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Briefing – National Planning Policy Framework (NPPF) 

Summary and Key Actions 

The National Planning Policy Framework (NPPF) was published on 27 March 2012. It sweeps away almost all 

existing national policy, including Planning Policy Statement 3 (PPS3) on Housing.  The NPPF is now the only 

source of national policy on how the planning system should deal with housing, including affordable housing.  

The NPPF emphasises the presumption in favour of sustainable development.  An important component of 

sustainable development is that assessed needs should be met unless that would harm environmental or 

social interests.  The NPPF continues to promote mixed and balanced communities, and assumes that 

affordable housing needs will normally be met on site. 

The NPPF marks a real shift of responsibility for planning to local planning authorities.  They have to identify 

housing need, for both market, affordable and other accommodation, and are expected to plan to meet that 

need.  Critically, for housing associations, this means that there will have to be far closer scrutiny of local plans 

and the housing assessments that support them.  Some local planning authorities will take time to equip 

themselves to exercise their new powers, and housing associations are in a good position to assist them in 

meeting the new challenges. 

In future, to maximize affordable housing delivery, housing associations will have to: 

 make sure that they work with local planning authorities to identify the need for affordable housing in an 

area – since the NPPF expects authorities to meet the "full" need for affordable housing 

 monitor emerging plans to ensure that they set out clear and robust policies for delivering affordable 

housing, both as part of market led developments and on other sites 

 review the percentages of affordable homes that are proposed in local plan policies and in proposed 

schemes. Rightly the NPPF insists that plans should be deliverable but there is a risk, particularly as 

the Community Infrastructure Levy is rolled out, that viability arguments will be used to justify lower 

levels of affordable housing provision.  This may have to be challenged, with associations helping local 

planning authorities on local viability issues 

1.0 Background 

The planning system requires planning applications to be determined in 

accordance with the development plan unless material considerations indicate 

otherwise.  This gives great importance to the development plan. 

At a local level development plans have always been informed by a raft of 

national policy, Ministerial notes and guidance, 44 pieces of which were 

abolished by the NPPF, including PPS3 on Housing.  National Policy was also 

reflected in Regional Strategies (RS).  Outside London these will be abolished 

this summer.  RS contained target housing numbers for all local planning 

authority areas and, because local plan policies had to be in conformity with 

them, the RSs were powerful. 

The abolition of RS and the issuing of the NPPF radically changes the face of 

planning.  Responsibility is now placed on local authorities to plan sustainably 

for their areas.  At the heart of the NPPF is a presumption in favour of 

sustainable development which sets out this requirement.  An important part of 
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sustainability is meeting "objectively assessed" needs unless the adverse 

impacts of doing so would significantly and demonstrably outweigh the 

benefits of the development (paragraph 14).  Plans should be prepared that 

demonstrate how these needs will be met.  This effectively places the burden 

on local authorities to identify the level of growth that they should meet, and 

how they will meet it.  It is a pro-growth policy, and a pro-housing policy. 

The presumption in favour of sustainable development also applies when 

making decisions.  Development in accordance with the plan should be 

permitted without delay – since it should be sustainable.  If a proposal conflicts 

with an up to date plan it should be refused, unless there are good reasons 

not to.  If the plan is absent, silent or out of date then the policy is that 

permission should be granted unless the adverse effects would significantly 

and demonstrably outweigh the benefits.  Again, this is a pro-growth policy, a 

point made abundantly clear in paragraph 19 which says: 

"The Government is committed to ensuring that the planning system does 

everything it can to support sustainable economic growth.….  Therefore 

significant weight should be placed on the need to support economic growth 

through the planning system" 

2.0 What is the NPPF policy on affordable housing? 

 

2.1     Meeting Housing Need 

Since the NPPF is short it contains far less policy.  As a consequence, 

affordable housing policy is far shorter than in PPS3. Coupled with repeated 

references to the importance of development viability, some will argue that this 

means that less weight should be given to the need to provide affordable 

housing. Our view is that such an interpretation would be wrong.  

The starting point for affordable housing is the core planning principle in 

paragraph 17 that planning should "proactively drive and support sustainable 

economic development to deliver the homes … that the country needs. Every 

effort should be made objectively to identify and then meet the housing, 

business and other development needs of an area …" 

Section 6 of the NPPF then sets out the policy on housing.  This is designed 

"to boost significantly the supply of housing". In order to do this planning 

authorities should: 

 "use their evidence base to ensure that the local plan meets the full objectively 

assessed needs for market and affordable homes in the housing market 

area"(our emphasis) 

Authorities should identify sites sufficient to provide five years' worth of 

housing requirements (with an additional buffer) being sites which are both 
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deliverable and developable. They should also identify a supply of sites or 

broad locations for housing in years 6-15.  

Importantly, planning authorities must have a housing trajectory for the plan 

period and an implementation strategy for the full range of housing, including 

affordable housing.  The NPPF policy is that this should demonstrate how the 

authority will maintain delivery of a five year supply of housing land to meet 

their housing target (paragraph 47). This is a stronger policy position than 

PPS3 which did not have the same emphasis on the importance of identifying 

and meeting affordable housing need. 

2.2      Affordable Housing 

Paragraph 50 recognises the need to deliver a wider choice of high quality 

homes and to create "sustainable, inclusive and mixed communities". This 

requires planning for a mix of housing for the needs of all different groups in 

the community – including "families with children, old people, people with 

disabilities ..." 

Paragraph 50 then goes onto say that: 

 "where they have identified that affordable housing is needed, [local planning 

authorities should] set policies for meeting this need on site, unless off-site 

provision or a financial contribution of broadly equivalent value can be robustly 

justified (for example to improve or make more effective use of existing 

housing stock) and the agreed approach contributes to the objective of 

creating mixed and balanced communities. Such policies should be sufficiently 

flexible to take account of changing market conditions over time." 

In very broad terms, the NPPF policy is that local plans should accommodate 

affordable housing need, and should identify a deliverable supply of affordable 

housing land over a rolling five year period. The presumption is that affordable 

housing should be provided on site where it is within a market led 

development. Any off-site provision will have to be robustly justified.   

The references to affordable housing being off-site or commuted encourage 

such an approach in broader terms than PPS3.  Housing associations should 

monitor any emerging local plan policies that permit off-site provision or 

commutation.  Objections should be made unless there is a clear and robust 

justification that helps deliver mixed and balanced communities.    

There is now no lower limit for schemes to which affordable housing policies 

should apply.  Any thresholds should be locally determined and housing 

associations should monitor this, ideally ensuring that all appropriate schemes 

make a contribution. 

2.3     Rural Affordable Housing 

In rural areas housing should be planned to reflect local needs, and should 

include provision for a rural exception sites where appropriate. It is explicitly 
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recognised that some new housing might be required to enhance or maintain 

the vitality of rural communities. Encouragement is given for limited affordable 

housing on in-fill sites in the green belt. Importantly, the definition of rural 

exception sites (in the Glossary) recognises that small numbers of market 

homes may be allowed at the local authorities discretion, for example where 

this is essential to enable the delivery of affordable units without grant funding.  

2.4     Viability 

PPS3 contained provisions on the importance of ensuring the viability and 

deliverability of housing policies. The NPPF expands on this concept, noting 

that the scale of obligations and policy burdens should not threaten the 

development. In several places, reference is made to affordable housing 

policies, and the effect that they might have on development viability (see 

paragraphs 174 and 177). Clearly the effect of requiring affordable housing in 

market led schemes will have to be carefully considered. Local plan policies 

will have to be monitored, as will major applications, to ensure that the levels 

of provision of land for affordable housing, and the number of units secured, 

through the planning process are at a level that meets local need. 

Housing associations have a good local understanding of the viability of 

development, the strength of the housing sector and the potential effect of 

different affordable housing policies.  Members should work with local 

planning authorities to make sure that decisions on viability are taken sensibly, 

and not just on the basis of lobbying from landowners and developers. 

2.5     When is it in effect? 

The NPPF policies apply from the 27 March 2012. Concerns had been 

expressed that this would make existing local plans obsolete. The NPPF 

contains an Annex which provides some limited protection for local authorities. 

For 12 months decision takers may give full weight to post-2004 local plans if 

there is a "limited degree of conflict" between the plan and the NPPF. In other 

cases, and from March 2013, less weight should be given to existing plans.  

The actual weight will depend on how close they relate to the policies in the 

NPPF. Emerging plans can be given weight.  Unsurprisingly, the more 

advanced the plans are, and the closer that they adhere to the framework, the 

more they can be given weight.  

In the short term there is likely to be a rush of application/appeals in areas 

where there is no up to date local plan, particularly where there is less than a 

five year supply of housing land. In these areas there is also likely to be a lack 

of up to date affordable housing policy and schemes may be promoted with 

limited affordable housing. Members should monitor the larger applications 

and appeals and, if appropriate, support local planning authorities with 

evidence of the need for affordable housing in the area and the adverse 

consequences of failing to meet those needs within proposals.  Where there is 

a clear and immediate need for affordable housing then, if the local plan is out 



   

Page 6 

Briefing – National Planning Policy Framework (NPPF) 

of date and a replacement is not proceeding quickly, housing associations 

should consider promoting their own schemes. 

 

3.0 Other core policies in the NPPF 

 

Part of the purpose of the NPPF is to simplify the planning process. The 

intention is that local plans should be prepared, and decisions should be 

made, in a quicker and more efficient manner. Less information and evidence 

should be required to support those decisions, at all stages being 

"proportionate" to the nature of the decision being taken. This theme is 

repeated throughout the NPPF.  

There is also a strong emphasis on high quality and inclusive design. If 

anything, the policies are stronger than those in Planning Policy Statement 1. 

The design of buildings, and the importance of place and context, is regularly 

emphasised.  

The NPPF promotes mixed use development. It promotes the "effective use of 

land", including brownfield land. However, it explicitly leaves density issues to 

be decided at a local level, at the same time advising against town cramming 

and the use of back gardens for development.  

There is a strong "town centre first" policy. This does now recognise, clearly, 

the importance that residential development can play in the vitality of centres, 

and encourages policies that seek residential development on appropriate 

sites. 

Traffic should rarely be an issue for future applications.  Unless the transport 

effects of a proposal are "severe" permission should not be reviewed.  This 

should limit the powers of highway authorities and should lessen their ability to 

demand contributions to highway works.  They will, of course, be seeking to 

recover contributions via the Community Infrastructure Levy process instead. 

4.0 Response to the Federation's representations 

 

The Federation prepared detailed submissions on the NPPF. Changes have 

been made in the final document that reflect our position on the need for local 

plans to identify an affordable housing land supply, on the presumption in 

favour of "on site" affordable housing, on rural exception sites and on viability 

issues. A series of other, more detailed, changes have been accepted and the 

final version of the document reflects the Federation's position on issues such 

as the transition period, the importance of design quality and the value of rural 

exception sites in bringing forward rural affordable housing  
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We had hoped that the NPPF would emphasise the importance of new 

housing, including affordable housing, in supporting economic growth. We had 

also hoped that there would be clearer guidance on how local plans should 

accommodate affordable housing – making specific allocations and setting 

clear numerical targets for affordable housing stock. The NPPF does not do 

this, and these issues will be addressed separately.  

5.0 Outstanding issues 

 

The NPPF is only the first stage of a reform of planning guidance. Policy has 

been consolidated. There remains, however, a library of best practice and 

other guidance that has historically informed the way in which local authorities 

and applicants behave. It is not clear yet how active CLG and/or HCA are 

going to be in supporting implementation through this non-statutory guidance 

and practice material, though we understand that they may be softening their 

earlier intention of leaving that to “the sector”.  The Federation is actively 

working on draft guidance on assessing housing need, alongside Planning 

Officers’ Society, and trade, professional and campaigning organisations in 

the development, planning and housing sectors.  The RICS are preparing a 

note on development viability.  The HCA are in the throes of settling a 

document on local plan viability. The Federation is participating actively in the 

preparation of this guidance also. It will be important to secure a Government 

"buy-in" to the guidance in due course. 

6.0 Further Action 

 

The development plan is the key to future affordable housing provision.  In the 

past we have all relied on local planning authorities to ensure that appropriate 

policies were in place, largely relying on policies that set percentages of 

market schemes that should be affordable. In the future, associations will have 

to participate more actively in the plan making process: 

 it will be important to work with local planning authorities to identify the 

need for affordable housing and other accommodation in an area.  This 

will have to go beyond a simple analysis of waiting lists and will have to 

look at latent demand, longer term trends and the changing needs of 

the area 

 emerging local plans will have to be monitored to ensure that they set 

out clear and robust policies for delivering affordable housing, both as 

part of market led developments and on other sites.  As part of this 

process housing associations should consider promoting sites for 

affordable housing use 

 proposed percentages of affordable homes in local plan policies and in 

proposed schemes should always be reviewed. If the levels proposed 



   

Page 8 

Briefing – National Planning Policy Framework (NPPF) 

are low because of perceived financial issues associations may need 

to help local planning authorities on local viability issues 

 there will be a need to check whether policy thresholds for affordable 

housing and policies for off-site provision/commutation are robustly 

justified 

Our core advice is that the NPPF will require far stronger local engagement in 

plan making.  The Federation will look at ways in which this can efficiently be 

achieved but local contacts with local authorities and local communities will 

often be the best way to deliver effective local delivery. 

 

 

 


