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The need for new guidance

‘I want Bristol’s skyline to grow. Years of low level 
buildings and a reluctance to build up in an already 
congested city….. is a policy I am keen to change.

Tall buildings…. built in the right way…. in the right 
places….and for the right reasons…. communicate 
ambition and energy.’

A City For All
Bristol Mayor Marvin Rees

Annual Address 
October 2016
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Recap on our initial thinking

Existing guidance



Urban Living 
SPD – Making 
successful 
places at higher 
densities

Generic 
design 
guidance

Locational 
guidance

Recap on our initial thinking

to supplement the 
existing adopted 
guidance in the 
Local Plan, with 
hooks to the 
updated Local Plan

a new SPD identifying broad 
guidelines to inform 
future preparation of 
site briefs & spatial 
frameworks
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Recap on our initial thinking

Design guidance 
and assessment 
criteria for higher 
density 
developments

Urban Living 
Policy, 

including 
locations 

where higher 
densities will 
be promoted

High level objectives 
for Urban Living
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JSP

Urban Living 
SPD

Bristol Local 
Plan



Optimising density, 
not maximising 
density

Original objectives of Urban Living SPD

Heritage 
Values

Efficient use of land Support growth 
agenda

Proactive planning 
tool

Right development, 
right place

Quality design

Recap on our initial thinking
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Heritage 
Valus

Sustainable 
integration of built 
form, movement 
and public realm

Making prosperous 
and flourishing 
places

Creating mixed, 
balanced and 
healthy 
communities

Some further objectives of Urban Living SPD



Recap on our initial thinking

Potential generic design guidance topics

• Height (prevailing, contextual, tall buildings)
• Density (central, urban/inner, suburban)
• Form (relationship to street and wider townscape)
• Residential buildings (dwelling types, space 

standards, daylight, privacy, noise, parking, access, 
communal facilities and spaces, internal circulation, 
orientation, private external space etc)

• Commercial/mixed use buildings (active ground 
level uses, access and servicing, internal circulation, 
M&E servicing)

• Supporting infrastructure expectations (community, 
transport, public realm)

• Parking approaches (central, urban/inner, suburban)
• Tall buildings and structures
• Environmental performance
• Quality expectations (drawing on precedents)

applies 
city-wide

Generic 
design 
guidance
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Recap on our initial thinking

Prevailing building 
heights: the most 
commonly 
occurring height of 
buildings within an 
area of common 
character

Contextual height: 
Buildings that are 
modestly higher or 
lower than the 
prevailing height

Tall building: 
Buildings that are 
significantly taller 
than the prevailing 
height

up to 1.5 x prevailing height in areas of 
uniform height

up to 2 x prevailing height in areas of varied 
height

more than 1.5 x prevailing height in areas of 
uniform height

more than 2 x prevailing height in areas of 
varied height

Building height
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City centre opportunity 
areas:

prevailing building heights 
typically 4-6 storeys

aspiration: to gradually raise 
the prevailing building 
height to 5-8 storeys

Suburban opportunity 
areas:

Prevailing building heights 
typically 2-3 storeys

aspiration: to gradually raise 
the prevailing building 
height to 3-5 storeys

Recap on our initial thinking
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Based on 367 

responses

59% yes

41% no

Site 
specific 
design 
guidance

Indicative guidance relating to 
different settings

Central 200+dph
Inner Priority 100-200dph
Inner 100-200dph
Suburban Priority less than 100dph
Suburban less than 100dph

Recap on our initial thinking
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Car Parking -
‘What Works Where’

Recap on our initial thinking
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Tall buildings assessment criteria

Visual Impact e.g. on skyline, built form, historic environment, topography 
(panoramic views, views to landmarks, views from key vantage points) 

Functional Impact e.g. servicing, deliveries, 
maintenance, activity at ground floor, transport 

Environmental Impact e.g. cumulative impacts on local climates, air 
circulation, pollution levels, daylighting

Socio-economic Impact e.g. impact on local roads, parking, local 
shops, schools, doctors, dentists 
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Scope of guidance

Potential future guidance
• Opportunity Areas – major source of 

brownfield land
• Intensification Areas – cluster of 

potential development sites
• Transport hubs – existing and future
• Mixed use development in centres 
• Surplus commercial and industrial land 
• Housing from surplus offices 
• Flats above shops 
• Airspace developments over existing and 

new non-residential premises

But not..
• Private garden land development 

?
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Context/Location Action

It is important that the Urban Living SPD is informed by a thorough 
understanding of context

Citywide context appraisal

New guidance needs to provide greater clarity on the areas considered 
suitable for higher density development

Review of Urban Potential Study

Guidance needs to positively say where tall buildings will be encouraged 
whilst setting out their limitations in terms of delivering affordable 
housing, using land more efficiently and delivering successful 
placemaking

Site visits and design workshops

Design guidance Action

Design guidance needs to be informed by existing best practice Case Study Review

Design guidance needs to clearly set out what is being sought from higher 
density development, without being overly prescriptive

Review of policy/design guidance in other 
cities

Community engagement Action

A greater focus is required on building new high density developments 
that better integrate into the wider neighbourhood

Case Study Review

Review use of BREEAM for Communities

Bristol City Council’s role Action

Bristol City Council needs to be more proactive about promoting higher 
density, higher quality development. 

Ambulance Station site

Hengrove Park masterplan

City Centre North East spatial framework

HIF bid

Workshop themes
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Baseline studies

Design guidance 
and assessment 
criteria for higher 
density 
developments

Urban Living 
Policy, 

including 
locations 

where higher 
densities will 
be promoted

High level objectives 
for Urban Living
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JSP

Urban Living 
SPD

Bristol Local 
Plan

Case 
Studies

Locational 
Guidance



Urban Living - Successful Placemaking at Higher Density

Case studies

City centre:
Wapping Wharf
Invicta
Finzels Reach

Urban:
Keynsham Civic Centre
Junction 3
Paintworks

Suburban:
Southmead Hospital
Gainsborough Square
Filwood Business Park
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Case studies
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Case studies
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Case studies

Calculating densities: J3

Net site area: 0.7ha
Number of dwellings: 59
Residential GIA: 3579sqm (70%)
Non-residential GIA: 1499sqm (30%)

Density calculation based on 70% of the site area: 0.49ha
Net Density: 59/0.49 = 120dph (using MacCreanor Lavington method)

*A standard density calculation, which does not take account of
the non-residential uses produces a density of 84dph (59/0.7)

Plot Ratio= Total GIA (5078sqm) / Site area (0.7) = 0.7
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Case studies: common success factors

• Early and sustained partnership working 
with local authority

• Strong commitment to stakeholder 
involvement and understanding needs of 
residents and other end user

• Preparation of masterplan to support 
outline planning application, which sets 
out broad parameters rather than strict 
codes

• High quality, well-connected public 
realm

• Genuine mixed use developments
• Unique and adaptable workspaces
• Naturally ventilated and lit buildings
• Creation of a distinctive sense of place

Urban Living – Making successful places at higher densities



Case studies: common challenges

• Residential amenity, particularly privacy 
distances

• Creation of mixed and balanced 
communities, particularly the delivery of 
family homes or affordable homes

• Accommodating car parking in suburban 
context

• Delivering green infrastructure, 
particularly street trees
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Case studies: views of the end users

Urban Living – Making successful places at higher densities

• Interviews with building managers
• Existing resident/end user surveys
• New surveys where necessary/possible
• Local media/social media



Urban Living – Making successful places at higher densities

Common challenges: views of Bristol Planning officers

• Achieving a policy compliant scheme
• Accommodating car parking in suburban 

areas
• Higher density schemes being promoted 

on physically constrained sites
• Too many single aspect flats
• Opportunist location of tall buildings 

rather than strategic location
• Achieving design quality where the 

developer does not have a long-term 
interest in the site

• Adequately communicating design 
approach through Design & Access 
Statement

• Ensuring quality through an outline 
planning application

• Post decision design changes 
(proliferation of s78/variations)

• Over-use of conditions 
• Under-utilisation of pre-app process to 

resolve major design issues prior to 
submission

• Visual Impact /Heritage /Sustainability 
assessments etc. prepared to late in the 
planning process to inform design 

• Perceived tension between achieving 
design quality and delivering affordable 
housing

• Inconsistent supply of comparable data 
(GIA, densities etc.)

• Land changes hand at high values which 
makes it harder to deliver a policy 
compliant, high quality scheme down the 
line



Case studies
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Baseline studies

Design guidance 
and assessment 
criteria for higher 
density 
developments

Urban Living 
Policy, 

including 
locations 

where higher 
densities will 
be promoted

High level objectives 
for Urban Living
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Locational Guidance – Urban Potential Study
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Understanding context/identifying opportunities
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Locational Guidance – Urban Living Intensification Areas
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• A brief description of the challenges, constraints and opportunities;
• A place vision, captured in words and visualisations, using precedents where relevant;
• High level design parameters which integrate built form, movement and public realm;
• A design-led approach to optimising site capacities;
• A high level exploration of those interventions required to increase site capacities 

beyond the baseline

Locational Guidance – Urban Living Intensification Areas
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Is this the right aspiration?

Understanding context/identifying opportunities
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Understanding context/identifying opportunities

Is this the right aspiration?



Programme

Proposed consultation on the Local Plan Review

February 2017 Call for Sites primarily focused on the 
development industry/land owners

Feb-Dec 2017 Preparing Issues and Options report

January 2018 External consultation on Issues and 
Options report

Autumn 2018 External consultation on the 
Publication version of the Local Plan

March 2019 Publication

September 2019 Submission to Secretary of State

January 2020 Examination Hearings

July 2020 Adoption by Full Council

Proposed consultation on the Urban Living SPD

March 2017 External consultation on the scope of 
the SPD 

Mar-Dec 2017 Preparing evidence base and draft SPD

January 2018 External consultation on the draft 
Urban Living SPD

Summer  2018 Adoption by Mayor (Cabinet)
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