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Proposed changes to the NPPF

Elspeth Duemmer-Wrigley, Natural England

Tweaks, hits and near misses –

Climate change and sustainable development

Speaking in my capacity of convener of Planning and 

Sustainability Working Party, UKELA



The NPPF: what is it, 

where are we?

• National Planning Policy Framework (NPPF)

– First published 2012, consolidated 1,000 pages of planning 

guidance into 59-pages

• Para. 2 to the NPPF “[…] must be taken into account in 

preparing the development plan, and is a material consideration 

in planning decisions […].”

• Amended 24 July 2018 (after then Planning White Paper), 19 

February 2019 (para 177, People Over Wind)

• Consultation 30 January - 27 March 2021 published by Ministry of 

Housing, Communities and Local Government (MHCLG)



What triggered the current 

changes?

Revised to implement 

policy changes in response to 

Building Better, Building 

Beautiful Commission’s 

report 

“Living with Beauty” 

January 2020



What do the revisions cover?

• Dominated by design related changes

• Some strengthened environmental policies 

• Minor changes to clarify policy, address legal issues, 

remove/ amend out of date material

• Clarification on the use of Article 4 directions

• A few randoms (statues and strange country houses)

• Accompanied by the “National Model Design Code”



Focus today

• Climate change

• Sustainable development



Where do we see new climate 

change references?

• Para 11 c) – sustainable development (Ch.2) 

• Para 97 – benefits of open spaces (Ch. 8)

• Para 130 – tree-lined streets (Ch. 12)

• Para 160 – green infrastructure and flood risk (Ch. 14)

• Glossary: Green Infrastructure



Chapter 8. Promoting Healthy 

and Safe Communities 

• Recognising climate change mitigation (and adaptation?) 

and ‘nature’ as benefit of open spaces

• Recognition of diversity of nature services, not just 

‘amenity use’!



Chapter 12. Achieving 

well-designed places (para 130)

“Trees make an important contribution to the character and quality of urban 

environments, and can also help mitigate and adapt to climate change.  

Planning policies and decisions should ensure that new streets are tree 

lined [49], that opportunities are taken to incorporate trees elsewhere 

in developments (such as community orchards), that appropriate 

measures are in place to secure the long-term maintenance of newly-

planted trees and that existing trees are 

retained where possible.”

[49]“Unless, in specific cases, there are 

clear, justifiable and compelling reasons 

why this would be inappropriate.”



More on para. 130

Good to see:

• Recognition of the importance of trees to urban 

environments (trees vanishing from plans!);

• Recognition that trees can help mitigate/ adapt climate 

change

• Strong ‘ensure’ new streets are tree-lined, subject to [49]

• ‘Opportunities taken’ to incorporate trees elsewhere in 

developments

• Measures in place to secure long-term maintenance of 

newly-planted trees

• Existing trees retained where possible.



Chapter 14. Meeting the challenges of 

climate change, flooding and coastal 

change

• Climate change chapter but not much new ! Only para 160 c)

• plans should avoid and manage residual flood risk by:

– From “using opportunities provided by new development to 

reduce the causes and impact of flooding (where appropriate 

through the use of natural flood management techniques)”

– To “using opportunities provided by new development and 

improvements in green and other infrastructure to reduce the 

causes and impact of flooding, making as much use as 

possible of natural flood management techniques as part of an 

integrated approach to flood risk management” 



Paragraph 160 c)

Stronger emphasis on environmentally sound flood 

management:

• Not just opportunities ‘provided by new development’, 

but also by ‘improvements in green and other 

infrastructure’ to reduce the causes and impact of 

flooding;

• making ‘as much use as possible’ of natural flood 

management techniques as part of an ‘integrated 

approach’ to flood risk management



Glossary

• Good to see

• Inclusion of ‘blue spaces’ and other ‘natural 

features’,

• Recognition that green infrastructure can provide a 

range of services including nature, climate, 

wellbeing and economic (prosperity)

• Fits with wider trend in the amendments to expand on 

scope of green infrastructure/ nature services



“Green Infrastructure”

• Where is ‘Green Infrastructure’ mentioned?

– Para 20 d) – strategic policies to make sufficient  provision for 

green infrastructure 

– Para 92 c) – planning policies and decisions should aim to 

achieve healthy, inclusive and safe spaces that enable healthy 

lifestyle through green infrastructure provision

– Para 153 a) – new developments should be planned with climate 

change adaptation measures including green infrastructure

– Para 174 – plans should take a strategic approach to 

maintaining/ enhancing green infrastructure

– Para 185 – opportunities to improve air quality or mitigate 

impacts through green infrastructure



A note on ‘low carbon’

• NPPF still contains 12 references

– The Climate Change Act (2008)(2050 Target Amendment) Order 

2019 amended the Climate Change Act 2008 to introduce a 

target for at least 100% reduction in greenhouse gas emissions 

compared to 1990 levels in the UK by 2050

– Phrase ‘net-zero’ is used in the Planning White Paper to 

describe this commitment 

– Description which accords with the current scientific consensus. 

• No big deal, or indicative of a lack of focus on climate mitigation?  



Climate change in the NPPF

• Proposal 15 Planning White Paper (October 2020): 

“We intend to amend the National Planning Policy 

Framework to ensure that it targets those areas where a 

reformed planning system can most effectively play a 

role in mitigating and adapting to climate change and 

maximising environmental benefits.”



A missed opportunity?

Additions are welcomed

But

• Disappointing not to see more focus on climate 

change and maximising environmental benefits 

• Especially in Ch. 14 (only 2 changes) …



Moving on to  …

Sustainable Development



References to Sustainable Development/ 

sustainability?

• Para 7, 8 & 11 – sustainable development (Ch.2) 

• Para 124 – character assessment codes as tools for 

creating sustainable places (Ch.11)

• Para 125 – creating beautiful and sustainable buildings/ 

places fundamental to the planning and development 

process (Ch.12)

• Para 133 – significant weight to designs which promote 

high levels of sustainability (Ch.12)



Chapter 2. Achieving Sustainable 

Development (para 7)

• Updated to include 17 Global Goals for Sustainable Development in 

period to 2030 agreed by UN (including UK).  Agreed in 2015

• “We are committed to achieving sustainable development in its 

three dimensions – economic, social and environmental – in a 

balanced and integrated manner.”  (para 2)



Chapter 2. Achieving Sustainable 

Development (para 8)



Paragraph 8 c)

• Strengthens the objective by removing the 

qualifiers

– ‘contribute’ to protecting and

– ‘helping to’ improve



Chapter 2. Achieving Sustainable 

Development (para 11 a))



Chapter 2. Achieving Sustainable 

Development (para 11 a))

From: “plans should positively seek opportunities to meet the 

development needs of their area, and be sufficiently flexible to adapt to 

rapid change” 

To: “all plans should promote a sustainable pattern of development     

that seeks to: 

• meet the development needs of their area; 

• align growth and infrastructure; 

• improve the environment; 

• mitigate climate change (including by making effective use 

of land in urban areas) and adapt to its effects”



Chapter 2. Achieving Sustainable 

Development (para 11 a))

• Significant strengthening of the application of the 
presumption of SD in plan-making:

– recognising the need for plans to promote 
sustainable patterns of development in 
meeting the development needs of their area

– Recognises that SD means plans should not 
only avoid unacceptable damage but also 
improve the environment/ mitigate climate 
change



What then do we see elsewhere in the 

document …?



Chapter 11. Making effective use 

of land (para 124)

New start to para. 124 (which deals with housing densities) 

“Area-based character assessments, codes and 

masterplans can be helpful tools in helping to ensure that 

land is used efficiently while also creating beautiful and 

sustainable places.”

Good to see link made between using land efficiently and 

need to create (beautiful and) “sustainable places”

• But …



Chapter 11. Making effective use 

of land (para 124)

• How is efficient use to be measured and understood?

• How will the need to create ‘beautiful and sustainable 

places’ be balanced against the need for plans to contain 

policies (in same para 124 a) “to optimise the use of land 

in their area and meet as much of the identified need for 

housing as possible”

• What weight will these ‘helpful tools’ have (material 

consideration?)



Chapter 12. Achieving well-designed 

places (para 125)

• Chapter 12 now begins: 

“The creation of high quality, beautiful and sustainable 

buildings and places is fundamental to what the 

planning and development process should achieve.”

• Good to see, but compatible with wider NPPF? e.g. 

“significant weight should be placed on the need to 

support economic growth and productivity, taking into 

account both local business needs and wider 

opportunities for development” (para 81)



Chapter 12. Achieving well-designed 

places (para 133 b))

Main focus of changes to Ch. 12, better design.  But note new 

paragraph 133 b):  

“Significant weight should be given to: […] outstanding or innovative 

designs which promote high levels of sustainability or help raise the 

standard of design more generally in an area, so long as they fit with 

the overall form and layout of their surroundings.”

Significant weight = good.  

But (from environmental perspective) then qualified by 

• high levels of sustainability OR helping raise standard of design. 

• need to fit with overall form and layout of surroundings



Comments on ‘sustainable’ /

sustainability in para 124, 125, 133

• Always good to see it mentioned! 

• But how likely will tweaks like this to promote high levels 

of sustainable development? 

– Unclear how environmental damage is to be balanced 

against economic need and other pressures when 

applying these policies? 

– Tensions between housebuilding/ economic growth/ 

SD/ climate change/ environmental protection not 

resolved

• And what about the definition itself …



The Bruntland Report.  Our 

Common Future (WCED, 1987) 

“1. Sustainable development is development that meets 

the needs of the present without compromising the 

ability of future generations to meet their own needs. It 

contains within it two key concepts:

• the concept of 'needs', in particular the essential needs 

of the world's poor, to which overriding priority should be 

given; and

• the idea of limitations imposed by the state of technology 

and social organization on the environment's ability to 

meet present and future needs.” 

(Chapter 2, IV Conclusion)



Standing back to consider 

‘sustainable development’

• This definition focuses on needs (with emphasis on the 
world’s poor) and the notion of limits to what needs the 
environment can provide for.

• Alluded to in para 8 and 11 of NPPF, but even with 
current amendments it falls short of fully reflecting this.

• Doc as a whole still shifts towards an unnecessarily 
myopic focus on specific actions/ structures that are 
‘sustainable’

Some examples of consequences …



Planning Statement hall of 

shame

• Things claiming to be ‘sustainable development’

– A large rural wedding venue 

+ leaflets advertising bus routes

– A large housing development 

+ cycling parking facilities

– An out of town shopping centre

+ a great crested newt pond



What is Sustainable Development 

really?

• Sustainable development is not ‘sustainability virtue 

signalling’! e.g. an unused cycle lane

• Sustainable development is the consequence: e.g. when 

this leads to a change in behaviour (fewer car trips) that 

actually results in a material change (reduced 

greenhouse gas emissions).

The NPPF seeks to represent ‘sustainable development’ 

but if the correct definition is not integrated in the 

document, the chance that the policies will realistically 

tackle environmental concerns (air pollution, biodiversity 

loss and climate change) remaining a … 
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That said …

• Each reiteration of the NPPF has seen a 

strengthening and further sophistication of 

environmental protection/ policy.  

• Reasons to be hopeful that things are moving in 

right direction

• Remember that planning law is a subset of 

environmental regulations!



What can we expect to see 

next?

• What now? Only at consultation stage (may still 

change)

• Consultation also warns: “A fuller review of the 

Framework is likely to be required in due course, 

depending on the implementation of the 

government’s proposals for wider reform of the 

planning system.”



• Watch this space (more specifically 

Juan’s presentation) for more on this 

potentially radical shake up … 
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