
INTRODUCTION 

Following the removal of regional spatial strategies, the Localism Act and National Planning Policy Framework (NPPF) 
introduced a new form of strategic planning through the Duty to Co-operate (DtC). 

The DtC requires local planning authorities and county councils to co-operate with each other, and with prescribed bodies 
such as the Environment Agency, Historic England and Natural England, on strategic matters that cross administrative 
boundaries. Strategic matters are defined in the Localism Act as:

“…a) sustainable development or use of land that has or would have a significant impact on at least two planning 
areas, including (in particular) sustainable development or use of land for or in connection with infrastructure that 
is strategic and has or would have a significant impact on at least two planning areas.”

The Localism Act requires these strategic matters to be addressed through the preparation of development plan 
documents (i.e. local plans). The NPPF says that local plans can be prepared by authorities individually or jointly. In 
addition, spatial development strategies can also be prepared jointly by an elected Mayor or combined authority, where 
plan-making powers have been conferred. 
 
It’s been 10 years since the introduction of the NPPF and the Localism Act, and local planning authorities have since 
struggled to address and agree cross-boundary matters, most notably the amount and distribution of housing needs. 
Nonetheless, authorities have taken up strategic planning in various forms — and in both statutory and non-statutory 
formats — to meet the requirements of the DtC.

As planning reform continues to deliberate on the way in which strategic planning happens in the future, we have taken 
the opportunity to research the types and broad content of statutory and non-statutory strategic plans that have been 
prepared, published, and adopted in England over the past 10 years, and assessed their relative strengths and weaknesses 
to draw out opportunities and further areas of research for the types of strategic plans going forward.
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The strategic plans shown on the plan 
were identifi ed using: data available from 
MHCLG (now DLUHC) on adopted joint 
local plans; reviewing the status of the 
spatial development strategies in combined 
authorities; and knowledge of strategic 
plans in preparation. These plans were also 
selected if they were underway (i.e. at least 
one consultation undertaken), and they were 
related to addressing the Duty to Co-operate. 
Plans were sourced from authority websites.
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THE GREATER EXETER STRATEGIC PLAN
• This plan included the four authorities of East Devon, Exeter, Mid Devon 

and Teignbridge District councils (excluding Dartmoor National Park).
• However, East Devon pulled out in August 2020 due to concerns about 

the level of housing growth proposed in East Devon and the plan will 
now no longer be progressed. Discussions are ongoing in relation to a 
non-statutory format.

• It was intended to provide a spatial strategy and the quantity of housing 
and employment land needed over the period 2020 to 2040, and 
provide strategic direction to individual local plans for the authorities 
and targets. 

• Two regulation 18 consultations took place but no Regulation 19 
consultation.

THE OXFORDSHIRE PLAN 2050 
• This plan includes the fi ve Oxfordshire county authorities who signed a commitment to deliver 100,000 homes 

by 2031 as part of the Growth Deal, as well as adopt a joint strategic spatial plan by March 2021.
• It will have a plan period from mid 2030s to 2050, as current local plans are already in place to the mid-2030s.
• It will provide a strategy for development and the quantity of new housing needed from the mid-2030s, as well 

as identifying strategic locations for new development and the infrastructure needed to support it.
• Two Regulation 18 consultations have taken place, and the Regulation 19 draft plan is due in early 2022.

LONDON PLAN
• The London Plan is the only adopted Spatial Development Strategy in England and required under 

legislation.
• The London Plan has had several iterations since the fi rst London Plan adopted in 2004. The London 

Plan 2021 is the latest version.
• It covers the 32 London Boroughs, the City of London, as well as the Mayoral Development 

Corporations (MDCs). 
• The London Plan focusses on issues of strategic importance to Greater London and has a plan period 

over the next 20–25 years. It sets out the overall spatial development pattern for London and its 
connections with the wider South East.

• The plan contains six core ‘good growth’ policies as well as topic-specifi c and spatially specifi c 
policies that are required to deliver the Good Growth policies.

LIVERPOOL CITY REGION SPATIAL DEVELOPMENT STRATEGY
• Liverpool City Region’s Spatial Development Strategy includes the authorities of Halton, Knowsley, Liverpool, 

Sefton, St. Helens and Wirral. 
• The strategy will be based on several themes such as climate change, environment, health, placemaking, and 

social value.
• It will set out a strategic framework for the development and use of land looking ahead at least 15 years, and 

will draw on the city region’s other policies and proposals in relation to the economy, transport, housing and 
air quality.

• Two consultations have taken place. The fi rst was at the end of 2019/early 2020 and the second was at the 
end of 2020/early 2021. The second consultation included a draft vision, objectives and suggested policy 
approaches.

• A third consultation will explore strategic spatial options in relation to housing and employment needs.

PLYMOUTH SOUTH WEST DEVON JOINT LOCAL PLAN
• This plan was adopted in March 2019 and includes Plymouth, South Hams 

and West Devon authorities. The plan was developed in response to the 
requirements of the Localism Act and the need to identify cross-boundary 
issues and solutions.

• The plan includes a strategy for the Plymouth economic area and housing 
market area, and the distribution of housing and employment growth across 
this geography.

• It is a comprehensive local plan and includes site allocations, strategic policies, 
and detailed development management policies. The plan period covers a 15-
year period.

GLOUCESTER, CHELTENHAM AND TEWKESBURY JOINT 
CORE STRATEGY
• This plan (adopted in December 2017) was prepared in the style of the 

Core Strategy from the Local Development Framework era.
• It is the strategic planning framework for the authorities of Gloucester, 

Cheltenham and Tewkesbury. It has a 20-year plan period and includes 
long-term vision and objectives. 

• It includes over 30 policies which set out housing need targets, strategic 
site allocations, and the distribution of development. It gives direction 
to local plans which will include locally specifi c policies and local 
allocations.

GREATER MANCHESTER SPATIAL FRAMEWORK
• The Greater Manchester Spatial Framework started in 2014 for the 10 Greater Manchester authorities. It is 

therefore the largest strategic plan in the country outside of Greater London and its London Plan. However, 
Stockport pulled out of the plan due to disagreements over the Green Belt in 2020.

• It was intended to be a spatial development strategy, as the Combined Authority is required to prepare one; 
however, the regulations for preparing a spatial development strategy had not been published at the start of 
the plan; therefore, the plan was prepared using the Local Plan 2012 regulations and is a joint local plan.

• Its main policy aim is to set the distribution of housing targets in Greater Manchester over a 17-year plan 
period. It also supports the delivery of infrastructure, allocates strategic housing and employment sites, and 
defi nes a new Green Belt boundary. It will provide context for detailed local plans for the individual authorities.

• The latest plan is The Places for Everyone Joint Development Plan Document (Regulation 19).

CAMBRIDGE AND PETERBOROUGH STRATEGIC SPATIAL FRAMEWORK
• The Mayor of Cambridgeshire and Peterborough prepared this framework plan which covers 

the period up to 2050. 
• It sets out immediate priorities for sustainable growth and includes wider actions to support 

the sustainable delivery of new homes and jobs outlined in current local plans within 
Cambridgeshire and Peterborough. Therefore, it eff ectively draws together the evidence base 
and plans/sites set out within the individual authority local plans.

• There is the intention for a second spatial framework which will set out the Combined 
Authority’s ambitions and opportunities for the development of the spatial framework. 
This will look beyond the current Local Plans to help establish the next phase of growth of 
Cambridgeshire and Peterborough to 2050.

LEICESTER & LEICESTERSHIRE STRATEGIC GROWTH PLAN
• The Strategic Growth Plan sets out a county-wide growth strategy and vision to 2050 and will guide the development of the 

individual authority local plans.
• It sets out a vision, priorities, spatial strategy, economic growth areas, growth corridors, regeneration areas.
• It aims to control how population and employment growth will be accommodated, set out the types of development and 

infrastructure needed and the most appropriate location for these developments, and protect/enhance environmental assets. 
• It was prepared using an evidence base not dissimilar to a local plan, with studies on fl ood risk, housing and employment 

needs, transport, and utilities. 
• The plan was subject to a Sustainability Appraisal/Strategic Environmental Assessment (SA/SEA) and Habitat Regulations 

Assessment (HRA).
• Public consultation took place over the various stages of the draft plan.

NORFOLK STRATEGIC PLANNING FRAMEWORK
• This is a strategic framework planning document for the Norfolk 

district authorities that covers the period 2012 to 2036.
• Its content includes background information that the authorities have 

prepared as part of the local plans for the next 15 years.
• It includes a vision and objectives but does not include a plan or 

spatial strategy.
• It is recognised as a starting point for a statement of common ground 

and acknowledges the need for authorities to work together on 
strategic matters such as housing needs and infrastructure.

PARTNERSHIP FOR URBAN SOUTH HAMPSHIRE (PUSH) SPATIAL 
POSITION STATEMENT
• The Spatial Position Statement covers the South Hampshire authorities of 

Portsmouth, Southampton and the Isle of Wight, Eastleigh, East Hampshire, Fareham, 
Gosport, Havant, New Forest, Test Valley and Winchester.

• It is a framework for the period 2011 to 2034 to guide and co-ordinate the Local Plans 
of individual local planning authorities and help to identify sites and locations for 
development. It therefore sets out the distribution of development.

• It was prepared to address the statutory requirement to address strategic matters, 
and helps to inform long-term decisions about the level and distribution of 
development and infrastructure investments needed to support it.

• An SA/SEA was undertaken, and it was informed by evidence base similar to a local 
plan.

SUFFOLK’S FRAMEWORK FOR 
GROWTH
• This framework brings together shared work 

across the Suff olk district authorities to plan, 
coordinate and deliver growth in Suff olk, and 
help develop investment proposals to support 
infrastructure priorities.

• It includes a baseline review of economic, 
housing and infrastructure needs and supply.

• The framework was developed due to the need 
to prepare statements of common ground as 
part of the plan-making process.

SURREY’S 2050 PLACE AMBITION
• The Place Ambition was prepared by Surrey district authorities, LEPs, and Surrey County Council.
• It is a growth strategy to 2050 that aims to deliver ‘good growth’.
• It includes a shared vision, values and principles, strategic priorities, and strategic opportunity areas.
• It will underpin the ambition in local plans and align with infrastructure priorities of the county council 

in transport, education, utilities. Implementation frameworks will be prepared every 10 years to deliver 
the growth strategy. 

• It was developed through roundtable discussions between stakeholders.
• It does not include an SA/SEA.

COASTAL WEST SUSSEX AND GREATER BRIGHTON LOCAL 
STRATEGIC STATEMENT
• The Local Strategic Statement (LSS) includes the authorities of Adur, Arun, 

Brighton & Hove, Chichester, Horsham, Lewes, Mid Sussex & Worthing — as well 
as West Sussex County Council and the South Downs National Park Authority.

• The LSS is the outcome of the authorities’ Strategic Planning Board which 
aimed to identify and manage spatial planning issues that impact on more than 
one local planning area within the authorities, and support better integration 
and alignment of strategic spatial and investment priorities in the authorities.

• It provides a strategic framework for local plans and is the mechanism for LPAs 
in CWS&GB to manage strategic issues in relation to the DtC. 

• The Statement has a plan period of 2015 to 2031 and it was prepared with an 
evidence base similar to local plan.

• An SA was undertaken which appraised the strategic objectives and spatial 
priorities.
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This section categorises the plans shown on 
the previous page to show their common 
characteristics.

JOINT STRATEGIC PLANS
Joint Strategic Plans are characterised by longer plan 
periods than typical local plan periods of 15 years and 
aim to have fewer policies than local plans that focus on 
spatial strategy and the amount/distribution of housing 
and employment needs, for example. However, there are 
not enough plans being prepared to draw conclusive 
comparisons on their content. The forerunners in this 
new style of plan were the West of England Plan, Greater 
Exeter Strategic Plan, and the Oxfordshire Plan 2050. 
However, the West of England Plan was withdrawn after 
examination and the Greater Exeter Strategic Plan is no 
longer proceeding. These plans follow the Local Plan 2012 
regulations.

NON-STATUTORY STRATEGIC PLANS
These do not follow local plan or spatial development 
strategy regulations and are therefore considered “non-
statutory”. These types of plans have been developed in 
South Hampshire, West Sussex & Greater Brighton, and 
Leicester and Leicestershire. They vary in content and 
detail but have the following common characteristics:
• Overarching distribution of development across 

the sub-region and how housing needs will be split 
between the authorities.

• Identify broad strategic development locations but not 
sites.

• Give direction to local plans. 
• Aim to deal with the issues raised in the DtC.
• Have an evidence base which is focussed on strategic 

themes such as green infrastructure, transport, housing 
and employment needs.

• Subject to SA/SEA due to the “plan and programme” 
content.

• Range from 15-year to 30-year plan periods.

PLYMOUTH AND 
SW DEVON JOINT 
LOCAL PLAN

GLOUCESTER, 
TEWKSBURY & 
CHELTENHAM JOINT 
CORE STRATEGY

GREATER MANCHESTER 
SPATIAL FRAMEWORK

SUFFOLK’S 
FRAMEWORK 
FOR GROWTH

SURREY 2050 
PLACE AMBITION

PUSH SPATIAL 
POSITION 
STATEMENT

WEST SUSSEX & GREATER 
BRIGHTON LOCAL 
STRATEGIC STATEMENT

GREATER EXETER 
STRATEGIC PLAN

OXFORDSHIRE 
PLAN 2050

LIVERPOOL CITY 
REGION SPATIAL 
DEVELOPMENT 
STRATEGY

CAMBRIDGE & 
PETERBOROUGH 
CA SPATIAL 
FRAMEWORK

LEICESTER & 
LEICESTERSHIRE 
STRATEGIC 
GROWTH PLAN

NORFOLK 
STRATEGIC 
PLANNING 
FRAMEWORK

THE LONDON 
PLAN

SPATIAL DEVELOPMENT STRATEGIES
Spatial Development Strategies are now an established 
part of the plan-making framework. The London Plan 
is the only adopted spatial development strategy and 
follows its own regulations. Outside of London, there 
are nine mayoral combined authorities, but only three 
(Greater Manchester, Liverpool City Region and West 
of England) have powers to put a spatial development 
strategy in place. The Greater Manchester Spatial 
Framework was intended to be a spatial development 
strategy, but the regulations were not available at 
inception and so the plan was progressed using the Local 
Plan regulations. Due to the lack of best practice and 
plans in preparation, there are no comparisons that can 
be made on their content.

JOINT LOCAL PLANS
Joint Local Plans, or their predecessors, Joint Core 
Strategies, are an established part of the plan-making 
framework and the most common form of statutory 
strategic plan. They have changed from core strategies, 
which focus on the spatial strategy and distribution of 
growth in the Local Development Framework era, to 
local plans, which include the spatial strategy as well 
as detailed development management policies and site 
allocations. They both tend to follow a plan period of 
around 15 years. The rationale for these plans comes from 
the shared relationships that authorities have as well as 
the requirements of the DtC.

NON-STATUTORY STRATEGIC FRAMEWORKS
The non-statutory frameworks are also diffi  cult to fi t into 
one category. However, the main diff erence between a 
non-statutory strategic plan and a non-statutory strategic 
framework is that the former have SA/SEA and therefore 
are a plan in the defi nition and requirements of European 
legislation; whereas the latter do not have SA/SEA, and 
therefore do not set a framework for future development 
consent. They also tend to focus on fi nding common 
ground and setting out how to address issues relating to 
strategic matters. Non-statutory Strategic Frameworks
have these characteristics:
• Have visions, objectives, and priorities such as 

improving connectivity.
• Include growth areas or opportunity areas that are 

already established and known.
• Draw together the evidence available across the 

authorities from current local plans rather than new 
evidence at the strategic scale.

STRATEGIC PLANS: A REVIEW OF PLANS DURING THE DUTY TO CO-OPERATE ERA
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The below tables present the assessment 
of strengths and weaknesses of the types 
of strategic plans identifi ed in the previous 
section.

COMMENTARY
Joint Strategic Plans have the advantage of being statutory and therefore have more 
chance of withstanding political change. They can also allocate land and make changes 
to the Green Belt in a context of looking longer term than local plans. 

However, there is a lack of clarity around their content and the evidence needed to 
support them, not least because there are as yet insuffi  cient plans being prepared to 
allow best practice to emerge.

Joint Local Plans have the advantage of being statutory can allocate land and make 
changes to the Green Belt. They are an established part of plan-making and there is 
much best practice to draw from. They can be prepared on a streamlined core strategy 
basis with no need to allocate sites, but typically cover a shorter term.

Spatial Development Strategies also have the advantage of being statutory and can 
allocate strategic sites (outside of the London Plan area). However, they cannot make 
changes to the Green Belt and, other than the London Plan, there is a lack of best 
practice examples to draw from. Their preparation is also limited to combined authorities, 
with guidance and regulations limited and unclear.

All statutory plans require signifi cant resources for their preparation.  

JOINT STRATEGIC PLANS

Strengths
• Statutory and therefore withstand political 

changes.
• Longer timeframe than local plans 

(beyond 15 years) and therefore can 
consider longer-term opportunities and 
requirements.

• Can allocate land and alter designations 
such as Green Belt.

• Address the most contentious aspect of 
the DtC — the amount and distribution of 
housing needs.

Weaknesses
• Lack of clarity about how to prepare these 

plans and evidence required to support 
them, particularly for when looking longer 
than 10–15 years.

• Become complex when knitting together 
local plans to form a joint strategy.

• Lack of best practice exists.
• As voluntary, may be diffi  cult to secure 

commitment/resource across all 
authorities and parties involved.

• Resource intensive due to the number 
of stages of consultation and the 
requirements of the evidence base.

NON-STATUTORY STRATEGIC PLANS 

Strengths
• Quicker and less resource intensive than 

statutory plans.
• Allow authorities to meet the 

requirements of the DtC without 
committing signifi cant resources to a joint 
plan.

• Not bound by the requirements of local 
plan regulations and therefore there is 
fl exibility in the scope and content subject 
to SEA requirements.

• Not constrained by timeframes, or policy 
and evidence base requirements, so can 
look at longer-term opportunities and 
requirements.

Weaknesses
• Not statutory and therefore hold limited/

no weight in the decision-making process.
• No statutory basis and thus harder to 

withstand political change.
• No legal framework/guidance to guide 

them other than an SEA.
• Cannot allocate land or alter designations 

such as Green Belt.

SPATIAL DEVELOPMENT STRATEGIES

Strengths
• Statutory plans and therefore withstand 

political changes once adopted.
• Lighter in detail and policies compared to 

local plans (although London Plan is an 
exception).

• With the exception of Greater London, can 
allocate sites.

• Address the most contentious aspect of 
the DtC — the amount and distribution of 
housing needs.

Weaknesses
• Lack of best practice and guidance.
• Regulations do not provide much 

information of the content and scope of 
an SDS.

• Cannot alter designations such as Green 
Belt.

• Can only be prepared by authorities in 
Combined Authorities (legal entitlement) 
and therefore they are not an option to all 
authorities.

JOINT LOCAL PLANS

Strengths
• Statutory and therefore withstand political 

changes.
• Can allocate land and alter designations 

such as Green Belt.
• Best practice readily available.
• Flexibility around whether to focus on 

core strategy content (fewer policies) or 
local plan content (lots of policies)

• They address the most contentious aspect 
of the DtC — the amount and distribution 
of housing needs.

Weaknesses
• Typically up to 15 years but not beyond 

and therefore limited in longer term 
visioning and planning.

• Resource intensive due to the number 
of stages of consultation and the 
requirements of the evidence base.

• As voluntary, may be diffi  cult to secure 
commitment across all authorities and 
parties involved.

NON-STATUTORY STRATEGIC FRAMEWORKS

Strengths
• Can be quicker and less resource intensive 

than statutory plans.
• Allow authorities to meet some of 

the requirements of the DtC without 
committing signifi cant resources to a joint 
plan.

• Not bound by the requirements of local 
plan regulations and therefore have 
fl exibility in the scope and content.

• Not constrained by timeframes, or policy 
and evidence base requirements, so can 
look at longer-term opportunities and 
requirements.

Weaknesses
• Not statutory and therefore hold limited/

no weight in the decision-making process.
• No statutory basis and thus harder toto 

withstand political change.
• Limited in scope when compared with 

non-statutory strategic plans and do 
not direct development or agree the 
distribution of housing needs.

• Cannot allocate land or alter designations 
such as Green Belt.

Non-statutory Strategic Plans can fi x their own scope and content, as well as the type 
and nature of consultation and engagement, in a way that statutory plans cannot. As 
a consequence, one of the main strengths of non-statutory plans is that they can be 
quicker to prepare, particularly if they can streamline consultation activity. 

In addition, non-statutory plans have the advantage of being able to address issues such 
as the distribution of housing needs (providing SEA is undertaken) and therefore can 
provide a similar purpose to a statutory plan outwith the local plan regulations.  

Non-statutory Strategic Frameworks do not direct development but can usefully draw 
together strategic issues and set out how they can be addressed (a fuller exposition of a 
Statement of Common Ground, for example). 

By default, the non-statutory status of these plans means that they may not withstand 
political change as a new administration could elect not to adhere to the plan. They also 
cannot make changes to the Green Belt or allocate sites which constrains their ability to 
tackle some of the more controversial aspects of joint strategic planning.
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Since the demise of regional planning 
a variety of strategic plans have been 
adopted. As expected there have been 
joint local plans and joint core strategies 
adopted through statutory procedures, but 
it is notable that other types of strategic 
plans have been progressed and (in some 
cases) adopted such as the more recent 
Joint Strategic Plans and the various forms 
of non-statutory Strategic Plans.  

It is evident from the evidence that that 
there is no ‘one size fits all’ for the type 
of strategic plan that authorities should 
progress; and the reasons for selecting one 
route over another are many and varied. 

Having a greater understanding of how 
each type of plan has performed in relation 
to its objectives from the outset will further 
help to understand their strengths and 
weaknesses and provide better guidance 
for authorities considering undertaking 
strategic plans. Below we set out some 
further opportunities and recommendations 
for the types of strategic plans covered in 
this research:

JOINT LOCAL PLANS
Joint Local Plans are statutory plans and 
therefore well used and established. There 
are also Joint Core Strategies in place and 
these should be reinforced as a strategic 
plan option alongside joint local plans in 
the NPPF. Joint Core Strategies should be 
broadly similar to those progressed in the 
LDF era, focusing on matters that cross 
authority boundaries whilst leaving local 
matters to sit within local plans.

JOINT STRATEGIC PLANS
One of the main strengths of the joint 
strategic plan — its longevity — is also its 
weakness, in that the outcomes arising 
from the adoption of statutory plans 
with long timeframes are as yet untested.  
Therefore, there is the need to assess how 
longer-term plans (with a plan period 
covering longer than 15 years, or where 
a plan period starts 10–20 years in the 
future) work in both a statutory and non-
statutory format, and what the optimal 
content of such plans, and supporting 
evidence base, might comprise.

SPATIAL DEVELOPMENT STRATEGIES
As the research shows, there are no 
adopted spatial development strategies 
other than the London Plan which follows 
its own regulations, and therefore very 
limited good practice to draw upon.  
Furthermore, there are currently only 
three combined authorities who would be 
eligible to prepare a Spatial Development 
Strategy. So far, only one of those (Greater 
Manchester) is progressing a joint Local 
Plan. The lack of spatial development 
strategies arises due to mayoral combined 
authorities having to negotiate bespoke 
deals with central government, whereby 
some receive plan-making powers and 
some do not.  

The Levelling Up policy agenda sets a 
favourable context for further enhancing 
spatial development strategies as a 
development planning option, as thinking 
on planning reform proposes further 
mayoral combined authorities are offered to 
the regions. However there is currently little 
in national policy, legislation and guidance 
to differentiate Spatial Development 
Strategies from Joint Local Plans. There is 
therefore a need to further understand the 
role and content of spatial development 
strategies and how best they should be 
used to address strategic issues, in order to 
help shape or refine national policy and to 
provide meaningful guidance.  

NON-STATUTORY STRATEGIC PLANS
Our research shows that there are various 
examples of these non-statutory plans 
in place, including South Hampshire, 
Leicestershire and West Sussex/
Greater Brighton. There appears to be 
an opportunity to extend their use and 
scope further, although it would be useful 
to undertake additional research to 
understand how these plans were devised, 
drafted, and how successful they have been 
in securing positive outcomes on strategic 
issues in comparison to statutory plans.  
Also, understanding the scope of evidence 
base required, plus how the SEA process 
was applied are other important elements; 
better understanding of which will enable 
further guidance to be provided to 
authorities who are considering progressing 
a strategic plan of some kind.
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