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Insight 
focus

Published this month, the draft revised National Planning 
Policy Framework charts a slightly new course that puts  
the plan-led approach front and centre for development

Almost six years on from the original 
National Planning Policy Framework (NPPF), 
its second iteration has been published for 
consultation until 10 May. Related documents 
and another consultation on reforming 
developer contributions have also been 
published alongside the new draft national  
planning policy1. 

PM Theresa May’s launch speech 
underlined how her Government sees housing 
as the main political priority in England, and 
how planning will provide workable solutions:
‘…to stop the seemingly endless rise in house prices, 
we simply have to build more homes – especially in 
the places where un-affordability is greatest. Doing 
so requires action on many fronts, and at the very 
heart of the matter is the planning process. Planning 
professionals may not be as visible as the bricklayers 
and carpenters and roofers. But we cannot build the 
homes we need without them.’

The Government’s approach to planning 
has shifted away from David Cameron’s. 
The 2012 priorities were on sustainable 
development, economic growth and localism 
(as direct consequences of the last recession), 

whereas the draft NPPF's 
priorities comprise a 
stronger plan-led approach, 
able to support the provision 
of new homes, improve 
affordability and ensure 
delivery. Maintaining 
development viability is a 
strengthened area of policy 
continuity. The draft revised 

NPPF reflects 
these shifts, 
by progressing 
most of  
the measures 
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Source: MHCLG; Lichfields analysis

included in last year’s Housing White Paper to 
boost new housing supply to 300,000 homes 
annually by mid 2020s. 

The draft NPPF makes it clear to the 
development sector that the Government is 
not afraid to take bolder actions if councils 
or developers fail to act and play their part in 
‘fixing our broken housing market’; the White 
Paper’s ‘stick and carrot’ approach seems  
stronger on the former than the latter now. 

We know, too, that the Government will 
make further planning reforms, including 
consultations later this year on fees for 
planning appeals, and on new permitted 
development rights. Taken together with the 
Letwin Review outcome and the soon-to-be-
announced planning inquiry process review, the 
Government has made it very clear that the draft 
NPPF and revised national planning practice 
guidance (PPG) are not the end of the story. 

1 Ministry of Housing, Communities & Local 
Government, National Planning Policy 
Framework and developer contribution 
consultations (collection of documents)

HEADLINE FIGURES

46% of councils may 
require action 
stemming from the 
Housing Delivery Test

£6bn Developer 
contributions in 
2016/17

265K
National housing 
need figure 
from new OAN 
methodology  
each year

52% of councils do  
not have an up- 
to-date post-NPPF  
local plan

Draft revised National  
Planning Policy Framework

Figure 1 - Net additional dwellings
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New accountability tests for councils 

Housing Delivery Test
Housing delivery lies at the heart of the draft 
NPPF. In their launch speeches, both the Prime 
Minister and Housing Secretary Sajid Javid 
recognised that a historic failure to deliver enough 
new homes has caused the current housing crisis. 
The draft NPPF emphasises the Government’s 
objective of significantly boosting the supply of 
homes and although it does not set targets, the 
Housing Secretary has acknowledged that ‘there’s 
still a long way to go to deliver 300,000 homes a year in 
England by the middle of the next decade’.

The draft NPPF includes new means for 
assessing housing delivery in local planning 
authority (LPA) areas. The Housing Delivery 
Test2 will consider how the number of new homes 
delivered over the previous three years compares 
with the housing requirement. It is important, 
both in providing a consistent measure against 
which different authorities’ performances can 
be compared, and in terms of the implications 
of identifying under delivery. In the future, the 
Test will be used to determine the buffer to apply 
in 5-year supply assessments, and whether the 
presumption in favour of sustainable development 
should apply to the determination of planning 
applications and appeals. Following a three-year 
transitional period (i.e. from November 2020):

• Where housing delivery over the previous three 
years has been less than 95% of the housing 
requirement, LPAs should prepare an action plan 
setting out the causes of under delivery and the 
intended actions. 

• Where delivery has been less than 85% of the 
housing requirement, a 20% buffer should  
be applied to the supply of deliverable  
sites for the purposes of assessments of  
housing delivery.

• Where delivery has been less than 75% of the 
housing requirement, the NPPF’s presumption 
in favour of sustainable development will apply.

Importantly, the ‘transition period’ will start 
with a low threshold for the point at which 
the ‘presumption in favour of sustainable 
development’ is triggered (25% in 2018) but will 
become increasingly stringent (75% in 2020).  
Using the latest data available, and mindful of the 
limitations and availability of data, 53% of local 
areas would require no action in 2018 – this falls to 
42% in 2021. Conversely, the proportion of councils 
requiring a 20% land buffer would fall from 37% 
to 9% between 2018 and 2021, but this is because 
more councils would fall into the next category 
– application of the presumption in favour of 
sustainable development (0% in 2018; 37% in 2021).

At a regional level, there would be significant 
variation. The North East would perform well as 

three quarters of local authorities would require no 
action. The West Midlands would also perform well 
with 70% of councils requiring no further action 
and one-in-five requiring a 20% land buffer. At 
the other end of the spectrum, it appears that high 
demand regions would not perform as strongly. 
Estimates for the regions of London, the South East 
and the East of England show that 45%, 49% and 
55% of their councils, respectively, would require a 
20% land buffer.

The Test appears to be the key monitoring tool 
for the Government to incentivise local councils 
to support the delivery of the homes they need. 
Importantly, it indicates that the Government is 
not only interested in the future housing plans of 
local councils but also their past housing delivery 
performance – in understanding the latter, the 
Government is better placed to assess whether 
the former is sufficient. Recognising that both the 
Housing Delivery Test and the standardised housing 
need methodology are new, the Government has 
usefully built in a transition period for the test to 
bed-down. However, this may create confusion 
through complexity – Government will need to 
prioritise clear and concise communication in the 
lead up to each year’s test.

Statements of common ground
There is a new emphasis on strategic planning 
and a clear recognition that this crosses local 
planning authority (LPA) boundaries, implying 
that joined-up working between authorities is 
imperative. Notably, strategic plans and policies 
should provide for development needs that cannot 
be met within neighbouring areas, as introduced 
at paragraph 11, and demonstrated through new 
statements of common ground (SoCG). 

Paragraphs 26-29 explain the need to 
effectively cooperate, setting out how strategic 
plan-making authorities should collaborate, again 
emphasising that this includes where development 
needs cannot be met wholly in one area, and could 
be met elsewhere. Paragraph 36(c) emphasises the 
significance of joint working and SoCGs, affirming 
that for a plan to be found sound, cross-boundary 
strategic matters are ‘dealt with rather than deferred’. 
This is a significant addition to national policy, to 
help ensure strategic needs are planned for now. 
Importantly, SoCG should be kept up to date. 

But as SoCG are not required in law, it 
is questionable how their preparation will 
be enforced. Combined with the recognised 
constraints on meeting development needs that are 
spelt out in paragraph 11(b) i. and ii., ultimately it  
is difficult to see what positive impact SoCG  
can have on increasing housing delivery, above  
and beyond the limited success of the Duty  
to Cooperate.

The proposed 
Statement of 
Common Ground 
does not go far 
enough to mandate 
joint working 
across all tiers of 
local government. 
This is increasingly 
important in the 
context of the 
Industrial Strategy, 
focusing on reducing 
infrastructure gaps 
and ensuring that 
everywhere in the 
country has the same 
opportunities to 
encourage  
more balanced  
economic growth. 

A coalition  
of national  
organisations, 
including the County 
Council Network,  
the Home Builders 
Federation and the 
Town and Country  
Planning Association

2 Lichfields – Housing 
Delivery Test (April 2018)
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Ultimately, things 
like the Housing 
Delivery Test – when 
it comes to actually 
building the homes 
– will increase some 
of the pressure and 
hopefully some of 
the accountability. 
That is the way that 
we will proceed. In 
relation to both the 
delivery of homes, 
under the Housing 
Delivery Test, and 
also under the 
measures we have put 
in place for getting 
local authority plans 
in place, there is a 
mixture of carrot  
and stick. 

Dominic Raab,  
Housing Minister

3 Data on communal housing 
is not available at a central 
level and the amount of 
unmet neighbours’ housing 
need has not been factored 
in, as not all councils have 
an up-to-date local plan. 
As more local plans are 
adopted, unmet housing 
need will be accurately 
shared with neighbours. As 
a result, some local areas 
that perform well in early 
tests may have a shortfall 
later on.

Figure 2: Housing Delivery Test outcome by region (latest data as of March 2018)2

Figure 3: Housing Delivery Test (latest data as of March 2018)3

Source: MHCLG; PINS; Lichfields analysis

Source: MHCLG; Lichfields
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Viability and developer contributions at plan-making stage

Policies for ‘ensuring viability and deliverability’ 
are amongst the most contentious in the current 
NPPF (paragraphs 173-177). Discussions over 
their meaning and implications (particularly 
around developer contributions) continue, six 
years after the Framework's publication. PM 
Theresa May was less conciliatory on launching 
the draft NPPF, in stating: ‘…by ending abuse of 
the “viability assessment” process, we’re going to 
make it much harder for unscrupulous developers to 
dodge their obligation to build homes local people 
can afford.’

In this context, paragraph 34 proposes that 
expected development contributions should 
be set out in plans, including ‘levels and types of 
affordable housing provision required’. 

The draft revised NPPF proposes a 
shift in how viability issues are dealt with 
in planning, by reducing the necessity for 
ad-hoc viability assessments on application, 
while endorsing testing the viability of policy 
requirements at plan-making stage. A draft 
PPG update crucially spells out standardised 
inputs to viability assessment – the same for 
plan making and applications. 

Draft NPPF paragraph 58 states: ‘[w]here 
proposals for development accord with all the 
relevant policies in an up-to-date development 
plan, no viability assessment should be required to 
accompany the application.’ 

Plans should set out ‘any circumstances’ 
in which further viability assessments (to be 
made publically available) might be required. 
Reflecting how meeting all plan policy 

requirements is not always possible on all sites, 
the draft PPG updated content on viability and 
decision making is crucial in understanding the 
potential practical implications of this overall 
shift, say for unallocated sites. 

Developer contributions will naturally 
be affected by this change in policy approach, 
added to by the outcomes of the Government’s 
current consultation on proposed reforms4, 
some of which arise from the CIL review’s 
recommendations. Proposals are to: streamline 
requirements for setting/reviewing CIL 
charging schedules; remove statutory section 
106 pooling restrictions (for authorities that 
have adopted CIL, or meet other requirements); 
allow CIL to be based on the existing use of 
land (e.g. agricultural or industrial, changing 
to residential); require the publication of 
Infrastructure Funding Statements; and allow 
combined authorities with strategic planning 
powers (and joint committees) to introduce a 
Strategic Infrastructure Tariff (on the Mayoral 
CIL model). 

Of most interest in the consultation - 
without seeking views - is the future option for 
developer contributions to affordable housing 
and infrastructure to be set nationally and made 
non-negotiable (recent trends shown in Figures 
4 and 5). This sounds more like a ‘stick’ to 
threaten developers with than a realistic policy 
option, given the significant difficulties that 
could arise from inflexible and inappropriate 
rate-setting.

Figure 4: Developer contributions in real terms (£m) Figure 5: Total estimated value of developer contributions by 
region 2016/17

Source: MHCLG; Lichfields analysis Source: MHCLG; Lichfields analysis
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…the way I view 
it is that we want 
the relationship 
between councils and 
developers to be more 
like – I am not saying 
we would set up a 
contract – contract 
for delivery, with 
clear expectations 
and some 
accountability at the 
end of it, including, 
potentially, financial 
penalties.

Dominic Raab,  
Housing Minister

4 Ministry of Housing, 
Communities & Local 
Government, National 
Planning Policy Framework 
and developer contribution 
consultations (collection of 
documents)
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Standard methodology for identifying local housing need

Since the abolition of regional strategies, and 
throughout the lifespan of the first NPPF, 
there has been disagreement and debate 
about how to identify full objectively assessed 
housing need. The draft NPPF seeks to address 
this inherent complexity and uncertainty 
through the formal introduction of a standard 
methodology, to be used in strategic local plan 
or spatial development strategy policies, unless 
exceptional circumstances justify an alternative.

The starting point for the standard 
methodology is the latest sub-national household 
projections, published by the Office for National 
Statistics. An adjustment is then made, based 
on the affordability of homes in a council area, 
capped to prevent a significant increase in the 
local housing need which may not be deliverable.

The methodology is unchanged from 
the proposals published for consultation in 
September 2017. A data table that was published 
alongside the original proposals identified a total 

need of 265,000 dwellings each year (Figure 6). 
Even assuming that there is no under delivery 
against identified need, this points towards a 13% 
shortfall compared to the now widely-quoted 
target of 300,000 new homes each year.

The aim of the standard methodology 
is to focus future housing growth in areas 
of highest need. However, it is based on two 
factors – housing need and affordability – which 
are shaped by past delivery rates, and does 
not consider future economic aspirations or 
affordable housing need integrally, albeit that 
these matters can be used to justify a higher 
figure at plan making stage. The levels of growth 
anticipated for London, the South East and East 
of England will require careful consideration 
if under delivery is to be avoided, whilst action 
will need to be taken to ensure that the relatively 
lower levels of need in the north of England do 
not undermine future economic well-being.

Figure 6: Housing need under proposed methodology compared to current local assessment of housing need (as of September 2017)

Source: London Plan Draft for Public Consultation (December 2017)

Source: MHCLG; Lichfields analysis

The new standard  
methodology

Source : Lichfields

Official household 
projections

Affordability ratio 
based on local  
median house prices 
to median work-place 
earnings 

Uplift of 0.25% 
to projections for 
every 1% increase 
in affordability ratio 
above 4

Concluded Housing Need

Cap level of uplift
• Cap at 40% above 

level in adopted 
plans less than five 
years old

• Plan older than 
5years = cap at 40% 
above projections 
or plan, whichever 
higher

…councils will have 
clearer expectations 
of the number of 
homes they must 
build for their 
communities. There 
can be no fudging it. 
Councils must get 
those homes built, as  
a minimum.

Dominic Raab,  
Housing Minister

http://lichfields.uk/
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A variety of sites: large, small, brownfield 

A spectrum of sites is required to deliver a sufficient 
supply of homes. 

Larger scale development such as new 
planned settlements or extensions can supply 
large numbers of new homes (paragraph 73). In 
some areas there is likely to be pressure for such 
development in the existing Green Belt. The draft 
NPPF states that Green Belt boundaries should only 
be altered in exceptional circumstances, following 
the examination of all other reasonable options 
including brownfield sites, by optimising density 
or through cross-boundary delivery (paragraphs 
135 and 136). Whilst paragraph 134 states that new 
Green Belt should only be established in exceptional 
circumstances, paragraph 73 requires LPAs to 
‘consider whether it is appropriate to establish Green Belt 
around or adjoining new developments of significant size’.

Small sites can also make an important 
contribution to meeting the requirement, with 
LPAs ensuring that at least 20% of housing sites 
identified in a plan are 0.5ha or less (paragraph 
69a). In some areas this is likely to result in a 
requirement for a very large number of small sites to 
be allocated and then delivered. 

It remains that LPAs are required to 
demonstrate five years’ supply of housing land 
– both large and small sites – against the housing 
requirement but importantly this is proposed to 
be a minimum (paragraph 74). The introduction of 
an annual position statement will provide some 
certainty for LPAs and developers alike, which will 
include the addition of a 10% buffer of deliverable 
sites, moved forward from later in the plan period 
(paragraph 74b). A 20% buffer would apply when 
there has been ‘significant under delivery’ over the 
previous three years.

There is a continued push to support first-
time buyers with at least 10% of the homes in 
major housing development being available 
for affordable home ownership, with some 
exceptions. However, the focus has shifted to 
recognise the role of homes for rent as a solution to 
accessing housing, with the introduction of entry 
level exception sites suitable for both first time 
buyers and renters being proposed.  

Surprisingly, these are proposed to be outside 
existing settlements and on land not already 
allocated for housing. 

In this context, paragraph 36(b) proposes 
to relax the tests of soundness in plan-making 
whereby it is no longer 'the most appropriate' 
strategy but 'an appropriate' strategy that is 
deemed to be justified, the focus throughout plan 
preparation and examination being a proportionate 
evidence base. This is important because 52% of 
local areas still do not have an up-to-date post-NPPF 
local plan (Figure 7).

Source: PINS; Lichfields analysis

Figure 7: Local plan progress (as of March 2018)
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