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HMAs and FEMAs in Buckinghamshire: 
Updating the evidence 
Further analysis of data from the 2011 Census 

1. Opinion Research Services (ORS) and Atkins were commissioned to prepare a report to identify Housing 

Market Areas (HMAs) and Functional Economic Market Areas (FEMAs) for Buckinghamshire County and the 

surrounding areas which was published in March 2015 as “Housing Market Areas and Functional Economic 

Market Areas in Buckinghamshire and surrounding areas” (referred to in this report as the “2015 Study”). 

2. The 2015 Study used the most up-to-date commuting, migration and house price data available at that time.  

Nevertheless, whilst commuting data from the 2011 Census was used, this was based on flows between 

Middle-layer Super Output Areas (MSOAs); and as migration data from the 2011 Census was not available 

for small areas (below local authority administrative areas), the analysis of migration flows was based on 

data from the 2001 Census. 

3. Based on the evidence available at that time, the study concluded that the areas shown in Figure 1 provided 

the most appropriate and up-to-date geographies for functional HMAs and FEMAs, which were both primarily 

informed by the commuting flow data that was available. 

Figure 1: Functional HMAs and FEMAs in Buckinghamshire and the surrounding area (Source: Housing Market Areas and 

Functional Economic Market Areas in Buckinghamshire and surrounding areas, March 2015) 

Functional Housing Market Areas (HMAs) 

 

Functional Economic Market Areas (FEMAs) 

 

4. Since the 2015 Study was published, the ONS has published more detailed commuting data from the 2011 

Census, based on flows between Census Output Areas; and ORS has also been granted access to the 

safeguarded migration data from the 2011 Census through the ONS Virtual Microdata Laboratory (VML). 

5. This paper therefore reviews the 2015 Study analysis and conclusions in the context of this additional data. 
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Analysing Commuting Patterns  

6. The 2015 Study established commuting zones using commuting data from the 2011 Census based on flows 

between Middle-layer Super Output Areas.  This analysis pre-dated the ONS publishing new travel to work 

areas (TTWAs) based on the 2011 Census, and the outcome of the 2015 Study analysis differed from the 

ONS TTWAs that were available at that time (which were based on data from the 2001 Census). 

7. Whilst the ONS had previously identified TTWAs for “Milton Keynes & Aylesbury” and “Wycombe & Slough”, 

the 2015 Study concluded that the 2011 Census showed that the links between Aylesbury and Wycombe 

were now stronger than the respective links with Milton Keynes and Slough.  On this basis, the 2015 Study 

proposed the Central Buckinghamshire commuting zone. 

8. The ONS has now updated the official TTWAs using the data from the 2011 Census, and Figure 2 compares 

the current and previous geographies.  It is evident that the latest ONS TTWAs support the conclusions 

reached by the 2015 Study, with a single TTWA for “High Wycombe and Aylesbury”. 

Figure 2: ONS Travel To Work Areas (Source: ONS 2007; ONS 2015) 

ONS TTWAs based on 2001 Census data 

 

ONS TTWAs based on 2011 Census data 

 

9. The ONS has now published more detailed commuting data from the 2011 Census, based on flows between 

Census Output Areas.  We have therefore updated the commuting zone analysis, replicating the modelling 

approach used for the 2015 Study but based on this more fine-grained, lower-level geography. 

10. Figure 3 shows the outcomes of this further analysis, where it is evident that the updated commuting zones 

largely reflect the original commuting zones based on MSOA boundaries, although there as some differences 

evident.  The Central Buckinghamshire commuting zone now extends further towards Oxford (albeit that the 

additional areas are relatively sparsely populated); and whilst Winslow was previously in the Milton Keynes 

commuting zone, it now falls within the Central Buckinghamshire zone.  There are few other changes of direct 

relevance to Buckinghamshire. 
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Figure 3 Comparing commuting zones based on MSOA and lower level geographies (Source: 2011 Census, ONS. Note: Red lines 

show original commuting zones based on MSOA boundaries; coloured areas show updated commuting zones) 

 

11. Figure 4 sets out the updated key statistics for each of the identified commuting zones and highlights those 

that reach the ONS target of 75% and the ONS threshold of 67% in green (dark green and light green 

respectively), with the remaining flows (that fail to reach the ONS threshold of 67%) highlighted in red.  

Figure 4: Resident Statistics for updated commuting zones (Source: 2011 Census. Note: Dark green cells exceed the ONS TTWA 

target of 75%; light green cells exceed the ONS TTWA threshold of 67% whilst red cells do not achieve the ONS TTWA 

minimum threshold; numbers of workers rounded to nearest 100) 

Commuting 

Zone 

Living 

and 

Working 

in area 

Workplace  

Population 

Resident Population Containment  

Score All workers Exc. Greater London 

Total 

workers 

%  

living in 

area 

Total 

workers 

% 

working 

in area 

Total 

workers 

% 

working 

in area 

Overall 

Exc. 

Greater 

London 

Oxford 237,100 284,600 83.3% 277,400 85.5% 270,000 87.8% 84.4% 85.5% 

Reading & 
Slough 

316,400 420,600 75.2% 428,300 73.9% 381,100 83.0% 74.6% 78.9% 

Central 
Buckinghamshire 

150,900 196,700 76.7% 220,600 68.4% 193,600 78.0% 72.3% 77.3% 

Milton Keynes 135,900 183,400 74.1% 177,300 76.7% 168,500 80.7% 75.4% 77.3% 

West Herts 198,600 294,100 67.5% 309,600 64.1% 236,100 84.1% 65.8% 74.9% 

Luton 100,500 135,100 74.4% 150,700 66.7% 139,600 72.0% 70.3% 73.2% 
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Identifying Migration Zones 

12. Using migration flow data from the 2001 Census, the 2015 Study showed that the strongest relationships in 

terms of migration mirrored the strongest commuting relationships (based on commuting flow data from the 

2011 Census).  On this basis, migration zones were identified using the strongest relationships in terms of 

migration flows for each MSOA.  Through replicating this analysis using migration flow data from the 2011 

Census, we have updated the migration zones using the strongest relationships from the new data. 

Figure 5: Comparing migration zones based on 2001 and 2011 data (Source: 2011 Census, ONS.  Note: Blue lines show original 

migration zones based on 2001 Census data; coloured areas show updated migration zones based on 2011 Census data) 

 

13. It is evident that the 2011-based migration zones largely mirror the 2001-based zones; and whilst there are 

some differences at the edges, most of these are very minor in the areas surrounding Buckinghamshire.  The 

only difference of particular note is that Thame was previously included within the Central Buckinghamshire 

migration zone whereas the settlement now falls within the Oxford migration zone. 

14. Figure 6 sets out the updated key statistics for each of the identified migration zones based on the two 

migration containment ratios set out in the PAS OAN technical advice note (second edition, paragraph 5.15), 

with long-distance moves continuing to compare thresholds of 20 miles and 50 miles: 

“Supply side (origin); moves within the area divided by all moves whose origin is in the area, 

excluding long-distance moves 

Demand side (destination): moves within the area divided by all moves whose destination is in the 

area, excluding long-distance moves.” 
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Figure 6: Statistics for updated migration zones (Source: 2011 Census, ONS. Note: Number of migrants rounded to nearest 10) 

 

Migration Zone 

Bedford 
Central 
Bucks 

Luton 
Milton 
Keynes 

Reading & 
Slough 

Supply Side (origin)      

Moved within area 10,900 25,840 24,260 20,840 80,180 

Moved to 
elsewhere 

Moves of up to 20 miles 2,270 4,190 4,320 3,050 7,870 

Moves of 20 to 50 miles 1,480 6,590 3,160 3,230 11,510 

Moves of 50 miles or more 2,400 8,380 4,560 4,340 17,000 

Total supply side moves 17,050 45,000 36,300 31,460 111,360 

Moves within 
area as… 

% of all moves 63.9% 57.4% 66.8% 66.3% 72.0% 

% of moves up to 50 miles 74.4% 70.6% 76.4% 76.9% 80.5% 

% of moves up to 20 miles 82.8% 86.1% 84.9% 87.3% 91.1% 

Demand Side (destination)      

Moved within area 10,900 25,840 24,260 20,840 80,400 

Moved from 
elsewhere 

Moves of up to 20 miles 2,750 5,700 3,730 3,620 9,080 

Moves of 20 to 50 miles 1,720 7,050 3,730 3,750 11,050 

Moves of 50 miles or more 2,070 5,640 3,200 3,880 13,350 

Total demand side moves 17,450 44,230 34,930 32,090 108,760 

Moves within 
area as… 

% of all moves 62.5% 58.4% 69.5% 65.0% 73.9% 

% of moves up to 50 miles 70.9% 67.0% 76.5% 73.9% 80.0% 

% of moves up to 20 miles 79.8% 81.9% 86.7% 85.2% 89.9% 

15. The 2015 Study identified that 54.1% of all supply side moves originated in the Central Buckinghamshire 

migration zone (based on 2001 Census data), whereas this proportion has increased to 57.4% for the updated 

migration zone (based on 2011 Census data).  Similarly, the 2015 Study identified that the destination of 

48.5% of all demand side moves was within the Central Buckinghamshire migration zone (based on 2001 

Census data), and again this proportion has increased to 58.4% based on the updated zone.  So in terms of 

overall migration, the updated zone for Central Buckinghamshire shows a greater level of self-containment. 

16. PPG identifies that a “relatively high proportion of household moves” will be contained within a housing 

market area, and suggests that this will be “typically 70%” or more; however this “excludes long-distance 

moves” (ID 2a-011).  As the PAS OAN technical advice note confirms, “what counts as a long-distance move 

is a matter of judgment” (second edition, paragraph 5.16).  Data from the English Housing Survey 2013-14 

household report1 (figure 6.4) shows that over 7 in every 8 moves in the UK involved distances of less than 

50 miles, with almost 5 in every 6 involving distances of less than 20 miles.  It would therefore seem 

appropriate for long-distance moves to include all moves of at least 50 miles, and for moves of 20 miles or 

more to also be considered. 

17. Excluding moves of over 50 miles increases the supply side proportion for the Central Buckinghamshire zone 

to 70.6% with demand side moves increasing to 67.0%; whilst excluding moves of over 20 miles increases 

these proportions to 86.1% and 81.9% respectively.  On this basis, it seems reasonable to conclude that the 

Central Buckinghamshire migration zone contains a “relatively high proportion of household moves” (as does 

the Reading & Slough zone) and therefore meets the requirements of PPG in this regard. 

                                                           
1 https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/english-housing-survey-2013-to-2014-household-report 

https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/english-housing-survey-2013-to-2014-household-report
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Updating the Functional Housing Market Areas 

18. The 2015 Study established the functional HMA geographies based primarily on the commuting flow data 

that was available at that time.  Nevertheless, in updating the most appropriate boundaries for the functional 

HMAs, it is appropriate to consider all of the evidence based on the updated commuting zones, up-to-date 

migration zones and relative house prices (based on Broad Rental Market Areas). 

19. We have previously identified clear similarities between the commuting zones and migration zones, albeit 

that the direction of travel is reversed (net commuting flows tend to be towards London, whilst net migration 

flows tend to be away from London).  Furthermore, the 2015 Study also demonstrated that these zones 

generally reflect the BRMA boundaries. 

20. Given this context, Figure 7 illustrates the proposed functional housing market areas, which are based on 

majority agreement between these three geographies.  Areas which fall within the same commuting zone, 

migration zone and BRMA are evidently allocated to that functional housing market area.  Where there is 

disagreement between the three geographies, the functional housing market area is allocated based on the 

two geographies that do agree (and determined by the commuting zone in the few areas where all three 

geographies differ). 

Figure 7: Functional Housing Market Areas (updated using lower level geography data for commuting zones, 2011-based 

migration zones and taking account of house prices) with Local Authority Boundaries 
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21. Figure 8 shows the original and updated geographies side-by-side, where it is evident that the extent of the 

Central Buckinghamshire functional HMA has extended further into Aylesbury Vale with the majority of the 

remainder of the district covered by the Milton Keynes functional HMA.  Whilst there are other functional 

HMAs covering parts of Aylesbury Vale (including Banbury, Luton, Oxford and South West Hertfordshire), 

these areas are all sparsely populated.  The Wycombe district continues to fall entirely within the Central 

Buckinghamshire functional HMA as does the vast majority of Chiltern district; whilst the conclusions for 

South Bucks district remain largely unchanged, with the population divided between Central 

Buckinghamshire and Reading & Slough functional HMAs. 

22. The updated Central Buckinghamshire functional HMA does extend into South Oxfordshire to some extent; 

however, this is a sparsely populated area and Thame still falls within the Oxford functional HMA.  Similarly, 

the area extends into a small part of Dacorum, but this area is also sparsely populated. 

Figure 8: Comparison of the original functional HMAs and the updated HMAs in Buckinghamshire 

Original functional HMAs 

 

Updated functional HMAs 

 

23. Figure 9 details the distribution of the resident population for the updated functional housing market areas 

by local authority.  Cells have been highlighted in dark green where two thirds or more of the population for 

a local authority area are resident in a functional housing market area.  Cells have been highlighted in light 

green where at least a third of the population for a local authority are resident in a functional HMA. 

Figure 9: Resident Population in 2011 by Local Authority Area and Functional Housing Market Area (Source: 2011 Census, ONS. 

Note: Population rounded to nearest 100. Figures may not sum due to rounding) 

Local Authority 
Area 

Functional Housing Market Area 

Central Bucks Reading & Slough Luton Milton Keynes Elsewhere 

N % N % N % N % N % 

Aylesbury Vale 137,400 80.8% -   -   2,800 1.6% 28,000 16.4% 2,000 1.2% 

Chiltern 91,600 99.7% -   -   -   -   -   -   1,000 0.3% 

South Bucks 25,600 38.9% 40,200 61.1% -   -   -   -   -   -   

Wycombe 169,000 100.0% -   -   -   -   -   -   -   -   

TOTAL 424,100 85.1% 40,200 8.1% 2,800 0.6% 28,000 5.6% 3,000 0.6% 
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Administrative Boundaries and Housing Market Areas 

24. The NPPF recognises that housing market areas may cross administrative boundaries, and PPG emphasises 

that housing market areas reflect functional linkages between places where people live and work.  The 

previous 2007 CLG advice note2 also established that functional housing market areas should not be 

constrained by administrative boundaries, nevertheless it suggested the need for a “best fit” approximation 

to local authority areas for developing evidence and policy (paragraph 9): 

“The extent of sub-regional functional housing market areas identified will vary and many will in 

practice cut across local authority administrative boundaries. For these reasons, regions and local 

authorities will want to consider, for the purposes of developing evidence bases and policy, using a 

pragmatic approach that groups local authority administrative areas together as an approximation 

for functional sub-regional housing market areas.” 

25. This “best fit” approximation has also been suggested by the PAS OAN technical advice note, which suggests 

(second edition, paragraph 5.9): 

“boundaries that straddle local authority areas are usually impractical, given that planning policy is 

mostly made at the local authority level, and many kinds of data are unavailable for smaller areas.” 

26. Considering the distribution of population based on the original functional housing market areas identified 

by the 2015 Study and the updated functional HMAs, it is evident that: 

» There are no substantive differences for the populations of Chiltern and Wycombe.  The proportion 

of Chiltern’s population in the Central Buckinghamshire functional HMA was 100% in the 2015 

Study analysis and remains at 99.7%, while the proportion of Wycombe’s population is 100% in 

both; 

» The proportion of the Aylesbury Vale population in the Central Buckinghamshire functional HMA 

has increased from 64.2% in the 2015 Study analysis to 80.8% in the analysis using the updated 

data, strengthening the case for concluding that the “best fit” for Aylesbury Vale district is as part of 

the Central Buckinghamshire HMA; 

» The proportion of the South Buckinghamshire population in the Central Buckinghamshire 

functional HMA has decreased slightly from 40.7% in the 2015 Study analysis to 38.9% in the 

updated analysis, with the balance in the Reading & Slough functional HMA increasing slightly from 

59.3% to 61.1%. 

27. The 2015 report concluded that: 

“Based on a detailed analysis of the evidence, we would therefore recommend to the 

Buckinghamshire councils that the most pragmatically appropriate “best fit” for the Central 

Buckinghamshire housing market area comprises Aylesbury Vale, Chiltern and Wycombe districts; 

and that South Bucks district should be considered within the “best fit” for Reading & Slough HMA.  

On the basis of the detailed analysis undertaken, the evidence identifies that the “best fit” for the 

whole Reading & Slough HMA comprises the local authorities of Bracknell, Reading, Slough, West 

Berkshire, Windsor & Maidenhead and Wokingham, as well as South Bucks.” 

28. It can be seen that the updated functional HMAs continue to support this conclusion. 

                                                           
2 Identifying sub-regional housing market areas (CLG, March 2007) 
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29. On this basis, we would continue to recommend to the Buckinghamshire councils that the most pragmatically 

appropriate “best fit” for the Central Buckinghamshire housing market area based on local authority areas 

comprises Aylesbury Vale, Chiltern and Wycombe districts; and that South Bucks district should be 

considered within the “best fit” for Reading & Slough HMA. 

30. These “best fit” groupings do not change the actual geography of the functional housing market areas that 

have been identified – they simply provide a pragmatic arrangement for the purposes of establishing the 

evidence required, as suggested by the CLG advice note and reaffirmed by the PAS technical advice note. 

Functional Economic Market Areas 

31. The 2015 Study concluded that HMAs and FEMAs should be geographically similar, because in broad terms 

both are largely determined by the reach of a daily return trip.  For this reason, and also for convenience, it 

is useful to combine the HMA and the FEMA into a single boundary, which is the approach taken by this 

study.  More recently, this approach has also been supported by the PAS OAN technical advice note (second 

edition, paragraphs 5.34-35) which suggests that: 

“One would expect HMAs and economic market areas to be geographically similar, because in broad 

terms both are largely determined by the reach of a daily return trip … It is helpful if HMAs and 

economic market areas are coterminous. This makes both analysis and policy-making more 

manageable … It also makes it possible to plan for alignment of jobs and workers – something which 

is very difficult to do at the level of individual authorities.” 

32. Taking account of all of the available evidence, the 2015 Study concluded: 

“On the basis of the evidence, we would recommend to the Buckinghamshire councils that the 

“best fit” for the Central Buckinghamshire FEMA comprises Aylesbury Vale, Chiltern and Wycombe 

districts; and that South Bucks district should be considered within the best fit for the Berkshire 

FEMA (comprised of Bracknell, Reading, Slough, West Berkshire, Windsor & Maidenhead and 

Wokingham, together with South Bucks).  Whilst this conclusion is fundamentally based on the 

evidence about the functional economic markets, it is also consistent with the conclusion about the 

“best fit” for housing market areas.” 

33. As the same functional areas were identified for the HMA and FEMA in the original study, and given that the 

updated functional areas broadly reflect those identified by the original analysis, the recommended FEMA 

“best fit” also stays the same.  Therefore, we still recommend that the most pragmatic “best fit” for the 

Central Buckinghamshire FEMA to local authority areas comprises Aylesbury Vale, Chiltern and Wycombe 

districts; and South Bucks district should be considered within the “best fit” for Berkshire FEMA. 

The Impact of a Joint Plan for Chiltern and South Bucks 

34. ORS prepared a supplementary note on “HMAs and FEMAs in Buckinghamshire: The Impact of a Joint Plan 

for Chiltern and South Bucks” which was published in January 2016.  This reviewed the implications of Chiltern 

and South Bucks being considered as a single combined area when establishing “best fit” housing market 

areas and FEMAs.  This note concluded that: 

“…the most pragmatically appropriate “best fit” for Chiltern and South Bucks as a single, combined 

area is as part of the Central Buckinghamshire housing market area.” 
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35. Based on the updated analysis presented in this paper, it is evident that there has been very little change to 

the proportions of Chiltern and South Bucks residents living in the Central Buckinghamshire functional HMA; 

so the updated analysis continues to support the conclusions from the January 2016 paper. 

36. On this basis, we would continue to recommend to the Buckinghamshire councils that the most pragmatically 

appropriate “best fit” for the Central Buckinghamshire housing market area based on Local Plan areas 

comprises Aylesbury Vale district, Wycombe district and the combined area of Chiltern and South Bucks 

districts.  As the same functional area was identified for the HMA and FEMA, the recommended “best fit” for 

the FEMA would also be based on the same four local authority areas. 

37. Once again, these “best fit” groupings do not change the actual geography of the functional housing market 

areas that have been identified – they simply provide a pragmatic arrangement for the purposes of 

establishing the evidence required, as suggested by the CLG advice note and reaffirmed by the PAS technical 

advice note. 

38. Whilst we believe that this proposed grouping for Central Buckinghamshire HMA provides the overall 

“best fit” for joint working (on the basis of a Joint Plan being developed for Chiltern and South Bucks), it is 

not the only arrangement possible given the complexities of the functional housing market areas in the 

region.  Regardless of the final groupings, the more important issue will be the need for all of the 

Buckinghamshire districts to maintain dialogue with each other and also with their neighbouring authorities, 

as well as with the Mayor of London through the Greater London Authority. 
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