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Insight 
focus

The revised National Planning Policy Framework charts a 
changed course that puts the plan-led approach front and 
centre for development, the primary objective being to  
boost housing supply

Six years on from the original National 
Planning Policy Framework (NPPF), its 
second iteration has been published just 
over 10 weeks since the consultation closed 
on a draft rewrite; this is no mean feat, when 
there were more than 29,000 responses that 
the Government had to consider. 

The current administration’s approach 
to planning has clearly shifted away 
from the priorities of the 2012 NPPF of 
sustainable development, economic growth 
and localism (all being direct consequences of 
the last recession and the incoming political 
direction at the time). The priority now is 
supporting the provision of new homes, 
improving affordability and ensuring delivery. 

Good quality design plays a greater 
role in Framework policy now, not only for 
new homes but for all buildings and places. 
Other policies endure: an example of an 
area of strengthened policy continuity is for 
maintaining development viability, with the 
emphasis now being on testing at plan-making 
stage. While there is already updated planning 
practice guidance (PPG) on viability published 

alongside the revised 
Framework, much more is 
to come.1 

The policies in the 
revised NPPF have been 
material considerations 
in determining planning 
applications since 
publication on 24 July 
2018. Importantly, the 

policies in the 
2012 NPPF 
still apply to 
examining 
plans 
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Source: MHCLG; Lichfields analysis

submitted on or before 24 January 2019. The 
new draft London Plan will be examined 
against the original NPPF policies (footnote 
69), at least initially a relief to Mayor Sadiq 
Khan. However, Communities Secretary James 
Brokenshire has since written to the Mayor in 
no uncertain terms, saying that the Plan must 
be reviewed - as soon as it has been published - 
to reflect the new Framework and ensure that 
identified housing need in the capital is met.

We know, too, that the Government will 
make further planning reforms – it was ever 
thus - including to development contributions 
and consulting on new permitted development 
rights. Taken together with the outcome of 
the Letwin Review and the current review of 
the planning inquiry process, the Government 
has made it very clear that the 2018 NPPF and 
revised PPG are not the end of the story. 

1 MHCLG, Revised National Planning Policy 
Framework (collection of documents)
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46% of councils may 
require action 
stemming from the 
Housing Delivery Test

£6bn Development  
contributions in 
2016/17

265K
Annual national 
housing need figure 
from new OAN 
methodology

50% of councils do  
not have an up- 
to-date post-NPPF 
(2012) local plan

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 
revised NPPF; one of its objectives is to ensure 
‘greater responsibility and accountability for housing 
delivery from councils and developers’. As stated by 
Communities Secretary James Brokenshire, the 
revised NPPF ‘sets out our visions of a planning 
system that delivers the homes we need’. Although the 
revised NPPF does not set targets, the ambition 
to achieve 300,000 new homes a year by the 
mid-2020s has been reiterated by Ministers. Now, 
the Housing Secretary has acknowledged that ‘the 
number of new homes built increased to 217,350 – a 
15% increase on the previous year – but we know there 
is much more to do’.

The revised NPPF includes new ways of 
assessing housing delivery in local planning 
authority (LPA) areas. One is the Housing 
Delivery Test2 that will compare the number of 
new homes delivered over the previous three years 
with the authority’s housing requirement. This 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. 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 (paragraph 11, 
and footnote 7) should apply. 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 assessment 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 ‘transitional period’ starts 
with a low threshold for the point at which 
the ‘presumption in favour of sustainable 
development’ is triggered (25% in 2018) but 
becomes increasingly stringent (75% in 2020). 
Using the latest data available, and mindful of 
related limitations, 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 regional level, there would be significant 
variation (Figures 2 and 3). The North East would 
perform well, as three quarters of local authorities 
would require no action when the Test is introduced 
in November 2018. 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, high 
demand regions would not perform as strongly. 
Estimates for 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 housing delivery. Importantly, it indicates 
that the Government is not only interested in the 
future housing plans of local councils but also their 
past delivery performance – in understanding the 
latter, the Government will be better placed to 
assess whether the former is sufficient. Recognising 
that both the Housing Delivery Test and the 
standard housing need methodology are new (and 
potentially already subject of reviews, see page 5), 
the Government has usefully built in a transition 
period for the Test to bed-down. 

Statements of common ground
The revised NPPF places emphasis on strategic 
planning, recognising that this often crosses 
LPA boundaries and that ‘joint working’ is 
crucial. 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 24-27 explain the need to 
effectively cooperate, setting out how strategic 
policy-making authorities should collaborate, again 
emphasising that this includes where development 
needs cannot be met elsewhere. Paragraph 35(c) 
emphasises the significance of joint working and 
SoCGs, confirming 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. Importantly, SoCG should be kept up 
do date.

As specified in the Government response to 
the draft consultation, planning practice guidance 
will provide additional detail on the practical 
aspects of SoCG. But as SoCG are not required 
in law, it is questionable how their preparation 
will be effectively 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 will have on increasing housing 
delivery, beyond the limited success of the  
Duty to Cooperate. 

We strongly support 
the standardised 
approach to assessing 
housing need 
without exception. 
Equally, we support 
the housing delivery 
test – this will 
provide a consistent 
measure against 
which different 
local authorities’ 
performances can  
be compared.

Ian Fletcher,  
Director of Real Estate 
Policy at British 
Property Federation

2 Lichfields – Housing 
Delivery Test (April 2018)

http://lichfields.uk/
http://lichfields.uk/content/insights/?article=housing-delivery-test
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…we must recognise 
the significant 
pressure the new 
NPPF requirements 
will put on local 
authority planning 
teams. It is imperative 
that chief executives, 
council leaders 
and politicians 
resource planning 
departments 
sufficiently, 
particularly as they 
will now be held 
more accountable 
for delivery under 
the housing delivery 
test and are expected 
to carry out more 
regular reviews of 
their plans.

John Acres,  
RTPI President

3 The adjustments for 
student and other 
communal housing will be 
calculated by MHCLG and 
added to the Test result. 
The calculations are based 
on two nationally set ratios: 
1.) The national average 
number of students in 
student accommodation is 
2.5; and 2.) national average 
number of adults in all 
households is 1.8 (Census 
2011). These ratios will be 
applied to local figures as 
they are submitted and 
returned by local councils 
to MHCLG. As a result, 
analysis here does not 
include communal housing 
as there is no one central 
source available. 

Furthermore, the amount 
of unmet neighbours’ 
housing need has not been 
fully factored in. 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.

Source: MHCLG; Lichfields

Figure 2: Housing delivery test estimates for 2018
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Figure 3: Housing delivery test estimates for 2018 (latest data as of March 2018)3

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

Policies for ‘ensuring viability and deliverability’ 
have been amongst the most contentious 
in the 2012 NPPF (paragraphs 173-177), as 
discussions over their meaning and implications 
(particularly around developer contributions) 
have been ongoing since the original 
Framework’s publication. Launching the draft 
revised NPPF in March 2018, PM Theresa May 
acknowledged this 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’.

Paragraphs 34 and 57 of the revised NPPF 
should be framed in this context. Paragraph 
34 states that contributions expected from 
development should be set out in plans, 
including ‘levels and types of affordable housing 
provision required’. However, policy-makers 
need to find a working balance and set realistic 
expectations as such policies ‘should not 
undermine the deliverability of the plan’.

As expected, the revised NPPF confirms 
the shift in how viability issues are dealt 
with in planning, by reducing the scope for 
ad-hoc viability assessment of planning 
applications, while endorsing testing the 
viability of policy requirements at plan-
making stage. The updated PPG on viability 
crucially spells out standardised inputs to 
viability assessment – the same for plan-making 
and applications. 

Revised NPPF paragraph 57 provides 
further details on how this approach will work 

in practice; specifically, planning applications 
‘should be assumed to be viable’ when they 
comply with up-to-date policies setting out the 
contributions expected from development. A 
crucial change following consultation places 
the burden of demonstrating the ‘particular 
circumstances’ that ‘justify the need for a viability 
assessment at the application stage’ on the applicant 
(rather than on the policy-maker via plan policy, 
as previously proposed). Furthermore, it will 
be for the decision-maker to determine the 
weight to be given to a viability assessment 
‘having regard to all the circumstances in the 
case’ (including up-to-date plan and viability 
evidence, site-specific changes since the plan 
was adopted).

The updated Viability PPG explains the 
intention of these ambitious reforms, namely 
addressing the price paid for land by developers, 
which ‘under no circumstances will […] be relevant 
justification for failing to accord with relevant 
policies in the plan’.

Developer contributions will naturally 
be affected by this change in policy approach, 
added to by the as yet-unknown outcomes of 
the Government’s consultation on proposed 
reforms4. Any amendments to CIL and S106 
should be mostly dealt with via secondary 
legislation, while the updated Viability PPG 
already refers to the infrastructure funding 
statements that were consulted on earlier  
this year. 

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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It is also encouraging 
to see moves towards 
greater transparency 
in the planning 
system, and measures 
to try to resolve 
the challenges in 
negotiating the 
number of affordable 
homes through the 
viability process.

Lord Porter, 
Chairman of the 
Local Government 
Association

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

http://lichfields.uk/
https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/national-planning-policy-framework-and-developer-contribution-consultations
https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/national-planning-policy-framework-and-developer-contribution-consultations
https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/national-planning-policy-framework-and-developer-contribution-consultations
https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/national-planning-policy-framework-and-developer-contribution-consultations
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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 objectively assessed local housing need 
in full. The revised NPPF seeks to address this 
inherent complexity and uncertainty through the 
formal introduction of a standard methodology, 
to be used for informing strategic 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 remains unchanged 
from 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 mid-2020’s target of 
300,000 new homes each year.

Reflecting the stated aim of the reforms in the 
housing White Paper (which included the standard 
methodology) – that of more homes being built – 
the Government has indicated that it will consider 
adjusting the methodology after the next set of 
household projections are released in September 
2018. This is an important point, designed to 
address concerns about the future direction of 
housing requirements under the standard method.

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 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. 

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

The Framework also 
provides local areas 
with more flexibility 
to make the most 
effective use of the 
land they have. This 
includes providing 
communities with a 
clear understanding 
of their local housing 
need through a 
new standard 
methodology.

James Brokenshire, 
Secretary of State for 
Housing, Communities 
and Local Government

5 This map shows how the 
standard method figures, 
as published in September 
2017 by Government, 
compared to local housing 
needs assessments 
available at the time. 
Whilst new data has been 
published since September 
2017 which would change 
the figures generated by the 
standard methodology, this 
new data would significantly 
reduce the numbers 
generated. Government 
has therefore stated its 
intention to revise the 
methodology, to ensure  
that its target of 300,000 
can be achieved.

Figure 6: Housing need under proposed methodology compared to current local assessment of housing need (as of September 2017)5

Source: MHCLG; Lichfields analysis

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

A wide spectrum of sites is required to deliver a 
housing supply step-change; this is acknowledged 
by the revised NPPF. 

Large scale development, e.g. new, planned 
settlements or extensions, can supply large 
numbers of new homes ‘provided they are well 
located and designed, and supported by the necessary 
infrastructure and facilities’ as specified in paragraph 
72 (significantly expanded when compared to the 
draft version). A reference to Garden City principles 
has also been reinstated in the same paragraph. 

In some areas, there is likely to be pressure 
for large scale development in the Green Belt. 
Paragraphs 135 and 136 of the revised NPPF 
state that Green Belt boundaries should only be 
altered in ‘fully evidenced and justified’ exceptional 
circumstances; it is for the policy-making authority 
to demonstrate that all other reasonable options 
(brownfield sites, underutilised land, optimising 
density, cross-boundary delivery) have been  
fully examined. 

A significant change in the revised NPPF 
relates to small and medium sized sites, 
which are recognised as capable of making 
an important contribution towards meeting 
housing targets. Paragraph 68a requires LPAs 
to ensure that they identify land for at least 10% 
of their housing requirement to be on sites of 1ha 
or less; the original, more stringent consultation 
proposal for at least 20% of sites identified in plans 
being 0.5ha or less has therefore been significantly 
scaled down, to reflect consultation responses .

It is confirmed that LPAs are required to 
demonstrate five years’ worth of housing land 
supply – on both large and smaller sites – against 
the housing requirement but, importantly, this 
is proposed to be a minimum (paragraph 73). The 
introduction of an annual position statement, 
which will include the addition of a 10% buffer of 
deliverable sites, moved forward from later in the 
plan period (paragraph 73(b)), will also provide some 
certainty for LPAs and developers alike. 

The revised NPPF confirms the continued 
push to support first time buyers, with at least 
10% of homes in major developments ‘involving 

the provision of housing’ to be 
made available for affordable home 
ownership (with some exceptions, 
such as for Build to Rent). However, the 
focus has shifted overall, to recognise 
the role of affordable homes for rent as 
another means for accessing housing, 
confirmed by the introduction of entry-
level exception sites suitable for both 
first time buyers and renters (paragraph 
71); these should be developed on land 

not already allocated for housing.
Finally, and in this context, 

paragraph 35(b) proposes to relax one 
test of soundness in plan-making, 
whereby it is no longer ‘the most 
appropriate’ strategy but ‘an appropriate’ 
strategy that is necessary to be justified. 
This is important because 50% of local 
areas still do not have an up-to-date 
post-NPPF (2012) local plan (Figure 7). 

Source: PINS; Lichfields analysis

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