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Westminster Hall debate: Impact of changes to the National
Planning Policy Framework (16 July 2026)

Summary

The Government consulted on a new National Planning Policy Framework (NPPF) from December
2025. This briefing sets out the significance of some of the major proposed changes to the NPPF
within the wider context of what is happening in the housing market.

Our view is that the draft NPPF will make no difference to the ability of volume housebuilders to
deliver the Government’s housing targets over the lifetime of this Parliament but will enable
developers to build up a bank of planning permissions on poorly located sites with lower quality
development, adding to social and environmental external costs borne by others.

The current approach risks the worst of all possible worlds. Raised but unmet expectations of
affordable housing, a narrow focus on planning reform to increase supply while developers scale
back their plans, and a planning system that can no longer ensure that development works for
nature, communities and the climate.

We are calling for the following changes to the NPPF:
1. Sustainable development needs to be fully embedded in NPPF policies
2. The boosted presumption in favour of development needs changes to ensure it delivers
quality development
3. The relative weighting of policies in the NPPF should reflect the intent of Parliament in
statutory protections and duties for protected landscapes and heritage
4. The NPPF should support rather than constrain local ambition on climate change and nature

YIMBYism and “build, baby, build” may have been good opposition politics or a signal of intent for an
incoming administration, but they have served their purpose and do not provide a serious approach
to delivering long-term sustainable development.

While planning reform (including two major redrafts of the NPPF) has taken up much bandwidth,
other policies to match supply with need have not progressed to the same degree. These are set out
in a one-page annex to this briefing. We also would like to see MHCLG publish the long-awaited
long-term housing strategy to enable housing policy to be pursued in the round.

Better Planning Coalition
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Housing market context

The planning system does not own land, build homes or sell them into the market. It does influence
where those homes are built and how land overall is used, but developers can still put in speculative
applications for development outside the Local Plan’s suggested sites. Speculative applications
outside Local Plan sites will be made easier by the draft NPPF.

House prices have not increased in real terms since 2022 in a “soft” market (July 2022 average sale
price £266K; April 2026: £272K!). However, costs of construction have risen sharply (UK-produced
brick prices are 80% up compared to a decade ago, insulating materials, metal screws and precast
concrete rose by about 50% since 2021, while raw materials prices such as sand, gravel and cement
as well as paint increased by about 30%?2).

The result has been that the big volume housebuilders (who dominate the market) are significantly
scaling back their plans for delivery of new homes and land purchases.?

Volume housebuilders have since the 2008 financial crash sought to reduce their risks by building up
planning permissions compared to delivery. Housebuilders manage a pipeline of permissions,
schemes under construction and then sales to manage the “absorption” rate into local markets. The
absorption rate is the rate of supply in a local market that does not reduce local house prices (see
graph* below). Profitability is based on margins rather than volume.

In almost every year since 2015, over 100,000 houses have been granted planning

permission than have been started or completed

Starts, completions and planning permission for all units from 2007 to 2023. Planning

permission includes residential development sites, but does not include approvals through

permitted development rights, or approvals for student or tourist accommodation, hostels
or retirement homes
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1 UK House Price Index: monthly price statistics, Office for National Statistics

2 https://www.theguardian.com/business/2026/apr/26/sludge-in-the-system-myriad-problems-stymie-
labours-15m-new-homes-pledge

3 eg see https://www.theguardian.com/business/2026/apr/15/uk-largest-housebuilder-to-buy-less-land-in-
blow-to-labour-homes-target

4 https://www.ippr.org/articles/strategic-planning-for-green-prosperity “Local markets can only absorb a
certain number of units at a certain price each year,” (Home Builders Federation, Financial Times 10 May 2016)
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To maximise profits, volume housebuilders will also want maximum freedom about where they build
and what they build. Fewer overall homes will be built this coming year but the new NPPF means
that developers will be able to build up a bank of planning permissions in this permissive
environment, often sites that are poorly located and with greater environmental and other external
costs which will be borne by others.

According to the planning director of the Home Builders Federation, the current policy environment
is creating “a perfect recipe for more speculative applications in the short term...We are in a very
positive policy environment.”> Developers will logically choose the easiest or most profitable sites,
likely to be greenfield ones and with no guarantee that these sites will suit the Government’s growth
agenda which is focused on those cities and large towns with potential for higher productivity and
support for densification and agglomeration.®

The draft NPPF will therefore not increase housebuilding to the levels the Government desires but it
will mean development in worse locations. The briefing below sets out some of the issues in the
draft NPPF.

1. Sustainable development needs to be fully embedded in the NPPF

Section 39 of the 2004 Planning and Compulsory Purchase Act requires those involved in Local Plan
development and approval to exercise their functions “with the objective of contributing to the
achievement of sustainable development”. The draft NPPF in its introduction says that “the purpose
of the planning system is to contribute to the achievement of sustainable development, by managing
the use and development of land in the long-term public interest.” Sustainable development is
defined as meeting the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations
to meet their own needs.

The draft NPPF also references the three pillars of sustainable development — economic,
environmental and social. Missing from this though are policies on how to effectively integrate the
three pillars. The lack of policies on integrating these pillars also runs counter to one of the key
insights from the development of the 2026 Land Use Framework that “cross-sector opportunities”
(ie how to integrate consideration of the three pillars) are key to effective use of land and to support
growth.” Also missing from the draft NPPF’s definition is how planning decisions should be based on
“recognition of the limits of the environment to accept further development without irreversible
damage” (originally in the old Planning Policy Statement 1 before the NPPF was first introduced).

The draft NPPF also makes clear that the text in its introduction is not policy for the purposes of
plan-making or decision-taking, undermining the concept. It also does not contain the established
principles associated with how decision making should take place in the context of the
environmental pillar, with no mention of the precautionary and polluter pay principles. For the social
pillar, it fails to include the need to consider social justice issues and equitable access to resources.

By contrast, the pursuit of short-term growth is called for in many policies. Plan makers and decision
makers are asked to refer to the Treasury’s 10 Year Infrastructure Strategy, the Industrial Strategy,
Local Growth Plans (produced under statutory guidance from central government), the Industrial
Strategy Zones Action Plan and the Critical Minerals Strategy. These plans and strategies do not help

5 ‘Spike’ in speculative development is ‘inevitable,” says HBF planning chief, Planning magazine, 4 June 2026
6 eg see written parliament answer on density and brownfield
7 P17 of the Land Use Framework, Defra, 2026
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https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/land-use-framework

manage the trade-offs in decisions on land use in the planning system, nor manage the opportunity
costs from favouring particular developments or land-uses over others.

Other more social or environmental strategies or plans are not mentioned at all (for instance the
Land Use Framework, Environmental Improvement Plan, the Carbon Budget and Growth Delivery
Plan, the forthcoming Circular Economy Growth Plan, the Pride in Place Strategy, the “Better
Connected” integrated transport strategy or the forthcoming Long-Term Housing Strategy). This
means that only the economic pillar of sustainable development is promoted, at the relative
downgrading of the social and environmental pillars.

Given the preferred ascendance of purely economic Government policies as matters by which plans
should be developed, the draft NPPF risks Local Plans being adopted that are inconsistent with the
intent of the Planning and Compulsory Purchase Act’s sustainable development duty and risks
offloading key economic, social and environmental costs onto future generations.®

2. The boosted presumption in favour of development needs

changes to ensure it delivers quality development

In principle, the draft NPPF seeks to support brownfield first. However, this aim is undermined by
the details of the “presumption in favour of sustainable development” set out in policies S3, S4 and
S5. The draft NPPF proposes that developments within settlements can only be refused if the
adverse effects of the development “substantially outweigh” its benefits. Outside settlements, the
presumption would in theory be against granting approval but the draft NPPF contains very wide
exceptions to this which would allow development.®

This includes an exception where the local authority cannot demonstrate a five-year supply of land
or if it fails the housing delivery test. This would mean that over half of local planning authority areas
would come under this, based on our analysis of Planning magazine tracking of these indicators.°
We strongly oppose the use of the housing delivery test to trigger the presumption in favour of
development, as it unfairly penalises councils for delivery shortfalls that are largely driven by the

8 The weakening of the flood risk sequential test in the draft NPPF is an example of this

° Exceptions to the presumption in favour of development outside settlements include:
® Agriculture, horticulture and forestry; outdoor sport and recreation; allotments; cemeteries and
burial grounds; mineral extraction; engineering operations and infrastructure
Roadside facilities
National defence and security
Rural businesses and services, including tourism
Re-use, extension, alteration or replacement of an existing building
Redevelopment of previously developed land
Limited infilling within groups of houses
A rural exception site or development

Housing where the local authority cannot demonstrate a five-year supply of land to meeting housing
targets or where housing delivery is not meeting housing targets

® Housing and mixed-use development around stations
® Housing for gypsies, travellers or travelling showpeople
® land allocated for housing in a development plan
10gee Planning magazine data on_housing land supply and housing delivery test. 188 local planning authorities

are likely to either fail the housing delivery test or the five year land supply, based on these. This figure could
rise when the 2024 Housing Delivery Test is published.
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actions and incentives of private developers, not local authorities. We also note that the annual
measurement of the housing delivery test for 2024 has yet to be published, many months later than
is usual.t?

Currently, the presumption in favour of development would mean applications are assessed with
reference to the Local Plan. Where there is not an up-to-date Local Plan, the current NPPF says an
application would be assessed on whether the NPPF policies that protect areas or features of
particular importance (such as National Parks, irreplaceable habitats or designated heritage assets)
provide a strong reason for refusal or if the “adverse impacts of [the development] would
significantly and demonstrably outweigh the benefits, when assessed against the policies in this
Framework taken as a whole, having particular regard to key policies for directing development to
sustainable locations, making effective use of land, securing well-designed places and providing
affordable homes, individually or in combination”.

Policies S4 and S5 in the new draft NPPF remove the reference to the Local Plan and to policies that
protect important areas or features. And rather than the broad assessment against the NPPF as a
whole, the draft NPPF says that there are limited (“but not restricted to”) circumstances

where adverse effects could be enough to deny planning permission. These circumstances are where
an NDMP says a development “should be refused.” However, only nine policies in the NPPF explicitly
mention refusal.??

3. The relative weighting of policies in the NPPF should reflect the

intent of Parliament in statutory protections and duties

The draft NPPF changes how policies are weighted, with implications for plan-making and decision-
taking set out in legislation. It replaces three previous categories of additional weighting (“great”,
“significant” and “substantial”) with just one category (“substantial”). Both protected landscapes
and heritage have seen their “great” weighting levelled down to the same level as others with
“substantial” weighting.

Both protected landscapes and heritage have statutory duties with implications for the weight that
should be applied to them in decision-making (the Planning & Listed Building Act 1990 for heritage
and s245 of the Levelling Up and Regeneration Act which requires decision-makers "to seek to
further" the statutory purposes of protected landscapes when making decisions which affect them).

Protected landscapes and designated heritage assets are statutorily designated, unlike other issues
in the proposed NPPF to which substantial weight is attributed, and which are purely policy based.
There should be a clear difference between the weight afforded to statutorily designated assets and

u https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/housing-delivery-test

12 The only NDMPs that mention refusal of a development are:
e TC3: Town centre sequential test

M5(1): Proposals for the extraction of peat at new or extended sites should be refused

L3: Achieving appropriate densities

DP3: Key principles for well-designed places

HC5: Hot food takeaways and fast food outlets

F6 and F7: Flood risks

N2: Improving the natural environment

N6: Harm to sites of international importance for biodiversity (except where environmental delivery

plans apply) or loss or deterioration of irreplaceable habitats

e HEG6: Substantial harm to designated heritage assets (unless there are substantial public benefits that
outweigh the harm or loss)


https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/housing-delivery-test

the weight afforded to the other policy-based themes in the NPPF. The weight to be applied should
reflect the statutory, nationally designated status of these assets. Giving the same level of weight in
decision-making as 15 other matters risks compliance with these statutory duties and a relative
downgrading of the relevant policies.

4. The NPPF should support rather than constrain local ambition on

nature and climate change

The draft NPPF represents a major shift towards centralisation of planning policy. Although the
Government has chosen not to use the Levelling Up and Regeneration Act 2023 to establish
statutory national development management policies (NDMPs), the equivalent non-statutory
“national decision making policies” in the draft NPPF go beyond the “basic matters”?? originally
envisaged for statutory NDMPs and leave little room for councils to set their own ambitions for their
area. Local Plans could be reduced simply to site allocations. In the absence of up-to-date Local Plans
in over two thirds of England®, the national decision making policies will also be applied to the
majority of planning applications and appeals.

In particular, policy PM13 states that “quantitative standards set through development plan policies
should be limited to infrastructure provision, affordable housing requirements, parking” and “not
cover matters which are already addressed by Building Regulations.” This conflicts with local
authorities’ statutory climate change duties® and will prevent them meeting local carbon budgets.

There are clear national targets for net-zero and nature recovery which will almost certainly need
some parts of the country to go further than others, taking advantage of local characteristics and
circumstances which can enable this, for example higher biodiversity net gain (BNG) targets in
National Parks where the opportunity to deliver more for nature is recognised. As long as these
locally set standards are evidenced and justified and link to the achievement of a national target we
do not see why they could not be included in development plans.

Development plans should be permitted to include quantified policies set elsewhere - for instance
policies from Local Transport Plans, Bus Service Improvement Plans or Local Cycling & Walking
Infrastructure Plans to reduce traffic or increase the proportion of trips made by sustainable
alternatives. They should also be able to set quantitative policies relating to the proximity of new
housing (or other) developments to key destination types (eg primary and/or secondary schools)
and/or connectivity scores, using the Government’s Connectivity Tool.

13 The Parliamentary Under-Secretary of State, Department for Levelling Up, Housing & Communities
(Baroness Scott of Bybrook). Levelling Up and Regeneration Bill committee stage debate, 27 March 2023

14 https://www.planningresource.co.uk/article/1950914/proportion-councils-up-to-date-local-plans-increases-
six-year-low-last-year-plannings-data-dashboard-reveals

15 planning and Infrastructure Act duties on spatial development on climate change mitigation and adaptation:
s12D(10) of the Planning and Compulsory Purchase Act 2004 that a “spatial development strategy must be
designed to secure that the use and development of land in the strategy area contribute to the mitigation of,
and adaptation to, climate change”. Planning and Compulsory Purchase Act 2004 (s.19(1A) on local plans:
“Development plan documents must (taken as a whole) include policies designed to secure that the
development and use of land in the local planning authority's area contribute to the mitigation of, and
adaptation to, climate change.”
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Annex: Progress on other policies to better match supply and need

Policy

Progress

Speeding up the build out rate of
sites that have been given planning
permission

Waiting for update

Planning Reform Working Paper: Speeding Up Build Out,
published May 2025. No update on how this is being taken
forward.

Technical consultation on implementing measures to
improve Build Out transparency, published May 2025. No
government response to the consultation.

The number of empty homes is
somewhere between 542,000
(Council Taxbase data) to
1,200,000 (Volterra of English
Housing Survey data). The number
is estimated to have grown by over
50% since 2016.%°

No progress

Minister for Housing and Planning: “we want to ensure that
[councils] are maximising those existing powers before we
introduce others, but we have recognised that there is a
case for looking at how we strengthen those to bring
properties back into use”?’

Up to 670,000 homes could be
created through the reuse of
vacant or under-used historic
buildings

No progress

The Culture select committee concluded that “government
is failing to prioritise the reuse of heritage buildings in a way
that will enable its potential [on housing] to be fulfilled” and
called for reuse as a clear priority in the NPPF, directing
departments to assess reuse options for surplus sites and
ensure that major housing funding mechanisms actively
support heritage-led schemes

There are over half a million failed
transactions a year, creating
barriers to families moving homes.
This causes housing misallocation,
reduces the liquidity of the
property market and exacerbates
affordability issues.!®

Some progress

MHCLG published their response to the two 2025
consultations on home buying and selling reform in June
2026, with measures in this Parliament.

This does not include measures on stamp duty —the
housing select committee said that MHCLG and HM
Treasury “must begin the process of reforming Stamp Duty
Land Tax” in their recent report on housing affordability

There were around 451,000 short-
term lets listed on online platforms
in February 2024 in Great Britain,
an increase of 31% on February
2019. This can particularly affect
popular areas with a quarter found
in just nine areas (including
Westminster, Cornwall, N
Yorkshire, Kensington and Chelsea,
Camden, Westmorland & Furness,
Liverpool)*®

Yet to be implemented

In 2023, the previous government consulted on a
registration scheme for short-term lets, and Parliament
legislated for a registration scheme for short-term lets in
the Levelling Up and Regeneration Act 2023. In February
2024, the proposal to introduce a mandatory, national
register of short-term lets in England was announced by
MHCLG but has to be implemented.

16 para 71, Affordability of Home Ownership, Housing, Communities and Local Government Committee, June
2026 / https://www.actiononemptyhomes.org/the-last-decade

17 https://committees.parliament.uk/oralevidence/17182/html/

18 UK’s flawed housing system costs economy at least £1.5 billion every year, Santander, September 2025

1% The growth in short-term lettings in England, House of Commons library, May 2024
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