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

Purpose of this document
The Ministry of Housing, Communities and Local Government has undertaken a consultation seeking views on a revised version of the National Planning Policy Framework (NPPF). This consultation ran from 16 December 2025 to 10 March 2026.  A draft NPPF was published alongside the consultation.  

Advanced Oxford’s infrastructure and utilities policy group developed a response to the consultation on behalf of Advanced Oxford.  The slides that sit alongside this document were used to set the context for the group’s consideration of the proposed framework and the consultation.  The slides were prepared by Advanced Oxford’s Policy Advisor on Planning, Adrian Colwell.  

This briefing note accompanies the slides to provide background, context and identifies key issues that were considered by the group as they prepared the response.  The consultation response from Advanced Oxford also accompanies this note.

The NPPF Consultation
The National Planning Policy Framework (NPPF) is the overarching planning guidance for England. Published for consultation in December 2024, this version is one of a series of iterative updates since 2012. It covers local plan-making, planning applications, and national infrastructure decisions. Subject to ministerial sign-off following consultation, it is expected to come into force around June or July 2026.

The NPPF carries significant legal weight. It is used in planning appeals and plan examinations, and local plan policies that conflict with it risk being struck out by Planning Inspectors.  It is a legal guide in practice, not merely guidance — 'having force of weight' in planning decisions.

Key changes in this version of the NPPF
The following areas are most relevant to Advanced Oxford's interests:

1. Local plan reform
1. Plans must be shorter and must not duplicate national policy. Inspectors will remove replicating sections.
1. A greater emphasis on deliverable site allocations — councils must engage more closely with site promoters to understand barriers to delivery.
1. Stricter timetabling: local plans must be produced to a schedule. Non-compliant plans risk rejection by the Planning Inspectorate, creating vulnerability to speculative development.
1. New requirement for plans to give more weight to economic development alongside housing — described as 'one of the central things' new plans should do.

2. Economic development
1. The industrial strategy's eight growth sectors now appear in the NPPF for the first time, with logistics receiving a dedicated section.
1. Other priority sectors — defence, data centres, life sciences, advanced technology — are referenced but do not yet have equivalent policy weight as logistics.
1. Local Development Orders (LDOs) are promoted as a mechanism to speed up delivery on allocated sites. Milton Park in the Vale of White Horse was cited as a working example (planning decisions within 10 working days within agreed parameters).

3. Town centres and retail
1. The sequential test for retail development is being made more flexible, reflecting the shift toward mixed-use and edge-of-town development.
1. A 'vision-led' approach to transport policy is introduced — transport decisions should be driven by purposeful outcomes (supporting growth) rather than default constraint.

4. Housing density and grey belt
1. New minimum densities of housing near well-connected stations: 40 dwellings per hectare, rising to 50 where four or more trains per hour stop.
1. The green belt is being 'opened up' rather than ended. A new 'grey belt' concept applies to previously developed land within the green belt. Residential development on grey belt land carries a 50% affordable housing requirement as a 'golden thread'.
1. Grey belt policy currently applies to residential use only — there is no equivalent provision for economic development sites.

5. Flood risk
1. A strengthened precautionary principle on flood risk. The sequential test and flood risk appraisal requirements are being tightened, though this is not an absolute prohibition to development in flood areas.

6. Spatial Development Strategies and plan hierarchy
1. A new tier is being introduced above local plans: Spatial Development Strategies (SDS). The proposed Thames Valley SDS would cover Oxfordshire, Buckinghamshire, Swindon, and the Berkshire unitary authorities — a large area stretching from the edge of Heathrow to Swindon.
1. SDS would address strategic development needs over 20 years at a high level: major settlement choices, infrastructure, transport, energy, water.
1. Consultation on the SDS geography is under way. Oxfordshire's local government reorganisation (expected decision later in 2026) will shape the SDS groupings.
1. The Oxford-Cambridge Growth Corridor and the broader system of nationally identified growth zones (Thames Gateway, Gatwick, London and home counties, Innovation Corridor, Heathrow zone) provide the wider context.

This note accompanies the slide deck provided – please refer to this also.
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