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The Right Honourable James Brokenshire 
Secretary of State for the Department of Housing, Communities and Local Government 
2 Marsham Street  
London 
SW1P 4DF 
 
18th May 2018 
 
Dear Sir 
  
Proposed Unitary Authorities for Buckinghamshire – Weedon Parish Council Comment  
 
We have read the statement of 12th March 2018 by your predecessor Sajid Javid, in which he announced 
that he was “minded to accept” the proposal put forward by Bucks CC to form one unitary local authority to 
cover the whole of Buckinghamshire county, excluding the previously hived-off Milton Keynes unitary 
authority, and abolishing the current 4 district councils of Aylesbury Vale, Wycombe, Chiltern and South 
Bucks. 
 
As a Parish Council situated in Aylesbury Vale, we wrote to Mr Javid last year, supporting the move from a 
two-tier council structure to a unitary system. We had concerns about the 1-unitary proposal, and favoured 
the 2-unitary solution being put forward by Aylesbury Vale DC and the three southern district councils.  
 
Since the “minded to” statement was published, we have attended presentations by the leaders of both 
Bucks County Council and Aylesbury Vale District Council and carefully read much of the information 
disseminated. 
 
At a duly convened parish council meeting, councillors made the unanimous decision to write to you again. 
We agreed to confirm our continued support for (1) the change to unitary rather than two-tier local 
government, and (2) the adoption of 2 unitary councils – northern and southern – to cover the area 
currently served by Bucks County Council. 
 
Our particular concerns are with the following aspects of the “minded to” statement, and we have looked 
at independent data sources to back up our assertions (see Appendix A). To us, these are the absolutely KEY 
factors. 
 

• “credible geography” 
 

• “clear local identity”, and  
 

• “the improvement of local government and service delivery”.  
 
Inevitably our focus is on Aylesbury Vale, but we believe that the southern districts are also strong in their 
belief in the Bucks “north-south divide”. 
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Table A: Selected Data on Bucks County and Districts 
 
   Population 1 % of Bucks Area 1a  Population Bucks CC 
     population square miles Density  Current 
         per sq mile Councillors3,4 

 

TOTAL BUCKS  534,700   604     49  

Aylesbury Vale  193,100 36 %  348     554   17  
 

Wycombe  176,900 33 %  125  1,412   16 
Chiltern       95,100 18 %    76  1,255      9 
South Bucks     69,600 13 %    55  1,276       7  
 
   341,600 64 %  256  1,336   32  
 
For comparison 
Milton Keynes Unitary 264,500   119  2,222 
 
 
Credible Geography and Local Identity 
 
Buckinghamshire is an elongated county, with the Chiltern Hills running roughly across the middle. The 
north and the south of the county are very different geographically, socially and economically. Northern 
Bucks is a predominantly rural area, whereas southern Bucks has a far greater population density and is 
very London-centric. 
 

a) Geography. The population density in Aylesbury Vale is 554 per square mile; the density in the 
other three districts is 1,412 for Wycombe, 1,255 for Chiltern and 1,276 for South Bucks.   
 
The land area of Aylesbury Vale is 348 square miles, compared with 256 square miles for the other 
three districts combined. Aylesbury Vale represents 58% of the land area of Bucks. 
 
These statistics show the very different geography of the two halves of the county.  
 

b) Employment and travel to work. Agriculture is a much more important factor in the economy of 
northern Bucks than of southern. 
 
Outside agriculture, northern Bucks employment is more concentrated in local towns, and in Milton 
Keynes and Oxford.  
 
In southern Bucks, a very significant majority of working people commute into London. The 
percentage of working people travelling from homes in the South to jobs in the North is low.  
 
Among working people, therefore, our conviction is that there is a strong difference in local 
identity: 
  South Bucks – work in London; live in southern Bucks 

  North Bucks – work and live in northern Bucks 
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c) Socio-economic factors 

 According to ONS statistics from the 2011 Census2, the socio-economic profiles of Aylesbury Vale 
and the other districts are at significant variance, particularly at the higher and lower ends of the 
scale.  

In Aylesbury Vale, 30% of households had a “household reference pe rson” in the highest socio-
economic groups A and B; compared with 36% of households in the other 3 districts combined.   

The differential is largely made up at the very lowest end of the scale – 37% are in groups D and E in 
Aylesbury Vale, with only 32% in DE in the south of the county. 

The familiar division into the broader groupings of (higher) ABC1 and (lower) C2DE therefore shows 
that northern Bucks is less well-off and in lower-status jobs than the south: 

     ABC1  C2DE 

  Northern Bucks  63 %  37 %  
  Southern Bucks  68 %  32 % 

House prices in southern Bucks are significantly higher than in the north, reflecting the premium 
placed on their closeness to London, and the socio-economic profile of the residents.  

A simple search of a property website for a modern (not brand-new) 3-bedroom 1-bathroom semi-
detached house in the market towns of Amersham (southern Bucks) and Winslow (northern Bucks) 
shows the following: 

Amersham Winslow 
Lowest price  £500,000 £350,000 

 

We believe there is therefore a much more credible geography and clearer local identity for north and 
south Bucks separately, than for Bucks as a whole. 

 
Improvement in local government – representation and democracy 
 
We fear that if a single unitary authority were approved, the concerns of North Bucks would be over-
ridden by the greater population and therefore greater number of councillors in South Bucks.  The 2-
unitary authority approach would mean that each authority is less remote from its electorate and would 
allow local residents to have more say in the policies adopted.  
 

a) North-South councillor imbalance. As councillor constituency boundaries include approximately 
equal numbers of electors, the higher population in the south of the county inevitably leads to 
Aylesbury Vale councillors being in a significant minority on the current Bucks County Council.  
 
Out of 49 councillors in Bucks CC, there are just 17 in Aylesbury Vale (representing 35.5% of the 
total Bucks electorate), with 16 in Wycombe, 9 in Chiltern and 7 in South Bucks 3,4. Councillors 
representing the south, then, total 32 – almost twice the number representing the north. 
 
The proposal for the one-unitary council is for no change in ward boundaries from the current 
county council – there would simply be 2 councillors per ward. Therefore the percentage of 
councillors representing the northern versus the southern region would be exactly the same. 
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Northern Bucks  Southern Bucks 

  Percent of councillors  35 %   65 % 
 
In the 1-unitary proposal, the greater population and number of councillors in the south would 
always allow southern councillors to out-vote the north, even if all the northern councillors voted 
together.  
 

b) Housing development. Major housing development is a big issue in Bucks, with much population 
growth and economic strength.  

The north and south of the county have very different frameworks for planning new development, 
due to their differing land profiles.  The Green Belt and the Chilterns Area of Outstanding Natural 
Beauty are very important considerations in the south of Bucks, while Aylesbury Vale has very little 
Green Belt, but much agricultural land, many Areas of Attractive Landscape and 83 Conservation 
Areas. 

If all of Bucks were in one unitary, we fear that there would be even stronger pressure than is 
already felt from the southern districts to push the majority of new development into the north of 
the county.  

As a planning authority in its own right, Aylesbury Vale currently has the mandate to put the 
interests of its residents first. As a minority element in a 1-unitary council, the pressure from the 
majority would be irresistible.  

The attractive rural landscapes and historic market towns and villages of north Bucks could suffer 
irreparable harm. 

 
Economies of scale versus loss of control  
 
Although the single unitary authority is inevitably predicted to make more cost savings than a 2-unitary 
solution, we are concerned that the 1-unitary would become too large, leading to diminishing returns on 
savings, and loss of efficiency and control. 
 

a) Too large. There are clearly economies of scale and savings to be made from amalgamation into 
just one body. However, the extremely large size – 534,700 population – of the resulting 1-unitary 
could well be counter-productive for efficiency and effective control as well as democracy.  
 
This population would make the Bucks 1-unitary authority the second-largest of all unitary 
authorities in England, after Cornwall UA (553,700). Bucks can hardly be said to be comparable with 
Cornwall, which is effectively a separate nation, with its own language. 
 

  Population (2016 Estimates) 

Over 400,000 250-400,000 150-250,000 under 150,000  

  Number of unitaries  4  17  21  13 
  in England5 

 
These population figures are 2016 estimates by the ONS; with such high growth in house-building 
across particularly Aylesbury Vale, the total in Bucks is set to increase even further. 
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b) Loss of efficiency and local accountability. We realise that any new local authority would have to 

go through a period of complete re-structuring and elections, but we have no reason to believe a 
new 1-unitary would not just be a carbon-copy of the current Bucks CC administration. 
 
As a parish council in Bucks co-operating with the county council, we have often felt that the huge 
differences between north and south Bucks have made it very difficult for them to work as 
efficiently and fairly as we would have hoped. Taking on an even larger role could multiply the 
problems. The district councils have often worked better with parishes and towns.  
 
We believe that the 2-unitary solution would still make significant cost savings over the current 
two-tier system, but would retain much better local relationships and efficiency. 

 
c) Credible geography and local identity. Successful unitary authorities in England have a wide range 

of differing populations and land areas – the key determinant appears to be that they represent a 
highly congruent community of people in an area well-recognised as a discrete entity. 
 
Assuming the border is along current district boundaries, the 2-unitary approach would result in 
North Bucks (Aylesbury Vale) with a population of 193,100 and South Bucks (Wycombe, Chiltern 
and South Bucks) with 341,600. 
 
We have heard it suggested that North Bucks would be “too small” as a unitary authority. We do 
not think this is an issue, as there are all sizes of unitary authority in England (see above). 
 
North Bucks would be in the company of 21 other unitaries between 150 and 250,000 population, 
while South Bucks would join 17 others of between 250 and 400,000. 

 

We sincerely hope that you will look again at the alternatives for Buckinghamshire. 

 

Yours sincerely 
 
 
Ruth Millard 
Clerk, Weedon Parish Council 
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APPENDIX A 

 

References 

1. Population Estimates for UK … Mid-2016 Office for National Statistics 22nd June 2017, as presented on 
Wikipedia website as “List of English districts by population” 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_English_districts_by_population 

 
1a. Links on Wikipedia from table in (1) to details of each district eg.  
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Aylesbury_Vale 
 
2. 2011 Census: Key Statistics and Quick Statistics for local authorities in the United Kingdom (Part 3), 
released 23rd January 2014 
https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/populationandmigration/populationestimates/d
atasets/2011censuskeystatisticsandquickstatisticsforlocalauthorities 

 
3. Bucks County Council Election Results by electoral divisions, County Council Election 4th May 2017.  
https://democracy.buckscc.gov.uk/mgManageElectionResults.aspx?bcr=1 

 
4. Bucks County Council Boundary Maps Electoral Division Boundaries 
https://buckscc.gov.uk/services/community/research/boundary-maps 
 
5. List of UK unitary authorities 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_unitary_authorities_of_England 
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