Alder King Planning Consultants
NPPF Briefing Note:
First Impressions

The publication of the new August 2026 NPPF has landed today and this represents the most
significant restructuring of national planning policy since the original 2012 Framework.

While many substantive policies introduced in December 2024 have been retained, the new 2026
version fundamentally changes how policy is organised and applied, introduces a new settlement-
based approach to decision-making, strengthens strategic planning, and refines several elements
consulted upon by the Government at the start of the year.

A Completely New Structure and Policy Framework

The traditional NPPF structure with chapters covering plan-making, decision-making, housing, Green
Belt, transport etc and their associated ascending paragraph numbering are gone. Instead, the
Framework is now split into:

e Plan-making policies; and
¢ National decision-making policies

Policies are now individually numbered, creating a more code-like framework. As such, the biggest
change is not necessarily in the policy content, but a move towards a more rules-based planning
framework.

A New Presumption in Favour of Sustainable Development

Decision-making has previously relied on the traditional paragraph 11 presumption and tilted
balance. By and large this has effectively been replaced by new national decision-making policies S4
(development within settlements) and S5 (development outside settlements. Both introduce a positive
starting position in that:

e Within settlements — development proposals should be approved unless the benefits of doing so
would be substantially outweighed by any adverse effects.

e Outside settlements — only certain forms of development should be approved. Such development
should be approved, unless the benefits of doing so would be substantially outweighed by any
adverse effects.

Outside settlements, in principle support is provided to several different proposals (subject to a few
criteria), including inter alia:

e Residential and mixed-use development where this is within reasonable walking distance of a
‘well-connected station’.
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e Development which would address an evidenced unmet need. This includes proposals involving
housing where the Local Planning Authority cannot demonstrate a five-year housing land supply
or scores below 75% in the most recent Housing Delivery Test (2025 results of which are also
issued today).

This marks a major shift toward a more explicit ‘yes if in the list’ approach to development in and
outside settlement boundaries. Look forward to conversations around the ‘well-connectedness’ of
stations across the country or more precisely the top 80 Travel to Work Areas in England, along with
the ‘reasonableness’ of walking distances to such stations (which the new NPPF puts at
800m/10mins walking).

Stronger Emphasis on Strategic Planning

The new NPPF emphasises Spatial Development Strategies (SDSs) to become a central pillar of the
system. SDSs are required to set a positive vision for future growth and change at a sub-regional
scale and provide a clear spatial framework for investment and growth, including for new housing.
SDSs are to set out a strategy for a sustainable pattern of growth covering a period of at least 25
years. This provides greater emphasis on:

e Housing distribution

¢ Infrastructure coordination

e Growth corridors

e Strategic environmental planning

Notable changes between the December 2025 Consultation Draft and Final August 2026 NPPF
include:

e Longer strategic planning horizon with the SDS minimum plan period increasing from 20 to 25
years.

e Greater flexibility on Local Plan Timescales with the minimum plan period reducing from 15 to 10
years.

The message is clear: the Government is pursuing a more top-down approach to planning, with
greater emphasis on strategic decision-making and growth planning at the sub-regional scale rather
than solely through individual local plans.

Housing Delivery and Housing Need

The new NPPF retains the requirement for Local Planning Authorities to positively meet their housing
needs using the standard method. Implications of not doing so are ingrained within new national
decision-making policies, including in principle support for development outside settlements where
there is an evidenced unmet need.

Greater emphasis is provided, including through new SDSs towards:
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e Accommodating unmet neighbouring needs
e Strategic housing delivery
¢ |dentifying strategic sites and new settlements

The pro-growth housing agenda introduced in the December 2024 NPPF remains within this new
NPPF.

Green Belt and Grey Belt

Overall, the approach introduced in the December 2024 NPPF including the new ‘grey belt’
classification has been retained. This includes the application of the ‘Golden Rules’ and affordable
housing additionality (50% provision in most cases).

Associated guidance has now been brought into the NPPF at Annex E in relation to Green Belt
assessments and identifying grey belt land. Importantly, the new NPPF includes the simplification of
the ‘grey belt’ definition:

“land in the Green Belt comprising previously developed land and/or any other land that, in either
case, does not strongly contribute to any of purposes (a), (b), or (d)” of the Green Belt.

The new definition removes previous reference to potential disqualifying factors where (the former)
‘footnote 7’ assets provided a strong reason for refusing or restricting development. Support remains
for development on grey belt land where there is an evidenced unmet need in that this is not seen as
inappropriate development within the Green Belt.

Overall, the Government has stood firm on the major Green Belt reforms introduced in 2024.
Conclusion

The real story of the August 2026 NPPF is not necessarily its policy direction, which largely evolves
existing principles, but its format, which represents a far more radical transformation - it brings into
play for the first time ‘national decision-making policies’, albeit as a material consideration in
determination of planning applications.

The major growth agenda introduced in December 2024, particularly around housing delivery, Green
Belt review and grey belt development, remains intact.

Nevertheless, the real test will be whether this new, more rules-based approach delivers better
outcomes on the ground. Is this the planning system becoming clearer and more effective, or simply
more complex in a different way?



