
1 
 

 
Briefing on the “next phase of planning reform”: National Planning Policy 
Framework and new national policies for decision making 
 

1. Background  
 
The Government will publish a consultation on a revised National Planning Policy Framework 
(NPPF) and new national policies for decision making (NDMPs) before Christmas. Alongside 
this, we also expect a decision on revisions to biodiversity net gain (BNG), which will exempt 
many development sites from BNG requirements (potentially 97% of sites would be 
exempt1). These changes are the “next phase of planning reform”2, after the Planning and 
Infrastructure Bill finished its parliamentary passage on Wednesday 10 December. 
 
The Better Planning Coalition (BPC) represents over 40 organisations working across the 
environment, housing, planning, landscape, heritage and transport sectors concerned with 
planning in the public interest.3 Members include the National Trust, the Landscape Institute. 
UK Green Building Council and the Campaign for National Parks. This briefing sets out our 
main asks for the NPPF and information on the changes expected. 
 

2. What needs to be in the new NPPF and NDMPs to ensure they do not undermine the 
planning system’s ability to act in the public interest  

 
The Better Planning Coalition is calling for: 

• Decisions to be taken in line with Local Plans. This is particularly important for local 
ambition to tackle climate change given the role local government and planning can 
play in reducing emissions from homes and transport, which are the sectors where 
emissions need to be cut in the coming decade 

• No blanket presumption in favour of development 

• Planning policy to support biodiversity net gain. Removing BNG requirements 
threatens to undermine nature recovery at scale, including progress towards legal 
Environment Act targets, and commitments in the Government’s Environmental 
Improvement Plan 

• The default yes to development near railway stations (which includes the Green Belt) 
to be accompanied by a clear definition of “well‑connected,” and require that 
developments build genuine new communities, not just dormitory settlements. Only 
then will this policy deliver genuine modal shift, sustainable communities, and 
protection against car‑dependent sprawl 

 

 
1 https://wcl.org.uk/small-site-bng-exemptions-would-collapse-englands-nature-market.asp  
2 https://questions-statements.parliament.uk/written-statements/detail/2025-11-18/hcws1062  
3 See https://betterplanningcoalition.com/members/ for list of members  
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We would expect the consultation to: 

• Set out how the new NPPF and NDMPs are consistent with the Levelling Up and 
Regeneration Act duty on climate change and the Environment Act’s environmental 
principles policy statement 

• Set out the evidence-base for changes in the NPPF and new NDMPs 
 
We also call on Government to consult fairly with civil society over the changes. We 
understand developers have had sight of the draft before publication to feed in their views. 
Civil society organisations have not been treated equally and MHCLG needs to ensure they 
conduct the consultation process fairly. 
 

3. Main policy changes 
 
A new NPPF was published only a year ago in December 2024. This introduced the “grey belt” 
policy, which was a significant weakening of Green Belt policy. Grey belt was presented by 
Keir Starmer before the general election as allowing development on "ugly, disused grey belt 
land"4 but in fact allows development on greenfield sites judged against only three of the five 
criteria used to protect Green Belt land.5 
 
This new package of a revised NPPF and new NDMPs responds to developers’ lobbying for 
standardised planning policies across the country, applying a Whitehall knows best view on 
what matters locally. This risks restricting local councils’ ambitions for their area, including on 
policies on climate change.6  
 
The latest figures show the amount of new housing in the UK is not increasing.7 A key cause is 
weak demand caused by economic uncertainty and housebuilders called for the Budget to 
include new subsidies for those buying homes.8 The Chancellor did not include any help to 
buy scheme in the Budget, so MHCLG are likely to be under pressure to respond to lobbying 
by the big housebuilders by offering them something else in the new NPPF and NDMPs. 
 
National policies for decision making / NDMPs 
The new “national policies for decision making” are an adaptation of legislation which would 
have introduced National Development Management Policies (NDMPs). The 2023 Levelling 
Up and Regeneration Act introduced NDMPs as national policies that local councils must have 
regard to when deciding on planning applications. 
 
However, the Government has not enacted the provisions in the Levelling Up and 
Regeneration Act on NDMPs and has said that the new style national policies for decision 
making will not be statutory policies when first introduced. This avoids NDMPs requiring 

 
4 https://www.thetimes.com/uk/article/labour-create-grey-belt-housing-targets-
9wdqgqh2d?utm_source=Sailthru  
5 https://www.cpre.org.uk/news/research-shows-most-grey-belt-homes-planned-on-unspoilt-countryside/  
6 For instance see https://www.tcpa.org.uk/resources/setting-local-plan-policies-for-net-zero-buildings/  
7 https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/housing-supply-net-additional-dwellings-england-2024-to-
2025/housing-supply-net-additional-dwellings-england-2024-to-2025  
8 https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/articles/cr5er1dpmn8o  
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secondary legislation, parliamentary approval and strategic environmental assessment. It 
would also mean that they would be less easy to challenge through judicial review. 
 
Non-statutory national policies for decision making would also avoid the duty on the 
Secretary of State to have regard to climate change mitigation and adaptation when 
preparing National Development Management Policies.9 
 
However, statutory NDMPs would effectively have become part of the local development 
plan and the primary consideration in planning applications. Making them non-statutory 
means these policies will only have the status of a material consideration in decisions, 
reducing the certainty that statutory NDMPs would have provided. 
 
Either way, they are still likely to attempt to limit local policies, for instance on energy 
efficiency, as briefed to the Sunday Telegraph in advance of publication.10 
 
Default yes to development 
The new NPPF is expected to see an expansion of the presumption in favour of sustainable 
development. At present, this presumption means that where there is not an approved local 
development plan or where the council cannot demonstrate a five-year supply of deliverable 
housing sites, planning decisions are based on the NPPF as a whole rather than local policies. 
 
Given that NDMPs will not now be statutory, the Government may strengthen their 
importance in decision making by extending the presumption in favour of development more 
generally in the new NPPF. The NPPF is policy rather than legislation, so national rules can be 
imposed more easily and less scrutiny than would be the case with legislation.  
 
We will also be looking to see what happens to Footnote 7 in the NPPF, which (while only a 
footnote) is key in setting out a list of policies contained within the NPPF that protect areas or 
assets of importance, including habitat sites, Sites of Special Scientific Interest (SSSI), Green 
Belt, Local Green Space, National Landscapes (formerly Areas of Outstanding Natural Beauty), 
National Parks, Heritage Coast, irreplaceable habitats, designated heritage assets, and areas 
at risk of flooding or coastal change. 
 
Development in the Green Belt around stations 
The Government has said the new NPPF will provide a “default yes” to “suitable planning 
applications for development within a reasonable walking distance of well-connected railway 
stations”, including in the Green Belt.11 A loose definition of what counts as “suitable” 
applications or “well-connected” stations could see a further undermining of Green Belt 
policy. Previous Royal Town Planning Institute (RTPI) modelling suggested development 
around stations in the Green Belt could result in between 4.0 and 7.5 million additional car 
journeys per week on roads which were already struggling with congestion and delays. The 

 
9 Section 94 of the Levelling Up and Regeneration Act 2023 
10 https://www.telegraph.co.uk/politics/2025/12/13/khan-stripped-excessive-net-zero-powers-blocking-
housing/  
11 https://questions-statements.parliament.uk/written-statements/detail/2025-11-18/hcws1062  
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analysis also questioned the extent to which new residents would use trains to access jobs in 
central London.12 
 
Biodiversity net gain 
Biodiversity Net Gain (BNG) is an approach that aims to deliver measurable improvements for 
nature by creating or enhancing wildlife habitats in association with a new development. 
Proposals were consulted on in summer 2025 to significantly weaken BNG and cutting BNG 
was called for by big developers before the Budget. Nature organisations expect an 
announcement of major BNG exemptions before Christmas on such a scale as to cause the 
scheme to collapse.13  
 

4. Further reforms expected in 2026 
 
There has been briefing from the Treasury to expect a new “planning bill”.14  
 
The Fingleton review into nuclear regulation included recommendations to weaken the 
Habitat Regulations and to remove a duty on public bodies to further National Park and 
National Landscape purposes (recommendations 11, 12 and 19).15 This would require 
legislation. The Government has said in accepts the principle of all the recommendations and 
will respond within three months. Defra have said they do not intend to repeal the National 
Parks and National Landscapes duty.16  
 
Additionally, the Prime Minister has tasked the Secretary of State for Business and Trade with 
applying the lessons from the Fingleton review (including removing “well-intentioned but 
fundamentally misguided" environmental regulations) across all the sectors in the industrial 
strategy.17 The Prime Minister’s rapid approval of the principle of all of the Fingleton 
recommendations has been reported as one of the reasons for the Chancellor’s 
infrastructure and planning adviser leaving at the end of her term rather than having it 
extended.18 
 
MHCLG have said they are not bidding for another planning bill but a non-MHCLG bill focused 
on reducing protections for nature and landscape (Defra policy areas) or on judicial review 
could be included in the 2026 King’s Speech.  
 
 
 
Richard Hebditch, Coordinator, Better Planning Coalition 
richard@betterplanningcoalition.com  
December 2025 

 
12 https://web.archive.org/web/20161026183858/https://www.rtpi.org.uk/media/1432483/Building_in_the_green_belt.pdf  
13 https://www.wildlifetrusts.org/news/nightmare-christmas-worst-environmental-regression-decades-looms  
14 https://www.ft.com/content/e3fa09b0-35b8-4788-86ac-ae9a1227b6d1  
15 https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/nuclear-regulatory-taskforce  
16 https://questions-statements.parliament.uk/written-questions/detail/2025-11-26/94941  
17 https://www.gov.uk/government/speeches/prime-ministers-speech-on-britain-built-for-all-1-december-2025  
18 https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2025/dec/14/reevess-planning-overhaul-stalls-as-senior-adviser-quits-
after-four-months  
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