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1.0  Introduction 
 

1.1 The purpose of this paper is to provide supporting evidence and rationale for 
the approach to housing density in the new draft Portsmouth Local Plan.   

2.0 National Planning Policy 
 
2.1 Paragraph 125 of the revised (July 2021) National Planning Policy 

Framework (NPPF) notes: 
 
 123. Where there is an existing or anticipated shortage of land for meeting 

identified housing needs, it is especially important that planning policies 
and decisions avoid homes being built at low densities, and ensure that 
developments make optimal use of the potential of each site. In these 
circumstances: 

 
a) plans should contain policies to optimise the use of land in their area and 

meet as much of the identified need for housing as possible. This will be 
tested robustly at examination, and should include the use of minimum 
density standards for city and town centres and other locations that are well 
served by public transport. These standards should seek a significant uplift in 
the average density of residential development within these areas, unless it 
can be shown that there are strong reasons why this would be inappropriate; 
 

b)  the use of minimum density standards should also be considered for other 
parts of the plan area. It may be appropriate to set out a range of densities 
that reflect the accessibility and potential of different areas, rather than one 
broad density range; and 

 
c) local planning authorities should refuse applications which they consider fail to 

make efficient use of land, taking into account the policies in this Framework. 
In this context, when considering applications for housing, authorities should 
take a flexible approach in applying policies or guidance relating to daylight 
and sunlight, where they would otherwise inhibit making efficient use of a site 
(as long as the resulting scheme would provide acceptable living standards). 
 
 
Further guidance is given in the MHCLG National Design Guidance (2019):  

 
"…although density of development is an important consideration it is only 
one of the key aspects of good design: Built form is determined by good urban 
design principles that combine layout, form and scale in a way that responds 
positively to the context. The appropriate density will result from the context, 
accessibility, the proposed building types, form and character of the 
development. 
 
Something about the Portsmouth housing targets/ supply info and the need to 
increase the density to help meet these? 
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3.0  Exploring Higher Density Development  
 
3.1 There are a number of planning objectives that can be met through 

applying density measures, including, but not limited to: 
• Helping to make the best use of limited development capacity, and 

contributing to Portsmouth's assessed need for additional housing. 
• Providing additional housing in the right places to enable 

households to access services, infrastructure and employment. 
• Ensuring that what is delivered on site is suitable, with regards to its 

own purpose as well as its context in relation to surrounding areas. 
• Directing higher growth to town centre locations and potentially 

encouraging more active travel which supports health and well-
being. 

 
3.2 In order to set a minimum density standard policy for the new Portsmouth 

Local Plan that meets the requirements of paragraph 125 of the NPPF, 
three main aspects have been considered: 

 
• The existing approach to density of new residential development and 

its effectiveness; the density of residential development granted 
planning permission under Portsmouth Core Strategy Policy PCS21: 
Housing Density. 
 

• The existing density of the built up area of the city; the variation of 
density across the city and the level at which density targets could 
be set to provide uplift, whilst still fitting appropriately within the 
existing prevailing built form. 
 

• Areas with potential for higher density development, including 
strategic sites and areas with good accessibility to sustainable 
transport options.   

 
 
 Current position- Portsmouth Plan (2012)  
 
3.3 The current density policy position is set out in Policy PCS21 of the 

Portsmouth Plan Core Strategy, providing values for the minimum density 
that residential development in the city should aim to achieve. This policy 
encourages high density development in areas with good accessibility to 
public transport links, which are close to local facilities, and have been 
identified for intensification. Outside of these specified high density areas a 
lower minimum density standard is applied.  

 
3.4  The policy sets two different density areas: the higher density area at 100dph 

covers the main retail areas with the highest accessibility whilst the rest of 
the city in covered by a broad 40dph minimum density.  

 
 
 
 
 



5 
 

Housing Density Background Paper   July 2021 

Figure 1: Extract of policy PCS21 from the Portsmouth Plan (2012) 
 

PCS21 housing density 
High density housing development will be encouraged in areas with very 
good public transport links which are close to local facilities and have 
been identified for intensification. Housing density development on site 
should be a minimum of 100dph in the following areas: 

 
• City Centre 
• Cosham District Centre 
• Fratton District Centre 
• Southsea Town Centre 
• Albert Road/Elm Grove District Centre 
• North End District Centre 
• Port Solent 
• Tipner 
• Somerstown and North Southsea 

 
Outside of these areas, housing density should be no less than 40dph. 
 
The council recognises that appropriate housing densities depend on 
various factors. The rationale for developing at different density levels to 
those outlined above should be made by the developer in an 
accompanying design and access statement. 
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 Monitoring of the Density of New Dwellings  

 
3.4  In areas identified as suitable for intensification, development is expected to 

be delivered at a minimum of 100 dwellings per hectare (dph). In other parts 
of the city development is expected to deliver a minimum of 40 dph.  

 
3.5  The density achieved on completed schemes is recorded on an annual basis 

and provides a way of monitoring compliance of delivery against policy 
PCS21. The densities recorded through annual monitoring are calculated by 
dividing the number of dwellings completed by the total site area. It should 
be noted that the calculations do not usually consider developable site area. 
Therefore the densities reported for completed schemes may be slightly 
lower than would be achieved if using net rather than gross site areas for the 
density calculations.  

 
3.6  Between 2012 and 2020 the completions monitoring data shows that within 

the areas identified for high density development, schemes have been built 
at an average of 163 dph. During the same period, completed schemes in 
the rest of the city achieved an average density of 94 dph. These average 
densities have varied each year, however as figure 5 below shows, for each 
reporting year the average densities achieved have been higher than the 
minimum level of required by policy PCS21.  

 
Figure 2: Average density achieved on sites completed between 2012 and 2020 

 

 
 
 
 
3.7 The data considering average densities achieved is helpful for understanding 

the overall picture across the city. However, it is acknowledged that 
characteristics of each site and individual application can influence the final 
density that it has been possible to achieve. Therefore this paper will now 
consider completions, broken down by location.   
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Completions within high density areas 
 
3.8  The Portsmouth Plan previously identified nine specific areas intended for 

intensification; these areas require development to deliver a minimum of 100 
dph. The nine areas vary in size and have been selected based on their 
proximity to high frequency public transport routes and local facilities.  

 
3.9 Within the defined high density areas the mean average density figure of 

163dph achieved on sites completed between 2012 and 2020 has been 
boosted by the majority of schemes meeting or exceeding the 100dph target. 
During this period 70% of schemes delivered at or above the required 
100dph. 30% of schemes failed to reach the 100dph target. Specific reasons 
for failing to meet the density levels of PCS21 were not supplied in all cases. 
However, where cited reasons such as the need to reduce density to accord 
with the existing neighbourhood characteristics or due to the limitations and 
constraints of the site.  

 
Figure 3: Site completions meeting or exceeding 100dph target within high density areas 
between 2012 and 2020  

 

 
 

 
 Completions outside high density areas 
 
3.10 Outside the identified high density areas, across the rest of the city, policy 

PCS21 states that housing sites should be delivered at no less than 40dph. 
The text supporting the policy notes that it is anticipated that housing 
development is likely to take place at high densities; therefore 40dph is a 
lower limit. 

 
3.11  Between 2012 and 2020 the average densities achieved each year was at 

least twice the required minimum of 40dph. Despite the high average 
densities achieved, there were still a number of schemes that failed to deliver 
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the minimum target density. This ranged from around 11% of schemes in 
2017 and around 34% of schemes in 2018. Despite this level of non-
compliance, across the monitoring period 78% of schemes delivered or 
exceeded the 40dph target.  

 
Figure 4: Proportion of completed sites delivering 40dph or more on sites completed between 2012 
and 2020 outside of high density areas 
 

 
 
 
3.12 Monitoring the effectiveness of Policy PCS21 shows that overall completed 

schemes are on average likely to meet and exceed the minimum densities 
prescribed in policy PCS21. In particular, the majority of schemes in the 
40dph areas of the city exceed the existing target, suggesting that such areas 
of the city could easily accommodate density at a higher level within the 
existing built form.  
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Existing Development Density in Portsmouth  
 

Figure 5: Dwellings per hectare (Output Area Level)  

 

3.13         Figure 21 above shows the average dwelling density for the output areas in 
the city. These average densities include everything in the output area 
including non-residential uses, roads etc (hence why areas with significant 
open space and non-residential uses have lower average densities). 
Individual residential buildings / blocks will have densities higher than those 
indicated.  This illustrates that these some of the southern and central 
output areas have housing densities which significantly exceed the broad 
40dph target set in the 2012 Local Plan.  

 

                                                           
1 From PCC (2011) Urban Characterisation Study 
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3.14         The Urban Characterisation Study (2011) divided the city into a number of 
character areas. Para 2.28 of the Urban Characterisation Study and the 
associated plan indicated the existing density of the character areas within 
the city. Taking example densities of typical areas of the city showed that: 
Wide areas of the city are characterised by tight Victorian era terraces with 
gross dwelling densities of 50 to 75dph. Whilst the physically constrained 
nature of the city means that even the more 'suburban' edges of the city 
often have gross dwelling densities of between 25 to 50dph2. Below are a 
examples of the prevailing character areas in the city.  

 

 
 
 
 
 

                                                           
2 This is across broader areas and includes roads and other uses, a single infill plot at 80dph would have 125sqm 
curtilage, more than much of the existing housing stock. Most properties would be more than 1 storey and 
therefore have larger again overall living space.  

Existing High Density Areas (Circa 100dph) - 
 Urban Characterisation Study example 

 
Within the city many of the highest density areas are mid-20th Century purpose 
built council stock. These areas often have a mix of very high and relatively low 
density development types in close proximity, with tower blocks, relatively 
dense maisonettes and middling height flats interspersed with lower density 
terraced blocks. Many of these areas were designed with interspersed open / 
ancillary space. Much of this space is integral to the character of the areas and 
is now mature and very valuable. However some of the spaces that were 
created are no longer used in the same way as designed and have potential for 
redevelopment for further intensive residential use. Good examples of these 
are washing yards and garage blocks which are either little used or not used 
and could be repurposed.    

 
Figure 3: High Density 
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Areas with potential for higher density development 
 
3.15 The analysis of the existing density of the city area presented the foundations for 

identifying the areas of the city suitable for the highest density: predominately the 
area around the city centre.  

 
3.16 Portsmouth hierarchy of town and district centres also present opportunities for 

densification due to existing or proposed high level of accessibility to sustainable 
transport networks and the identified opportunities for new development during the 
plan period in the Council's Housing and Economic Land Availability Assessment 
(HELAA). E.g. Southsea Town Centre and North End, Fratton and Elm Grove/ 
Albert Road District Centres. As well as greater regeneration opportunities for 
significant new homes and other development identified at Tipner, City Centre and 
Cosham District Centre.  

 

 

 

  

Existing Medium Density Areas (Circa 50 -75dph) - 
 Urban Characterisation Study example 

 
Much of the Victorian city is characterised by tight terraces built to serve 
the workers at the dockyard and other major employment centres. These 
areas have little potential for further densification due to the tight nature of 
the street pattern. There are however potential densification opportunities 
in old industrial buildings in these areas as well as along main roads where 
demolition / conversion creates opportunities.  

 
Figure 4: Medium Density 
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4. Proposed Approach to Residential Density for the New Local 
Plan 
 

4.1 It is proposed that in order to be in line with the national policy guidance, 
new density standards should be set at a level that is higher than the 
existing average densities of areas of the city. Large areas of the city have 
average densities that area higher than the 40dph (the lower range target 
from PCS21), meaning the existing target density is lower than the density 
of existing built form in the city. 

  
4.2 New density targets have been developed from the analysis of existing 

density areas to determine an appropriate uplift, based on existing built 
form, accessibility to key services and public transport and identified 
schemes for significant new development. This approach will also help to 
support health and well-being through potentially encouraging more active 
travel (and reducing congestion) and directing higher growth to town centre 
locations.   

 
4.3 It is proposed that the city area is divided into three broad density zones 

with an appropriate minimum density, as follows: 
 

High Density: Highly Accessible Areas 

The City Centre and surrounds, Tipner and the town and district 
centres will form a new high density zone with a minimum density for 
new development of 120dph. These areas will be the focus of new high 
density development within the city to help promote less car 
dependence, support retail and provide access to local employment. 

Medium Density: Residential Core 

The existing denser residential core area will have a new ambitious 
target of minimum target of 80dph that aims to ensure that there is 
uplift in prevailing densities across a significant area of the city.   

Low Density: Suburban Edge 

The more 'suburban' edge provides an opportunity for a wider range of 
types and tenures of residential development to be delivered within the 
city, and will therefore have a lower density target of 40dph, as a 
minimum.   

4.4  However, it is also recognised that appropriate housing densities depend 
on various factors, and that built form is may be in part determined by 
urban design principles that combine layout, form and scale in a way that 
responds positively to its context. The draft policy (see below) for the new 
Local Plan will therefore contain such caveats which will allow site specific 
constraints to be taken into account, though applicant will likely need to 
provide additional information to justify a lower density in these instances. 



13 
 

Housing Density Background Paper   July 2021 

Figure 6: Proposed Density Areas for new draft Local Plan 
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Draft Policy H5: Housing Density  
 
Planning permission for residential development will be granted planning 
permission where the density per hectare (dph) is in accordance with the minimum 
density for its broad location (as indicated in Figure 6) and as follows: 
 

• High density development of at least 120dph in areas of high accessibility, 
including the City Centre and Tipner and town centre areas; 
 

• Medium density development of at least 80dph across the city's core 
residential area;   
 

• Lower density development of at least 40dph in the more suburban edges.  
 

However, it is also recognised that appropriate housing densities depend on 
various factors, and that built form is may be in part determined by urban design 
principles that combine layout, form and scale in a way that responds positively to 
its context. The rationale for proposals for alternative density levels to those 
outlined above should be made by the applicant in an accompanying Design and 
Access Statement.  
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