
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 
 
 
 

 

LAST REVISED: MAY 3, 2010  
 

CC  LL   AA   RR   II   OO   NN   



 

Portsmouth Development Procedures Manual  Last Revised: May 3, 2010 

 

This page intentionally blank. 



 

PURPOSE AND ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 
 

 

The Portsmouth Procedures Manual  (this manual)  is intended  to assist in the day -to -day administration  of 
the zoning and subdivision ordinances.  The manualõs primary  objective is to exp lain  the review 

procedures  for permits and  development approvals in the zoning and subdivision ordinances .  To ease 
the application process, this manual also provides  information about City  staff contacts , application 
forms, and fee sch edules .   

This manual is a supplement to the Cityõs zoning and subdivision ordinances, not a substitute.  Please 
c onsult the appropriate z oning and subdivision ordinance provisions  prior to and during the development 
review process.   Should you have any qu estions or suggestions about this manual the staff of the Planning 
Department are here to assi st you.  

 

City  of Portsmouth  

The City  of Portsmouth City  Council  

Dr. James W. Holley III , Mayor  

William E. Moody, Jr. , Vice -Mayor  

Charles B. Whitehurst, Sr.  

Marlen e W. Randall  

Stephen E. Heretick  

Elizabeth M. Psimas  

Douglas L. Smith  

 

The City  of Portsmouth Planning Commission  

James E. Ellis, Chairman  

Davy Smith, Vice -Chair  

Calsine S. Pitt, Secretary  

Charles J. Brodna r 

Sallie C. Grant -Divenuti  

Leander A. Knox, Sr.  

Gary S. Leggett  

 

Portsmouth Administration  

Paul Holt, III, Deputy City  Manager  

Fred Brusso, Project Manager  

 

Consulting Team  

Craig Richardson, Clarion Associates  

Chad Meadows, Clarion Associates  

 

  



 

Portsmouth Development Procedures Manual  Last Revised: May 3, 2010 

 

 

This page intentionally blank.



 
 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

P A R T  1 :  Introduction  1-1 

1.1 Letter from the Deputy City Manager  ...................................................... 1-1 

1.2 How to Use This Ma nual  ............................................................................ 1-2 

1.3 Manual Organization  ................................................................................ 1-3 

1.4 Overview of Basic Planning and Zoning Concepts  ................................ 1-4 

P A R T  2 : Planning and Regulatory Documents  2-1 

2.1 Summary Document Table  ....................................................................... 2-1 

2.2 Destination 2025 Co mprehensive Plan  .................................................... 2-3 

2.3 Zoning Ordinance  ..................................................................................... 2-3 

2.4 Official Zoning Map  ................................................................................... 2-6 

2.5 Downtown Master Plan and Waterfront Strategy  .................................... 2-7 

2.6 Downtown Design Manual (D1 District Code)  ......................................... 2-7 

2.7 Uptown D2 D istrict Form Based Code  ...................................................... 2-8 

2.8 Historic District Design Guidelines  ............................................................ 2-9 

2.9 Floodplain Management Plan/Ordinance  .............................................. 2-9 

2.10 Chesapeake Bay Preservation Overlay District  .................................... 2-10 

2.11 Wetlands Ordinance  ............................................................................... 2-10 

2.12 Subdivision Ordinance  ............................................................................ 2-11 

2.13 Other Plans and Programs  ...................................................................... 2-11 

P A R T  3 : Advisory & Decision -Making Bodies  3-1 

3.1 City Organization Chart  ............................................................................ 3-1 

3.2 Guide to Advisory and Decision -Making Responsibilities  ..................... 3-2 

3.3 Meeting Schedules  .................................................................................... 3-5 

P A R T  4 : Applications for Permits and Development Approvals

 4-1 

4.1 Introducti on ................................................................................................ 4-1 

4.2 Common Review Procedures  ................................................................... 4-2 

4.3 Type I and Type II Development Plans  .................................................... 4-8 

4.4 Major Subdivisions  ................................................................................... 4-19 

4.5 Minor Subdivisions  ................................................................................... 4-27 

4.6 Subdivision Exceptions  ............................................................................ 4-30 

4.7 Use Permits ............................................................................................... 4-32 

4.8 Certificates of Appropriateness .............................................................. 4-35 



 

Portsmouth Development Procedures Manual  Last Revised: May 3, 2010 

 

4.9 Land Disturbance Permits ....................................................................... 4-40 

4.10 Wetland Permits  ....................................................................................... 4-40 

4.11 Building Permits  ........................................................................................ 4-41 

4.12 Temporary Use Permits  ............................................................................ 4-44 

4.13 Zoning Compliance Permits  ................................................................... 4-46 

4.14 Certificate of Occupancy  ...................................................................... 4-51 

4.15 Zoning Verifications  ................................................................................. 4-54 

4.16 Appeals  .................................................................................................... 4-55 

4.17 Variance Permits  ..................................................................................... 4-57 

4.18 Administrative Adjustments  .................................................................... 4-60 

4.19 Chesapeake Bay Exceptions  ................................................................. 4-63 

4.20 Encroachments  ........................................................................................ 4-63 

4.21 Street Closures  ......................................................................................... 4-63 

4.22 Interpretations  .......................................................................................... 4-64 

4.23 Comprehensive Plan Amendments  ....................................................... 4-66 

4.24 Zoning Ordinance Text and Map Amendments  ................................... 4-67 

P A R T  5 : Construction Proces ses 5-1 

5.1 Landscaping Review Procedures  ............................................................. 5-1 

5.2 Determination of Contextual Setbacks  ................................................... 5-5 

5.3 Nonconforming Site Aspects  .................................................................... 5-6 

5.4 Construction Drawing Review  .................................................................. 5-7 

5.5 Inspections  ................................................................................................. 5-7 

5.6 Performance Guarantees  ......................................................................... 5-8 

P A R T  6 : Appendices  6-1 

6.1 Appendix A: Cont act Information  ............................................................ 6-2 

6.2 Appendix B: Application Forms  ................................................................ 6-4 

6.3 Appendix C: Submission and Review Schedules  ................................... 6-5 

6.4 Appendix D: Fee Schedule  ....................................................................... 6-7 

6.5 Appendix F: Standard Details and Specifications  .................................. 6-8 

6.6 Appendix G: Frequently Asked Questions About Construction permits   6-13 

 

 

 



 

 

Portsmouth Development Procedures Manual  Last Revised: May 3,  2010 

Page 1-1 

  

PPAA RRTT  11 ::     

II NN TTRROO DDUUCC TTII OO NN   
1.1 LETTER FROM THE DEPUTY CITY MANAGER 

On behalf of City  Council and the City  Manager, thank you for your interest in 

Portsmouth!  

To help promote growth and redevelopment, the City  has worked extensively 
with the public as part of the Destination Portsmouth framework to re -write all 
of our development codes with the following goals in mind:  

¶ Making the development regulations ea sier to use;  

¶ Focusing more on development form and less on use, including new 
form -based code regulations for D owntown;  

¶ Providing process incentives for preferred development forms, plus height and density bonuses for 
sustainable development;  

¶ Sending cl ear signals on desired expectations for t he character of new development,  and 
encouraging compatible redevelopment;  

¶ Incorporating a stronger emphasis on mixed -use development and accommodation of modern 
residential housing types like live/work units and a ccessory dwellings like garage apartments;  

¶ Raising the bar for quality in commercial and multi -family development;  

¶ Addressing nonconforming development (40% of the lots in the City  were nonconforming prior to 
the adoption of the 2010 zoning ordinance); a nd  

¶ Protecting existing neighborhood character.  

While there are many development code requirements within the City , there are also many services 

offered to help you navigate through the process , and the many departments of the City  of Portsmouth 
are commit ted to helping you.  

Our goal is to make the development review process as clear as possible, so this document is designed to 
give citizens, developers, architects, and others an overview of what is involved in the development, 

improvement and use of land i n the City  and where help may be obtained.  It describes the 
development approvals process as a sequence of steps, even though some steps may occur at the 
same time. It also includes tips and contacts to help you expedite the process. More detailed informa tion 

on specific processes or permits is available in other documents which are referenced herein.  

Itõs easy to be passionate about Portsmouth, and we look forward to facilitating approval of your project.  

 

 

Paul D. Holt, III, AICP, CNU -A    Patrick J. Small , CEcD 

Deputy City  Manager      Director of Economic Development  
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Applicants are reminded th e manual does not serve as a 

substitute for any of the City  of Portsmouthõs adopted 

ordinances.  It is intended only as a guide for the users o f 

the zoning and subdivision ordinances.  In case of conflict 

between this document and other City  ord inances, the 

adopted City  ordinances shall control.  Applicants should 

contact the Planning Department at 757 -393-8836 or  

http://www.portsmouthva.gov/planning/  to ensure they 

have the current version of th e manual and the applicable 

zoning ordinance, subdivision ordinance , and City code of 
ordinance  provisions before filing an application.  

 

1.2 HOW TO USE THIS MANUAL 

The Portsmouth Procedures Manual (the manual) is a guide to the review  procedures for permit 
applications  and development approvals  in the zoning and subdivision o rdinances.  Citizens, 

development applicants, City  officials, staff, and other interested persons can use it as a guide to 
the development review process.   It includes both general information about planning and 
regulatory concepts and specific information  about the individual development review 
pro cedure s used in the City .  It also includes application submittal information, required forms, and 

other useful resource information for applicants.  

While the manual include s detailed information on the Cityõs development review proce dur es, it is 
not a substitute for the zoning and  subdivision ordinance s.  Applicants  should consult the zoning 

ordinance, subdivision ordinance , and other rel evant requirements in the  City  code of 
ordinances, as appropriate .  Copies of the zoning ordinance , subdivision ordinance, and City  
code  of ordinances  are on file for public inspection during business hours at the offices of the 
Planning Department on the fourth floor of City  Hall at 801 Crawford Street in downtown 

Portsmouth.  C opies of these documents may be purchased at the office of the City  Clerk at City  
Hall (801 Crawford Street).  The documents are also available for free on -line viewing a nd 
download at  http://www.po rtsmouthva.gov/ City code.aspx . 

The manual includes resource, reference, and supporting information that may change 

periodically, without advance notice.  Users of the manual are strongly encouraged to consult the 

Cityõs website to ensure they have the most recent version  of th e manual .  The version date of the 

manual is printed in the lower right -hand corner of every page.  

Persons seeking to develop their land should  consult:  

¶ The Official Zoning Map in the zoning ordinance to determine the  zoning district d esignation  of 
their land ; 

¶ The summary use table or accessory use table in Article 40.1 -4, Use Standards, in the zoning 

ordinance, to determine if the proposed use is allowed ; and  

¶ Article 40.1 -2, Administration, in the zoning ordinance, to determine  the app ropriate 
applications for permits and development approvals necessary before an applicant may 
proceed with their intended development.  

Applicants  seeking to establish new lots or move existing lot lines should review Chapter 33.1 in the 
City  code of ordin ance, the  subdivision ordinance , for all applicable requirements.  

This manual supplements 

these ordinances by 
providing discussion of the 
various applications for 

permits and development 
approvals, as well as  
outlining minimum submittal 
requirements, fees , 

schedules, and other 
relevant information.  

http://www.portsmouthva.gov/planning/
http://www.portsmouthva.gov/citycode.aspx
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1.3 MANUAL ORGANIZATION 

This manual is organized into six main parts : 

(A)  Part 1: Introduction  

The introduction (this section) provides an 
introduction to the manual from the 
Deputy City  Manager, a section on how to 

use the manual, information on the 
manualõs organization, and an overview of 
basic planning and zoning concepts.  

(B) Part 2: Planning and 

Regulatory  Documents  

Part 2: Planning and Regulatory 
Documents , describes the planning and 

development policy documents ad opted 
by the City , like the comprehensive plan or 
master transportation plan .  These 
documents provide guidance to 

applicants, neighbors, and City  officials on 
the Cityõs vision, goals, and minimum 
expectations for new development and 

redevelopment.  

It also includes brief descriptions of the  Cityõs regulatory documents like the zoning 
ordinance , the Official Zoning Map, and  the subdivision ordinance that implement the 

policy guidance found in the Cityõs plans.  The section also includes a summary table of 
webpage links where an applicant can  obtain digital versions of these documents.  

Applicants  who are new to the development review process should take the time to 

familiarize themselves with the documents described in this part of the manual.  They either 
provide policy guidance  (like the comprehensive plan) , or are the Cityõs official laws 
controlling development  (like the zoning ordinance) .  

(C)  Part 3: Advisory  and Decision -Making  Bodies  

Part 3: Advisory  and Decision -Making Bodies , describes the advis ory an d decision -making  

bodies responsible for reviewing and deciding applications for permits  and development 
approvals .  In addition, the section provides a graphic depicting the organizational 
structure of City  government and additional details about how  to c ontact each advisory 
and decision -making body . 

DEVELOPMENT PROCEDURES 

MANUAL ORGANIZATION 

Part 1: INTRODUCTION 

Part II: PLANNING AND 

REGULATORY DOCUMENTS 

Part III: ADVISORY AND 

DECISION-MAKING 

BODIES 

Part IV: APPLICATIONS FOR 

PERMITS AND 

DEVELOPMENT 

APPROVALS 

Part V: CONSTRUCTION 

PROCESSES 

Part VI: APPENDICES 
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(D) Part 4: Applications for Permits and Development Approvals  

Part 4: Applications for Permits and Development Approvals , provides detailed information 
on each of the applications for permits and development appr ovals established in the 

zoning ordinance  and subdivision ordinance.  The information on each review procedure 
includes a general description, discussion of the specific review procedure , other issues all 
applicants should know about a particular review pr ocedure, and the application 
submittal requirements.  In addition to information on each specific review procedure, the 

section includes details on steps, policies, and submittal requirements common to each of 
the individual review proc edure s.  

(E) Part 5: Con struction Process es 

Part 5: Construction Processes, includes development review process -related information 

not included in the procedures for permits and development approvals.  Th is part discusses 
landscaping review and enforcement provisions, how to det ermine  contextual setbacks, 
the construction drawing review process, inspections, and the performance guarantee 
process.  

(F) Part 6: Appendices  

Part 6: Appendices , includes additional information related to agency contacts, 
application forms, submission and review schedules, application fees,  standard details and 
specifications , and frequently asked questions.  

 

1.4 OVERVIEW OF BASIC PLANNING AND ZONING  CONCEPTS 

This Procedures Manual has been prepared by the City  to provide a summary of the zoning 

ordinance, subdiv ision ordinance, and other provisions in the City  code of ordinances related to 
the development of land (e.g., wetlands requirements, floodplain standards, and Chesapeake 
Bay protection standards).  The following paragraphs provide some basic explanations about the 

Cityõs development review procedures  found in the zoning ordinance, s ubdivision ordinance, and 
relevant chapters from the City  code of ordinances.  

(A)  Authorizati on to Regulate Land Development  

Portsmouth is a municipal corporation . Portsmouth is aut horized by the commonwealth to 
regulate the use of land for the heath, safety, and welfare of the Cityõs residents.  This 

power to regulate the use of land is called òpolice poweró and police powers are 
implemented through the  zoning ordinance, subdivision  ordinance, and various other City  
ordinances  found in the code of ordinances , like the floodplain ordinance.  

The Cityõs zoning ordinance, subdivision ordinance, and other parts of the City  code of 
ordinances constitute the law that governs how land can b e developed in Portsmouth.  
The Cityõs laws related to the development of land must comply with the Code of Virginia.   

In addition to the power to regulate land development, the commonwealth also requires 

jurisdictions to plan for future growth and land d evelopment through the comprehensive 
plan process.  
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(B) What is a Comprehensive Plan?  

A c omprehensive p lan is a long -range policy document that establishes a vision for the 
jurisdictionõs growth and development,  provides policy guidance for growth and 
developme nt , and contains action items intended  to implement the planõs vision.  It serves 
as the p olicy framework for guiding decisions about how land use should take place .  The 

comprehensive plan is implemented through a future land use map and the zoning 
ordina nce.  The City  of Portsmouthõs comprehensive plan is called the Destination 2025 
Comprehensive Plan . 

(C)  What is a Zoning Ordinance?  

The zoning ordinance constitutes the Cityõs laws for controlling development.  The zoning 

ordinance is one of the primary tools used by the City  to implement the comprehensive 
plan.  There are two parts to the zoning ordinance : the Official Zoning M ap (zoning map) 
and the  zoning ordinance  text.  The zoning map divides the City  into zoning districts  and  

shows the zoning district bou ndaries .  If a property owner wants to change a zoning 
district, the property must have a zoning map amendment approved in accordance with 
the procedure described in the zoning ordinance.  

The zoning ordinance text spells out the procedural regulations for  development and the 

standards applied to development in the different zoning districts (e.g., parking, 
landscaping, open space, lighting, and signage requirements, etc.).  The zoning 
ordinance  also include s regulations for development that do es not confor m to the 

ordinance requirements (nonconformities), and provisions  used by the City  to enforce the 
ordinance.  

(D) What is a Subdivision Ordinance?  

The subdivision ordinance establishes the laws governing the division of land into lots, with 
or without streets , for the purpose of sale, transfer of ownership, or development.  It also 

controls  changes to the location of lot lines established on a previous ly approved 
subdivision plat.  A subdivision plat is the drawing of the lot lines and street locations that is  
recorded with the Clerk of Court.  The subdivision ordinance also includes information on 

the procedural requirements associated with review and approval of a proposed 
subdivision.   

(E) How Can I Learn More?  

Citizens interested in learning more about 
the day -to -day operation of the City , 

including the development review 
process , may apply to attend the Cityõs 
Neighborhood Academy .  The 
Neighborhood Academy program offers 

participants a series of in -depth meetings 
with City  officials where various City  
policie s and procedures are presented.   

Additional information on the 
Neighborhood Academy is available at 
http://www.portsmouthva.gov/parksandr
ec/info.aspx . 

 

 

http://www.portsmouthva.gov/parksandrec/info.aspx
http://www.portsmouthva.gov/parksandrec/info.aspx





































































































































































































































