
The presumption in favour of sustainable 
development remains at the heart of the 
revised NPPF and this we welcome given 
its success in housing delivery. With the 
revised NPPF now in place it is for everyone 
to interpret its content in a way that enables 
the planning system to continue to deliver 
the housing, and economic growth, that the 
country needs. 

To facilitate housing delivery the revised 
NPPF introduces the standard method 
for assessing housing need. Whilst this 
is good in theory, the method is based on 
household projections and affordability 
ratios with economic factors not part of the 
equation. The likely outcome of this will be 
a damaging imbalance with housing growth 
focused on the south and fewer homes in 
north. 

The Government has indicated the 
standard method, detailed in planning 
practice guidance, may change in late 
September 2018 after the 2016-based 
household projections are released. 
We await publication of this to see how 
the Government responds, should the 
projections provide a too low a base to 
provide their intended 300,000 homes a 
year, and to see whether or how economic 
growth can be played into the assessment. 
Whilst it is good to know the Government is 
committed to boosting supply, an imminent 
change in the standard method suggests 
it may not be fit for purpose and could 
undermine confidence in it.  

It is disappointing that the revised 
NPPF retains a get-out clause for local 
authorities, with exceptional circumstances 
allowing a deviation from the standard 
method as the basis for determining the 
minimum number of homes needed.  With 
this in place, the delivery of 300,000 homes 
a year will be undermined. 

Furthermore, the six-month transitional 
period for examining plans remains, with 
policies in the previous NPPF applying 
where plans are submitted on or before 
24 January 2019. We anticipate that local 
authorities facing big increases in their 
housing need under the standard method 
will be quickly progressing their plans for 
submission by 24 January 2019. However, 
the revised NPPF states that its policies are 
material considerations to be taken into 
account in determining applications from 
the day of its publication. This suggests 
the standard method should be taken into 
account in decision-taking with immediate 
effect, and we wait for this to be tested at 
forthcoming appeals where adopted plans, 
or plans on the verge of adoption, show a 
housing need substantially below that of the 
standard method.

The revised NPPF places increased emphasis 
on housing delivery, and a significant and 
most welcome change is the tightening 
of the definition of a ‘deliverable’ site. 
Sites with outline planning permission, 
permission in principle, allocated in 
the development plan or identified on 
a brownfield register are only to be 
considered deliverable where there is clear 
evidence that housing completions will 
begin on site within five years, which will 
provide an opportunity to challenge a local 
authority’s housing supply position. 

In addition, the revised NPPF introduces 
the Housing Delivery Test, which triggers 
the presumption in favour of sustainable 
development where delivery is substantially 
below the housing requirement over 
the previous three years. ‘Substantially 
below’ is defined as less than 75% of the 
housing requirement over the previous 
three years, although this is being phased 
in from November 2018 (less than 25%) to 
November 2020 (less than 75%) and will 
therefore take time to bite. 

The above three changes are all about 
significantly boosting the supply of housing. 
Only time will tell whether the revised 
NPPF will help deliver the intended 300,000 
homes a year, and other parts of the revised 
NPPF may pull against this.    

Perhaps not surprisingly, the revised 
NPPF has failed to take the opportunity 
to substantially review Green Belt policy. 
Whilst it continues to allow for Green Belt 
release, this is with a new test for ‘all other 
reasonable options’ for meeting identified 
need for development having been fully 
examined first. 

The revised NPPF also weakens the test of 
soundness that underpins the examination 
of plans.  Whilst the change to the wording 
of the ‘positively prepared’ test of soundness 
has altered from that proposed in the 
draft version, specifically removing the ‘as 
much as possible of’ caveat on providing a 
strategy which meets the area’s objectively 
assessed needs, its replacement with ‘seeks 
to’ meet is still considered too weak. In 
addition, the ‘justified’ test weakens the 
requirement for the plan to be the ‘most 

appropriate’ strategy, as in the previous 
NPPF, to simply being an ‘appropriate’ 
strategy. This is more ambiguous and 
could result in protracted examination 
discussions with different parties putting 
across varied strategies and each claiming 
that their strategy is ‘appropriate’ and 
therefore acceptable. Furthermore, under 
the ‘effective’ test the revised NPPF requires 
cross-boundary strategic matters to have 
been dealt with rather than deferred, as 
evidenced by the statement of common 
ground, which seemingly extends the duty 
to co-operate to a duty to agree. Failing 
the duty to co-operate is already one of 
the most regular reasons why plans fall at 
examination, and this may now increase 
if Inspectors are restricted from taking a 
pragmatic approach and enabling plans to 
be adopted by including a clear commitment 
to review in order to address outstanding 
strategic matters, such as unmet housing 
need, where agreement has not been 
reached.

Greater emphasis is being placed 
on neighbourhood plans. Where a 
neighbourhood plan has become part of 
the development plan two years or less 
before the date on which the decision is 
made and contains policies and allocations 
to meet its identified housing need, then 
the requirement for a five-year housing 
land supply is replaced with a three-year 
requirement, and housing delivery, assessed 
against the Housing Delivery Test, needs 
only be 45% over the previous three years 
(rather than 75%). Again, this is phased 
in with delivery to be at least 25% from 
November 2018 to November 2019. 

The Government delivered on their promise and published the revised National Planning Policy Framework (NPPF) in July 2018. With no big surprises from the draft version 
consulted on earlier in the year, the focus remains on housing delivery reflecting the Government’s intention for 300,000 homes to be built each year by the mid 2020s.  
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Please do get in touch, with any of our team, if you would like to discuss the revised NPPF in further detail or wish to explore what 
implications the changes could have on your specific needs.   www.bartonwillmore.co.uk/offices

Other positive notes include Build to Rent 
housing being given policy recognition, 
ensuring the sector can roll out high-
quality rental schemes against a firm and 
supportive national policy backing. 

There is also a focus on delivering 
infrastructure, including support for the 
National Infrastructure Commission. 

Whilst the big focus is housing, policies 
for a strong, competitive economy remain, 
and we are pleased to see support for the 
specific locational requirements of growing 
sectors in the revised NPPF, including the 
buoyant storage and distribution sector. 

A significant objection to the draft 
version was the approach to viability, in 
which viability was to be mostly resolved 
at the plan-making stage and viability 
assessments not required to accompany 
planning applications. The emphasis is still 
on the plan-making stage, and developers 
will need to consider becoming more 
engaged in this process. 

www.bartonwillmore.co.uk

 However, a slightly more 
pragmatic approach is now 
being taken in that site-
specific viability assessments 
may still be considered at the 
decision-taking stage where applicants 
demonstrate a need for this. 

Andrew Murphy, Development Economics Director

 It is also hugely 
significant to see earlier 
proposals relating to the 
ability of Build to Rent 
schemes to directly deliver 
affordable housing (known as 
affordable private rent dwellings) as 
integral components being reaffirmed 
through the NPPF. 

Julian Moat, Planning Associate

 There is clear 
recognition that endorsed 
recommendations of the 
National Infrastructure 
Commission are material 
considerations in the decision-making 
process – let’s hope the Government 
takes the recommendations of the NIA 
on board. 

Ben Lewis, Infrastructure and Energy Director

 This is an important 
addition, with a post-Brexit 
economy on the horizon, 
given that such uses can 
often meet resistance from 
local authorities and, historically, their 
locational needs have been somewhat 
neglected in previous national planning 
policy guidance documents.  

Ben Taylor, Planning Director

 With the revised NPPF 
now in place we need to use it 
to get on with delivering the 
housing and economic growth 
that the country needs.  The 
trick is for everyone – developers, 
local authorities, Inspectors and the 
Secretary of State - to interpret its 
content in the same way keeping in 
mind that we are responding to a 
housing crisis and, economically, a post 
Brexit environment.  

Mark Sitch, Senior Partner

 We know that many local 
authorities already argue that 
the household projections 
are too high and some will 
now almost certainly claim 
exceptional circumstances and argue 
that their need is less than the standard 
method suggests. 

James Donagh, Development Economics Director 

 This may prevent the 
most sustainable options 
for housing delivery coming 
forward.  

Wendy Lancaster, Associate Landscape Planner

 This appears to run 
directly counter to the 
Government’s intention to 
build 300,000 homes a year.

Stephenie Hawkins, Planning Associate 


