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Project Plan template and guidance
1. Introduction
Local Plans are large, complex programmes, making them a challenging process to manage. They are also subject to a range of external and internal risks which can cause delays, increase costs and affect the ability for a Local Planning authority (LPA) to demonstrate legal compliance and produce a sound Local Plan. 
The December 2026 deadline for submission of Local Plans under the existing (or legacy) system represents an immovable deadline. In this context, adopting robust project management approaches is important to ensure that Local Plans remain on track and maximise the likelihood of a sound Local Plan being produced. 
The Local Plan Project Plan Toolkit (comprising this guidance document and associated project plan templates) has been prepared to support LPAs seeking to submit a Local Plan by the December 2026 deadline. It therefore focuses on those project management areas most critical for Local Plans at more advanced stages of preparation and does not seek to replicate more detailed advice provided in other PAS resources. 
Six areas of focus have been identified: for each one, key issues, hints, and tips (in the form of best practice to mitigate them) have been identified. These areas of focus are plan content; evidence base production; legal and procedural requirements; governance; resources; and risk. 
Each section of the guide is standalone to enable LPAs to refer to those areas that are of most interest. Whilst the advice has been tailored to the specific challenge presented by the December 2026 deadline, it is recognised that each Local Plan is different. Therefore, the advice provided is not exhaustive or definitive and will need to be tailored to reflect local circumstances. 
The guide is supported by a project plan template which includes a worked example programme and a risk register template. Even when time is tight, a project plan is an invaluable resource that will maximise the likelihood of Local Plans being submitted for the December 2026 deadline. It will do this by helping LPAs to think through priority tasks, sequencing of activities, lead-in times for decisions/key milestones and how they will be resourced. The template also contains a summary tab which can be used to support engagement with senior officers and Members. 
2. Plan content – identify the key areas for policy development and how this can be achieved within the available time
There can be significant changes in plan content between Regulation 18 consultation and Regulation 19 publication, including more detail added to policies, refinement of the spatial strategy, further information included on site allocations, and updates to respond to stakeholder engagement and other evidence. It is important to understand where policy gaps might be and how these will be addressed, so that additional work can be clearly scoped, programmed and resourced. 
Our top hints and tips for identifying where further policy development needs to take place are: 
Undertake a policy gap analysis to identify where the gaps are (including using the Local Plan form and content checklist), which ones are most critical to prepare a sound Local Plan and should therefore be prioritised, and where further evidence or other work is required to inform the relevant policy/ies. 
Avoid common soundness issues. After publication of the Regulation 19 Local Plan, it will be too late to fix any significant soundness issues before submission without further significant delay. Use the PAS Local Plan soundness and quality assessment to check policy, evidence and procedural requirements. Where further work is required, build this into the programme and resource plan. 
Identify key issues from consultation responses. This is critical to enable key issues to be identified and inform updates to the evidence base and Regulation 19 Local Plan. It will also identify where further engagement with stakeholders is likely to be required. 
To support efficient plan drafting, it is recommended to:
Prioritise plan drafting. Identify who is responsible for different policy areas, set clear and realistic drafting milestones, which take into account governance arrangements and where sections of the plan may need to be prioritised e.g. to support discussions with stakeholders, or because it will inform other parts of the plan. 
Develop document templates and style guides. Establish document templates and style guides to avoid the need for extensive consistency checking/updates at the end of the process. Ensure that any templates will meet accessibility requirements. 
Identify the graphics and maps required. In addition to the Policies Map, most Local Plans have a series of figures, diagrams, images and maps. Make sure these are identified early and allow time for production and checking of them. 
Engage with those that will use the policies. Development Management colleagues can provide helpful perspectives on how usable policies will be in practice. Engaging with statutory consultees and neighbouring authorities can also provide opportunities to identify issues with the operation of policies prior to publication.
3. Evidence base – determine what is needed and how this can be achieved within the available time
Having clarity on the scale of updates required to the evidence base between Regulation 18 and Regulation 19 versions of a Local Plan, will determine the pace at which plan preparation can progress. This, along with availability of resources, will be a critical determinant to how long this stage of plan making will take. 
Our top hints and tips for streamlining delivery of the evidence base are: 
Scope the updates required. Consider undertaking an audit of the evidence base to identify: what evidence may need to be updated (using para 1.19 of the Planning Inspectorate’s procedure guidance as a reference point); what evidence needs to be finalised; where further changes to evidence may be; and where evidence is missing. The PAS Evidence for Plan Making Advice note including appendices can be used to scope and prioritise evidence base needs. 
Prioritise evidence preparation. Determine whether all evidence is strictly necessary to matters concerning soundness and legal compliance and if not, whether to place its preparation on hold. This judgement should be exercised having regard to the Planning Minister’s 9 October 2025 letter to the Planning Inspectorate regarding increased pragmatism and flexibility in the examination of plans. Where further evidence is needed, consider how this can be addressed proportionately e.g. through addendum updates or topic papers. Consider engaging proactively with potential suppliers to understand pragmatic solutions to meet identified needs within constrained timescales.   
Identify timelines for evidence to be finalised. Evidence preparation needs to be sequenced, reflecting that: outputs from one study will be inputs for another; outputs from studies will influence the content of the Local Plan; and that changes to the wider evidence base can require updates to documents such as the Sustainability Appraisal. Make sure that these interdependencies are reflected in the project plan; and that where possible phased drafting of the Local Plan takes place, so that evidence finalisation and plan drafting does not become condensed into the same few weeks. Where consultants are producing evidence base documents, seek feedback from them on the realism of timescales, as well as ensuring the programme makes allowance for quality assurance of their work. Where there is insufficient time, where possible streamline procurement processes and/or seek exemptions to enable timely appointment. 
Determine when stakeholders need to be engaged on evidence base findings and how to use this engagement to address issues raised in Regulation 18 consultation responses. Where possible, undertake engagement based on emerging findings, rather than wait for evidence base documents to be finalised. This will maximise the time available to resolve any objections or issues raised. 
Anticipate evidence production related risks and embed measures to minimise their impact. Evidence base production risks are typically related to: objections from stakeholders (see above); lack of clarity on sequencing of tasks (see above); delays to one evidence base study affecting the programme for another/drafting of the plan; and/or multiple documents being produced in parallel straining resources (either in production or securing sign-off). Ensure there is clarity on the most likely risks and put in place measures to mitigate them from the outset e.g. securing more flexibility in sign-off arrangements, securing extra resources to finalise evidence at key points in the programme. 
4. Legal and procedural requirements – ensure all requirements are complied with
To maximise success of a Local Plan at Independent Examination, the relevant legal and procedural requirements need to have been complied with. The PAS Local Plan process requirements checklist provides a comprehensive checklist of requirements as does the Planning Inspectorate’s pre-examination checklist. A summary of key requirements is set out below. Like evidence base preparation, it is important to understand what requirements you need to discharge and when. 
Duty to Cooperate. The Ministerial Statement from the Planning Minister on 27 November 2025 confirmed the Government’s intention not to ‘save’ the duty to cooperate. Once the regulations are laid in 2026, this will remove the legal requirement for LPAs to demonstrate compliance with the duty to cooperate. However, the Ministerial Statement indicated that demonstrating how authorities have maintained effective cooperation in accordance with the National Planning Policy Framework (and Planning Practice Guidance) will remain a soundness matter. It is unclear how the Planning Inspectorate will interpret this change of requirements when examining Local Plans. In the absence of further guidance from the Planning Inspectorate, it is recommended that stakeholder engagement on strategic issues should continue, with Statements of Common Ground used to document progress made through engagement with relevant bodies. 
Stakeholder engagement. Ensure compliance with regulatory requirements for Regulation 19 publication stage as well as the Statement of Community Involvement. 
Sustainability Appraisal and Equalities Impact Assessment. Ensure that the spatial strategy has been appraised alongside updates to policies – with the outcomes of this process integrated, where relevant, into the Local Plan. Also ensure that reasonable alternatives have been appraised.
Habitats Regulations Assessment (HRA). Ensure HRA screening and/or Appropriate Assessment have been carried out for the preferred spatial strategy, with any mitigation measures integrated into policies, where relevant. 
Local Development Scheme. Check achievability of stated dates once the project plan has been confirmed and update it if required. Continue to monitor progress against key milestones. 
Consultation Statement. Ensure a statement is prepared setting out (amongst other things) how Regulation 18 consultation representations were taken into account; and the main issues raised in response to Regulation 19 publication. The latter is a key task that must be completed between Regulation 19 publication and submission. PAS has prepared advice on preparation of the Consultation Statement.
The hints and tips for evidence base also apply to the legal and procedural requirements. 
5. Governance – ensure requirements are met in the most time efficient way 
Having effective and efficient governance arrangements in place is critical to the successful preparation of a Local Plan. Each local authority has their own sign-off processes, comprising: formal arrangements including Cabinet/Full Council agreement for key decisions such as publicising the Local Plan; and informal arrangements including Member briefings or internal boards or panels which provide an oversight function. Securing sign-off can be an elongated process, with prescribed lead-in times. Ensuring clarity on what will be required and how long it will take is therefore key to ensuring the timetable for Local Plan preparation is realistic and deliverable. 
Our top hints and tips for streamlining governance arrangements are: 
Review existing arrangements. Map out the key decision points and committee timelines for Regulation 19 publication and submission stages including lead-in times. This will inform the available time for plan preparation including evidence-based production, policy development and stakeholder engagement. If governance processes and lead-in times are not known, seek inputs from senior officers as soon as possible to ensure there is clarity. For each document (including evidence base documents, Statements of Common Ground, outputs demonstrating legal compliance) identify and agree who will approve it so that this can be factored into the programme and ensure there are no surprises as deadlines near. 
Explore opportunities to streamline governance processes. Where governance processes are likely to impact on the ability to achieve key milestones it is essential to identify these early on and develop a plan to align with the available timescales, having regard to the Council’s constitution. This could include: shorter lead-in times for specific meetings; securing delegated authority for certain decisions/further flexibility to provide contingency for any delays; and if required arranging additional decision-making meetings to facilitate the Local Plan programme. In addition, it is recommended that at the Regulation 19 stage, approval should be sought from the relevant committee/cabinet/full Council to publish the Local Plan and to delegate authority to submit the Local Plan for Independent Examination to the relevant senior officer. This avoids the need for further governance approvals before submission and minimises the time required between end of Regulation 19 publication and submission of the Local Plan. 
Engage with Members in advance of decision-making stages. Effective and efficient Member engagement is critical to ensure they are informed on the emerging content of the Local Plan and support it. If appropriate and effective forums to facilitate Member engagement are not in place, these should be established as soon as practically possible, with briefings on key issues provided as and when necessary. 
Engage with other teams and officers to secure support and buy-in. Ensure that appropriate regular dialogue and engagement with other Council departments is maintained in order to raise the profile of the Local Plan and obtain corporate support around timely progression. Production of the plan should be a key priority for the Council, with clear support and sponsorship from the Council’s senior officer leadership team. A risk register should be used to effectively disseminate risks and secure the delivery of effective mitigation measures. Consider putting in place an officer working group chaired by a senior officer of the Council to secure ongoing corporate support. In two tier local authority areas, ensure that representative(s) of the County Council form part of the group. 
6. Resources – understand resource needs and how these will be prioritised to finalise the Local Plan for submission  
Insufficient resources in plan making is a common barrier and one of the major causes of delay. Given the immovable nature of the December 2026 deadline, it is imperative that a proportionate and robust approach to resource planning is adopted; and that any pinch points and/or constraints are identified early and plans put in place to resolve them. 
Our top hints and tips for successful resourcing planning are:
Assess your resources. Alongside your project plan, undertake a resource assessment. For each task be clear who will lead it and what supporting resources are needed including estimating days per week/month required for each person. Where evidence base documents are contracted, be clear on who will be reviewing and assuring the work. Once all tasks have been assigned to individuals (including non-Local Plan tasks), check that everyone can achieve the identified tasks within each week/month. Make sure you account for planned leave, part-time working, day release, etc. It is strongly advisable to incorporate contingency time to account for unforeseen circumstances which could arise.
Identify issues early and develop plans to address them. Common issues are individuals being overloaded, insufficient capacity when lots of tasks are being undertaken concurrently, and external factors requiring additional resources (e.g. more representations than expected). For each issue, pre-emptively identify mitigation measures which could include:
Agree a revised prioritisation of tasks including delaying non-Local Plan tasks or getting colleagues in other services/teams to pick them up. 
Secure additional capacity internally from other teams/services (especially for non-technical tasks) or utilise other options to bolster capacity rapidly e.g. through secondments, consultant support. 
Make best use of automation where appropriate (e.g. managing representations) as identified on ‘Create or update a Local Plan’. 
Monitor resources regularly. As part of reviewing progress against the programme, monitor capacity and whether additional resources will be needed to produce the Local Plan. Consider using regular check-ins with individuals working on specific tasks/consultants producing evidence to help identify issues early on. This will also help to ensure consultant costs keep to budget. 
7. [bookmark: _Ref151456742]Risks – balance meeting the December 2026 deadline with producing a legally compliant and sound Local Plan
Understanding risk is central to determining the realism of a project plan – since the aim is not to submit a plan for the December 2026 deadline – but for an Inspector at Independent Examination to conclude the plan is legally compliant and sound. Therefore, the ambition should not be to achieve the December 2026 deadline at all costs. It is recommended that alongside a project plan, a risk register is produced and maintained – with existing risks actively tracked and new risks identified when relevant. This will help with making risk-based judgements at key points in the programme including whether to continue with plan preparation, or switch to the new plan making process.
Our top hints and tips for risk identification, management and mitigation are:
Identify internal and external risks and mitigation measures. Examples of internal risks include resourcing and budgets, programming, governance, and securing (and maintaining) Member support. External risks include policy changes, stakeholder objections/lack of engagement, devolution/local government re-organisation. The previous sections outline potential mitigation measures that could be considered. 
Communicate risks to senior officers and Members. Use the risk register to communicate risks and the impact to preparation of the Local Plan if they materialise (e.g. cost, delay, legal compliance/soundness). Ensure there are regular forums with senior officers and Members where newly arising risks can be discussed, and action agreed. This includes being able to articulate the ‘real-world’ implications of not having an up-to-date Local Plan in place, including prolonged exposure to the ‘tilted balance’ and planning by appeal, the potential for MHCLG to intervene in plan making thereby taking plan making control away from Members and their communities, and the potential inability to proactively plan for and deliver much needed local infrastructure.  
Use the Planning Inspectorate’s resources to understand their review on risk and what this could mean for the Local Plan. In particular:
Request advisory visits during plan preparation. These are informal discussions chaired by an experienced Inspector on a without prejudice basis. They can be requested in the period up to Regulation 19 publication and sometimes after Regulation 19 publication if procedural issues have been identified. It is recommended visits are requested as soon as key issues or risks are identified to maximise the time available to respond to the advice provided. Visits can be used to help identify the plan making matters that must be prioritised over others that could potentially be addressed during examination, to maximise the ability to meet the December 2026 deadline. Visits can be requested by contacting: plans.admin@planninginspectorate.gov.uk. 
The pre-examination checklist enables councils to seek views on whether a Local Plan is ready for examination, potentially enabling key issues to be addressed pre-submission.  
Based on an up-to-date programme and risk assessment it is determined that the December 2026 deadline cannot be met, start preparing for the new Local Plan system. Further details on next steps including assessing readiness to progress a Local Plan under the new system can be found here. 
8. Other resources and support
Local Plan Leaders Network: https://www.local.gov.uk/pas/plans/local-plan-leaders-network 
Local Plan Route Mapper and Toolkit: https://www.local.gov.uk/pas/plans/local-plan-route-mapper-and-toolkit-may-2025 
Local Plan support lessons learnt: https://www.local.gov.uk/pas/plans/pas-local-plan-support-programme/local-plan-support-lessons-learnt 
Evidence base: https://www.local.gov.uk/pas/plans/local-plan-evidence-base 
Consultation Statement template: https://www.local.gov.uk/pas/plan-making/local-plan-review-update/consultation-engagement/local-plan-reg-22-consultation 
Duty to cooperate including SoCG template: https://www.local.gov.uk/pas/plan-making/local-plan-review-update/duty-cooperate-statements-common-ground 
PAS direct support for plan making: https://www.local.gov.uk/pas/plans/support-plan-making-review-and-update 
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