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FREE DEMOCRACY INSIGHT EXPLAINER 

Local Plans Explained 
How Councils Decide Where Homes, Roads and Development Go 

In one sentence: A local plan sets the long-term planning framework for an area, including where growth 
should happen and what standards development should meet. 

What a local plan is 

A local plan is one of the most important documents a council produces. It sets out the planning strategy for an 
area, including where homes, jobs, infrastructure and development should go. It also includes policies used to 
decide planning applications. 

People often notice planning only when an application appears near them. By then, many of the big arguments 
may already have been shaped by the local plan. If a site is allocated for housing in the plan, it is harder to argue 
later that housing should never happen there. 

Why local plans matter 

Local plans guide decisions for years. They affect housing growth, employment land, town centres, transport, 
green spaces, heritage, design, climate, flood risk and infrastructure. They are a central tool for deciding how 
places change. 

A strong local plan gives more certainty. Developers can see where development is expected. Residents can 
see the council’s long-term intentions. Planning committees have clearer policies to apply. 

How sites are chosen 

Councils assess land that may be suitable for development. Some sites are promoted by landowners or 
developers. Others may be identified through evidence studies. The council then considers issues such as 
location, access, environment, deliverability, infrastructure and policy constraints. 

A site being suggested does not automatically mean it will be allocated. Equally, a site being unpopular does 
not automatically mean it will be removed. The council must consider evidence and the overall need for 
development. 

Housing numbers 

Housing numbers are often the most controversial part of a local plan. Councils must consider national policy, 
local need, supply of land and whether the plan can realistically deliver enough homes. This can create tension 
between growth targets and local concerns. 
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The hard truth is that opposing every site is rarely a successful strategy. If homes are needed, the key question 
becomes where they should go, what infrastructure is needed and what standards should apply. 

Infrastructure 

Local plans should consider infrastructure such as roads, schools, health facilities, drainage, utilities, public 
transport, open space and community facilities. The plan should not just allocate land and hope services catch 
up later. 

Residents often have useful evidence about pressure on local infrastructure. The strongest comments explain 
the issue clearly and ask how the plan will address it. 

Consultation 

Local plans go through consultation stages. These are important opportunities for residents, community 
groups, businesses and public bodies to comment. The earlier stages can be especially influential because 
options are still being developed. 

A good consultation response does more than say “not here”. It explains why an option is flawed, what 
evidence supports that view and what alternative would be more suitable. 

Examination 

Before adoption, a local plan is examined by an independent planning inspector. The inspector tests whether 
the plan is legally compliant and sound. This includes whether it is positively prepared, justified, effective and 
consistent with national policy. 

The examination is not a second local election. It is a planning test. Arguments based on evidence and policy 
carry more weight than general opposition. 

How residents can engage well 

- Get involved before the final draft. 

- Read the evidence base, not just the map. 

- Focus on deliverability, infrastructure, environment and policy fit. 

- Suggest better alternatives where possible. 

- Work with parish councils and community groups. 

- Avoid making claims that are not supported by evidence. 

Key takeaway 

If planning applications are the visible battles, the local plan is the strategic battlefield. People who 
want to influence development should engage with the plan, not only react to individual 
applications. 

Sources and further reading 

- Planning Portal: Planning permission 

- GOV.UK: Planning and building 

- National Planning Policy Framework 

https://www.planningportal.co.uk/permission
https://www.gov.uk/browse/housing-local-services/planning-permission
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/national-planning-policy-framework--2

