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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 óStreets for Peopleô and óNature Everywhereô 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 ï green along their whole length ï 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 residentsô 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 Trustôs (HIWWT) óWilder Portsmouthô 

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 óurban meadowsô 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.  

PCCôs 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 ówildlife gardenô; sources of funding 

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

doing already. 
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3. Planting in Portsmouthôs 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 óAdopt a Tree Pitô schemes eg 

Redbridge who also have an óOur Streetsô page with an óAttractive Streetsô 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/
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Recommendation for PCC: 

¶ support planting in tree-pits and provide information on their óGreener Streetsô 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 Portsmouthôs streets. Some are 

flourishing, and others are suffering from neglect: 

    

 


