CHESHAM ACTION PARTNERSHIP
A PROFILE OF CHESHAM
Chesham is comfortably the largest settlement in the Chiltern District with more than a fifth
of the total population. It is also the third largest town in Buckinghamshire, if Milton Keynes
is excluded. Located close to the eastern edges of both Chiltern District and
Buckinghamshire, it shares a boundary with Hertfordshire and this location on the edge of
both the District and the County inevitably has certain consequences in a climate of
centralisation. Chesham lies in the Metropolitan Green Belt about 10 miles from the north‐
western edge of London and abuts the Chilterns Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty.
It has a long historic heritage and, indeed, a recognisable pre‐historic one as well. The first
written record dates from 970 and the town is described in the Domesday Book of 1086; the
parish church dates from the 12th century and a charter to hold a market was granted by
Henry III in 1257. The Old Town and the High Street are conservation areas.
However, in addition to its market town background and in contrast to much of the rest of
Chiltern District, Chesham also has a strong industrial heritage. In 1086 there were already
four mills powered by the river Chess and more were added later. Initially these were corn
mills but from the 16th century onwards some were switched to other processes such as
making paper and fulling cloth. In parallel with these power driven and relatively large scale
processes, there were a number of cottage industries in the town, including lace‐making
and straw plaiting while wooden‐ware manufacture flourished from the 16th century. Boot
and shoe manufacture and brush making also became prominent.
In the 19th century these last three industries moved to a factory scale, employing many
workers each and the population of Chesham increased from 3,969 to 9,005. It is this
combination of significant industrialisation and rapid population growth that has
contributed largely to the unique character of Chesham within Chiltern.
On the assumption that District and County policies will be formulated on the basis of
factual information, this profile sets out to record objective information about Chesham and
to highlight those areas where Chesham might require a different approach to policy
formulation. The most obvious such areas are population and demographics, housing, levels
of deprivation and educational levels.
Classification of areas of Buckinghamshire.
In 2004 The Department for Environment Food and Rural Affairs classified different parts of
Buckinghamshire into four different geographic types, town areas, fringe areas, village areas
and hamlet and isolated dwellings areas. Bucks CC found this classification inadequate as it
did not separately recognise the market towns that are such a prominent feature of
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Buckinghamshire and introduced an amended classification, dividing the County into Rural,
Market Town and Urban areas. The differences between the three types of area were given
as:
‐ Rural Areas are dominated by “wealthy achievers” (70%), followed by the
“comfortably off” (22%).
‐ Market Towns are also dominated by “wealthy achievers” (47%) followed by
“comfortably off” (28%) but with a proportion of “hard pressed”.
‐ Urban Areas show the “comfortably off” as the biggest group (39%), followed by
“hard pressed” and “moderate means” that make up more than a quarter of the
total. “Wealthy achievers” make up about 23%. Typically, urban areas have the
largest proportion of adults with no educational qualifications and the smallest
proportion qualified to degree level. They have an income profile that is much lower
than for the other two groups and a slightly higher level of poor health.
Chesham has clearly been a market town for many hundreds of years but its strong
industrial history means that some areas of the Town can more accurately be represented
as “urban” within this categorisation, with the income, educational and health levels to
match. However, this legacy also contributes to the strong sense of identity and civic loyalty
that is found in the town. This, together with the strong tradition of innovation, continues to
make Chesham a practical and attractive location for new and developing businesses.
Overall, this means that Chesham differs significantly from the rest of Chiltern and has
problems and needs that may not be adequately addressed by policies that are tailored to
the average areas of Chiltern District. Data supporting this contention is set out below.
Quality of Life.
Chesham is a pleasant and attractive place to live. The Quality of Life tables, such as that
produced by the Halifax and reported in the national press in May 2008, do not analyse
down to places the size of Chesham but Chiltern, on the basis of average values, ranks highly
in such tables.
The beauties of the Green belt and the AONB are easily accessible from Chesham and
Chesham itself is easily accessible by road and rail. It is also the focus for a network of
pleasant walks that are described in a series of attractive leaflets.
Another striking feature of Chesham is that it has always been a town where people both
live and work, with the majority of Chesham workers travelling less than five miles to their
places of employment. This is not only a climate friendly arrangement and one favourable to
the work/life balance but it also means that Chesham is a destination in its own right, not
just a dormitory for somewhere else. Moreover, Chesham is recognised as a friendly place
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to live and the Town’s motto of “Serve One Another” still largely describes how people
behave.
Being a long established town and a major centre of population in the District also confers
many practical advantages. The major banks are well represented and there is a full range of
professional services. The town boasts many specialist and local shops and has a plethora of
clubs and other facilities catering for a wide variety of leisure interests. Furthermore,
whatever your religious affiliation, it is probable that you can find an appropriate place of
worship in Chesham as there are well over twenty of them, ranging in age from St. Mary’s to
the Mosque.
Taken together, all these factors suggest that the reason that Chesham is such a good place
to live is that it is still a town with character, a somewhere, not an anywhere.
Population and Demographics.
In most respects the demographic issues for Chesham are the same as those facing other
areas. The forecasts indicate a more or less static but ageing population with reduced
numbers of people of working age, with obvious implications for income levels. However,
one area where there is a significant difference between Chesham and the rest of Chiltern
District is in the distribution of black and minority ethnic (BME) groups. An analysis of the
figures from the 2001 census shows that the proportion of BME residents in Chesham is
about three times the level in the rest of Chiltern and that well over 80% of the Asian/Asian
British population of Chiltern lives in Chesham. The detailed figures are given in Table 1 in
the appendix. In this respect, therefore, it is unlikely that the needs of Chesham and the
needs of the rest of Chiltern will coincide closely.
Housing and households.
This is another area in which the realities of Chesham differ from the rest of Chiltern; it is
also a factor that is strongly associated with many of the other areas of difference. The
detailed analyses of properties in Chesham, Chiltern and Chiltern without Chesham,
described by type, size and tenure, are shown in Tables 2, 3 and 4 in the appendix but, in
summary they show that Chesham has fewer detached houses, that the houses are, in
general, smaller and that the proportion of socially rented houses is about double the
average for the rest of Chiltern.
Despite these imbalances, revealed in the 2001 census, the new properties built in Chesham
since then have only exacerbated the position. The bulk of the new dwellings have been
classified as small, in contrast to the rest of Chiltern and a high proportion of the new social
housing has been in Chesham also. There is no policy of giving Chesham people any priority
in the allocation of housing here so, as the bulk of social housing is already in Chesham, the
overall effect is to concentrate small and low income families in the town, with undesirable
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health and educational consequences, a reduction in the viability of Chesham as a retail
centre and an entrenchment of deprivation within the town.
There is also concern over the risk of over‐development in Chesham and the adequacy (or
otherwise) of the infra‐structure to cope with further building.
There is already serious traffic congestion in the centre of Chesham, with resultant pollution
levels that exceed legal limits.
The nature of the valley in which the town lays, means that heavy rainfall on the
surrounding hills can frequently cause flooding in the town centre. This problem is being
exacerbated by building developments on the hills that replace grass and arable land by tiles
and tarmac and so reduce the natural ability of the terrain to absorb rainfall.
Doubts have been expressed about the ability of the sewerage system to cope even with the
existing demand, but little evidence seems to be available to prove or disprove this
contention.
The latest Government initiatives apparently foreshadow an increased emphasis on the
allocation of housing to local people – which would be welcome – but time will tell.
Apart from the effect on Chesham itself, a recent report suggests that the policy of
concentrating affordable housing in the main settlements in Chiltern may have an
unexpectedly adverse effect on the villages that it is seeking to protect. The report suggests
that 54 country pubs and 33 village stores will go out of business each month of the coming
year, a process that “rips the heart out of community life”. It further claims that 100,000
affordable homes need to be built in rural areas in the next ten years to meet local demand
and to preserve village identities and to prevent them being swamped by wealthy
commuters and second home owners.
Deprivation.
Clearly, Chiltern is a very affluent area and is fortunately free from the worst levels of
deprivation. The Indices of Multiple Deprivation (2004) divide the country into over 32,000
so‐called SOAs and classifies all of them against a number of criteria, including income.
There are 57 SOAs in Chiltern and none of them falls into the bottom quintile (fifth) for
income. Indeed, more than 60% fall into the top quintile, and only 9% into the fourth.
However, as always, the distribution is uneven and Table 5 in the appendix shows the
figures re‐analysed geographically.
These figures again show that people on low incomes are disproportionately – though not
exclusively ‐ concentrated in Chesham. There are only half as many households in the top
half of the income distribution in Chesham but four times as many in the bottom half, when
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compared with the rest of Chiltern. Unsurprisingly, the highest levels of deprivation are
associated with the highest levels of social housing.
Education and skills.
It is frequently stated that a skilled and educated workforce is vital to the country’s future
so an analysis of the figures for adults with various levels of qualification given in the 2001
census, is of interest. Table 6 shows the results of this analysis. Level 4/5 represents degree
level qualifications. Once again both the highest proportion of people with no formal
qualifications and the lowest proportions of people qualified to the highest level are found
in Chesham and, again there is a strongly adverse association between the level of formal
qualification and the proportion of social housing.
This association is emphasised even more strongly in the ward in Chesham with the highest
level of social housing that also shows 36% of the population to be without any formal
qualifications and only 13% qualified to degree level.
Health
The 2001 census asked people to declare whether their general health was Good, Fairly
Good or Not Good and on that basis the responses showed that the average health of
people in the whole of Chiltern, including Chesham, was better than the averages for
England as a whole and for South East England but that Chesham was somewhat worse than
the average for Chiltern excluding Chesham (Table 7). However, one ward in Chesham did
show significantly worse figures than Chiltern, Chesham or the South East. Unsurprisingly,
this is the ward with the highest level of social housing. The development of the Healthzone
is seen as a key development in tackling this problem but pressure will be needed to ensure
that it does include all the facilities originally promised.
CONCLUSIONS
Although the figures support the proposition that Chesham is, in many ways, different from
the rest of Chiltern, this does not, of itself, indicate the best way forward. We can argue that
extra resources should be devoted to Chesham but this is a fairly diffuse objective and lacks
focus. A fairly general objective would be to try to re‐balance the demographics of the town
by reducing – or at least, by not increasing – the high proportions of small and social
housing, although this needs to be balanced against the immediate needs of local people for
affordable housing. This would clearly be a long term objective and would not address many
of the immediate problems. In the short term it would probably be most effective to
concentrate efforts within the area or areas that are worst affected by the problems
identified above and to press both for the provision of new facilities and for the better use
of existing facilities, perhaps, for example, through projects to improve local access to adult
education and health advice.
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It clearly falls within the ChAP remit to identify and support such projects and the
mechanisms that will facilitate them.
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APPENDIX. TABLES OF DATA.
Table 1. Analysis of the ethnic composition of Chiltern (%)
Chiltern

Chesham

Chiltern – Chesham

White

95.3

91.2

96.7

Asian/Asian British

2.5

6.8

1.3

Black/Black British

0.3

0.3

0.3

Chinese/Other

0.7

0.5

0.7

Table 2. Types of dwelling (%)
Detached

Semi‐Det.

Terrace

Flat/Mais.

Chesham

20.8

32.5

29.4

16.5

Rest of Chiltern

51.2

22.5

13.2

12.0

Table 3. Number of rooms (%)
8+

7

5 or 6

3 or 4

1 or 2

Chesham

11.1

9.5

52.1

25.0

2.2

Rest of Chiltern

31.7

14.0

34.1

18.6

1.5

Table 4. Tenure (%)
Owned

Social rented

Private rented

Chesham

72.9

20.4

5.5

Rest of Chiltern

81.3

10.4

6.6
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Table 5. Distribution of income within Chiltern District (%)
Chiltern

Chesham

Chiltern‐Chesham

1st quintile

60

21

72

2nd quintile

16

21

14

3rd quintile

14

36

7

4th quintile

9

21

5

5th quintile

0

0

0

Table 6. Distribution of qualifications in the adult population (%)
Chiltern

Chesham

Chiltern ‐ Chesham

No formal qualifications

18

25

16

Qualification to level 1

13

16

12

Qualification to level 2

22

21

22

Qualification to level 3

10

8

10

Qualification to levels 4/5

31

23

34

Table 7. General level of health in Chiltern (%)
Good Health

Not Good Health

Chiltern

77.5

5.6

Chesham

73.0

6.4

Chiltern – Chesham

78.9

5.3

SE England

71.5

7.1

England

68.8

9.0
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