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1. Introduction 

1.1 Overview of this report  

Portsmouth Friends of the Earth (PFOE) is a small group of local volunteers who 

campaign to improve the environment locally and globally.  We have based this report on 

observations made during a number of community walks in residential streets across our 

city, undertaken as part of our ‘Streets for People’ and ‘Nature Everywhere’ campaigns.  

During the walks we have taken photographs both of many wonderful things that local 

residents are doing to green their streets and of places where more could be done. We 

have used these pictures to support our argument that local residents should be 

encouraged and supported by Portsmouth City Council (PCC) to plant and manage wild 

and cultivated flowers in street tree-pits, buildouts and planters, in strips next to walls and 

in their forecourts with the aim of turning their entire street into a wildlife corridor.  

1.2 Why do we need greener streets? 

Our planet is suffering a biodiversity emergency with mass extinction of wildlife. 

Background research for our walks has revealed that:  

 Portsmouth is an ecosystem and our streets and gardens (both forecourts and 

backyards) are important features of this ecosystem. Both occupy large amounts of 

space (streets at least 40%; gardens nearly 18%). The large amount of tarmac and 

concrete raises the temperature and decreases absorption of water, carbon, NO2 and 

noise.  A survey of gardens in Sheffield revealed that they held more plant diversity 

than any other UK habitat.  Our streets are designed to connect all parts of the city.  

Many species can only survive if habitats are connected by wildlife corridors; small 

patches of green are not enough to support biodiversity. Our streets need to become 

genuine wildlife corridors – green along their whole length – if we are to increase 

biodiversity in Portsmouth. 

 The soil beneath our feet is hugely important for biodiversity. If we want to increase 

biodiversity in Portsmouth we need to find ways of depaving parts of our streets and 

forecourts. Soil holds 25% of all living creatures, and all birds, insects, mammals, trees 

and plants depend on these. The soil near the roots of plants is known as the 

rhizosphere. Here, plants communicate and interact with maybe billions of bacteria, 

fungi, and other microbiota. They feed sugars to the bacteria in exchange for other 

nutrients, greatly expanding the number of bacteria in the soil. Urban green spaces are 

important for maintaining these microbial communities.  

 Native wildflowers (sometimes called weeds, depending on where they are found) are 

especially adapted to support a diversity of wildlife (eg Chickweed [stellaria media] is 

known to support over 80 insects).  Thee quarters of British insects can only feed on  

certain wild flowers.  In England there has been a 65% decline in flying insects since 

2004. A decline in wildflowers means a decline in insects, a decline in insects means a 

decline in birds and small mammals, and so on. 

 

Planting in our streets not only provides shelter and food for wildlife so helping address the 

biodiversity emergency, it also improves water, carbon, NO2 and noise absorption; creates 

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1002/ehs2.1229
https://impact.ref.ac.uk/casestudies/CaseStudy.aspx?Id=11853
https://heartofenglandforest.org/news/why-are-wildlife-corridors-important
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2022/may/07/secret-world-beneath-our-feet-mind-blowing-key-to-planets-future
https://sfamjournals.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/1462-2920.13660
https://sfamjournals.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/1462-2920.13660
https://www.brc.ac.uk/dbif
https://www.newscientist.com/article/2318621-flying-insects-splatting-on-cars-have-dropped-by-60-per-cent-in-uk/
https://www.newscientist.com/article/2318621-flying-insects-splatting-on-cars-have-dropped-by-60-per-cent-in-uk/
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greener more attractive neighbourhoods where people want to live and work; and 

improves local residents’ health and wellbeing. There are 8500 street tree-pits and 50,000 

private gardens in Portsmouth, so there are a lot of opportunities to green our streets. 

 

2. A collaborative approach 

The success of Hampshire & Isle of Wight Wildlife Trust’s (HIWWT) ‘Wilder Portsmouth’ 

project shows that many residents would like to make their streets, forecourts and 

backyards wildlife friendly.  PCC has declared a biodiversity emergency. Significant 

changes have been made to planting in parks and gardens with a greater focus on 

perennials and drought-resistant flowers. Wildflower ‘urban meadows’ have been planted 

in parks and verges with more appearing each year.  A target to double tree cover by 2040 

has been adopted and hundreds more trees have been planted in just the first year, many 

by Portsmouth & Southsea Tree Wardens and the Charles Dickens Fruit Trail.  

PCC’s Traffic, Environment & Community Safety Scrutiny Panel has made a number of 

excellent recommendations concerning biodiversity in Portsmouth, including the 

development of a Biodiversity Strategy to cover the whole city and the establishment of a 

Biodiversity Forum where local residents and other stakeholders engage with the Council 

on ways to take the Strategy forward. We hope PCC will adopt these recommendations.  

Developing a vision of a wilder city shared by PCC, local residents, businesses and other 

land owners is essential if the biodiversity emergency is to be averted or at least 

ameliorated. Early adopters of this vision need recognition and support. Their ideas need 

sharing widely as inspiration for others. Local residents who are keen to support wildlife in 

their gardens and streets but lack skills and expertise need information and advice on 

good practice.  

Recommendations for PCC: 

 develop a Biodiversity Vision and Strategy that cover the whole city including streets 

and gardens, and establish a Biodiversity Forum where local residents and other 

stakeholders engage with the Council on ways to take the Strategy forward. 

 establish a webpage with links to information and advice on Greener Streets. This 

could point to advice on wildlife-friendly gardening from national organisations such as 

the Royal Horticultural Society (RHS); support for street greening projects from local 

organisations such HIWWT & Portsmouth & Southsea Tree Wardens; Council 

information on trees suitable for small gardens; Portsmouth in Bloom information; signs 

that local residents can download to explain their ‘wildlife garden’; sources of funding 

for community garden initiatives; an online exhibition celebrating  what people are 

doing already. 
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3. Planting in Portsmouth’s streets 

3.1 Tree pits  

During our walks we have observed many tree pits that have been planted by local 

residents. These unpaved areas provide an opportunity for plants to grow in the soil in the 

ground. Some tree pits are too small to plant, in which case local residents have placed 

pots around the trunk. 

    

    

Some local authorities encourage planting in tree pits with ‘Adopt a Tree Pit’ schemes eg 

Redbridge who also have an ‘Our Streets’ page with an ‘Attractive Streets’ section.  We 

have noticed that in Portsmouth streets where one person has planted-up a tree-pit or 

surrounded the tree with pot plants their neighbours have started to do the same thing so 

that a street quickly becomes much greener. 

https://www.redbridge.gov.uk/our-streets/adopt-and-water-a-tree/
https://www.redbridge.gov.uk/our-streets/adopt-and-water-a-tree/


5 
 

 

 

Recommendation for PCC: 

 support planting in tree-pits and provide information on their ‘Greener Streets’ webpage 

about suitable wildflowers, bulbs and small annuals.  

The size of tree pits in Portsmouth streets varies considerably: 

    

The following examples from Paris and Utrecht below show that there is no need for tree 

pits to be small:  

    

There are many places in our city where tree pits could be significantly larger eg around 

the plane trees in Commercial Road; in the build-out in Devonshire Avenue (below 

left);and Fawcett Road (below right). The soil in larger tree pits does not have to be 

planted by PCC. We have shown several examples of tree-pits that have been planted by 

local residents. We would argue that wild plants in tree pits are also acceptable: 
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Recommendations for PCC: 

 discuss with Colas the potential for making the standard size of tree pits larger when 

the opportunity arises (eg resurfacing pavements).   

 identify exceptionally large areas of paving that have the potential to be depaved and 

planted and where possible seek funding to do so in partnership with community 

organisations. 

3.2 Build outs for trees 

On our walk we spotted several buildouts at the side of pavements designed solely  to 

accommodate a tree.  These buildouts take up the equivalent of parking space and will not 

be walked upon so could easily accommodate more planting: 

         

Recommendation for PCC: 

 target buildouts designed solely for street trees for depaving and greening, especially if 

they are paved with bricks. 

3.3 Street corner build-outs 

Many Portsmouth streets have pavements that are too narrow for trees, but have buildouts 

at the street entrance where a tree has been planted. Where this is common this has a 

positive impact on the whole neighbourhood.  
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We noticed that not all streets and neighbourhoods are treated equally. On our walk 

we spotted at least one example of a build out at the entrance to a street without a tree. 

The street has no trees, very narrow forecourts and little opportunity for greenery, and yet 

this opportunity has been overlooked: 

  

Recommendation for PCC: 

 prioritise streets in neighbourhoods that have little or no greenery for end of street 

planting. This does not necessarily have to be a tree. 

 

3.4 Planters 

There are large brick planters on the corners of many of Portsmouth’s streets. Some are 

flourishing, and others are suffering from neglect: 
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Recommendation for PCC: 

 introduce an ‘adopt a planter’ scheme as there is plenty of evidence that local 

residents, both with and without gardens, would like the opportunity to make their 

neighbourhoods look attractive, grow fruit, herbs, vegetables and pollinator-friendly 

flowers near their homes. 

3.5 Street calming build outs and modal filters 

We have observed that most street calming build-outs and modal filters in Portsmouth are 

fully paved.  

   

There is no need for this to be the case. There are examples from around the UK and 

elsewhere of street calming build-outs and modal filters where the soil has been left 

unpaved and filled with plants. This helps reduce the risk of flooding as well as supporting 

wildlife and making the area more attractive for local residents. Planting does not need to 

involve trees; small shrubs or wild–flowers are great, and can even arrive naturally. The 

aim should be to leave as much soil as possible uncovered, with a variety of plants 

growing there all year round to support biodiversity both within the soil and above: 
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Recommendation for PCC: 

 Transport team liaise with Planning Green Infrastructure team when planning changes 

to streets such as new modal filters and build outs so that opportunities are identified 

for leaving areas unpaved for planting– perhaps by local residents.  

3.6 Depaving, rainwater gardens and flood prevention in streets 

Lambeth Borough Council provides advice to local residents on green approaches to flood 

prevention, including rain gardens and depaving projects. PCC has won funding to trial two 

rain gardens near London Road, North End. Rain gardens are shallow planted basins 

that allow water from downpipes to drain naturally into the soil rather than overloading 

the sewer system.  We think that similar advice would be useful for Portsmouth 

residents, schools, churches and owners of any building surrounded by paving. We 

strongly support depaving and rainwater trials in our city. 

 
 

https://www.wildlondon.org.uk/sites/default/files/2019-05/living-with-rainwater_0.pdf
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Recommendation for PCC: 

 conduct further rainwater garden and depaving trials and share lessons learned widely. 

 

4 Walls  

4.1 Planting the space between walls and pavement 

Although there are tree-lined exceptions, many streets in Portsmouth are bare of planting. 

The walls of house and forecourts dominate and if weeds sprout in the crevice between 

walls and pavement, they are sprayed. Streets and forecourts are treated as places for 

storing cars and wheelie bins. The effect of all this brick, paving and tarmac does not 

gladden the heart and provides almost no refuge for wildlife 

    

High walls of building such as garages, schools and sides of terraced houses can have a 

particularly oppressive effect on the street ambience: 

   

In the Netherlands, cities such as Maastricht and Utrecht have started planting a small 

strip of soil between pavement and house walls. The effect is transformational (see photos 

below). It is easy to imagine little beetles scurrying the length of these streets as these 

strips of planting are almost continuous, creating wildlife corridors as well as making the 

streets attractive green spaces for people. In most cases the pavements are no wider than 

those in Portsmouth, but the location of the plants means they do not present trip hazards 

or block drains. Local Authorities (eg Rotterdam and The Hague ) encourage ‘façade 

gardens’; Amsterdam Council is actively helping residents create ‘pavement gardens’). 

https://www.lifetreecheck.eu/en/Inspiration/Blog/Rotterdam-encourages-residents-to-disrupt-paving
https://www.denhaag.nl/en/in-the-city/nature-and-environment/facade-and-tree-border-gardens.htm
https://nmtzuid.nl/projects/sidewalk-gardens/
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Student Housing in Utrecht took part in a “National Paving Stone Popping” competition for 

students. Placemaking Europe has published a Façade Gardens Manual’. 

     

 

Although not common in Portsmouth, there is some planting in the crevice between garden 

wall and pavement – and wildflowers certainly flourish here. The following pictures were all 

taken in Portsmouth streets: 

    

https://www.dub.uu.nl/en/news/students-remove-paving-stones-create-more-green-spaces-utrecht
https://www.dub.uu.nl/en/news/students-remove-paving-stones-create-more-green-spaces-utrecht
https://placemaking-europe.eu/wp-content/uploads/listing-uploads/file/2021/03/Facade-Garden-Manual.pdf


12 
 

 

 

 

Recommendations for PCC: 

 conduct trials of continuous strips of planting (‘pavement gardens’ next to walls in our 

street. As a first step a few planting strips might be introduced near high walls eg those 

of school buildings. PCC might also invite local residents to apply to take part in trials.  

 require all new developments to create a continuous planting strip along walls next to 

streets and other walk-ways. This is one small example where this has happened in 

Portsmouth:  

 

4.2 Pots and hanging baskets 

Portsmouth residents have adopted a number of approaches to greening their streets 

including hanging baskets and pot plants and it would seem the effect is ‘catching’ – when 

one person puts a pot plant out, others often follow : 

   

Hanging baskets and pots break up the grey monotony of wall and pavement and 

contribute hugely to community enjoyment of our streets. Some residents’ displays are 

particularly eye-catching (below, left). Where streets are too narrow for pots, we came 

across an example of local resident who had designed and made his own narrow but deep 

planter so as not to obstruct the pavement (below right): 
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Recommendation for PCC: 

 consider whether it is possible to address the lack of ‘narrow planters’ suitable for 

narrow streets by encouraging community organisation (eg Men’s Shed) to make them.  

 

4.3 Depaving small areas of forecourts  

The photograph below shows a house forecourt that has been partially depaved. This has 

given plants space to grow extensive root systems and the result is a low maintenance 

garden providing a riot of colour:  

  

We have observed many other examples of forecourts filled with plants such as jasmine, 

honeysuckle and roses that have grown from a small patch of uncovered soil. Plants 

growing in the ground rather than in a pot or planter require less watering and feeding and, 

because of their more established root system, are more resilient to drought. During a 

deluge of rain the soil provides a natural soak-away. However, many forecourts are fully 

paved in order to provide a hard surface for wheelie bins, and sometimes cars.  Both the 

RHS and Wildlife Trust websites provide information on ‘green’ alternatives to fully paved 

drives and forecourts. We think many local residents would be happy to lift one small 

paving slab in a corner given some encouragement and advice on what could be planted 

in the space and how to look after it.   

 

https://www.rhs.org.uk/garden-design/front-garden-designing
https://www.wildlifetrusts.org/actions/how-make-gravel-garden-wildlife
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Recommendations for PCC: 

 encourage local residents to lift one paving slab in their forecourts and celebrate 

examples where this has been done 

 use their ‘Greener Streets’ webpage to share RHS and Wildlife Trust advice on ‘green’ 

alternatives to fully paved drives and forecourts.  

4.4 Growing on walls and railings 

Many local residents have plants growing on or in their forecourt walls. Sometimes these 

plants have arrived naturally, and sometimes they have been planted deliberately: 

    

Sometimes walls have been turned into planters. All these approaches help create a green 

corridor for the enjoyment of both people and wildlife: 
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Fences and railings seem to be particularly easy to turn fully green; see for example the 

image below showing a railing covered with ivy. The railing has turned into a hedge 

providing a fantastic habitat for a range of wildlife including nesting birds. Plants that have 

growing space in forecourts or gardens can quickly creep out under a fence helping create 

a corridor for wildlife. 

   

Encouraging plants to grow on and over forecourt walls and railings may be one of the 

easiest and quickest ways to create continuous wildlife corridors in many Portsmouth 

streets. There are several websites with information about suitable plants for garden walls. 

 

Recommendation for PCC: 

 use their Greener Streets webpage to provide information about wildlife gardening in 

general and to explain how growing plants on and over forecourt walls and railings can 

help turn a street into a wildlife corridor. 

5. Wildflowers and pesticides 

On PFOE’s most recent community walk we were accompanied by two wildflower experts 

who identified 40 common wildflowers (see Appendix for list). The walk took place in May 

in just a few residential streets on either side of Highland Road.  As the year unfolds a 

https://www.gardeningetc.com/advice/best-plants-for-garden-walls
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succession of wildflowers will appear– each timed to support different native insects. As 

you will see from the list, many wildflowers have the most wonderful common names, 

sometimes local to the area. 

It’s clear that wild plants can cope with Portsmouth’s harsh street environment, appearing 

in the smallest of cracks and crevices in our walls and pavements. They grow in tree pits, 

around lamp posts, and particularly like the crevice between wall and pavement.  Left 

unchecked, wild plants would soon turn our streets into wildlife corridors. The following 

photograph was taken in a Portsmouth car park in an undisturbed corner where spraying 

has not taken place. As previous years’ wildflowers decompose the soil builds up, allowing 

a broader range of wild plants to flourish. This space next to the car park wall is providing 

a small haven for wildlife: 

 

PFOE recognises that wild plants in our streets can become trip hazards and block drains. 

Some wild plants eg buddleia, nettles and brambles are excellent for wildlife but grow fast 

and large so should only be allowed to grow in restricted locations. Clearly wild plants in 

urban streets need managing. PFOE is strongly of the opinion that managing does not 

mean extermination. The result of spraying pavement weeds annually with herbicide is 

unsightly and hugely detrimental to wildlife.  Sprayed dead ‘weeds’ in tree pits deters 

people from planting flowers there, and it is our view that living weeds growing in tree pits 

and other appropriate street spaces would be more attractive than dead vegetation: 
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PFOE is aware that many people see wild plants (also known as ‘weeds’) as untidy and a 

sign of neglect. A mix of pollinator-friendly cultivated flowers and wild flowers may be 

attractive to both local residents and insects. The use of signage in gardens, tree pits and 

planters can help explain the choice of plants:  

  

Bath City Council has responded to a petition from local residents calling for a ban on the 

spraying of glyphosate by asking local residents to help with managing weeds in their 

street. A few streets in Bristol have opted out of spraying and residents are helping to 

manage the weeds in their streets so they don’t become trip hazards. They have put up 

signs in tree pits saying “Please do not spray. Maintained by the street”. PFOE is firmly 

opposed to the spraying of pesticides and herbicides in our streets: 

https://greenhighkingsdown.com/
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Recommendations for PCC: 

 ask their street maintenance contractor Colas to stop spraying tree pits.  

 ask Colas to stop spraying and blanket removal of plants growing next to forecourt and 

house walls. It may be necessary for residents to place a sign on their wall to say 

‘planted with wildflowers, do not spray or remove’. 

 enable local residents to take responsibility for managing weeds that grow in the 

pavement outside their house. We suggest a few trials would be helpful to identify best 

practice. 

 provide links to information about native wild flowers that are suitable for an urban 

environment via their Green Streets webpage. This might include links to sources of 

suitable wildflower seeds eg Kew Gardens gives out free UK-native wildflower seed kits 

to community groups and individuals across the UK each year as part of its campaign 

to increase biodiversity (see image below): 

. 
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6. Conclusion 

Throughout this report we have highlighted the many wonderful things that local residents 

are doing to green their streets including:  

 planting in street tree-pits and street-planters 

 putting pots and hanging baskets outside their house; allowing a wide variety of 

plants to scramble over their forecourt walls and railings 

 depaving small areas of their forecourt to grow a wide variety of flowers and shrubs; 

and even planting a narrow strip of soil between wall and pavement with seeds 

 

 We believe that PCC has an important role to play in spreading these ideas widely and 

enabling residents who wish to do so to green their streets, create wildlife gardens and 

corridors and help address the biodiversity emergency.  

 

We have recommended a number of ways in which PCC can support street greening 

including:  

 developing a biodiversity strategy for the whole of Portsmouth including our streets 

and gardens 

 creating a ‘Greener Streets’ website with links to information about wildlife corridors, 

wildlife gardening and plants suitable for urban spaces 

 enabling and encouraging local residents to find growing spaces in their streets (eg 

in nearby tree-pits, less-paved buildouts and via adopt a planter scheme) 

 uncovering more soil in our streets (eg by creating larger tree-pits, de-paving modal 

filters and build-outs) 

 experimenting with ‘pavement gardens’ – strips of planting between wall and 

pavement, encouraging other land owners to do the same, and requiring this for 

new developments 

 identifying places where flowers (both native and cultivated) might be permitted to 

grow in our streets with the aid of explanatory signs (eg ‘managed for wildlife’ signs 

in tree pits)  

 ending pesticide spraying in our streets and enabling resident management of 

pavement weeds 

 

We hope PCC will give these recommendations serious consideration, so that wildlife, 

including those creatures in the soil beneath our feet as well insects and birds, can flourish 

across the whole of our city. 
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Appendix 

Pavement wildflowers observed on 21 May 2022 in residential streets adjacent to 

Highland Road, Eastney/Milton Wards  

Common name Scientific name 
  Marchantia Marchantia polymorpha Liverwort 

 Wall rue Asplenium ruta-muraria Fern 
 Harts tounge fern Asplenium scolopendrium Fern 
 Dalmation bellflower Campanula portenschlagiana Flowering plant 
 Shepherd's purse Capsella bursa-pastoris Flowering plant 
 Hairy bittercress Cardamine flexuosa Flowering plant 
 Red valerian Centranthus rubur Flowering plant 
 Canadian fleabane Conyza canadensis Flowering plant 
 Ivy leaved toadflax Cymbalaria muralis Flowering plant 
 American willowherb Epilobium ciliatum Flowering plant 
 Mexican fleabane Erigeron karvinkianus Flowering plant 
 Whitlow grass Erophila verna Flowering plant 
 Petty spurge Euphorbia peplus Flowering plant 
 Black bindweed Fallopia convolvulus Flowering plant 
 Goosegrass Galium aparine Flowering plant 
 Herb robert Geranium robertianum Flowering plant 
 Wall barley Hordeum murinum Flowering plant grass 

Cat'sear Hypochaeris radicata Flowering plant 
 Prickly lettuce Lactuca serriola Flowering plant 
 Swinecress Lepidium coronopus Flowering plant 
 Mallow Malva sylvestris Flowering plant 
 Spotted medic Medicago arabica Flowering plant 
 Annual mercury Mercurialis annua Flowering plant 
 Forget me not Myosotis sp, Flowering plant 
 Opium poppy Papaver somniferum Flowering plant 
 Pelitory of the wall Parietaria judaica Flowering plant 
 Green alkanet Pentaglottis sempervirens Flowering plant 
 Annual meadow grass Poa annua Flowering plant grass 

Knotgrass Polygonum aviculare Flowering plant 
 Water bent Polypogon viridis Flowering plant grass 

Yellow cordyalis Pseudofumaria lutea Flowering plant 
 

Procumbent pearlwort Sagina procumbens Flowering plant 
 Groundsel Senecio vulgaris Flowering plant 
 Hedge mustard Sisymbrium officinale Flowering plant 
 Mind-your-own-business Soleirolia soleirolii Flowering plant 
 Smooth sowthistle Sonchus oleraceus Flowering plant 
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Chickweed Stellaria media Flowering plant 
 Dandelion Taraxacum officinale Flowering plant 
 Mayweed Tripleurospermum inodorum Flowering plant 
 Nettle Urtica dioica Flowering plant 
  

 

 


