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On 16 December 2025, the government published a draft revised National Planning Policy Framework (NPPF) for consultation. The consultation, which runs until 10 March 2026, invites views on significant revisions to the NPPF and wider changes to the planning system.

This document provides a summary of the key changes to the NPPF most relevant to our members, outlines the potential implications, and sets out the NHF’s initial position. We welcome your feedback – please get in touch.

Relevant links:

· MHCLG consultation: National Planning Policy Framework: proposed reforms and other changes to the planning system

· NPPF draft text: National Planning Policy Framework: draft text for consultation

· Steve Reed, Secretary of State for Housing, Communities and Local Government, wrote to planning and housing stakeholders setting out these proposals: Letter from the Secretary of State to stakeholders: Next phase of reforms to accelerate growth and housebuilding​ - GOV.UK
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[bookmark: _Toc219383155]Summary of the NHF’s position

We welcome the government’s reforms to improve and streamline the planning system. Measures to support SMEs, increase density, and enable a more diverse mix of housing based on housing need – including for an aging population and in rural areas – will all contribute positively to the ambition of delivering 1.5 million homes.

S106 planning obligations remain essential to delivering social and affordable housing. We strongly believe that on-site provision of affordable housing must remain the default including on medium size sites.  

Below is a highlight of the relevant changes and their likely implications.

[bookmark: _Toc219383156]New format and structure of draft NPPF

The draft NPPF draws a clear distinction between:
· Plan-making policies: guide how development plans should be prepared, including spatial development strategies (SDS) and local plans.
· National decision-making policies: guide how development proposals should be prepared and assessed. 

Plans should be consistent with and not duplicate or substantively restate or modify the content of the national decision-making policies.

Implications for members: The clearer separation between plan-making and decision-making policies should improve national consistency and reduce duplication, particularly where local plans are outdated or slow to reflect national priorities. This greater clarity may help housing associations navigate planning decisions more confidently and challenge inconsistent local approaches.

[bookmark: _Toc219383157]Strengthened affordable housing requirements based on need

SDSs, and local plans where a SDS is not in place, should be based on a housing need assessment, using the standard method – and allocate sites that meet this need. Development plans should consider the size, type and tenure of housing for different groups including older people and those requiring social rent. 

National policy gives substantial weight to providing homes that meet evidenced local needs, and proposals include potentially requiring a minimum proportion of social rent within major developments.

Implications for members: Requiring SDSs and local plans to base site allocations on housing need assessments strengthens the focus on delivering homes that meet evidenced local demand, including for social rent. This shift should strengthen the case for affordable and mixed-tenure developments but will also require housing associations to engage early and proactively to influence evidence bases and policy outcomes.

[bookmark: _Toc219383158]Stronger presumption in favour of suitably located development, including around transport hubs

Within settlements, development proposals that align with an up-to-date development plan and the national decision-making policies should be approved without delay – unless the harms would substantially outweigh the benefits. 

Outside of settlements, certain forms of developments should be approved including redevelopment of previously developed land, an exception site, where development addresses an evidenced unmet need (including housing where the local authority cannot demonstrate a five year supply of deliverable housing sites or scores below 75% in the most recent Housing Delivery Test), housing within reasonable walking distance of a railway station which provides a high level of connectivity to jobs and services, etc.

Implications for members: The broadened presumption in favour of sustainable development – including sites well connected to transport hubs – should speed up delivery of affordable homes in accessible locations. This change could be particularly beneficial for schemes where residents rely on public transport or community-based services.

[bookmark: _Toc219383159]New “medium development” category and discharging developers from S106 direct delivery

A new category of “medium development” would be introduced for 10-49 homes on sites of up to 2.5 hectares to benefit from regulatory and policy easements and easier routes for SME builders to deliver higher density homes. This includes considering uplifting thresholds for the Building Safety Levy and extending the application of Permission in Principle to the new medium site category.

There is also a requirement for local plans to consider allocating land to accommodate at least 10% of the housing requirement on sites no larger than one hectare and a further 10% of the requirement on sites of between 1 and 2.5 hectares.

The consultation is considering discharging developers from delivering on-site affordable housing if the development meets the definition of medium site, in which case a cash payment in lieu should be accepted.

Implications for members: The introduction of a new “medium development” category and expectations for allocating land for small and medium sites should create more opportunities for smaller and medium-sized housing associations. These reforms are likely to simplify planning routes and encourage greater participation in small and medium scale developments.

However, allowing developers of medium sites to make financial contributions instead of on-site provision would significantly reduce direct S106 acquisition opportunities for housing associations.

Ensuring on-site S106 provision, including on medium-sized sites, is essential to meeting local housing need and supporting mixed communities. Financial contributions rarely reflect the true cost of delivering affordable homes and have historically delivered little new supply – with some local authorities even returning unused funds despite housing associations being ready to build. 

On-site delivery ensures homes are provided where the need is, particularly in rural areas where SMEs drive development and housing associations depend on S106 units. Exempting medium-sized sites would therefore disproportionately harm rural housing affordability. 

While there may be exceptional circumstances – such as site constraints or lack of demand – that justify flexibility, any alternative arrangements must be tightly controlled. Developers should be required to provide clear evidence as to why on-site provision is not possible and demonstrate early, meaningful engagement with registered providers. Cash in lieu must be transparently ring-fenced, channelled directly to registered providers, and reflect the full cost of affordable housing delivery with clear timescales and accountability.

To strengthen the S106 system in line with government commitments, homes delivered through planning must align with what housing associations can afford and need. This depends on early, consistent collaboration between developers, housing associations and local authorities throughout planning, delivery and aftercare. 

Evidence shows that 60% of housing associations would increase their S106 acquisitions if common barriers were removed, while those engaged early acquire twice as many S106 homes as those approached post-completion. 

A new national S106 engagement guidance should therefore establish shared principles and standard for collaboration across the S106 lifecycle, set out the role of local authorities in facilitating partnerships and shaping tenure mix, and be supported by a standardised S106 agreement, mandatory early engagement requirements, and a third-party dispute resolution mechanism – such as through the New Homes Quality Board – to reduce delays, costs and post-completion disputes.

[bookmark: _Toc219383160]Support for rural affordable housing

Proposed changes to support the provision of social and affordable housing in rural areas includes:

· Amending the definition of designated rural areas to allow affordable housing contributions to be sought on minor development in parishes with a population of 3,000 or less and a population density of two persons or less per hectare.

· Ensuring national policy is clearer on the acceptability of exception site proposals, to strengthen support for affordable accommodation in rural areas.

· Removing First Homes exception sites as a discrete form of exception site, to reduce competition with rural exception sites.

· Using a benchmark land value of £10,000 a plot, five times agricultural value, or existing use value to support viability to delivery on rural exception sites. 

Implications for members: The proposed amendments to rural policy – particularly the recognition of Rural Exception Sites (RES) and the introduction of benchmark land values – are expected to enhance scheme viability and strengthen the affordability of rural housing delivery. However, the absence of a dedicated RES Permission in Principle risks undermining these benefits by constraining rural delivery.

[bookmark: _Toc219383161]Support for older person’s housing 

Proposed changes would require authorities to set out the proportion of new housing that should be delivered to M4(2) and M4(3) standards of the building regulations, to ensure plans adequately provide for the accessibility needs of an ageing population and the needs of disabled people. 

Authorities will need to set requirements for M4(2) that meet or exceed their locally assessed need for this housing and ensure that need is met. 

The government is proposing a national minimum that ensures at least 40% of new housing over the course of the plan period is delivered to M4(2) standards, formalising best practice and driving up provision in areas without clear requirements.

Implications for members: The new requirements for M4(2) and M4(3) standards will create greater consistency and predictability across local authorities and help ensure new stock is better designed for an ageing population and disabled residents. This supports long term futureproofing, reducing the need for costly adaptations later. However, members may experience increased build costs in areas where the new requirements exceed existing local standards and will need to factor this into development planning and viability assessments.

[bookmark: _Toc219383162]Streamlined biodiversity requirements

A policy change is proposed to limit the circumstances in which plans may seek biodiversity net gain contributions which exceed the statutory requirement, ensuring it is applied in a proportionate and consistent manner across local planning authorities. Reflecting this, requirements which exceed the statutory expectations are proposed to be limited to certain circumstances.

The government has set out its intentions for applying biodiversity net gain (BNG) easements and exemptions for different categories of site and has confirmed that it will set out details outside of this NPPF consultation in the New Year.  

Implications for members: Limiting biodiversity net gain requirements to the statutory level would bring greater consistency and predictability across local authorities, supporting more certainty in scheme viability assessments. Members developing in areas that currently apply higher BNG expectations may see reduced cost pressures once the national approach is clarified.

[bookmark: _Toc219383163]Development on grey and Green Belt 

A change is proposed to the definition of ‘grey belt’ to make it easier to accurately identify grey belt.

The updated policy clarifies that Green Belt boundaries may be altered to support development opportunities on land around suitable stations identified in the development plan. It also confirms that housing and mixed-use development around stations defined as ‘well-connected’ will not be considered inappropriate, provided it is of an appropriate scale, does not prejudice long-term development proposals, and complies with the Golden Rules.

New Green Belts must not constrain long-term sustainable growth ambitions for the relevant area, moving beyond simply demonstrating the consequences for sustainable development.

The policy sets out three clear and limited circumstances where a site specific viability assessment may be justified to enable Green Belt development. In these cases, government is seeking views on a minimum affordable housing threshold (‘floor’) below which viability negotiations should not occur, to prevent schemes with little or no affordable housing. Two options are under consideration:

a) A fixed national floor – for example, requiring at least 10% or 15% Social Rent homes, unless otherwise specified in up-to-date development plans. 

b) A locally responsive floor – for example, requiring the Green Belt to meet or exceed plan policies for equivalent land types (e.g. previously developed land) and development types outside of the Green Belt.

Implications for members: The proposed grey and Green Belt reforms offer housing associations opportunities to access ‘grey belt’ land and develop around ‘well-connected’ stations, potentially expanding their strategic land pipelines in high-demand areas where affordable housing need is acute. 

The affordable housing floor would help protect affordable housing delivery on the Green Belt more consistently across the country; however, it is our view that it should be higher than the proposed 10 to 15% social rent cap in option a). The cap of 50% affordable housing carried forward from the previous NPPF should also be removed.
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Do you agree with our position, or would you like to see changes to our consultation response? We’d like to hear your thoughts – please get in touch.
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