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Local Plans



	What is a Local Plan?
	A Local Plan sets out how land in an area should be used and developed. It identifies where new homes, employment sites and infrastructure may be built and contains policies used to determine planning applications.

Decisions made through a Local Plan can affect wildlife for many years. A strong Local Plan can direct development away from sensitive locations, protect important habitats and species, and identify opportunities to restore nature and create better-connected ecological networks.

	Are Local Plans required to do anything about biodiversity?
	Yes. National planning policy requires Local Plans in England to safeguard and enhance the natural environment and help nature recover.

Local Plans should:
· identify and protect important wildlife sites, habitats and species.
· identify opportunities to restore habitats and strengthen ecological networks.
· direct development towards land with the least environmental value and avoid or minimise harm to important sites.
· use Local Nature Recovery Strategies and other environmental evidence to guide decisions.
· set appropriate standards for green infrastructure, such as connected habitats, trees, parks and other natural spaces.

Local planning authorities have a legal duty to consider what action they can take to conserve and enhance biodiversity, set appropriate policies and objectives and act to deliver them.

Local Plans should provide a locally specific framework for protecting and restoring nature.

	What are important wildlife sites and habitats?

	Statutory wildlife sites
· Ramsar sites - Wetlands of international importance, designated under the Convention on Wetlands.
· Special Areas of Conservation (SACs) - Areas protected for particular habitats and species of national and international importance. Together with SPAs, they form part of the UK national site network.
· Special Protection Areas (SPAs) - Areas protected for rare, vulnerable and migratory bird species.
· Sites of Special Scientific Interest (SSSIs) - Nationally important sites protected for their wildlife, habitats or geological features.
· National Nature Reserves (NNRs) - Nationally important areas managed primarily for nature conservation and scientific study.
· Local Nature Reserves (LNRs) - Sites designated by local authorities because of their importance for wildlife, geology, education or public enjoyment.
· Marine Conservation Zones (MCZs) - Marine areas designated to protect nationally important habitats, species and geological features.

The level and type of protection varies between designations. Ramsar sites, SACs and SPAs receive the highest level of planning protection, followed by nationally and locally designated wildlife sites. Some sites, such as the Exe Estuary and Pebblebed Heaths, are protected by multiple levels of designations.

Non-statutory wildlife sites and important habitats
These may not receive the same legal protection as statutory sites, but they are still important considerations when Local Plans are prepared:
· County Wildlife Sites (CWSs) - Locally designated sites that support important habitats or species and make a significant contribution to the county’s biodiversity.
· Priority habitats - Habitats identified as being of particular importance for conserving biodiversity, such as species-rich grasslands, ancient hedgerows and some types of woodland.
· Irreplaceable habitats - Habitats that would be technically very difficult, or take a very long time, to recreate once lost, such as ancient woodland, ancient and veteran trees, and some other long-established habitats.
· Ecological corridors - Connected areas of habitat that allow wildlife to move between feeding, breeding and resting areas.
· Functionally linked or supporting habitats - Land outside a protected site that is nevertheless important to the habitats or species for which the site is protected. For example, birds associated with an SPA may depend on nearby land for feeding or roosting.

Functionally linked land is particularly important when assessing effects on SACs, SPAs and Ramsar sites because development outside a designated boundary may still affect the habitats or species for which the site is protected. Local Plans should therefore consider the wider network of habitats on which wildlife depends, rather than protected sites in isolation.

	What are important species?
	Important species are plants and animals that need particular consideration in planning because they are legally protected, threatened, rare or identified as priorities for nature conservation. They include:
· Protected species - Species protected by law, such as bats, otters, dormice, great crested newts and many wild birds. 
· Priority species - Species identified as being of principal importance for conserving biodiversity in England under section 41 of the Natural Environment and Rural Communities Act 2006.
· Threatened or rare species - Species at risk of extinction or decline, including those identified on national or local conservation lists.
· Locally important species - Species that are particularly important to the character or biodiversity of an area, including those identified in Local Nature Recovery Strategies or other local evidence.

Local Plans should identify and protect the habitats needed by important species, including areas used for feeding, breeding, resting, shelter and movement. This matters because wildlife often depends on habitats beyond protected sites. In many cases, legal protection applies not only to the species itself but also to the places it uses, such as nests, breeding sites and resting places.

	What are Local Nature Recovery Strategies?
	Local Nature Recovery Strategies (LNRSs) are locally led plans that identify priorities and practical opportunities for restoring nature and improving the wider environment. Together, 48 strategies cover the whole of England.

Each strategy:
· describes the area’s existing biodiversity and the pressures it faces.
· identifies local priorities for nature recovery.
· proposes actions to protect, restore and create habitats.
· maps where those actions could have the greatest benefit.

LNRSs are prepared by appointed local authorities in collaboration with communities, landowners, environmental organisations and other local partners. Local Plans should use the relevant LNRS to help guide planning policies, site allocations and opportunities to create and strengthen ecological networks.

The actions identified in an LNRS are not legally binding on landowners or land managers. However, the strategies are intended to guide and coordinate decisions, investment and practical action so that nature recovery happens in the places where it can make the greatest difference.

	What is Devon’s Local Nature Recovery Strategy?
	The Devon LNRS, published in May 2026, is a county-wide plan for restoring nature. It covers the whole of Devon, including Plymouth and Torbay, and identifies priorities and practical opportunities for protecting, restoring and creating habitats.

The LNRS includes a statement of biodiversity priorities and a Local Habitat Map identifying existing areas of particular importance for biodiversity and potential areas for nature recovery.

The Strategy’s maps are not exhaustive. Land outside a mapped area may still support important habitats or species, so the maps should not replace up-to-date ecological surveys, local environmental records or site-specific assessment.

The Devon LNRS, including its interactive mapping tool, can be explored on the Devon Local Nature Recovery Strategy website.

	How should Devon’s LNRS influence Local Plans?

	Local planning authorities across Devon should use the LNRS as an important source of evidence when preparing or reviewing their Local Plans. This includes councils in the wider county area, Plymouth and Torbay. 

Local Plans should use the Strategy to:
· identify priorities and opportunities for nature recovery.
· guide the location of new development and avoid harm to important habitats.
· inform policies and site allocations.
· protect, restore and connect ecological networks.
· plan new green infrastructure and nature-rich open spaces.
· identify suitable opportunities for habitat creation and restoration.
· help direct biodiversity net gain and other environmental investment to places where it will make the greatest contribution to nature’s recovery.

Local Plans should not simply reproduce the Strategy’s maps. They should translate its priorities and opportunities into clear, locally specific planning policies and site requirements, supported by up-to-date ecological evidence.

The Strategy’s maps should also not be used to assume that land outside a mapped area has little biodiversity value. Habitat maps cannot capture every important habitat or species, so appropriate ecological surveys and site-specific assessments will still be required.

	What else should Local Plans do for biodiversity?  
	Local Plans should take a strategic approach to protecting and restoring nature. They should:
· identify international, national and locally designated wildlife sites and recognise their different levels of protection.
· identify opportunities to conserve, restore and create habitats, including habitats for priority and threatened species.
· create and strengthen ecological networks that are resilient to climate change and other pressures.
· direct development towards land of the least environmental value, while avoiding and minimising harm to important wildlife sites.
· use the relevant LNRS and other environmental evidence to guide policies and site allocations.
· consider opportunities for nature recovery across local authority boundaries and at a landscape or river catchment scale.
· set locally appropriate standards for green infrastructure, drawing on Natural England’s Green Infrastructure Standards.

Local Plans should consider not only designated wildlife sites, but also the wider network of habitats, ecological corridors and natural spaces needed to support nature’s recovery.

	Will Local Plans show where important wildlife habitats are and include policies to protect and enhance them?

	They should. Local Plans should use up-to-date ecological evidence to identify and map important wildlife sites, habitats, ecological networks and opportunities for nature recovery. This should include designated wildlife sites, priority habitats, important connections between habitats and relevant opportunities identified in the Devon Local Nature Recovery Strategy.

However, Local Plan maps cannot show every important habitat or species location. They should therefore be supported by policies that protect and enhance biodiversity, apply the mitigation hierarchy (avoid and minimise impacts before resorting to mitigation), strengthen ecological networks and secure appropriate biodiversity net gain. Up-to-date ecological records, surveys and site-specific assessments will still be needed because land outside mapped areas may also be important for wildlife.

The strength and detail of biodiversity policies varies between Local Plans.

	Does DWT contribute to Local Plans?
	Yes. DWT responds to Local Plan consultations to make the case for nature. We assess whether plans contain effective policies for protecting, enhancing and restoring wildlife and highlight areas where their approach could be strengthened.

Nature should not be treated as a standalone issue. It should be embedded throughout the Local Plan, influencing where development takes place and how policies on housing, transport, design, climate change and infrastructure are prepared. We look at the plan as a whole, identifying gaps and inconsistencies and seeking to ensure that nature is properly included across all relevant policies.

Where a proposed development site could cause particularly serious harm to important wildlife sites, habitats or species, we may submit site-specific comments. However, we do not have the capacity to assess every proposed allocation.

	How can I have my say on a Local Plan?

	Councils must provide opportunities for people and organisations to comment while a Local Plan is being prepared. 

You can usually respond through the council’s consultation website, although councils may also accept comments by email or post.

This stage of the process is one of the most important opportunities to raise wildlife and biodiversity concerns. You can comment on:
· the overall vision for the area.
· proposed development sites.
· policies for wildlife, habitats and green infrastructure.
· whether the plan is supported by adequate ecological evidence.
· whether reasonable alternatives have been properly considered.
· how the plan’s effects will be monitored.

Local Plans contain a large amount of information, which can seem overwhelming at first. The points above provide a useful guide to the key details to focus on. You can use your local knowledge to review the location and size of proposed development sites. Once sites are allocated within a Local Plan, it can be much more difficult to challenge development at that location when a planning application is submitted. 

It is important to respond by the consultation deadline and follow the council’s instructions for submitting comments.

	My Local Planning Authority always seems to be consulting on their Local Plan – why are there so many consultations?
	Local planning authorities are legally required to prepare and maintain a Local Plan for their area. The plan must go through statutory consultation and independent examination before it can be formally adopted by the authority. In practice some authorities may be preparing a new plan or relying on an older adopted plan while its replacement is produced.

Local planning authorities must begin preparing a new Local Plan within five years of adopting the previous one. They may need to start sooner if important changes mean that the existing plan is no longer up to date.

Preparing a Local Plan involves several stages, and consultation is required at key points throughout the process. Early consultations help the local planning authority understand the issues facing the area and gather views on possible options. 

Later consultations seek comments on more detailed policies and proposed development sites, before the Plan is submitted for independent examination. Further consultation may also be needed if evidence, national policy or local circumstances change, or if modifications are proposed during the examination. 

Although this can feel repetitive, each consultation has a different purpose and provides an opportunity for communities and organisations to influence the Plan as it develops.

	At what stage should I comment?

	It is best to get involved as early as possible, when there is the greatest opportunity to influence the plan’s priorities, development strategy and proposed sites.

You can still comment at later stages, but the questions being considered may be narrower. Always read the council’s consultation guidance carefully, as it should explain what stage the plan has reached, what types of comments are relevant and how to respond.
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