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1.

Introduction

1.1 This supplementary planning document (SPD) has been produced in
conjunction with a background Tall Buildings Study which informs and supports
the SPD and is also available through the city council’s website.
1.2 This SPD has been written in response to a noticeable increase in the number
of planning applications for tall buildings in the city of Portsmouth. This rise in
applications locally is a reflection of a wider national interest in tall buildings.
The SPD is intended to enable the Local Planning Authority (LPA) to provide a
clear and well considered response to proposals for tall buildings and to ensure
that the development of tall buildings occurs in the most appropriate parts of the
city.
1.3 The document is divided into two parts, the first providing a clear set of criteria
which the LPA will expect any applicant to address when bringing forward
proposals for tall buildings. The principal objective of the criteria is to secure tall
buildings of the highest possible design quality.
1.4 The second part of the document identifies those parts of the city which may
provide opportunities for tall buildings. These are called ‘areas of opportunity’.
Nine areas of opportunity have been identified, and they are also discussed in
greater detail in the background Tall Buildings Study which accompanies and
informed this document.
1.5 This SPD is intended to direct the development of tall buildings towards
specified parts of the city – the areas of opportunity. It should be noted that the
existence of these identified areas does not automatically rule out the
development of tall buildings outside of the areas of opportunity. There would
however be a presumption against tall buildings outside of the areas of
opportunity unless the particular merits of a proposal outweigh this general
presumption.

2.

Policy context

2.1 This SPD supplements policy PCS24 ‘Tall Buildings’ in the adopted Portsmouth
Plan (Core Strategy).
2.2 This SPD should not be considered in isolation from relevant Portsmouth Plan
policies relating to infrastructure, transport, sustainability and conservation, or
any other policies that may be relevant to a specific proposal or site.
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3.

Pre application advice

3.1 Prospective applicants and their agents should note that it will be necessary to
engage in pre-application discussions with the LPA. As part of the preapplication process it is highly probable that the LPA will consult other bodies
such as:
•
•
•
•
•

The Design & Review Panel;
English Heritage (EH)
Commission for Architecture and the Built Environment (CABE) / Design
Council
The South East Regional Design Panel (SERDP)
Defence Estates (DE) – where appropriate

3.2 It is standard practice for of the city council to consult the Design & Review
Panel, and this gives applicants an opportunity to present and explain their
proposal to the panel. EH, CABE and SERDP are also amenable to preapplication consultation.
3.3

Outline planning applications for tall buildings are strongly discouraged.

4.

Environmental Impact Assessment

4.1 Applicants and their agents should also note that an Environmental Impact
Assessment (EIA) may be required as part of the application process. Potential
developers may wish to seek an EIA screening opinion from the Local Planning
Authority as part of any pre application discussions.
4.2

It should also be noted that an ‘appropriate assessment’ (AA) – under the
Conservation Natural Habitat Regulations 1994 - of a proposed tall building
may also be required in addition to an EIA in those areas which are in close
proximity to a nature conservation site of European significance.

5.

Definition of tall building

5.1 In the context of Portsmouth, a city characterised by large areas of low rise two
storey housing within a predominantly flat landscape, it is considered both
necessary and useful to define a tall building. A tall building is considered to
be:
•
•

any building above 5 storeys in height (i.e. 6 storeys or more in height)
any building of 20m or above in height

5.2 Any proposal for a building, which is equal to or exceeds either of the
storey/height thresholds, will trigger this SPD. The tall buildings SPD will also
be triggered by extensions, and/or the addition of plant/machinery and any
other structural projections to existing tall buildings which take the height of the
building above 20m or 5 storeys in height.
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5.3 The height thresholds apply in all instances, irrespective of whether an
application for a tall building is being made within, or outside of an area of
opportunity.

6.

Assessment of tall building proposals

6.1 In order to facilitate and encourage the design of tall buildings of the highest
quality, the LPA has identified the following principles or criteria which any
successful tall building should address. It should be noted that the city council
will be seeking a satisfactory response to all of these criteria. If the applicant
fails to provide the relevant information, the LPA may be unable to determine
the application.
6.2 In order to assess the suitability of proposals for new or replacement tall
buildings, the applicant will be required to submit a Tall Buildings Statement.
6.3 This statement would be required in addition to a Design and Access
Statement, and there may be some overlap between the two documents. It
would also be a requirement of the 1APP local list which identifies the criteria
by which the LPA check applications prior to their registration. The statement
should clearly indicate how the proposal responds to the criteria/points
identified below.
6.4 It should be noted that the requirement for the submission of a tall buildings
statement applies not only to new or replacement tall buildings, but also to
those situations in which the addition of an extension, or of plant/machinery
and/or any other structural projections to an existing building which would take
its height above 20m or 5 storeys.
Visual Impact

6.5 Applications should contain:
•

accurate visual representations (AVRs) which illustrate the impact of the
proposal from:
its immediate context
the wider urban context
any important views or vistas which the proposal may affect
(see paragraph 6.15)

•

where appropriate, accurate visual representations (AVRs) which illustrate
the impact of the proposal from a number of ‘strategic’ viewing points:
the marine approaches to Portsmouth
Portsdown Hill
Gosport Esplanade
(Appendix 2 indicates the location of appropriate viewing points)
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•

an urban design analysis of the surrounding area that clearly outlines the
positive and negative visual impact that the proposal would make - the taller
the building and the more sensitive its location, the more extensive and
detailed the analysis should be.

6.6 It is essential that all illustrations provided in support of the application must be
accurate, of a high quality, and capable of being easily understood. They must
not seek to minimise any real or perceived negative impacts of the proposal,
and as such must not deliberately misrepresent the height, scale, mass, form or
architectural detail of the proposal.
6.7 An effective means of ensuring accuracy (particularly if the images are
computer generated) is to base three dimensional images on the plans
submitted in support of the application.
6.8 The applicant should contact the LPA for further advice regarding the nature
and number of images that it is considered appropriate to provide.
Siting

6.9 Applications should:
•

demonstrate by means of accurate visual representations (AVRs) and
supporting information how the proposal sits within the townscape; and

•

describe where appropriate how the proposal would contribute to the
creation of a ‘cluster’ of tall buildings, or would contribute to an existing
cluster.

6.10 Groups of tall buildings should ideally be staggered or graduated to help create
a sense of drama, and emphasise the buildings at the core of the cluster. They
should not block significant views or vistas within, into or out of the city. The
applicant should also consider the construction of a scale model. These can be
an extremely effective tool in communicating the impact of a proposal.
Height

6.11 Applications should:
•

provide a justification of the height of any proposed new tall building; and

•

seek to ensure that lift transmission equipment, air conditioning units and
other plant and equipment are addressed as an integral part of the initial
design of a tall building.

6.12 Whilst this document clearly indicates the minimum height at which a building
could be considered tall within the context of Portsmouth, it does not suggest a
maximum height. This should not, however, be read as an indication that any
7
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height will be acceptable. All buildings have a reasonable limit, which relates to
their context, surroundings and impact on the surrounding townscape and
skyline. Any proposal for new tall buildings must be cognisant of restrictions on
height imposed in other SPDs and policies of the LPA relating to site and area
specific parts of the city.
6.13 Applicants should seek to moderate their aspirations towards excessive heights
for tall buildings, and would always be required to give a thorough and well
reasoned justification for the height of any proposal. It should also be noted that
in terms of massing and form a proposal will always have an optimal height in
relation to its width, depth and footprint. Ill-conceived proposals can appear
inelegant when consideration has not been given to these issues.
6.14 Plant and other equipment which is added later in the design process, or as a
‘bolt on’ for the purposes of expediency can significantly add to the height of a
tall building and have a detrimental impact on their overall design. Such
additions/equipment should always be considered as an integral part of the
initial design and not as a later addition.
Effect on local views and vistas

6.15 Applications should:
• illustrate the impact of any proposal on any local views or vistas.
6.16 A series of 10 key buildings/sites within the city have been identified as
particularly sensitive to the intrusion of tall buildings within their setting. The 10
key buildings/sites are:
1. The Spinnaker Tower
2. St Thomas’s Cathedral
3. St George’s Church
4. HMS Warrior
5. HMS Victory
6. Semaphore Tower
7. Guildhall
8. St Jude’s Church
9. St Mary’s Church
10. Southsea Common
6.17 In conjunction with a consideration of the impact of a proposed tall building on
any strategic or panoramic views The 10 key sites should be considered as a
starting point on which to base the visual analysis of any tall buildings
proposals.
6.18 The sites have been identified for a number of reasons. In the case of sites 1, 2
and 4-9 this is due to their prominence within the townscape; a function of their
height. In all instances the sites have also been chosen on the basis of their
especially significant conservation, cultural or townscape value a function either
of their age, location, history or visual significance.
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6.19 Southsea Common, the oldest, largest and most historically and visually
significant green space in the city, and the only area to be selected, has been
chosen from a desire to protect its periphery from the development of tall
buildings, and thus ensure the retention of its open character.
6.20 It is intended that particular attention should be given to the impact of any tall
buildings proposals on the setting, or on any skyline in which any of the
sensitive sites can be seen. The designation of these key buildings/ sites does
not however preclude the potential impact, which proposed tall buildings may
have on the setting of other significant local views or vistas. The omission of a
building or area from this list should also not be taken as an indication that they
are not considered significant. The impact on views and vistas generally should
always be given extremely careful and sensitive consideration irrespective of
the location and setting of any proposed tall building.
Images of the 10 ‘sensitive’ sites
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Alignment

6.21 Applications should:
• indicate how the proposal responds in a positive way to the alignment and
set back of surrounding buildings, and
• illustrate the effect of the alignment of the building on local views or vistas of
importance or significance.
6.22 The alignment of a new tall building should be a site specific response to the
context and surroundings of the area. In certain contexts, it may be appropriate
to align a building in a manner which provides a stop to a visual axis, or frames
a particular view or scene.
Mass

6.23 Applications should:
• describe how the massing of the proposal relates to surrounding
development; and
• illustrate how the massing of the proposal has been derived and how it
creates a form which is appropriate.
6.24 New tall buildings should have regard to the massing and form of other
buildings in the surrounding area. Great effort should be made to ensure that
the design of new tall buildings is neither bulky nor over dominant.
Scale

6.25 Applications should:
• describe the rationale for the scale of the building within its context; and
• describe how the design of the building relates to human scale at ground
level.
6.26 Scale is another essential ingredient in the integration of proposed tall building
into their surroundings. Generally speaking they should respond to the building
heights, depths and articulation of surrounding buildings.
Form

6.27 Applications should:
• provide a rationale for the form of the building, ‘why does it have the form it
does?’
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• in the case of ‘landmark’ buildings the rationale should consider:
the inspiration for the form of the building;
the silhouette it would create
• the applicant should also describe and illustrate how the form of the upper
part of the building would enhance the skyline of the city.
6.28 Form is one of the key factors which influence the quality of any proposed tall
building. It is essential for the creation of an elegant, well proportioned and
aesthetically pleasing building.
6.29 The form of any proposal will be influenced by its proposed location, use, status
and architectural context. In all instances, a proposed new tall building should
seek to make a positive and elegant contribution to the townscape of the city.
Urban Grain

6.30 Applications should:
• describe how the proposal complements and contrasts with the surrounding
urban grain or pattern of the area.
6.31 All new tall buildings should give consideration to how they sit within the
existing urban rhythms, architectural language, and historic setting of the area.
It is essential that they make a positive contribution to their surroundings
through an appropriate form, setback, massing and architectural language.
6.32 This can be achieved through a number of ways; articulation of the lower floors
to reflect the surrounding streetscape, the setback of the upper floors to give
continuity to the height of a proposed tall building with adjacent buildings in the
streetscape, and through the use of materials that either complement or
positively contrast with those on surrounding buildings. These measures should
help to ensure that the streets around the building remain at a human scale.
Streetscape

6.33 Applications should:
• indicate how the proposal contributes to the streetscape. Issues that require
consideration include:
active frontages and natural surveillance
legible entrances
clear definition of the public realm
6.34 New tall buildings should respond to and seek to have a positive impact on their
surroundings. This can be achieved through the provision of active frontages,
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clearly legible entrances and a clear definition of public realm which reinforces
the articulation of the surrounding streetscape. Applicants should seek to
ensure that car parking is located within the development or behind the building
and not at the front. Where this is not possible car parking should in all
instances be in character with the surrounding streetscape well laid out and
landscaped and provide an appropriate setting to the proposed tall building.
Architectural Lighting

6.35 Applications should:
• where appropriate give consideration to the incorporation of architectural
lighting effects into any proposal for a tall building.
6.36 Architectural lighting has the ability to enhance the drama of tall buildings and in
situations where its use would not negatively impact on the amenity of nearby
residents, consideration should be given to its use.
Public Realm

6.37 Applications should:
• describe how the public space around the building has been designed to the
highest quality;
• indicate how the proposal will where appropriate incorporate ground floor
uses which encourage active use of the building throughout the day; and
• where appropriate provide a comprehensive scheme of quality external
landscaping.
6.38 Tall buildings are required to be designed in a way that creates safe and
visually appealing environments around them. New spaces around tall buildings
should be clearly defined and be activated by public uses with transparent
facades at ground floor level. At a detailed design level, proposals should seek
to create well oriented spaces that make a positive contribution to the wider
public realm.
Public Access

6.39 Applications should:
• explain how any proposal for a mixed use tall building will promote and
encourage public access, not only at ground floor level, but also where
appropriate at a height that would allow users a panoramic view or vista of
the city and surrounding areas.
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6.40 Public access to new tall buildings can promote their use at different times of
the day, fostering a more positive perception of the building and allowing the
community and visitors to make effective use of it.
Climatic Impact

6.41 Applications should:
• describe how the design of the building has had regard to its potential
impact on the local climate; and
• explain how any proposal would seek to address the following climatic
issues:
high wind speeds at ground level
heat islands
glare; and
overshadowing
6.42 Applicants/agents may also be called upon to consider the climatic effects of
any proposed tall building as part of a comprehensive Environmental Impact
Assessment (EIA) accompanying the application.
6.43 Depending on their height, location and design, tall buildings can have a
severely adverse effect on the environmental quality of surrounding areas.
Consideration should be given to the negative effects of the diversion and
funnelling of wind, and the potential overshadowing of nearby residential
properties and their gardens. The impact of shadowing throughout the day and
at different times of year will need to be assessed. In all instances,
consideration should be given to avoiding, minimising or mitigating through
design or siting any elements of a proposal which could have a negative
climatic impact on the surrounding area.
Neighbourliness

6.44 Applications should:
• analyse and describe the impact of proposals on neighbouring buildings.
6.45 The potential impact of a tall building on the amenities of surrounding residents
is of particular importance when considering the impact of any proposed tall
buildings. Issues that require careful assessment include:
• impact on television reception;
• outlook/aspect;
• privacy;
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• daylight/sunlight;
• noise;
• light glare;
• overbearing impact; and
• increased sense of enclosure
Materials

6.46 Applications should:
•

provide an outline of the palette of materials they intend to use; and

•

a justification of the appropriateness of the materials in relation to the
character of the surrounding area and in terms of their durability and
sustainability.

6.47 The materials specified for use on any new tall building are considered crucial
to the overall impact that the building may have, they can make the difference
between a mediocre and a quality scheme. The materials selected should be of
the highest quality, and should show sensitivity to their surroundings either by
reference to surrounding buildings using sympathetic materials, or by positive
contrast.
6.48 The applicant is strongly encouraged to utilise local and/or recycled materials.

7.

Areas of Opportunity

7.1 Following a background urban design analysis of Portsmouth, carried out as
part of the tall buildings study which supports and informs this document, a
series of 9 distinct ‘areas of opportunity’ have been identified. These areas are
regarded as suitable for a variety of reasons including:
•
•
•
•

proximity and ease of access to public transport;
proximity to local commercial/shopping centres;
the presence of existing tall buildings within the area; and
the suitability of their character and other townscape factors

7.2 Exact boundaries for these areas of opportunity have been clearly defined and
are shown on the “tall buildings areas of opportunity map” a copy of which can
be seen in appendix 1 at the end of this document. It should be noted that the
principle of an area and its exact boundary are defined in the Portsmouth Plan
and have been tested through its public examination.
7.3 It is intended that the areas of opportunity identify those locations within the city
where the siting of tall buildings may be appropriate. The selection of the areas
has been partly based on an urban characterisation of the entire city which has
14
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informed and accompanies both this SPD and the background tall buildings
study which are also available.
7.4 There is a presumption against tall buildings outside of the areas of opportunity
unless the particular merits of a proposal outweigh this general presumption.
Those parts of the city that have not been identified as appropriate for tall
buildings have been excluded for a number of reasons including the presence
of low rise housing, conservation areas, open space and for other townscape
reasons that are explored in the accompanying urban characterisation of the
city.
7.5 In those areas outside of the areas of opportunity, applicants should expect
strong resistance to the principle of a tall building. They would be required to
give a robust justification for the appropriateness of the location, and would also
be required to adhere to the assessment criteria outlined above.
7.6 That an area has been identified as an area of opportunity does not indicate
that a tall building would necessarily be acceptable anywhere within that area.
Parts of a site or area may have been incorporated into an area of opportunity
on the basis of site integrity. Some areas within a site will be listed buildings, or
adjacent to listed buildings there may be other reasons why some part of an
area is considered less suitable than another. As such it should not be
assumed that all locations within an area will be equally suitable.
7.7 The character, reasons for selection and possible constraints to the
development of tall buildings within the areas of opportunity are analysed and
discussed in greater detail in the Tall Building’s Study that accompanies this
document.
7.8 The areas of opportunity are as follows:
1. The Hard
The Hard forms a suitable location for tall buildings due to the proximity of a
major transport interchange – it is the terminus of the London to Portsmouth rail
route, the gateway to the Gosport and Isle of Wight passenger ferry services
and a bus and coach station which provide links throughout the city and the
surrounding area. It is also the terminus of the city’s priority bus corridor. The
existence of the Gunwharf Quays specialist commercial area nearby further
contributes to the suitability of the area, as does the presence of a number of
pre-existing tall buildings including Brunel House to the east, the Pall Europe
building and the Spinnaker Tower.
Proposals for tall buildings in The Hard area of opportunity should:
• Have particular regard to their impact on the Spinnaker Tower and other
sensitive sites in The Hard area.
• Have sensitive regard for and respond to the historic dockyard to the north
of The Hard
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2. City Centre/Dockyard/Ferryport
Located within the eastern part of the city, and centred around the docks, ferry
port and city centre this area of the city forms the commercial, retail and
transport core of Portsmouth and already contains the highest concentration of
tall buildings in the city - a cluster of tall buildings already exists within the
centre.
Proposals for tall buildings in the City Centre/Dockyard/Ferryport area of
opportunity should:
• Where appropriate have due regard to the domestic scale of adjacent
buildings, particularly on the eastern boundary of the city centre and
within the dockyard area.
• Where appropriate give particularly careful consideration to their potential
impact on views towards and/or the setting of The Guildhall and other
sensitive sites located to the east of the Dockyard area.
• Have regard to the setting of listed buildings that lie within and in close
proximity to the area of opportunity, and
• have regard to the character of the conservation areas within and
surrounding the area of opportunity.
3. Whale Island
This area is in close proximity to the continental ferry port and the M275
motorway, and is an area with a limited number of existing tall buildings. Given
its prominent location flanking the main route into the city it presents a possible
opportunity for a landmark building.
Proposals for tall buildings in the Whale Island area of opportunity should:
• Give consideration to their potential impact on views towards and from
Portchester Castle across the harbour to the north west.
• Have regard to their potential impact on the Portsmouth Harbour RAMSAR
site, Special Protection area for Birds (SPA) and Site of Special Scientific
Interest (SSSI).
4. Kingston Crescent/Estella Road
The Estella Road /Kingston Crescent area is considered suitable due to its
prominent location at the end of the M275 motorway into the city and because
of its proximity to the priority bus corridor. The size, location and significance of
the Rudmore roundabout/flyover, also contribute to the suitability of the area.
5. Fratton
The Fratton area of opportunity has been identified as a possible location for
tall buildings on the basis of its proximity to Fratton railway station, Fratton
district centre and the number of important roads and two major roundabouts.
The area may offer an opportunity for a landmark building.
16
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Proposals for tall buildings in the Fratton area of opportunity should:
• Where appropriate have due regard to the domestic scale of adjacent
buildings, particularly on the northern boundary of sub areas A and C and
the southern boundary of sub area D
• Where appropriate give particularly careful consideration to their potential
impact on views towards and/or the setting of St Mary’s Church.
6. Tipner
Tipner is an area identified within the Portsmouth Plan as appropriate for
significant volumes of new housing, The area may also be provided with future
access improvements to the M275 Motorway. The location of the site straddling
the motorway at the point where it joins Portsea Island makes it a site with
strong potential for a ‘gateway’ or landmark building.
Proposals for tall buildings in the Tipner area of opportunity should:
• Give consideration to their potential impact on views towards and from
Portchester Castle across the harbour to the North West.
• Have regard to their potential impact on the Portsmouth Harbour RAMSAR
site, Special Protection area for Birds (SPA) and Site of Special Scientific
Interest (SSSI).
7. Port Solent/Horsea Island
The Port Solent/Horsea Island area has been identified as an area with
potential to accommodate significant amounts of new housing. The area is in
close proximity to the M275 motorway, already has extensive leisure facilities
and may present an opportunity for a potential landmark or ‘gateway’ building.
Proposals for tall buildings in the Port Solent/Horsea Island area of opportunity
should:
• Give consideration to their potential impact on views towards and from
Portchester Castle across the harbour to the west.
• Have regard to their potential impact on the Portsmouth Harbour RAMSAR
site, Special Protection area for Birds (SPA) and Site of Special Scientific
Interest (SSSI).
8. Cosham
The Cosham area of opportunity has been identified as a possible location for
tall buildings on the basis of the proximity of the area to Cosham railway
station, Cosham district centre and the main road and priority bus corridor
which dissects the area.
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A small existing cluster of tall buildings also lies within the area in close
proximity to the railway station.
Proposals for tall buildings within The Cosham area of Opportunity should:
• Give particularly careful consideration to their potential impact on views
towards and away from Fort Widley and the other scheduled forts on
Portsdown Hill.

9. Southampton Road/Western Road
The Southampton Road/Western Road area of opportunity has been identified
as a possible location for tall buildings on the basis of the proximity of the area
to a series of main roads, the M27 motorway and the priority bus corridor, and
because the existing character of the area is considered capable of
accommodating further tall buildings.
Proposals for tall buildings within the Southampton Road/Western Road area
of Opportunity should:
• Give particularly careful consideration to their potential impact on views
towards and away from, Fort Widley and the other scheduled forts on
Portsdown Hill
• Have regard to their potential impact on the Old Wymering and Hilsea
Lines conservation areas.

Spinnaker Tower Gunwharf
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Appendix 1: Map of ‘areas of opportunity’
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Appendix 2 Map of Viewing Points
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Appendix 3: Relevant Policy Guidance
This SPD should not be considered in isolation from the range of policy and
guidance documents produced locally and nationally which could be of relevance to
a tall buildings proposal.
Local

The following policies in the adopted Portsmouth Plan (Core Strategy) may also be
relevant to any proposals for tall buildings within the city:
PCS12 Flood risk
PCS13 A Greener Portsmouth
PCS15 Sustainable design & construction
PCS16 Infrastructure and community benefit
PCS19 Housing mix, size and the provision of affordable homes
PCS21 Housing density
PCS23 Design & conservation
NB: This list is not exhaustive and other policies may apply depending on the
location and nature of development proposed.
Community Infrastructure Levy (CIL)

Applicants should be aware of the CIL charging schedule that has replaced
developer contributions for open space, sustainable transport and education. CIL will
be collected on the net increase of floorspace on a site with different rates for
different types of use. Please see www.portsmouth.gov.uk/living/20443.html for more
details.
Station Square & The Hard SPD’s

Proposals for tall buildings in the city centre around Portsmouth & Southsea Station
and Portsmouth Harbour station should have regard to the Station Square SPD and
The Hard SPD respectively, both of which are also available to view on the city
council website.
National

This SPD conforms with existing national policy guidance contained within the
National Planning Policy Framework (NPPF), specifically Sections 7 (Requiring
Good Design) and 12 (Conserving the historic environment).
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