
  

7 Density, character and capacity 
 
 
 
 Existing and desired character 
 
 
7.1 The character of Deepcut has been examined in detail by both the Council 

and Entec.23  Both studies recognised that the settlement sits within a rural 
area dominated by heathland and wooded areas.  

  
7.2 The village has a strongly linear form with a series of development clusters 

set in woodland settings along a broadly north south axis.    
 
7.3 Development is small scale in height and massing with suburban character 

spacing around buildings.  Many gardens are sufficiently large to 
accommodate mature trees and woodland areas penetrate into the built up 
areas.  In some areas, the buildings are very loosely textured.   

 
7.4 The only exception to this pattern is the recent Dettingen Park development 

which has a more urban and dense form, particularly in terms of massing and 
building height.  A recent survey revealed that many residents do not like the 
character of this development.24   

 
7.5 Residential densities range from 8 to 40 dpha with an average density of 25 

to 28 dph across the settlement.   
 
7.6 Although the PRB site does not fall within the current boundaries of the 

settlement it does wrap around much of it and forms a good part of its setting.  
Woodland areas and open space dominate the site with a more limited area 
of campus style development in the southern section where buildings are 
loosely arranged in a parkland setting.    

 
7.7 Overall, the existing character of Deepcut (including PRB) could be described 

as a loosely textured rural settlement dominated by its woodland and 
heathland settings.  

 
7.8 The local community value this rural character and in particular, its sylvan 

nature.  They wish to see this retained in any future redevelopment.  They 
also wish to see the settlement being developed as a rural village and 
expressed concern that the need to accommodate high numbers of new 
housing in the area could compromise the rural village vision.25 

 
7.9 Given the rural nature of the settlement and the loose texture of much of it, 

density of development will be an important factor to control and to use to 
deliver the vision.  The number and size of buildings on the site will have a 
very strong influence on its future character.  The density of development 

                                                 
23  Deepcut Development Project.  Background Paper.  Deepcut Character Appraisal. June 2009.  

SHBC 
Deepcut Character and Density Study Draft Report. June 2009. Entec 

24 Deepcut Development Project.  Background Paper.  A Community Vision for Deepcut.  Results of 
the May 2009 Deepcut Questionnaire. June 2009.  SHBC 
25 Deepcut Community Planning Event March 2010. Beyond Green (April 2010) 
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applied to the site will also have a major role in determining capacity.  This is 
especially true of residential densities in terms of number of dwellings per 
hectare (dph).   

 
7.10 The following section looks at the range of residential density scenarios that 

could be applied to the site and their implications for both capacity and 
character.   

 
 
 
 Residential Density Policy  
 
  
7.11 Land is a finite resource.  In the 1990’s considerable concern was being 

expressed at the growing sprawl of urban areas and what was perceived to 
be inefficient and wasteful use of the limited land resource.  Efforts were 
made to increase the efficiency with which land was used and one of the 
means of doing this was to increase the number of dwellings that were built 
on each hectare of land.  Government policy at that time required new 
residential development to be at a minimum of 30 dph with much higher 
densities (>50 dph) around town centres and key transport nodes.  After 2000 
the efficient use of land was seen as one of the key strands of the sustainable 
development concept.   

 
7.12 There was considerable resistance to higher densities as they were perceived 

as creating cramped and unattractive developments and a considerable 
number of studies and papers were produced around this time to try and 
demonstrate that higher densities could be achieved without compromising 
good quality and character.  Prince Charles’ Poundbury development was 
one of the developments undertaken to try and demonstrate that higher 
densities do not result in a sacrifice of quality and character. 

 
7.13 Densities above 30 dph do make more efficient use of land but they do also 

create compact and generally hard urban forms of development with little 
space to assist in other sustainability objectives such as urban cooling and 
biodiversity.  Although higher densities may be appropriate in urban areas, 
the resulting tightly packed form may not always be appropriate in rural areas 
or in locations that are unsustainable.  In addition, although the required 
density levels proved relatively easy to achieve, the required uplift in high 
quality design (which was also needed) was a lot more difficult to achieve, 
and often wasn’t.  

 
7.14 Over time the focus on achieving densities of 30 to 50 dpha densities has 

softened with a recognition that high density may not be achievable or 
desirable in some locations.  PPS3 now states that “30 dwellings per hectare 
(dph) should be used as a national indicative minimum to guide policy 
development and decision making, until local density policies are in place.”   
Densities below this minimum are expected to be justified.   

 
7.15 The South East Plan 2008 states that higher housing densities will be 

encouraged with an overall regional target of 40 dwellings per hectare over 
the Plan period.   The more onerous density level is not surprising given the 
pressure on the land resource in the south east.  However, it should be noted 
that the thrust of the RSS is to concentrate development in the sustainable 
urban areas and regional hubs whilst protecting countryside areas.   The 40 
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 Local Densities 
 
7.16 Map 7.1 reveals that the majority of Surrey Heath has very low housing 

density.  Even in the urban conurbation on the western side of the borough 
there are large areas of low density housing.   

 
7.17 Deepcut is one of the lower density settlement areas within the borough (Map 

7.1).  Net residential densities vary between 8 and 40 dph, but the majority of 
housing development achieves a density of between 25 to 28 dph.26   

 
7.18 Net densities of 40 dph or more are only found in small urban pockets across 

Surrey Heath.  
 

 
Map 7.1: Indicative Gross housing densities across Surrey Heath 
 

 
© Crown copyright.  All rights reserved.  Surrey Heath Borough Council 100018679 2009 

 
 

Density issues for Deepcut  
 

                                                 
26 Deepcut Development Project Background Paper.  Deepcut Character Assessment. June 2009  
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7.19 The PRB has around 36ha of land available for residential development. 
Table 7.1 below shows how many dwellings this land would deliver if different 
net densities were applied to this land.  The range of densities used is based 
on national and local density situations. 

 
 Table 7.1:  The number of dwellings resulting from different density and land 

availability scenarios 
 

 20 dph 25 dph 30 dph 35 dph 40 dph 
36 ha 720 900 1080 1260 1440 

 
 
7.20 The national indicative minimum – 30 dpha would deliver 1080 new homes on 

the site, whilst the urban SE Regional standard (40 dpha) would deliver 1440 
homes.  

 
7.21 There is considerable concern from both the local community and the Council 

that densities around 30 dpha or above would result in a hard urban form of 
development that would create a parody of the rural village vision for Deepcut 
that has been developed with stakeholders and the community.  The disliked 
Dettingen Park development has an average net density of 30 dpha and yet 
has a dense and very hard urban form that appears quite alien in the rural 
environment within which it sits.   

 
7.22 It raises issues of whether net average density is a sophisticated enough tool 

to deal with issues relating to the control of land use efficiency, character and 
housing numbers when creating a new settlement.  In view of the difficult 
questions this raised in relation to housing numbers and capacity, the Council 
commissioned a study to look at PRB capacity from a design lead 
perspective.  This is the subject of the next section. 
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8 A design lead approach to capacity  
 
 
 
8.1 The numerical approach to capacity is reliant on using a fairly crude tool (net 

average density) to establish the number of houses that could be 
accommodated on the 36ha of residential land at PRB.    National and 
regional planning policy advocate net densities that always appeared to 
deliver development with hard urban characters – Dettingen Park being a 
case in point.  The Council were concerned that it would not be possible to 
deliver the Deepcut vision if too many houses were shoe horned into PRB 
using the net density approach.  To address the concerns arising from 
housing numbers and density the Council sought to have the capacity 
question approached from an alternative direction.   Accordingly, a study was 
commissioned in April 2010 which looked at capacity from a design 
perspective – how many houses could be delivered while holding to the 
principles of a rural village espoused in the Deepcut vision.     

   
8.2 The Deepcut Design Lead Capacity Study drew up a plan for the developable 

areas of Deepcut which was based on a response to the character of the site 
and the vision for Deepcut.  The plan was created solely with the aim of 
establishing capacity and is not seen as a proposed layout or masterplan for 
the site.  The Plan adhered to a number of principles: 

 
 To meet the criteria set out in the Deepcut vision; 
 Creation of a rural feel in terms of character while meeting POS, retail 

and other requirements; 
 Consideration of plot ratios 
 Variable intensities across the site 
  An interpretation of a Surrey village 

 
8.3 The plan developed in accordance with these principles delivered 1157 new 

homes.  This was adjusted by 5% to allow for freehand drafting error giving a 
capacity of around 1200.  

  
8.4 Although the plan was not drawn up on the basis of net densities, a net 

density is attributable to its form and came in at 30 dpha.  
 
8.5 The Study is contained in full in Appendix 2. 
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9 Summary and conclusions 
 
 
 
9.1 The land-use budgets of other recent large developments provide a useful 

starting point for considering the capacity of the PRB site.  The land-use 
budget for Jennets Park was found to be of particular relevance, being a 
similar size and also subject to a number of significant ecological constraints, 
including the requirement for SANGS.  Over half of Jennets Park is in POS 
with only 33 ha available for residential development.  Even using an average 
density of 40 dpha only 1300 homes were achieved on this 110 ha urban site.   

 
9.2 The PRB site is subject to many constraints which limit the capacity of the 

site.  The most significant of these are: 
 

 The irregular, fragmented shape of the site 
 Half the site is currently in natural open space and nature 

conservation designations affect 44 ha of it. 
 Trees cover 45 ha of the site; 
 An agreed vision for the future development of Deepcut which sees 

PRB as part of a new rural village; 
 The multiple layers of constraints on the northern parcel of the site.   
 The amount of PDL land is limited to 29 ha. 
 

9.3 Although the site is large the amount of land available for development is 
limited.  PDL amounts to 29ha, with around 41 ha available for built 
development and a smaller amount within that for housing. 

 
9.4 Public open space will be the dominant land use on the site in area terms.   

Residential land will be the other main component.  The requirements for 
other land uses are small and do not have a significant effect on the broad 
land use budget.   

 
9.5 The numerical approach to capacity suggests that the site can accommodate 

around 1200 homes at a net average density of 33 dpha.  To achieve a 
density of 30 dpha, the number of dwellings would need to drop to around 
1100.   

 
9.5.1 There is considerable concern from both the local community and the Council 

that densities around 30 dpha or above would result in a hard urban form of 
development that would create a parody of the rural village vision for Deepcut 
that has been developed with stakeholders and the community.  Net average 
density is not considered a sophisticated enough tool to deal with issues 
relating to the control of land use efficiency, character and housing numbers 
when creating a new settlement.   

 
9.6 An alternative approach to the capacity issue, which was not dependant on 

using net average densities, was needed.  The Design Lead Capacity Study 
provided this alternative methodology and concluded that around 1200 homes 
could be accommodated on the site without compromising the Deepcut  
vision.  
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9.7 The review of land use budgets of other developments, the findings of the 
numerical approach and the results of the design lead methodology each 
separately point to a very similar capacity for the PRB.  

 
9.8  On the basis of their findings, it is concluded that the PRB site could 

accommodate up to 1200 homes, around 2ha of retail use, a 2ha school and 
around 75ha of public open space, along with other supporting land uses.  

 
9.9 Given the concurrence of the 3 separate approaches to methodology, the 

developed land use budget for PRB is considered robust.   
 
 




