Notes from Neighbourhood Planning Network meeting 16 September 2026
Introductions: 
Neli Vasileva:
·  Joined the Planning Policy Team in July, taking over from Colin who has now retired. 
· Neli will be leading the Planning Policy Team in the final stages of the emerging Local Plan and the new Local Plan process. 
Freya Madeley:
· Recently joined the Planning Policy Team 
· Will be organising the Neighbourhood Planning Network meetings going forward. 

1. Bristol Local Plan Review update (up to 2040) 
The emerging Local Plan is currently with the Planning Inspectorate: 
· The Main Modifications consultation ran from April to 12 June 2026.
· Consultation responses have been summarised, responded to and submitted to the Inspectors alongside the Council's responses.
· The Council is awaiting the Inspector's final report.
· Aspiration is to adopt the Local Plan at Full Council in November 2026, subject to receipt of the Inspector's Final Report.
· At that point (once it has been adopted at Full Council) it will gain full weight, only limited weight can be given to the emerging plan currently, particularly where policies were more controversial. 
· One of the main modifications that received the greatest number of responses was the loss of Local Green Space designation. The inspectors have been clear that as we do not have sufficient evidence for this designation it must be removed from the emerging Local Plan. 
· All responses to the main modifications consultation are published and available to review on the BCC website. 

2. Local Plan 2045 programme.
· A new Local Plan is required because Bristol has delivered less than 80% of its housing requirement. Under national reforms, the Council must commence a new plan.
· The new local plan will be produced under a new system, requiring us to produce and adopt a new local plan within 30 months from Gateway 1. To put this into perspective it’s taken us almost 30 months just from submission to examination of the current emerging Local Plan. 
· There a number of checks (Gateways) that we have to pass on the way to produce the new local plan, the first of which is Gateway 1, due by 31 October 2026. 
· We have published a Notice to Commence and a timeline for the new local plan. 
Scoping consultation
· A scoping consultation is underway with responses invited until 30 September. 
· The scoping consultation asks : 1. What do you think needs to be covered by the new Local Plan 2.  how do you want to engage with the new Local Plan’s development. 
· We must manage expectations for the new Local Plan and the new system it is being produced within. The new planning system expects Local Plans to be more focused and proportionate. Its purpose is to supplement the national policy, with the new National Planning Policy Framework adopted in August 2026 including National Decision Making Policies and National Design Policies. Local plans should provide locally specific additions to national policy where needed.
· We would like to hear from a wide range of people particularly those that do not normally engage in Local Plan production. 
· Suggestions of how more people could be reached: consultation documents distributed to libraries around the city; youth council engagement; drop in sessions. 
· This is the first of three consultations. The next consultation will run from December 2026 to February 2027 and will cover the plan’s proposed Content and Evidence. 
Link to the scoping consultation: Scoping consultation 
Local Green Space designation 
· It is understood that there was great disappointment with the removal of LGS designations from the emerging Local Plan. 
· Green infrastructure is acknowledged as having great importance and future discussion will focus on protecting induvial sites as well as improving greening across the city more generally. 
· One lesson from the examination may be that fewer sites should be selected and supported by stronger evidence rather than pursuing very large numbers of designations.

3. WECA upcoming planning consultation.
SDS programme 
· Discussion of the emerging West of England Spatial Development Strategy.
· SDS intended to provide a strategic framework across the combined authority area.
· The first SDS consultation is expected later in 2026.
· A second consultation, likely to contain more developed spatial options, is anticipated in summer or autumn 2027.
How this relates to Bristol’s new Local Plan
· Ideally, we would be producing a new Local Plan with an already adopted SDS to tell us how much housing we need to deliver and how much housing will be accommodated by our neighbours. However, both the SDS and Local Plan are being produced in parallel. 
· This second SDS consultation will likely be particularly important because it should provide greater clarity on housing distribution and strategic growth.
· The regional growth plan and local economic growth strategy identifies growth zones:
Bristol city centre to Bath city centre corridor.
Western Arc / Brabazon 
Port-related growth areas.
Growth associated with North Somerset including the airport area.
A growth area in the BANES area.
· This economic strategy will need to be converted into a spatial strategy. 
North Somerset Council 
· North Somerset Council will be joining the combined authority arrangements and participate in the SDS process. 
· Questions were raised about the relationship between the SDS and Local Plans, and the extent to which neighbourhood plans can influence strategic policy
· Changes to pre app process.
Housing distribution
Discussion covered:
· Whether neighbouring authorities could help accommodate regional housing need.
· Growth along the A4 corridor.
· Implications for housing delivery in Bath and North East Somerset and South Gloucestershire.
· The need for SDS to aggregate demand across all four unitary authorities and arrive at a regional solution. The complications associated with the SDS being examined by the Planning Inspectorate at a similar time to Bristol’s Local Plan. 
Density, Design and Student Accommodation
· Questions were raised about how residential density is measured. Density is usually measured as dwellings per hectare, excluding the non-residential part of that area. This process is detailed in the Urban Living SPD. 
· Discussion followed regarding mixed-use schemes and the role of the Urban Living SPD.
· Higher density is not always bad with implementation of density often more important. Focus should be on great placemaking. 
SPDs
· SPDs will no longer be produced under the reformed system, existing SPDs remain in place.
· The weight attached to older SPDs may diminish over time as they become dated. We will be considering which elements we may want to carry forward into the new Local Plan. 
Student accommodation
· Questions were asked about whether student accommodation could be designed to enable future conversion to conventional housing.
· Many modern student accommodation buildings are capable of adaptation due to their structural design. 
· Discussion had over the embodied carbon of converting student accommodation to alternative uses. The emerging Local Plan includes policies that deal with embodied carbon, alongside this the NPPF includes climate change policies which we must align with. 
· Discussion also covered student numbers, pressure on HMOs and examples from other cities, particularly Nottingham, where there is evidence that larger quantities of purpose-built student accommodation have reduced pressure on other types of housing.

4. Changes to the Pre-application consultation process

· Previously, documents submitted during pre-application documents have been shared with the NPN. The understanding was that this would remain private within the group, however, this is not compliant with GDPR requirements. 
· Going forward, the sharing of pre-application documents cannot occur without explicit consent from applicants.
· The Council intends to encourage earlier engagement between applicants and community groups. We will be giving them the option to facilitate this engagement at pre app stage, but this will only go ahead with their consent. This may include the network as a whole or individual groups. 
Planning Portal Problems
· There are ongoing issues with the planning portal, including intermittent system failures and error messages. These problems are related to the Councils software provider experiencing heavy automated data scraping and potentially malicious external traffic. These issues are under investigation. 
· Our guidance for using the planning portal: 
1. Often the problem doesn’t last long, so try again later to see if the problem persists. 
2. If problems persist and there is a time constraint comments can be submitted via the Development Management email address. 

5. Using AI in planning application responses

· Our concerns for using AI when responding to applications relate to the risk of generating excessive material which is often inaccurate or irrelevant and increases officers workload. 
· General guidance on using AI includes: ensure that prompts are used effectively (the Planning Advisory Service provides guidance on this); check that the source material is accurate; concise submissions are generally more useful; use of AI-generated text does not necessarily improve the quality and caution should be exercised when using it. 
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