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Introduction
The National Housing Federation (NHF) is the voice of housing associations in England. Our members own 96% of all social homes in England, providing 2.7 million homes to around six million people.

Housing associations share the government’s ambition for better homes and communities for everyone. Housing associations exist to provide good quality, affordable social homes for people who need them and offer vital services to support their communities.

Alongside measures to increase the financial capacity of housing associations through a strong rent settlement, access to funding to improve existing homes, and a strengthened Affordable Homes Programme, our members are clear that planning policy has a significant role to play in increasing the delivery of affordable housing.

In our role representing housing associations, we have focussed our response on measures within the consultation which directly impact on our members or where housing associations have a strong view. We have therefore not answered every question. 

The NHF welcome the government’s approach of having social rented homes as a golden thread running throughout the NPPF. There are 8.5 million people in England who can’t access the housing they need. This includes two million children in England (1 in every 5) who are living in overcrowded, unaffordable or unsuitable homes. Action to increase housing delivery has never been more urgent.

From calculating need through to plan-making and expectations around delivery, this focus will act as an important touchstone for all those involved in planning and development. We believe emphasising the need for social rented homes in this way will also send an important message to the market.
Summary of our response

The NHF and its members warmly welcome the government’s proposal to reverse changes made to the NPPF in December 2023. Previous revisions to the NPPF had a negative impact on housing delivery and Local Plan production and were at odds with government messaging around the need to build 300,000 homes a year to meet demand. Confirmation that the government will not bring forward the Infrastructure Levy has been particularly well-received by our members and other stakeholders and we are keen to work with the government at an appropriate time to improve s.106.

Feedback we received from members suggests that policy changes around the 5-year housing land supply (5YHLS) and measures to support and strengthen the presumption in favour of sustainable development were welcomed. However, we do think the government could go further to set out a definition of sustainable development to incorporate its ambition around net zero and placemaking. Housing associations already report a gap in ambition between what they want to deliver for people in terms of cheaper, greener energy sources and what large developers are willing to provide so expectations in this area would benefit from stronger wording.

We similarly welcome the nuanced approach the government is taking around Green Belt. The positive signal that local planning authorities should take account of Green Belt when meeting their housing need is important, as is the new definition of grey belt which we think will aid understanding of what Green Belt land is and what it’s for. The golden rules for development are particularly welcome and we’d urge the government to word the policy in such a way that 50% affordable housing delivery is a floor and not a ceiling. The signal this policy sends to the market will drive a much needed rebalance of expectations around the price of land; however, it must be backed up with robust tools for LPAs around viability.

The NHF strongly supports the link to affordability in the new standard method for calculating housing need. The cycle of an unaffordable local housing supply leading to supressed household formation, in turn leading to a calculation of the need for fewer homes must be broken. Whilst the new method is an important first step, we believe the government needs to go further to reflect the impact that rent affordability plays in creating housing need.

The NHF would welcome the opportunity to discuss our submission and other policy proposals in more detail. Please contact Marie Chadwick, Supply Policy Leader for more information.

Full consultation response

Planning for the homes we need
The NHF and its members warmly welcome the government’s proposal to reverse changes made to the NPPF in December 2023. Previous revisions to the NPPF had a negative impact on housing delivery and Local Plan production and were at odds with government messaging around the need to build 300,000 homes a year to meet demand. 

Taken alongside measures to increase the financial capacity of housing associations through a strong rent settlement and strengthened Affordable Homes Programme, our members are clear that planning policy has a significant role to play in increasing the delivery of affordable housing. 

Advisory starting point and alternative approaches
It is right that local planning authorities should make all efforts to allocate land in line with their assessed housing need and that there should be very limited circumstances where an alternative approach would be necessary. We would like to see strong and specific guidance on these circumstances in subsequent Planning Practice Guidance (PPG) and would support the removal of references to alternative approaches from the NPPF and its glossary.

We welcome the clear signal from government on prioritising affordable homes, and particularly social rented ones, and are keen that the strong message in the consultation document translates into policy change beyond just the NPPF. 
To further cement the government’s ambition and direction of travel to those involved in planning at a local and regional level, the NHF would advocate adding a further paragraph in Chapter 3: “Plan-making”, setting out the benefits affordable housing development brings in addition to meeting housing need. Referring to the positive impact affordable housing plays in developer cashflow, reducing market risk and supporting delivery through different market cycles will support LPAs in bringing forward and successfully making the case for robust social and affordable housing policies, both at Local Plan examination stage and in appeals.

The NHF would like the government to include more specific definitions in the breakdown of tenures of affordable housing in the Glossary to the NPPF. As well as this, restoring the reference to “specific eligible households” will give LPAs greater clarity on what is required through Local Plans and decision making. It will also provide greater clarity in official statistics on the different tenures delivered. The NHF believes the government should also go further to recognise the important economic, social and health benefits associated with the development of affordable housing.

Research from Shelter and the National Housing Federation, carried out by CEBR, shows that building 90,000 social rented homes would add £51.2bn to the economy. The boost to the construction sector as well as other industries would surpass the upfront cost, and the programme would break even within three years. For every £1 of public grant housing associations would unlock £4 of private investment.
Alongside this, the new social homes would generate huge savings for the taxpayer across multiple departments. These break down as follows:

· £4.5bn savings on housing benefit.
· £2.5bn income from construction taxes.
· £3.8bn income from employment taxes.
· £5.2bn savings to the NHS.
· £4.5bn savings from reduction in homelessness.
· £3.3bn savings to Universal Credit.

The positive impact on homelessness prevention, health and wellbeing that supported housing provides should also be considered. Our research, undertaken by Imogen Blood & Associates in partnership with the Centre for Housing Policy at the University of York, demonstrated that supported housing plays a critical role in reducing homelessness and relieving pressures on the social care, health, criminal justice and housing sectors which ultimately lessens demands on the public purse.

Strengthening and reforming the presumption in favour of sustainable development 
The NHF welcomes the government’s intention to strengthen the presumption in favour of sustainable development. Greater clarity on the application of the presumption will speed up the delivery of new housing, whilst a framework emphasising the necessity of affordable housing on a scheme alongside other design and location policies will further aid delivery.  

We would like to see the government go further in strengthening the presumption by setting out (in paragraph 11) a definition of sustainable development. Expectations around providing homes to net zero, accessible and adaptable standards, with good public transport and access to green spaces should be part of the framework, alongside the strengthened expectations around the delivery of affordable housing.

Restoring the 5-Year Housing Land Supply (5YHLS) and delivering a sufficient supply of new homes
The failure to require a continual, five-year supply of housing land has negatively impacted on housing delivery. It is key to ensuring LPAs properly and proactively secure development sites for the future and the NHF and its members welcome the change.

We believe that restoring the 5YHLS, coupled with a strong policy emphasis on increasing overall housing delivery and a return to housing targets, will place a clear requirement on LPAs to increase available housing land. As a result, we hope to see affordable housing delivered more quickly in the future.

We believe the government can go further in this area and would like to see the introduction of late-stage reviews on all schemes where relevant housing policy requirements are not met due to viability at application stage. This review will provide a useful backstop to ensure profits on a development site translate into cross-subsidy for social and affordable housing where appropriate.

Whilst not within the parameters of this consultation or the NPPF itself, the NHF would reiterate our call for an extension of developer contributions to conversion schemes making use of permitted development rights. We strongly believe that office to residential conversions should be fully contributing towards affordable housing and other forms of infrastructure in an area and would urge the government to bring forward the requirement through its legislative programme.

Maintaining effective co-operation and the move to strategic planning
The NHF has championed the need for strategic planning to deliver the homes, infrastructure and jobs that the country needs. The reintroduction of strategic planning is a key part of the NHF’s Social Housing Renewal plan and will be particularly important to support greater devolution. However, it will be important for the government to also set out how strategic planning arrangements will work in areas without an elected mayor.

A new standard method for assessing housing needs
The changes proposed to the standard method for assessing housing needs are welcomed by the NHF and its members, particularly the use of existing stock as a baseline for calculations.

The NHF has long argued that calculating need based on household formation merely compounds under-delivery due to cycle whereby a lack of affordable homes prevents household formation. Moving to an assessment which includes an uplift for affordability is very welcome, and as a principle, moving to a ratio of prices to earning is appropriate. However, given that rents are far less affected by external factors like interest rates, and are far more likely to represent the outgoings of those in housing need, we feel the government should further investigate using rental affordability in the standard method. This would also better reflect affordability issues driven by low wages as opposed to high house prices.

In looking at a new standard method for assessing need, whilst supporting the principle, we believe the government must also look further at specific needs beyond tenure. We are supportive of calls contained within submissions from the Chartered Institute of Housing, Crisis and the Highbury Group which advocate a wider look at assessing need which considers demographics, homelessness and affordability to determine local need.

Brownfield, grey belt and the Green Belt
The NHF welcomes the government’s ambition around increasing housing delivery and the strong emphasis they have placed on the importance of social housing as part of that.

A brownfield-first approach to delivery is right; however, with 8.5 million people in England unable to access the housing they need, brownfield alone cannot solve the crisis. Our members support the government in its recognition of this alongside a nuanced approach to Green Belt land as an important first step in tackling supply issues. 

Proposed changes to make it clear that brownfield land is acceptable in principle and should be viewed positively are welcomed by the sector. Evidence from our housing association members suggests that proposed developments on brownfield land still face opposition at local level. Sending a strong signal in the NPPF that approval should be given will support planning officers to focus decision making on the design of a development rather than the principle of it. The sector is also keen for the government to further explore how the quality of homes can be assured when developers make use of permissions in principle.

Defining the grey belt
The NHF agrees that a more nuanced approach to the Green Belt is necessary, both to deliver the number of homes the country needs, but also to promote public understanding of what it is and what it represents.

Currently, the wording of the NPPF gives no weight to the condition of the land or how effective it is at meeting Green Belt objectives, and effectively prohibits allocation regardless of local need. We believe an approach which encourages an evaluation of each site on its individual merits would be far better and would support local planning authorities in deciding to review land to meet their housing need.

Feedback we have received from members and other stakeholders is that additional guidance on identifying land which makes a limited contribution to Green Belt purposes would be very helpful. It would mitigate the risk that areas interpret the definitions in very different ways which could result in little land being released for new development. Some members believe that explicit reference to connectivity and sustainability should be made when in guidance around bringing land forward.

We therefore recommend amending the definition of “Grey belt” in ‘Annex 2: Glossary’ to be more specific, giving examples of the types of land which should be considered grey belt, e.g. golf courses, or land which is or has been occupied by a permanent structure. We believe this will provide more clarity over grey belt status for at least some land, reducing the time and capacity needed to release it.

There were a range of opinions on whether guidance should form part of the NPPF itself or whether planning practice guidance would be sufficient. If the guidance sits outside the NPPF the government must ensure it is given equal weight in decision making as it would if it were in the framework. We believe the suggestion of a standard template for LPAs on how to assess Green Belt and grey belt release is also worth further consideration.

Planning policy for traveller sites
The NHF agrees with the approach to Green Belt land to meet unmet need for traveller sites. Although there are considerations around the funding, design and management of sites, ultimately, Gypsy and Travellers sites are simply another form of housing, so should be assessed and supported in the same way affordable housing is when it comes to Green Belt land and unmet need. 
Golden rules to ensure public benefit
The NHF strongly welcomes the introduction of golden rules around grey belt to ensure that the public benefit from development on Green Belt land. We have undertaken a large amount of consultation with our members who agree with the principle that development on the Green Belt must deliver more for communities.

Whilst members agree that targets to deliver affordable housing in development on the Green Belt should be substantial, opinions differ on whether a blanket 50% target should apply or whether LPAs should have some flexibility to set lower targets in areas of low land values. Housing associations made it very clear though that any target should be a floor and not a ceiling.

In relation to the affordable housing mix on Green Belt land released for development, we recommend amending paragraph 155, part (a) in the NPPF to say:

“In the case of schemes involving the provision of housing, at least 50% affordable housing, with the levels of different tenures of affordable housing determined by local planning authorities, prioritising social rent.”

We believe this amendment will provide greater clarity on how affordable housing policy should be determined at Plan and application stage. It also reinforces the government’s steer to LPAs to prioritise social rent whilst considering local need. A range of housing tenures delivered on Green Belt will support the faster build out of sites as well as ensuring land released meets housing need that would otherwise not be met.

The NHF also recommends amending Annex 4 in the draft NPPF document to remove: 

“…having regard to all the circumstances in the case, including whether the plan and the viability evidence underpinning it is up to date, and any change in site circumstances since the plan was brought into force’ 

and replacing it with:

“…having regard to the size, type and tenure of housing needed for different groups in the community, as identified in the local housing need assessment in accordance with paragraph 63, and the likelihood that this need will be met by other development.”

We believe that this will help to prevent non-policy compliant applications on Green Belt from being approved due to a local authority not having an up-to-date Local Plan and/or not meeting 5 Year Land Supply or Housing Delivery Test thresholds.

Green Belt land, Benchmark Land Values and viability assessments
The policy intention behind creating Benchmark Land Values (BLVs) is a welcome one. However, given the range of values across the country and even at LPA level, our members have real concerns as to whether they can work in practice. Therefore, we don’t currently have enough evidence to agree with proposals that the government should set indicative BLVs to inform policy development.

We do, however, strongly support the principle of reducing the scope of viability negotiations, which must be used as sparingly as possible to ensure that the price signals sent to land markets because of this measure are not negated.

The NHF recognises that there are genuine cases where viability negotiation is needed for development to come forward, particularly in lower-value land markets; however, the use of viability to negotiate down affordable housing contributions is against the spirit of the rules and is frequently used purely to compensate overpaying for land or to maximise profit. 

The NHF thinks further work to understand BLVs is necessary to strengthen LPAs’ ability to challenge viability negotiations. Whilst a set BLV might not be the correct policy lever, the wide variety of approaches to setting a premium above existing use value (EUV) could, and should, be narrowed as setting BLVs of 30-40 times EUV are inappropriate. We support the view set out in the Independent Review of Build Out, advocating a balance between public interest and recognition of the value of land by capping residual land values at around ten times EUV and think a cap is more likely to achieve the government’s policy aims rather than a more prescriptive measure.

We agree that where viability negotiations must occur, and contributions below the level set in policy are agreed, development should be subject to a further viability review to ensure profits on a development site translate into cross-subsidy for social and affordable housing where appropriate.

Delivering affordable, well-designed places
Delivering affordable housing
The NHF strongly supports the government in not taking forward the Infrastructure Levy and is keen to work with them to further improve the developer contributions regime. S.106 is responsible for a significant proportion of the affordable homes delivered in England and we believe that the process can be made more transparent and robust as well as quicker for all parties.
Promoting mixed tenure development
The NHF believes that LPAs are best placed to make decisions on the balance of affordable tenures needed in a local area. Therefore, we welcome the removal of prescriptive requirements around affordable home ownership in the NPPF. We especially welcome the removal of the requirement that a minimum of 25% of affordable homes secured through s.106 should be delivered as First Homes. 

The government’s focus on setting out an explicit priority to deliver social rented housing through the NPPF is strongly supported by the sector. Whilst not directly relevant to this consultation, the NHF would stress the need for greater grant funding to deliver the levels of social rent homes required in many areas in conjunction with changes to planning policy and guidance.

We recommend the following amendments to the NPPF to further support the prioritisation of social rent:

· At paragraph 60 (para.61 in new draft), amend last line to say:

“...including with an appropriate mix of housing types and tenures to meet the needs of the local community.”

· At paragraph 65, amend last line to say:

“…including with an appropriate mix of housing types and tenures to meet the needs of the local community.”


As well as this we would recommend amending the first line of paragraph 56 (or 57 in the new draft) to include: 

“Planning conditions should be imposed where they are necessary.”

The NHF agrees that greater direction and emphasis should be placed on housing needs assessments to consider the needs of those requiring social rent and that specific expectations around social rent delivery should be set out as part of broader affordable housing policies. We believe the benefits would be two-fold: ensuring that social rent is given a priority by LPAs who might seek to minimise social rented homes; and, providing the evidence necessary for the land market to adjust to new expectations.

A new policy to promote the delivery of mixed tenure sites is viewed positively by our members. As set out above, we think it’s important that LPAs consider the benefits of mixed tenure communities and the balance they bring, as well as the benefits to housing delivery more generally. The positive impact affordable housing plays in developer cashflow, reducing market risk and supporting delivery through different market cycles, should not be underestimated. The ability to cross-subsidise social rented delivery through the provision of other tenures is also an important factor for LPAs to consider.

The NHF received strong feedback from members on the need to better support and increase rural housing.

Some members felt that LPA needs assessments should also include an explicit assessment of housing needs in communities with populations of 3,000 or fewer so that specific targets could be considered in Local Plans around the delivery of affordable housing in these areas.

The NHF has strongly advocated over several years now for the definition of rural settlements when it comes to planning to align with other definitions. Changing the definition to include all parishes with a population of 3,000 or fewer, all parishes in Nation Parks/AONBs/National Landscapes would enable LPAs to take an affordable housing contribution from sites delivering 9 homes or fewer and would greatly increase the delivery of affordable housing in rural areas.
Supporting majority affordable housing developments
The NHF welcomes the support for majority affordable housing developments and thinks it is important to recognise that these schemes often deliver a good mixed community through a mix of tenures.

We’d advocate making the support for this kind of development explicit in the NPPF and would change the proposed text in paragraph 64 to read: 

“Where a need for affordable housing is identified, planning policies should specify the type of affordable housing required (including the minimum proportion of Social Rent homes required) and expect developments to contribute to the objective of creating mixed and balanced communities either through mixed-tenure or wholly affordable housing developments, unless off-site provision or an appropriate financial contribution in lieu can be robustly justified.”
Meeting the needs of looked after children
Our members had no strong views on the changes proposed to paragraph 63 of the existing NPPF to support provisions for looked after children. The NHF would encourage the government to look further at this area and consider the needs of other groups of people and how LPAs can support the types of accommodation they need, for example, older people, those with disabilities or long-term health conditions and those requiring supported accommodation. We believe that a local needs assessment should consider more than just tenure type.
Delivering a diverse range of homes and high-quality places
The NHF agrees with strengthening the provisions to support the delivery of community-led housing, including removing the site size limit for exception sites and amending the definition of what constitutes community-led housing.

We received insufficient feedback from our members on whether changes to the definition of “affordable housing for rent” in the glossary would be supported, however the NHF believes that the government could go further with tighter definitions of tenure types. The changes could support a diversification of who could provide new affordable housing, but the government must ensure consumers are protected when supported by organisations not regulated to the same standards as registered providers.

Supporting green energy and the environment
Housing associations are committed to their decarbonisation targets, with a target of all their homes reaching EPC C by 2030. Their homes are the most energy efficient of all tenure types, and members are keen to go further and faster on their decarbonisation journeys. 

Members frequently highlight the planning system as a key barrier to retrofitting their homes, as identified in the Department for Energy and Net Zero’s own research into complex-to-decarbonise homes. The NHF’s 2022 report, Hard to Decarbonise Social Homes, similarly found planning to be a key obstacle for social providers retrofitting their stock. This is a particular challenge for heritage homes, which face stricter planning restrictions. 

Inconsistency over decision making, sometimes within the same local planning authority (LPA), can force housing associations to make more conservative decisions, to avoid lengthy and costly planning disputes. Certainty over national planning policy can help provide the operating environment needed to retrofit our homes. 

The changes in the current NPPF draft are welcome and, we hope, will provide greater certainty for our members. 

Heritage and retrofit 
Prior changes to the NPPF have been welcome, including the addition of p. 161 (now p. 163). The retention of this paragraph is important, though there are still possible issues in how the paragraph interacts with Chapter 16. Where p. 161 sets out that “significant weight” should be given to energy efficiency measures of existing buildings, p. 205 in Chapter 16 apportions “great weight” to the conservation of a heritage asset.  

It is unclear which should take priority when LPAs make decisions. It is likely the tension between “significant” and “great” weight in the NPPF guidance will have a negative impact on the consistency of decision making. An explicit mention of climate change adaptations in Chapter 16 would help to redress this balance and ensure heritage retrofit decisions are made on a consistent basis. 

Highlighting Net Zero 
For the first time the NPPF includes a direct reference to net zero in Chapter 15. This is highly encouraging, and we hope it will ensure decisions are made with the UK’s 2050 legal obligations in mind.  

We hope that this link can be made even more explicit in the final document, with net zero highlighted as an underpinning principle in p. 158. 

Permitted Development Rights 
In February 2024, the government consulted on changes to Permitted Development Rights which would relax measures around the installation of air-source heat pumps. We hope that the government will continue to pursue these measures to encourage greater uptake of green technology.

Changes to planning application fees and cost recovery for local authorities related to Nationally Significant Infrastructure Projects
The NHF received less feedback on the proposed changes to planning application fees, but it was felt that national standards around fees were preferable to avoid higher than cost recovery level fees and the additional administrative burden on LPAs to set fee structures.
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