Planning System Changes Effective 1 November 2026
Purpose of this Note
To summarise the key national planning reforms coming into force at the end of October 2026, and to explain their implications for parish councils such as Downswood.
1. Introduction of the National Scheme of Delegation
From 31 October 2026, all local planning authorities must adopt the National Scheme of Delegation, replacing their existing local arrangements.
What the new scheme does
· Creates a national, standardised list of applications that must be determined by officers.
· Removes the ability for:
· Parish councils
· Ward councillors
· Members of the public to request or trigger a committee decision.
Categories
· Schedule 1 applications – always determined by officers. Includes householder applications, small commercial changes, and residential schemes up to 9 dwellings on sites under 0.5ha.
· Schedule 2 applications – normally officer‑determined unless the Chief Planning Officer AND the Planning Committee Chair agree that the application raises significant planning issues.
Implications for parishes
· Parish councils cannot call in applications to committee.
· Even strong local objection does not automatically send an application to committee.
· The majority of applications will be decided by officers, with fewer opportunities for public debate at committee.
2. Revised National Planning Policy Framework (NPPF) – August 2026
Although published in August, the practical effects begin to take hold from November as councils update their constitutions and workflows.
Key changes
· National Development Management Policies (NDMPs) now carry significant weight in decision‑making.
· Local plans will become shorter and more strategic, with less detailed policy content.
· Mandatory training for planning committee members.
· A new triage system for deciding which applications can go to committee (aligned with the National Scheme of Delegation).
· A faster timetable for preparing local plans (30‑month cycle).

Implications for parishes
· Parish comments must increasingly reference NDMPs, not just local plan policies.
· With local plans becoming more strategic, Neighbourhood Plans gain importance as the main source of local detail.
· Parishes will need to monitor consultations more closely due to faster plan‑making cycles.

3. Planning & Infrastructure Act 2025 – Early Implementation (late 2026)
Several provisions begin phased implementation from late 2026.
Key elements
· Creation of Strategic Authorities with powers over planning, housing, transport and growth.
· Stronger emphasis on infrastructure-first planning.
· New powers for councils to require design codes at neighbourhood level.

Implications for parishes
· Parish councils will have more opportunities to influence design codes, local character, and place‑making.
· Strategic planning decisions (housing numbers, transport corridors, growth areas) will increasingly be made at county or regional level, so early engagement is essential.

4. English Devolution & Community Empowerment Act 2026
This Act strengthens the role of local communities in governance.
Key elements
· Principal councils must establish neighbourhood governance arrangements.
· Parishes must be formally involved in these structures.
· Introduction of a strengthened Community Right to Buy for valued community assets.

Implications for parishes
· Although parishes lose procedural influence over individual planning applications, they gain greater strategic influence over:
· Local growth strategies
· Transport and infrastructure planning
· Community asset protection

· Parishes will have a formal seat in neighbourhood governance arrangements, giving them a voice earlier in the policy process.
5. What This Means in Practice for Downswood 
A. Reduced influence on individual applications
· No call-in powers.
· Fewer applications reach committee.
· Officer decisions dominate.

B. Increased importance of high-quality written responses
Parish comments must be:
· Evidence-based
· Referenced to NDMPs, Local Plan, and Neighbourhood Plan
· Focused strictly on material planning considerations

C. Neighbourhood Plans become critical
With local plans shrinking, Neighbourhood Plans will carry more weight in:
· Design codes
· Heritage and landscape protection
· Local green spaces
· Character assessments

D. Strategic engagement becomes essential
Parishes should monitor:
· Spatial Development Strategies
· County-level growth plans
· Infrastructure strategies
· Transport plans

These will shape development far more than individual applications.
E. New opportunities to protect community assets
The strengthened Community Right to Buy allows parishes to intervene earlier to safeguard:
· Pubs
· Village halls
· Green spaces
· Heritage assets

6. Recommended Actions for Parish Councils
· Review and update the Neighbourhood Plan (if applicable).
· Strengthen internal processes for responding to planning applications.
· Train councillors on NDMPs and the new decision-making framework.
· Establish early engagement with MBC on strategic planning matters.
· Identify community assets that may benefit from protection under the new Right to Buy.
· Prepare a public-facing explanation for residents to manage expectations about the reduced role of committees.

7. Summary
From 1 November 2026, parish councils will see:
· Reduced procedural influence over individual planning applications.
· Greater strategic influence over place-making, design, and community assets.
· A need for more technical, policy-based responses to planning consultations.
· A shift from reactive planning (responding to applications) to proactive engagement in strategic planning.

National Development Management Policies (NDMPs)

National Development Management Policies (NDMPs) are a new set of national planning rules that apply directly to planning decisions across England. They sit above local plans, and where there is a conflict, NDMPs override local policies. They are designed to create consistency, speed up decisions, and reduce duplication in local plans. 

What NDMPs Are
NDMPs are a new category of planning policy created under the Levelling Up and Regeneration Act 2023. They are written by the Secretary of State and apply nationally to all planning applications. 

They differ from the National Planning Policy Framework (NPPF):
· NPPF guides plan‑making and decision‑taking.
· NDMPs directly govern decision‑making and have statutory weight equal to local plans.
· If a local plan conflicts with an NDMP, the NDMP wins. 

Why NDMPs Were Introduced
Government sources explain that NDMPs aim to:
· Provide national consistency on key planning issues.
· Reduce duplication across local plans.
· Speed up decision‑making.
· Give clearer rules for developers and planning authorities. 

They are part of the wider reform agenda to deliver housing more efficiently and modernise the planning system.

What NDMPs Cover
The first full set of NDMPs (79 policies) was introduced alongside the revised NPPF in August 2026. They cover national rules on matters such as:
· Design and design codes
· Flood risk and drainage
· Heritage protection
· Green Belt boundaries and exceptions
· Environmental protections
· Housing density and intensification
· Transport and accessibility
· Infrastructure requirements

These are areas where the Government wants uniform national standards rather than varied local interpretations.

How NDMPs Affect Planning Decisions
NDMPs are now a material consideration of critical importance in decision‑making. Planning officers must read them alongside the local plan. 

Key effects:
· Local plans cannot duplicate NDMPs.
· Local policies that conflict with NDMPs carry very limited weight. 
· NDMPs provide a default baseline for decisions, especially where local plans are out of date. 

What NDMPs Mean for Parish Councils
This is the part that matters most for Downswood,  and other Kent parishes.

1. Parish comments must reference NDMPs
To be influential, parish responses should now cite:
· NDMPs
· The Local Plan
· The Neighbourhood Plan
NDMPs are now part of the “rulebook” officers must follow.

2. Less local flexibility
Because NDMPs override conflicting local policies, parishes may find:
· Some long‑standing local policies carry less weight.
· National rules dominate issues like design, density, and transport.

3. Greater importance of Neighbourhood Plans
Since local plans must avoid duplicating NDMPs, Neighbourhood Plans become the main place where local detail can still be set:
· Character
· Green spaces
· Local design preferences
· Heritage settings

4. Clearer, more predictable decisions
NDMPs reduce the scope for subjective interpretation. This means:
· Officers will follow national rules more strictly.
· Parish objections must be tightly aligned to those rules.

5. Stronger “presumption in favour of sustainable development”
The revised NPPF and NDMPs create a stronger default of approving development unless harms clearly outweigh benefits. This makes evidence‑based objections more important than ever.

In Summary
NDMPs are national planning rules that now sit at the heart of every planning decision. They override conflicting local policies, streamline decision-making, and shift the balance of influence from local discretion to national consistency.

For parish councils, this means:
· Fewer opportunities to influence decisions through committee processes.
· More importance placed on high‑quality, policy‑based written responses.
· A stronger role for Neighbourhood Plans in shaping local character.
