 
While he also acknowledged that sites in the corridor which are in the Green Belt might 
need to pass the ‘exceptional circumstances’ test (in fact all of them), he does not refer to 
the same concerns raised by other neighbouring councils. 

Shropshire’s response also referred to the further information on the housing supply side 
figures, particularly on urban capacity, as well as the Green Belt Review now published.  

Subsequent to that letter from Shropshire, ABCA’s response to the Shropshire Strategic 
Sites Consultation specific referred to contributions from other local authorities saying: 

The South Staffordshire Local Plan Issues and Options Report (2018) includes a 
preferred housing target which is based on a 4,000 home contribution towards 
the HMA, the Lichfield Local Preferred Options Consultation (2019) includes a 

proposal to test between 3-4,500 homes to meet the needs of the HMA, and the 
approved Cannock Chase Local Plan Issues and Options consultation (2019) pro-
poses that the Plan will test accommodating between 500 and 2,500 homes of 
unmet need from the HMA. In total, these proposals could deliver up to 11,000 
homes over and above locally generated needs towards the unmet needs of the 
HMA. However, this contribution would not necessarily be exclusive to the Black 
Country and would need to have regard to any shortfalls across the HMA as a 
whole, including needs arising in Birmingham, where appropriate. This ‘dis-
counting’ would reduce the contribution towards the Black Country, and a sig-
nificant shortfall would remain. 

So, in mathematical terms, if the Black Country provided 10,000 homes in the Green Belt, 
as per the letter, along with these contributions the total provided to meet the Black Coun-
try deficit would amount to 21,000 homes. 

ABCA also conclude their letter to Shropshire by specifically referring to the proposed site 
at Junction 3 of the M54 as having: ‘the potential to deliver a strategically significant 
‘game changing’ housing and economic development opportunity to the mutual benefit of 
Shropshire and the Black Country.’ 

It is important to note, however, that this was at a time when there was a proposal for 
some 10,000 homes on that site as opposed to the 3,000 currently proposed. 

And it is also important to stress that the need for such a ‘game changing' opportunity in 
the Green Belt would depend on the need and supply figures in the Black Country. 
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There were public statements in the Shropshire Star early in January 2020 from both the 
West Midlands Mayor, Andy Street and the Leader of the Council, Peter Nutting, which sug-
gest that proposal may not be supported by Shropshire Council.49  

On the other hand, as long as the current Black Country figures for housing need and supply 
are assumed, the progress of other plans such as South Staffordshire’s, where a 4,000 con-
tribution to Black Country Need is being assumed, will continue and sites may be allocated 

on that basis.  

In their ‘Local Plan Review – Spatial Housing Strategy & Infrastructure Delivery October 
2019’50 document which they consulted on in December 2019, which follows on from their 
own Issues and Options Consultation, South Staffordshire say:  

A number of points were raised by local residents, developers and statutory bod-
ies to the options for both the amount and location of housing growth in the dis-
trict. Having considered all of these responses, the Council remains of the view 
that planning for its own housing needs, plus a contribution of up to 4,000 
dwellings towards unmet needs in the wider housing market area is the most 
appropriate housing target for the Local Plan review at this point in time. This 
is a proactive approach taken by the Council to address the unmet needs of the 
housing market area in a timely manner. However, if there is evidence that the 

extent of the housing shortfall across the housing market area has significantly 
reduced prior to the Local Plan review’s submission, the Council will reduce its 
contribution to the unmet needs of other authorities proportionately.   

 

The overspill of industrial land need from the Black Country to other Council Area is also 
open to question given that, even if the assumptions in the Urban Capacity Study were cor-
rect, a large part would be accommodated by the West Midlands Interchange proposal at 
Four Ashes (some 300 hectares). 
 

There is, of course, the specific risk that given the potential for overprovision of industrial 
land, and given the optimistic economic development strategies of competing local authori-
ties, the industrial element of sites such as the Bradford Estate site do not materialize, 
leaving them as unsustainable dormitory settlements for the conurbation (as well as other 
urban centres such as Telford).  

 
49 https://www.planningresource.co.uk/article/1670153/midlands-mayor-dismisses-black-country-planners-
call-green-belt-review 
https://www.shropshirestar.com/news/property/2020/01/09/plans-for-thousands-of-homes-in-garden-
village-near-tong-will-be-shelved-says-shropshire-council-leader/ 
50 https://www.sstaffs.gov.uk/doc/181104/name/LPR%20SHSID%20Final%20October%202019.pdf/ 
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9. Conclusions 
 
 
 
While substantial new material has been published by ABCA, there is still significant areas 
where up to date assessments are not available, specifically:  
 

• Updated Economic Needs Assessments (EDNA) 

• The Black Country Economic Area Report (BEAR) 

• Updated Centres Analysis 
 
It is also likely that specific Green Belt sites will be identified when the Plan is produced. 
 
In my view, there are serious questions which will need to be addressed. Most notably: 
 

• The adoption of a later end date for the plan. 

• The overestimation of need due to the use of the 2014 ONS housing figures. 

• The underestimation of the urban supply of housing and future housing opportuni-
ties. 

• The double counting of industrial land across authorities. 

• The impact of Green Belt allocations on urban regeneration, climate change tar-
gets, transport, environment, biodiversity and landscape. 

  

My report suggests that at least 5,000 more homes could conservatively be added to the 
supply and this is consistent with a shortfall closer to 20,000 (using the 2014 ONS household 

projections) or 3,000 (using the 2016 ONS projections). These would be reduced further if 
the plan period remained at 2036. 

The figure of 563 hectares of employment land is also in my view potentially too high. A 
further review of employment land is needed which properly considers cross-boundary sup-
ply which is already meeting Black Country need.  

Given these issues, I am also concerned about whether ‘exceptional circumstances’ for re-
lease of Green Belt can be said to have been demonstrated.  
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Appendix A: Standard Methodology Calculations for Housing Need in the Black Country 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
  


