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PLYMOUTH PLAN BACKGROUND PAPER 

Natural Infrastructure & Growth Scrutiny Panel 

03  December 2025

 

1 Introduction 

 

1.1 The Plymouth Plan is the city’s long term strategic plan, owned not just by the City Council 

but also by partners and stakeholders in the city. 

 

1.2 The plan was first adopted by the City Council in 2015 after an extended period of 

engagement and conversations with the city. 

 
1.3 Since that time, it has undergone three ‘refreshes’, where limited updates were made to the 

plan: 

 In February 2017, when the decision taken in 2016 to prepare a Joint Local Plan with 

South Hams and West Devon necessitated some changes to the Plymouth Plan. 

 In March 2019, when the formal adoption of the Joint Local Plan necessitated the need 

for a further refresh of the Plymouth Plan, making the Plymouth elements of the Joint 

Local Plan in effect the Plymouth Plan’s spatial strategy. 

 In January 2021, when the Plymouth Plan was brought into alignment with the Climate 

Emergency Declaration made by City Council in March 2019. 

 

1.4 However, there has never been a comprehensive review of the Plymouth Plan and therefore 

much of its content and language is as it was in 2015. 

 

2 About the Plymouth Plan  

 

2.1 The concept of the Plymouth Plan grew out of a series of challenges identified by city leaders 

back in 2012.  There was a growing sense of frustration about the sheer number of plans and 

strategies that the city had, many of which had different visions for the city and used different 

assumptions about things such as demographic forecasts.  This lacked coordination and made 

it difficult for the city to speak with a single voice. 

 

2.2 The outcome was the launching by Cabinet on 11 September 2012 of the Plymouth Plan 

project, something that was to prove quite unique in UK local government and ultimately won 

numerous awards, including at national and international level. 

 
2.3 The intention behind the Plymouth Plan was that this would be more than just a strategy, but 

it that would be part of a wider system that connects strategy to delivery, and which is owned 

and driven by city partners using the architecture of the partnership board structure as a key 

vehicle. 

 

2.4 The Plymouth Plan is currently built around a city vision to 2034 which is broken down by 

four key themes: 

 Healthy City 

 Growing City 

 International City 

 Regional City (this fourth theme was added when the Joint Local Plan was integrated 

into the Plymouth Plan). 
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2.5 For each theme, the plan then sets out: 

 A Strategic Outcome, to set out at a high level what we want the city to be like in 

2034 

 A Strategic Objective, which puts some flesh on how we will seek to achieve this 

outcome. 

 A series of policies, which identify the key interventions needed. 

 Five ‘measures of success’, as a limited set of metrics to help us know whether or not 

we are moving in the right direction. 

 

2.6 Separate to the Plymouth Plan, but part of the overall systems architecture, are delivery plans 

which set out specific delivery proposals to implement the plan.   

 

2.7 Monitoring of direction of travel in relation to the measures of success has been through a 

Plymouth Plan Annual Report. This sits alongside more detailed monitoring and review 

reports, including the Joint Local Plan Authorities Monitoring Report (produced annually) and 

the Plymouth Report (produced every 3 years) which is the core document forming the Joint 

Strategic Needs Assessment (JSNA). 

 

3 How the plan is fairing 
 

3.1 The Plymouth Plan is now just over 10 years old and although it has been effective for many 

years in guiding city plans and strategies and supporting the city’s case for funding and 

investment, it is important to consider whether or not it continues to deliver what the city 

needs.  This was the basis of a commission given to the Health Determinants Research 

Collaboration Plymouth (HDRC) in October 2024. 

 

3.2 Using ‘Appreciative Enquiry’ as a methodology, HDRC interviewed 18 people across 9 

different partnerships in the city, with four main lines of enquiry: 

 Whether the plan is still considered a valid aspiration 

 What the levels of awareness are of the plan and its system 

 Whether the plan still meets partner/ship needs 

 To recommend areas to address. 

 
3.3 The key findings of HDRC’s work are summarised below: 

 Overwhelming support for a plan of this type – an overarching strategy describing the 

ambition for Plymouth which is a city-wide plan not a council plan. 

 Some good awareness of how the plan is useful, not only in directing delivery, but also 

in making connections across a wide range of themes, internally to the city and 

externally to wider country and internationally.  

 Some sectors of the city find that other urgent operational priorities means that its 

relevance as a guiding document is limited.  

 The impact of COVID, the cost of living crisis, new political landscape and changes in 

people and organisations means that the plan, its purpose and use, is not embedded as 

well as it was. 

 Some uncertainly around ownership and relevance within the Council and amongst 

wider partners. 

 There are some gaps in content created by changes in the context in which we work – 

e.g. NHS recovery, planning requirements around housing, targets around criminal 

justice system, responding to the speed of growth of technology. 

https://www.plymouth.gov.uk/plymouth-plan-annual-report
https://www.plymouth.gov.uk/authorities-monitoring-report
https://www.plymouth.gov.uk/plymouth-report
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 There are some gaps that have been exposed, now we have a greater appreciation of 

the potential impact of some sectors on others, for example, the role of culture in 

growth, climate change, skills requirements for new sectors.  

 The language is somewhat dated. 

 Targets for some sectors have changed.  

 Some partners are so focussed on daily challenges that it is hard to look up above the 

parapet. 

 

3.4 Overall, reflecting on the findings of the HDRC work and wider experience from many years 

of working with the Plymouth Plan, the following conclusions can be reached: 

 There remains value in having an overarching strategic plan owned by the city, but it is 

perhaps too long and complex for ease of use. 

 This was a highly ambitious programme which has held together well since the plan’s 

inception, but this has become more difficult over time. 

 The original aims remain valid, but the right balance between strategic intent and 

detailed provision is needed to ensure that it remains effective in achieving these. 

 A reformed approach should be considered which: 

o still provides a shared direction overall direction of travel for the city,  

o but which doesn’t profess to be what it has proved too difficult to be, 

o is shorter, more practical, accessible and clearer in how it can be used by 

partners,  

o and is understood to be more than just a plan but a system to support delivery. 

 

3.5 Subsequent conversations with a range of city leaders and partnership board chairs have 

confirmed that there is a strong appetite for continuing with a plan of the nature of the 

Plymouth Plan, which partners and boards can own and use, and which provides a strong 

framework for delivery planning as part of a wider strategic planning system. 

 

4 Towards a plan review and reformation 

 

4.1 There is an alignment of circumstances that point to now being an appropriate time for a full 

review and reformation of the Plymouth Plan. These include: 

 The HDRC research. 

 Britain’s Ocean City branding work, which was considered by this Panel at its meeting 

of 15 October 2025. 

 Collaborative work amongst a number of city leaders on a new narrative for the city 

vision for 2050. 

 The launch of Team Plymouth and the opportunity of significant defence investment to 

drive regional growth and prosperity. 

 Plymouth city centre’s shortlisting as one of 12 new towns nationally. 

 The fact that the plan is now over 10 years old and there have been many other 

changes locally, nationally and globally since. 

 

4.2 A review presents a significant opportunity to ensure that the plan’s vision, it’s strategic 

outcomes and objectives and its metrics remain meaningful and relevant for the next 10 years, 

including also addressing any gap areas.  

 

4.3 Additionally, the opportunity also exists to make the plan simpler, easier to use and more 

agile, by stripping out much detailed content that sits better with delivery plans, including the 

policies.  In this way, the Plymouth Plan will become a higher-level plan that sets a clear 
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strategic framework and direction of travel and avoids duplication and the risk of 

inconsistencies with the delivery plans. 

 

5 Embedding play into the Plymouth Plan (Motion on Notice) 

 
5.1 At its meeting on 18 September 2023 the City Council considered a Motion on Notice on 

‘recognising the importance of outdoor play in child development and the need for a city-wide 

play strategy’.  Councillor Lauren McLay introduced the motion, which was seconded by 

Councillor Poyser. Following contributions from various councillors, the Council agreed 

amongst other things the following:  

 

‘3.    Resolved that the opportunity was taken to use the Plymouth Plan Review taking place in 2024 

to ensure that play was embedded into the plan and that it then set a framework for a play delivery 

plan with targeted interventions. This action was to be included in the work programme of the relevant 

scrutiny committee.’ 

 

5.2 This matter has not been brought before the Panel until now because a Plymouth Plan review 

process wasn’t under consideration at the time.  However, as set out earlier in this report, it 

is considered that the circumstances are now clearly favour of reviewing the plan. 

 

5.3 With regard the current Plymouth Plan, play is addressed primarily through Policy HEA7, 

which highlights the importance of high quality, health promoting places to play near to where 

children live and that families are confident to enjoy and explore, whilst also emphasising the 

role of the natural environment for play.  This is also reinforced in Policy GRO6 on Plymouth’s 

natural network.  There is no single delivery plan for play, instead play sits within a number of 

delivery plans particularly relating to green space and the natural environment. 

 

5.4 The Plymouth Plan review provides an opportunity to elevate emphasis given to the role of 

play in the overall city strategy.  However, given the nature of the Plymouth Plan this will 

inevitably be high-level, and the detail will still need to be, as at present, in the relevant delivery 

plan(s). 

 

5.5 We are not yet at the stage of drafting the changes to the Plymouth Plan and so are unable to 

put forward proposals for this meeting on how play is addressed in the plan.  However, as the 

plan review goes through its process, Members will have the opportunity to consider the draft 
Plymouth Plan review. 

 

6 Approach and timescales 

 

6.1 As a high-level strategic plan, which will ultimately be owned, approved, endorsed and 

delivered not just by the City Council by partnership boards and stakeholders in the city, it is 

important that the approach allows for engagement and co-design of the changes to the plan.  

The City Council has a key role as convener of the process. 

 

6.2 Three stages to the review process are anticipated: 

 

1. Stage One: Raise awareness of the Plymouth Plan and the need for a 

review.  This is the stage we are currently in and will continue to Spring 2026.  It 

includes conversations within the city, using findings from recent engagement processes 

(e.g. the City Survey and the ‘Big Community Conversation’ conducted earlier this year 

for the Local Government Reorganisation process) and looking at data from review 

processes, including the Plymouth Plan Annual Report.  Consideration is also being 
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given to the implementation of a campaign, supported and promoted by partners, to 

help gather a balanced range of perspectives across sectors and communities (the 

details of this programme are still being developed).  In this stage, we will seek to 

highlight the main issues that the plan review needs to address. 

 
2. Stage Two: Drafting the review of Plymouth Plan.  This stage is likely to take 

place during Spring / early Summer 2026.  The continuation of conversations with 

partnerships and stakeholders will be of key importance in helping to co-design the 

reviewed plan, with a draft plan being published to provide an opportunity to test the 

content with the city prior to moving to Stage Three. 

 

3. Stage Three: Approving the reviewed plan.  This stage is likely to occur in late 

Summer 2026.  The final version of the Plymouth Plan review will be brought to a full 

meeting of City Council for formal adoption, but partnership boards will be invited to 

endorse the plan, and city partners will be invited to approve it within their 

organisations. 

 

 

7 Possible questions for consideration by the Scrutiny Panel 

 

7.1 Questions that the Panel may wish to consider include: 

 What are the experiences of Panel members in relation to the Plymouth Plan? 

 Does the Panel endorse the idea that the city should continue to have a plan of the 

nature of the Plymouth Plan? 

 Does the Panel feel that this is the right time to conduct a review of the plan? 

 Does the Panel have any views on issues that the Plymouth Plan review should address?   
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ANNEX – THE STRATEGIC OUTCOMES, OBJECTIVES AND METRICS OF THE 

CURRENT PLYMOUTH PLAN 

Healthy City 
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Growing City 
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International City 
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