ENGLISH PLANNING: MOVING TOWARDS
A CONTINENTAL MODEL?

INTRODUCTION

Since 2024, the English planning system has entered one of its most significant
periods of reform since the current planning system was established in the late
1940’s. The changes do not amount to a wholesale adoption of a continental type
zoning system, but they do mark a decisive shift away from a highly discretionary,
case-by-case model, toward a more plan-led, rules-based and spatially certain
system. This evolution is visible in the revised National Planning Policy Framework,
and the implementation of reforms in the Levelling-up and Regeneration Act 2023,
these include emergence of National Development Management Policies, faster
local plan-making, statutory design coding, strategic planning reforms and a stronger
infrastructure-first approach.

The result is a hybrid model: England remains formally discretionary but increasingly
borrows from continental planning traditions found in countries such as France,
Germany and the Netherlands, where land-use rules, design parameters and
infrastructure obligations are more clearly fixed at the plan stage. The direction of
travel is therefore not “zoning” in a pure legal sense, but a gradual adoption of
continental practices into English planning practice.

The changes to the Planning System are inextricably linked to the intention of the
government to reform Local Government and devolve powers to larger local
government units.

It should be noted that many of these changes have been evolving or discussed for
many years and that the 2024 onwards changes can be viewed as the current
government giving greater urgency to devolution and improving the planning system
partly as both these changes are claimed to aid economic growth and the provision
of housing.

The practical consequence is that planning in England is becoming less about
persuading decision-makers at the end of the process and more about shaping the
rules at the beginning. The system is moving steadily toward a more rules-based,
plan-led European type model. This has important implications for Local Residents
on how plans are developed and developments consented in future.

The Society have used a series of sources to attempt to provide a summary of
all the planning changes, this summary also provides links to government
legislation and other sources that provide the detail. We also show how the
English planning system relates to continental practice. The views expressed
are those of the Society and carry no legal weight.



1. RELATIONSHIP OF THE PLANNING SYSTEM TO THE
NEW LOCAL GOVERNMENT STRUCTURE.

Changes to the Local Government System in England (Local Government
Reorganisation (LGR)) will result in most council activities being transferred to
Unitary Authorities with these clustered into a series of Mayoral Combined
Authorities (MCA'’s) that consist of a Elected Mayor and representatives of the
underlying Unitary Authorities to handle a range of strategic matters including the
production of Spatial Development Plans. The government has just announced a
further round of creating unitary authorities see link.

Surrey is part of the way to implementing a new unitary structure.
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The revised planning system interacts with the revised government structure at
three levels.

National — greater emphasis on Strategic planning with the identification of Nationally
Significant Infrastructure Projects.

Mayoral Combined Authority — Relates to overall national strategic planning via the
production of Spatial Development Plans. The format of these is being refined at
present but the longstanding London Strategic Plan is an example of what can be
achieved.

Unitary Authority - Responsible for the development of a Local Plan compliant to the
NPPF using a revised faster process. Development requests are then approved by
the Unitary Authority
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2. STRATEGIC PLANNING - SPATIAL DEVELOPMENT
STRATEGIES

The Planning and Infrastructure reforms revive strategic planning across wider
geographies. Spatial Development Strategies See Link are intended to address
issues that individual local authorities cannot manage alone, including housing
distribution, major employment growth, transport corridors, environmental networks
and infrastructure investment. This marks a partial correction of the post-2010
abolition of regional spatial strategies, which left England reliant on fragmented local
cooperation. Spatial Development Strategies are a key responsibility of the new
Local Government Mayorial Combined Authorities with ultimately their elected
mayor’s See Link


https://www.guildfordsociety.org.uk/SDSDetails.html
https://www.guildfordsociety.org.uk/MCA1.html

Continental systems generally treat planning as a multi-level activity: national
objectives, regional spatial strategies, municipal zoning and site-level rules are
expected to align. England is now building or rebuilding part of that architecture. The
change is especially significant in high-pressure areas such as the Southeast, where
housing need, transport capacity, green belt constraints and economic growth
cannot be sensibly resolved at borough level alone.

3. INFRASTRUCTURE FIRST: A SHIFT FROM
MITIGATION TO DELIVERY

Another continental feature is the growing emphasis on infrastructure-first planning.
English planning has often relied on Section106 agreements and the Community
Infrastructure Levy (CIL) to mitigate the impacts of individual schemes after sites
have already been allocated or permitted. By contrast, continental practice more
often integrates transport, utilities, schools, health facilities, green infrastructure and
public realm into the planning framework before development is consented.

The English reforms attempt to move in that direction by linking local plans, strategic
plans, infrastructure delivery strategies, development corporations and infrastructure
consenting more closely. The Planning and Infrastructure Act 2025 strengthens this
delivery orientation by aiming to accelerate major infrastructure, streamline
consenting, reduce delay and support large-scale housing growth. This is not simply
an administrative reform; it changes the purpose of planning from controlling
individual applications to organising growth.

The draft NPPF 2026 emphasises infrastructure-first planning. The Spatial
Development Strategies developed by the MCA'’s are a key component of this
process

4. NATIONAL PLANNING POLICY FRAMEWORK (NPPF)
EVOLUTION

The incoming Labour Government published the revised National Planning Policy
Framework (NPPF) in December 2024. This signalled a clear change in tone. It
restored a stronger emphasis on housing delivery (Supporting the government’s
desire to build 1.5M Homes), introduced the concept of Greybelt, and reintroduced a
more directive approach to assessing housing need (via the implementation of the
Standard Method), and placed renewed pressure on local planning authorities to
maintain up-to-date plans.

A new NPPF 2026 is due to be implemented in the autumn of 2026 following
consultation in early 2026 See link . The NPPF 2026 did not alter the substance of
that framework but confirmed the Government’s intention to make national policy
more operational and less merely advisory, this includes the use of standardised
National Development Management Policies (See next Section).


https://www.guildfordsociety.org.uk/NPPF25-1.html

The draft NPPF 2026 also proposes several key changes:

A permanent presumption in favour of suitably located development.
Building homes around stations.

Driving urban and suburban densification

Securing a diverse mix of homes.

Supporting small and medium sites.

Streamlining local standards.

Boosting local and regional economies.

Supporting critical and growth minerals.

Embedding a vision-led approach to transport.

Better addressing climate change.

Conserving and enhancing the natural environment.

Taking a more positive approach to the use of heritage assets.

Many of these proposed changes strengthen the power of the Local Plan to codify
and drive development. This continues the trend evident since 2024 to put more
weight on whether a proposal complies with fixed rules, developed or altered during
a plan making process by strengthening national policy, reducing local variation and
increasing the importance of conformity with plan-led expectations.

5. NPPF —- REMOVAL OF SUPPLEMENTARY PLANNING
DOCUMENTS (SPDs)

A subtle change in planning is that Local Plans produced through the new process
won’t recognise the concept of Supplementary Planning Documents (SPDs). SPDs
cannot now be implemented with the last date for adoption being 30 June 2026. The
assumption is that SPD’s will be written as far as is practical into new Local Plans.

There is the concept of Supplementary Plans that might be used for large sites.
Supplementary plans will form part of the development plan and have the same
weight as a local plan for the purposes of decision-making; they are thus far more
powerful than a SPD.

Details relating to a Supplementary Plan, including anticipated dates for preparation,
consultation and adoption must be included in the local plan timetable. The timetable
must also be prepared and published if the supplementary plan preparation
precedes preparation of a local plan.

6. NPPF 2026 - NATIONAL DEVELOPMENT
MANAGEMENT POLICIES

National Development Management Policies are one of the most significant
important reforms introduced by the Levelling-up and Regeneration Act 2023 and
developed through subsequent implementation work, NDMPs are intended to cover
common planning issues that arise across England, such as heritage, flood risk,
climate change, design, green belt, environmental protection and other development
management principles. Where an NDMP conflicts with a local plan policy, the
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national policy is expected to prevail. It is anticipated that the NPPF 2026 will be
published in final form in the autumn at which point the "National decision-making
policies" in the NPPF will override the equivalent policies in the current Guildford
Local Plan 2019 and Development Management Policies. How this is change is
published is not yet clear either as a revised set of documents or addendums.

An example of a national decision-making policy taken from the draft NPPF is
below:-

National decision-making policies
TC2: Development in town centres

1. In considering proposals for development in town centres, substantial weight
should be given to the benefits of:

a. Supporting the overall vitality and viability of the centre, including where this
can be achieved through the diversification of uses, intensification and
provision of residential accommodation (provided this would not conflict with
policies in the development plan for specific locations); and

b. Improving or retaining access to local shops and other facilities which provide
day-to day services for the local community.

This is change is distinctly continental in character. France operates within a strong
national urbanism code; Germany combines federal planning law with binding
municipal land-use plans; and the Netherlands has long used national and municipal
spatial frameworks to define development rights more clearly in advance. NDMPs do
not create a full code-based system, but they move England toward a national layer
of rules that constrains local discretion and reduces repetitive local policymaking; at
present there are circa 300 English Local Planning Authorities.

7. NPPF 2026 - DESIGN AND PLACEMAKING PLANNING
AND PRACTICE GUIDANCE.

The Draft NPPF makes heavy reference to the Design and Placemaking Planning
and Practice Guidance document also issued as a draft in early 2026. This combines
the previously published

National design guide

Design process and tools planning practice guidance
National Model Design Code part 1

National Model Design Code part 2

with some changes.

The draft Design and Placemaking Planning and Practice Guidance document can
be seen at this link.


https://www.guildfordsociety.org.uk/NPPF25-1.html
https://www.guildfordsociety.org.uk/DesignandPlacemaking.html

The Design and Placemaking PPG in its introduction states

“The principles for design quality are long standing: buildings and places should be
fit for purpose, durable and bring delight. Places function well by accommodating
homes, businesses and a range of other uses and activities that support everyday
life. Places are complex and evolve, shaped by buildings, streets, landscape and
infrastructure. Incremental changes affect their quality, but well-designed places
endure.”

The guidance consists of three parts.

e Seven Features of well-designed place
e Design quality in the planning process
e Setting effective design codes

8. DESIGN CODES: FROM NEGOTIATED DESIGN TO
PRESCRIBED FORM

The Design and Placemaking PPG provides the support for Design coding that is
one of the clearest examples of England adopting continental-style planning practice.
Historically, design quality in England has often been negotiated at application stage
through design and access statements, design guides, officer judgement and
committee debate. The new approach seeks to define design expectations earlier
and more precisely, through area-wide or site-specific codes that can shape height,
massing, street layout, materials, public realm, density and character.

This resembles Dutch (beeldkwaliteitsplannen), German (Bebauungsplane) and
French (Plan local d’'urbanisme) provisions, all of which can prescribe the physical
form of development in advance. The English version is still more flexible, but the
direction is unmistakable: design is being shifted from an uncertain negotiation to a
rule-based framework. That is a profound cultural change for developers, councillors
and communities alike.

8. FASTER PLAN MAKING AND MORE SPATIAL LOCAL
PLANS

The Government has committed to a faster and clearer process, with a 30-month
timetable for preparing and adopting local plans. This responds to a long-standing
weakness of the English system: many plans have taken years to produce, have
become out of date before adoption, or have left authorities vulnerable to speculative
applications and appeal-led development.

Local Plans have also expanded in that they now include the Development
Management Policies, either national or local, within the Local plan. The two
documents Local Plan Sites and Development Management Policies become one.

The Local Plan Process covers the following steps.



GUILDFORD

The timetable must be kept up-to-date and set out the

Publish local plan timetable anticipated and actual dates for key plan-making stages.

Publication of notice which commences a minimum 4-month
notice period so that stakeholders are aware plan-making is
beginning.

Publish notice of intention to
commence local plan preparation

Inviting feedback from stakeholders on how to engage with
them and what the plan should contain.

Scoping consultation

Publication of a document setting out details of how you have
got ready for plan-making, marking formal commencement of
plan-making for the purposes of the 30-month timeframe.

Gateway 1: self-assessment of
readiness

(Ol IV i o g o T(o] o [of:(-To NleTer|NslE-0B  Minimum 6-week consultation on the proposed local plan
content and evidence content and evidence, including a draft vision.

Seeking observations and advice from PINS to support the
Gateway 2 early resolution of potential soundness issues and progress
towards the ‘prescribed requirements’.

Minimum 8-week consultation on the proposed local plan and

Consultation: proposed local plan T T e AT

Testing if the proposed local plan has met the ‘prescribed

Gateway 3 requirements’ and can proceed to examination.

Examination of the local plan against the tests of soundness,

Examination to be set out in national policy.

Adoption Publication of the local plan and adoption statement.

MHCLG have produced a useful summary of each stage see more details at this link

The detailed timing of the production of the Guildford Local Plan can be found at this
link

The continental comparison is again clear. In Germany and the Netherlands, the
plan is not simply a policy document but the central regulatory instrument through
which land-use certainty is created. England’s new local plans are expected to be
shorter, more spatial, less repetitive and more focused on allocating land, defining
place-based outcomes and setting clear delivery expectations. This makes the local
plan more like a spatial contract between the state, developers and communities.

9. PLANNING COMMITTEE - RADICAL CHANGE.

Planning Committees are being radically changed by the government. From Monday
2 November, chief planners will have significantly greater control over decision-
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https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/plan-making-regulations-explainer/plan-making-regulations-explainer
https://www.guildford.gov.uk/localplantimetable
https://www.guildford.gov.uk/localplantimetable

making. The “overriding presumption” will be that applications are decided by
officers, with committee determination used only by exception. The local authority
chief planner will have the final say on whether an application is referred to
committee. A key concern is that committees can only be effective where officers
and members have a genuinely engaged and collaborative working relationship,
enabling meaningful involvement of both the committee and the public in decision-
making.

The government has issued Gateway Test criteria to help officers assess what may
constitute a significant issue or matter in their area. Officers will need to consult the
chair of the planning committee, or another nominated member, and may also
engage more widely with councillors on their proposed approach.

At a recent planning conference, concerns were raised about the additional pressure
the national scheme of delegation may place on nominated officers, particularly
through discussions with councillors and public scrutiny of who ultimately made the
planning decision.

See Link to useful research by Lichfields.

To see the MHCLG regulations on Planning Committees See at this link

10. IMPLICATIONS FOR SURREY, & GUILDFORD

For places such as Surrey and Guildford, the reforms are likely to make the next
generation of plans more consequential. Large sites such as urban extensions,
regeneration areas and strategic employment locations will increasingly be shaped
through masterplans, infrastructure schedules and design codes rather than
negotiated afresh through each planning application. This will require greater detail
to be included in Local Plans with sites maybe detailed to a level that has been seen
in the Strategic Sites SPD. This could produce greater certainty, but it may also
reduce the scope for local political discretion once the plan has been adopted.

The Local Government Reorganisation also places more pressure on the planning
system with potentially key staff changing, roles and responsibilities changing and
key elements e.g. Spatial Plans having to await the formation of the Mayoral
Combined Authority.

11. COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT

Communities need to engage earlier in the process, because the decisive debates
will increasingly occur at plan-making stage rather than at application stage. Creating
effective engagement in the plan-making process will be critical. Developers,
meanwhile, will face a clearer but potentially stricter rulebook: where a proposal
accords with the plan and design code, it may be harder for local authorities to resist;
where it does not, the route to permission may become more difficult. It is possible
that although plans for particular sites will settled as regard to density etc. that
debate will shift to the application of design codes and the overall quality of design.
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https://lichfields.uk/blog/2026/june/11/delegation-default-power-to-the-chief-planner?vgo_ee=D8NuMw6Mi%2By1aAU77Dxk7xc87gHa2AlT2WvhSb60ePQenUxEefyrj0mmcQLa%3ApSsLDfWuAp1fA36rI6K4B2JvxUqRAfgH
https://www.guildfordsociety.org.uk/Planning_Committees_and_the_National_Sc-anning_authorities_in_England_-_GOV.pdf

The balance of power shifts from ad hoc negotiation toward front-loaded spatial
planning.

12. CONCLUSION: A HYBRID ENGLISH-
CONTINENTAL SYSTEM

The evolution of the English planning system since 2024 is best described as a
move toward a hybrid English-continental settlement. England is not abandoning
discretion, nor is it adopting full zoning. But it is clearly seeking more certainty, more
national consistency, faster plan-making, stronger design control, strategic spatial
coordination and infrastructure-led delivery. These are all hallmarks of continental
planning practice.

The continental influence can be seen in five main ways:

1. More decisions are being pushed upstream to the plan-making stage.

2. National policy is becoming more codified and more directly relevant to
individual decisions.

3. Local plans are expected to become shorter, clearer and more spatially
prescriptive.

4. Design codes are turning design from a matter of judgement into a matter of
compliance.

5. Strategic planning and infrastructure coordination are being restored as
central features of the system.

However, England is not becoming Germany, France or the Netherlands as there is:

1. There is no comprehensive zoning map that automatically grants permission
where rules are met.

2. The planning balance remains part of decision-making.

3. Planning committees, although operating a newly constrained form, retain
political discretion. Appeals remain more open than in many continental
systems.

4. Land assembly remains weaker than in countries with stronger municipal
development traditions.

The English model is therefore best understood as a discretionary system being
overlaid with continental-style rules.

The practical consequence is that planning in England is becoming less about
persuading decision-makers at the end of the process and more about shaping the
rules at the beginning; development rights, design expectations and infrastructure
obligations should be increasingly being settled in advance during plan making. The
system remains recognisably English, but its centre of gravity is moving steadily
toward a more rules-based, plan-led European model.

A critical issue is how these changes are explained to local populations, already
disengaged from Local Politics and Planning. The government has, up to now been

10



spectacularly poor, in explaining and including the public into the debate about
planning changes.
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Appendix: Comparative Summary English vs. Continental practices

Theme
Decision-

making

National policy

Local plans

Design control

Infrastructure

Appeals and
certainty

Traditional English position

Discretionary, case-by-case
assessment using the planning
balance.

National policy guides local decision-
making but leaves considerable local

interpretation.

Often lengthy, policy-heavy and slow

to update.

Design quality often negotiated
through guidance, officer judgement
and committee debate.

Infrastructure mitigation frequently
negotiated after proposals come
forward.

Appeals can reopen the planning
balance and create uncertainty.

Continental practice

Greater reliance on legal
conformity with fixed spatial rules.

National or federal planning codes
establish common rules across
places.

Plans are more spatial, regulatory
and central to determining
development rights.

Design parameters are commonly
set through binding local plans or
design codes.

Infrastructure is planned
alongside growth through
coordinated spatial frameworks.

Challenges are more commonly
focused on legality or procedural
compliance.
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Direction of English reform

More plan-led certainty, with less
scope for repeated negotiation at
application stage.

National Development
Management Policies create a
stronger national rule layer.

Shorter, faster local plans with
clearer spatial allocations and a
30-month timetable.

Area-wide and site-specific design
codes move design expectations
upstream.

Infrastructure-first planning links
growth, funding and delivery more
directly.

Greater plan-stage certainty should
reduce reliance on appeal-led
decision-making.



	ENGLISH PLANNING: MOVING TOWARDS A CONTINENTAL MODEL?
	INTRODUCTION
	1. RELATIONSHIP OF THE PLANNING SYSTEM TO THE NEW LOCAL GOVERNMENT STRUCTURE.
	2. STRATEGIC PLANNING – SPATIAL DEVELOPMENT STRATEGIES
	3. INFRASTRUCTURE FIRST: A SHIFT FROM MITIGATION TO DELIVERY
	4. NATIONAL PLANNING POLICY FRAMEWORK (NPPF) EVOLUTION
	5. NPPF – REMOVAL OF SUPPLEMENTARY PLANNING DOCUMENTS (SPDs)
	6. NPPF 2026 - NATIONAL DEVELOPMENT MANAGEMENT POLICIES
	National Development Management Policies are one of the most significant important reforms introduced by the Levelling-up and Regeneration Act 2023 and developed through subsequent implementation work, NDMPs are intended to cover common planning issue...
	7. NPPF 2026 - DESIGN AND PLACEMAKING PLANNING AND PRACTICE GUIDANCE.
	8. DESIGN CODES: FROM NEGOTIATED DESIGN TO PRESCRIBED FORM
	8. FASTER PLAN MAKING AND MORE SPATIAL LOCAL PLANS
	The continental comparison is again clear. In Germany and the Netherlands, the plan is not simply a policy document but the central regulatory instrument through which land-use certainty is created. England’s new local plans are expected to be shorter...
	9. PLANNING COMMITTEE - RADICAL CHANGE.
	12. CONCLUSION: A HYBRID ENGLISH-CONTINENTAL SYSTEM
	Appendix: Comparative Summary English vs. Continental practices


