
3Part 3: Derriford Vision

The following section summarises the key issues for the AAP, and establishes the overarching vision for the site which 

will underpin the masterplanning process.
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2.6  Viability 

The design process cannot be considered in isolation from viability 

considerations. The pressing need to regenerate the site and the 

costs associated with the large amount of infrastructure which is 

likely to be needed means that a land use and phasing mix needs 

to be found that delivers values sufficient to meet the costs and de-

liver a developers profit. Viability considerations should not dictate 

the form of the masterplan but at the same time the development 

simply will not happen unless there is sufficient quantum of value 

generating uses to create a viable scheme. Key viability issues in-

clude the following:

There are potentially extra-ordinary costs associated with in-• 

frastructure required to improve the network, particularly im-

provements to junctions on the A38 and A386, as well as new 

links which due to the complex topography of the area, will 

require substantial engineering solutions;

Residential values are likely to underpin the financial viability • 

of the scheme and a suitable mix of housing will need to be 

developed to deliver both profit and much needed housing 

stock;

The provision of commercial space is essential to meet the • 

SWRDA requirements and contribute to the economic aims 

of the City;
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Plymouth is the largest city west of Bristol and its role in supporting 

the local and sub regional economy is critical. The city is a major 

centre of employment, shopping and tourism. It also has an 

important regional significance as a centre for culture, sport and 

higher education. The city has global links with North American, 

Asian and European companies and has important healthcare and 

medical sectors, many of which are based at Derriford. Historically 

the city has been highly dependent on defence-related industries 

but over recent years this has declined significantly and there is 

an ongoing need to diversify and strengthen the local economy. 

Derriford is one of the key development opportunities where this 

aspiration can be achieved.

Through the Plymouth Vision, prepared by MBM Arquitectes, a 

compelling picture of what the city is and what it could become has 

emerged. The vision focuses on the unique beauty and position 

of the City, and identifies that: ‘..it seems to fall way short of its 

potential offer for lifestyle, workplace and urban attracter that this 

uniquely positioned and naturally endowed waterside city should 

be able to provide to a waiting population.’ A Vision for Plymouth 

sets out the aim for Plymouth to be a ‘European Cultural City’. It 

also sets specific targets for the City, including a population growth 

over the next twenty years from the current 240,000, to between 

300-350,000 in order to provide a sustainable and vibrant city. 

This target population is suggested as the level of critical mass 

required to support a city of the nature outlined in the vision. The 

MBM vision for Plymouth in essence seeks to bring the quality of 

the social, economic and urban fabric of the City up to a level that 

is commensurate with its stunning natural setting. This vision has 

been adopted in the Core Strategy:

“By 2020 Plymouth will be one of Europe’s 
finest, most vibrant waterfront cities where 
an outstanding quality of life is enjoyed by 
everyone.”

It is in this highly aspirational context that the Derriford AAP is 

being prepared.

Since 1995 an alliance known as the Core Cities Group (comprising 

eight of England’s major regional cities) have been working together 

to set out a vision of the role that big cities must play in national 

and regional life in the 21st century. One of the motivations of 

the alliance is to ensure that the profile and prosperity of English 

cities compares favourably with the best regional cities in other 

parts of the World, and in particular the European Union. Whilst 

the work of the Core Cities Group does not necessarily have the 

same aim as the Plymouth Vision, the implications are identical; a 

city that performs well regionally, nationally and internationally is 

likely to have a strong economy, a high quality of life and a healthy 

environment. To achieve this success the work of the Group has 

demonstrated that there are two complementary but distinctive 

sets of urban policy factors that must be addressed by any aspirant 

regional city - ‘external’ and ‘internal’.

The “external factors” are about establishing and maintaining a 

competitive role in the wider national and international economy. 

These factors include the strength and commercial relevance 

of a city’s knowledge base, business friendly governance and 

effective business support services, and high quality infrastructure 

which connects well to external markets. In short these are the 

conditions which attract and encourage knowledge based 

business clusters on a scale which can enhance both regional and 

national competitiveness. These conditions are also fundamental 

for creating the positive climate necessary for “enterprise” in the 

wider sense - so ensuring a “can do” culture which translates into 

the birth and growth of a wide range of indigenous businesses at 

all levels of the economy. 

There is also a group of “internal factors” which connect with 

more immediate quality of life issues for individuals, families and 

neighbourhoods and which are important in attracting businesses 

and the workforce. These factors include the quality of public 

services, leisure facilities, social inclusion and neighbourhood 

renewal. In short these are the conditions which make for a 

cohesive and positive society. 

Plymouth has much to do to address both ‘external’ and ‘internal’ 

factors if it is to significantly enhance both social and economic 

conditions in the city. In essence it seems to fall way short of its 

potential offer for lifestyle, workplace and as an urban attractor. 

Derriford is unique in that it potentially addresses both ‘external’ 

and ‘internal’ factors simultaneously. As a leading centre of medical 

excellence and a hub of science and technology the location is a 

pivotal sub regional location which helps to strengthen the city’s 

national and international competitiveness. As a location close to 

Dartmoor with stunning views and deep wooded valleys dissecting 

the topography it can also contribute to a better quality of life for the 

residents and working population of the city. This in turn enhances 

competitiveness, particularly in the highly skilled, high value and 

knowledge based sectors the area is known for.

Placed in this context it is clear that Derriford already is far more 

than ‘just’ a neighbourhood or local centre. It is already an 

important sub-regional centre with a vital role in the success of the 

city. However, despite being defined by a formidable mix of uses 

including the Hospital, Plymouth City Airport, Nuffield Hospital, The 

College of St Mark and St John, Plymouth International Business 

Park and Tamar Science Park the area is not actually perceived as 

a place in its own right. Each of the uses sit on their own within a 

broad area with no sense of place, image or ‘brand’ identity (see 

figures 33-34). 

The Council’s strategy is for a bi-polar economy focused on the 

City Centre and Derriford. The challenge for the AAP therefore is to 

complement the existing uses at Derriford with an urban framework 

and infill development that makes a place out of what is currently 

a non-place and which are commensurate with the city-wide 

importance of the uses of the area. If this is achieved the result will 

be a second centre for Plymouth; not just a series of destinations 

off the A386 but a focus to the whole of the north of Plymouth and 

with a wider sub regional importance (see figures 35-38).

3.1 The City Vision 

3.0 Fundamental Issues for the AAP



fig.33 currently a centre off a radial route fig.35 a future nucleated centre on a radial route

fig.37 future nucleated sub-regional centre

fig.34 currently a number of destinations off a radial route

fig.36 future creation of a nucleated centre fig.38 creation of a place 
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Within the established areas of Plymouth to the south of the A38 

there are a number of clear and distinctive centres with their own 

image and identity. These include Stoke, Mutley Plain, Devonport, 

East End, Stonehouse and the Barbican not to mention the city 

centre itself. Each of these have the potential to evolve with a mix 

of uses and facilities to build a ‘sustainable community’. Some 

are also likely to assume a wider importance as a key part of the 

wider city.

The situation to the north of the A38 is markedly different. 

Sustainable Neighbourhood studies carried out for these areas 

reveal a number of low density suburbs lacking any kind of significant 

focus, services or facilities. Virtually none of the suburbs come 

close to achieving the bottom end of PPG 3 required densities; 

the wider area is fragmented by the numerous valleys that dissect 

the landscape and as a consequence the overall population of this 

significant area of the city is low and dispersed. 

The task to bring structure and urban cohesion to this large area is 

potentially daunting. None of the existing neighbourhoods have the 

scale or potential to become a natural centre to the whole of the 

North Plymouth area. Restructuring of the urban fabric to achieve 

a centre would be a long process and fraught with difficulties of 

delivery.

Development at Derriford, which has almost 160 hectares of 

land with ‘potential for change or intensification’, represents 

the best opportunity to create a focus to the neighbourhoods 

to the north of the A38. The area is at a natural and historically 

established gateway to the city and is almost a geographic hub 

to the surrounding suburbs. It has place-making features such 

as Crownhill Fort and the Bircham and Forder Valleys. It is an 

international employment mixed use centre. A significant density 

of development including residential, commercial, community and 

retail development will ultimately help to make the North Plymouth 

area more sustainable as a distinct urban district of the city. The 

commercial, community and residential uses of developable areas 

will substantially add to the critical mass of both the resident and 

working population increasing overall densities within the broader 

area to a level closer to that which might be expected of a city.

Derriford therefore has a hugely significant role to play as the 

hub which acts as a focus to currently disparate and detached 

neighbourhoods lacking the level of facilities and services which 

should underpin any ‘sustainable community’.  To achieve this 

role two issues will be vital to success. Firstly, the critical mass 

of development will be pivotal in making the area function as a 

real centre which is perceived as such by the residents of North 

Plymouth. A couple of local shops or a supermarket, are unlikely 

to be sufficient to define the centre of a large district of a major 

city. Other areas that have tried to achieve this without the critical 

mass of development have had limited success. For example the 

neighbourhood centre of north Bristol is little more that a large 

Sainsbury’s supermarket and shows little sign of becoming a social 

and economic place that people actually want to visit and linger in. 

The nature and quantum of development at Derriford is likely to 

require sufficient scale to encourage a genuine mix of uses, the 

social use of space and so on. Without these human interactions 

the centre could be merely utilitarian – a place to pick up some 

groceries – but not the heart of North Plymouth. 

Secondly, the type, scale and design of the urban fabric of the 

area will, in conjunction with the critical mass of development, 

determine success. Boldness of vision will be essential. Existing 

large scale uses and the road infrastructure currently tends to 

dominate over the cyclist and pedestrian environment. Any new 

urban fabric introduced within the Derriford area could be easily 

overwhelmed by the particular scale of the existing urban form of 

the area. It seems vital therefore that the urban ‘glue’ that binds the 

existing uses together into a cohesive urban identity is bold, simple 

and easily understood. It will need to be of a sufficient scale to 

create an urban context for highways infrastructure turning ‘traffic 

sewers’ into streets. Modest two-three storey ‘new urbanism’ 

will not achieve this. A bolder contemporary suburb needs to be 

created that matches the best new development achieved by the 

European cities Plymouth aspires to stand amongst.

The Core Strategy proposes new district centres at both Derriford 

and Weston Mill which will both address gaps in shopping provision. 

‘The Derriford proposal will also respond to major population 

growth planned for in the north of the city, over-trading of nearby 

superstores, support the Council’s strategy for a bi-polar economy 

concept focused on the City Centre and Derriford and put a new 

heart into the north of Plymouth.’

This section establishes the strategy to guide Derriford towards 

delivery of the vision.  The objectives below are translated into a 

series of principles (in the following pages) with which all future 

development of the masterplan and designs for individual blocks 

should conform, unless there are overriding issues of practicality 

or viability. 

The Council’s objectives to deliver the vision for Derriford, as set 

out in the Core Strategy, are reproduced below:

1. To develop a diverse mix of commercial and community uses 

supported by a strong, vibrant new residential community.

2. To play a major supporting role in the sub region’s long 

term economic and social well-being through the provision of 

strategically important health, economic, further education and 

transport infrastructure (including an improved Plymouth airport).

3. To develop a district shopping centre, centred on the west side 

of the A386, to support the surrounding residential and commercial 

communities but with potential to grow as population growth is 

achieved.

4. To provide a new high quality ‘northern gateway’ into the city, 

with a strong sense of place.

5. To facilitate public transport, cyclist, pedestrian and vehicular 

access in a sustainable way.

6. To create a strong urban form, utilising distinctive high quality 

architecture and spaces with sufficient scale, which is easy to 

understand and assists in orientation.

7. To create a high quality, safe and accessible environment.

8. To create key new transport linkages with surrounding areas, 

including potential Forder Valley and Whitleigh links.

9. To capitalise on the existing network of green spaces, views and 

historic environment and enhance the role of these, with greater 

access and links to wider areas.

3.2 Making a ‘Centre’ 3.3 Core Srategy Objectives 



fig.39 low density suburbs of north Plymouth fig.40 potential development area at the heart of north Plymouth

fig.41 hub as a focus to currentlly disparate 

and detached neighbourhoods

fig.42 areas of potential change or intensification

41

(c) Crown Copyright Plymouth City Council Licence No 100018633.     January 2009 (c) Crown Copyright Plymouth City Council Licence No 100018633.     January 2009 

(c) Crown Copyright Plymouth City Council Licence No 100018633.     January 2009 (c) Crown Copyright Plymouth City Council Licence No 100018633.     January 2009 

(c) Crown Copyright Plymouth City Council Licence No 100018633.     January 2009 



42

fig.43 scale comparisons

The Derriford Centre - comparisons of scale

Derriford

The representative diagrams on the following pages depict scale 

comparisons of other UK retail destinations compared with a 

potential Derriford District Centre with retail areas situated to the 

east and west of the A386.   Although a significant portion of the 

retail offer will be located to the west of the A386 some retail will 

be located on the eastern edges of development centered around 

the North West Quadrant.



Clifton, Bristol Brindley Place, Birmingham The Bullring, Birmingham Cribbs Causeway, Bristol

Truro City Centre Totnes Town CentreExeter High Street and PrincesshayPlymouth City Centre
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3.4 Delivering wider benefits from development 3.5  The nature of the urban framework 

The numerous landowners and developers active within the 

Derriford AAP area, have some aspirations for development of 

their land in line with the vision. A significant amount of change 

is envisaged both within the public and private sector. Investment 

by the hospital alone is likely to run into the hundreds of millions 

of pounds. Add to this potential development of the Hawkins 

Trust Land, South West Water site, the Tamar Science Park, the 

International Medical & Technology Park, the Airport and the north-

west quadrant and the scale of investment is huge. Although many 

of the sites are complex and difficult to deliver, nonetheless there 

is a significant opportunity to coordinate development to reorient 

the infrastructure in the area to support the concept of a modern, 

inspirational and sustainable urban centre for the north of Plymouth. 

This will need to focus on improvements to public transport to 

put into place a 21st century infrastructure that encourages 

sustainable patterns of resource use and consumption. The social 

and community infrastructure necessary to support the resident 

and working population of north Plymouth will also need to be put 

in place. With more flexible approaches to work and child care 

there will be much that new development can offer to enhance 

Derriford’s ‘offer’ as a place with a good live-work balance.

The Forder and Bircham Valleys are stunning assets and can be 

relatively readily brought into public use. The Bircham, Seaton and 

Forder valleys combine to represent an impressive and enviable 

city resource that, if managed appropriately, could provide city-

wide educational and recreational benefits.  PCC has recognised 

this potential and is preparing proposals to establish the area as 

Derriford Community Park, an asset for education, visual and 

leisure amenity, healthy living, recreation and locally grown food. 

Their landscape and ecological values will need to be maintained 

and enhanced through ongoing management.

Key assets such as Crownhill Fort, Bowden Battery and Fort 

Austin must be brought into the equation – this could be one of 

the strongest place-making anchors for the whole area.

Wider environmental benefits will also include reductions in 

resource use and consumption. Energy will need to be a strong 

theme within the AAP. With a major energy user on site in the 

form of the hospital, and a number of other large energy users, 

there is real potential to integrate within the plan the infrastructure 

necessary to deliver combined heat and power. Combined Heat 

and Power (CHP)  is a low carbon approach and is a more efficient 

way of generating energy  and often the most cost effective 

way of achieving carbon savings. By making use of the excess 

heat created by energy generation there is a real opportunity to 

encourage a sustainable energy policy for the area. 

The AAP will need to identify and quantify the social, economic 

and environmental benefits that can be delivered through the 

implementation of the AAP so that these can be factored in to 

S106 negotiations from the outset.

Although they seem hugely complex, cities can also be seen in 

a very simple way. Essentially they consist of lines of movement 

(streets) which divide an area into blocks and plots which are 

developed for a variety of uses. An urban framework is the same 

thing – it allows for anticipated movement by all modes of transport 

including pedestrians and cyclists whilst at the same dividing an 

area into blocks and plots which are attractive to the private sector 

to develop. 

The urban framework for Derriford has to achieve a number of 

competing goals. It needs to allow for all anticipated modes of 

transportation at a level that enables the new centre to function 

in a sustainable way. It also needs to define a pattern and grain 

of blocks and plots which will create a distinctive and appealing 

place when developed. A key requirement of this pattern of streets 

and spaces will be to turn Derriford from being a series of cul-

de-sac destinations off the main A386 into a genuine focus for 

neighbourhoods and uses within the area. Derriford needs to go 

from being a destination on a radial route out of the City to being 

perceived as the nucleated centre to north Plymouth, as indicated 

in figures 33-38. 

Whilst this restructuring of urban form seems ambitious it can be 

achieved by targetted investments in the transport infrastructure 

which will link the area to the east and west. Key amongst these 

is the Forder Valley Link. In functional terms this link would provide 

a means to enhance public transport and accessibility and enable 

North Plymouth to be connected not only to the City centre but 

also to the east and Langage. 

However in terms of the urban framework the link also helps to 

break down the pattern of cul-de-sac developments that currently 

characterise the area and contribute to the notion of a nucleated 

centre as a focus for the North of Plymouth. 

There are other opportunities for adding permeability to the urban 

framework, for example by identifying new linkages through the 

surplus airport land and possibly to the west of the international 

business park around the northern edge of Crownhill Fort. The net 

result of these enhancements to the permeability of the area would 

be to radically restructure the existing urban framework of the area 

to make the centre of Derriford a focus to the wider area – just as 

traditional town centres are the focus to their urban hinterlands.

The urban framework also needs to create a network of streets 

that creates a remarkable and recognisable urban form. Like any 

urban centre there will be areas of different intensity differentiated 

by variations in street width, block size and architectural scale. 

At Derriford not all parts of the centre will have urban intensity. 

However some key areas in the corridor from Crownhill Fort to the 

Derriford Roundabout and towards the hospital do seem suited as 

areas of intensity in which there is a special focus on the delivery 

of a high quality urban form and public realm. These are the most 

used, accessible and visible areas and are the natural focus to the 

area. They need to be remarkable.

fig.46 vision imagery



fig.46 vision imagery 45
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3.6  Derriford 2021

By 2021 Derriford has become the natural heart of North Plymouth, an urban district of over 

50,000 people and an important sub regional destination for medical, science and technology 

centres, it now forms part of a bi-polar economy with the city centre, complementary in scale 

and land use. It has become a justifiably proud part of the cityscape. It has a sufficient critical 

mass of residential and commercial development to ensure that it functions as both a social 

and economic focus to the area. The bold urban form of the development linking the constitu-

ent parts of the centre is sufficiently ‘robust’ to create a distinct and recognisable identity out 

of what was previously a disparate collection of uses. It has striking architecture of a sufficient 

scale to balance the large scale commercial and medical uses of the area, all leading to a new 

bus interchange at the architecturally exciting hospital entrance.

Derriford offers a wonderful quality of life. It is a 21st century centre with excellent public trans-

port linkages throughout, It has a mix of spacious, bright and airy and well-treed boulevards 

and spaces; tight streets and urban spaces within the main urban focal points; and, linkages 

to and across the beautiful wooded valleys which serve as a park for the resident and working 

population. The well connected and walkable area with integral linear green routes through the 

green valleys, pocket parks, roof gardens and parks, along with the cluster of community and 

research medical facilities all contribute to making the area a place for healthy living.

The Community Park reinforces the feeling, and benefits, of a city in the countryside, bring-

ing farmland and biodiversity right into the heart of the urban area. The green link through the 

heart connects the community directly to the Crownhill Fort Glacis and down the valley to the 

Tamar. 

The compact and well connected urban form, containing a mix of jobs, homes, leisure and 

community uses, centres of learning and alternative transport modes make this a truly sustain-

able piece of city where economic success drives social interaction, community wellbeing and 

environmental enhancement.



fig.45 Potential urban form - good accessibility as well as a distinctive and cohesive 

urban structure to create a new centre for north Plymouth

fig.44 Existing urban form - poor accessibility and lack of identity or focus
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