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WELWYN HATFIELD BOROUGH COUNCIL 
CABINET PLANNING AND PARKING PANEL – 12 APRIL 2018 
REPORT OF THE EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR (PUBLIC PROTECTION, PLANNING AND 
GOVERNANCE) 
 
DRAFT NATIONAL PLANNING POLICY FRAMEWORK (NPPF) 
 
1 Executive Summary 

 
1.1 This report summarises the content of the Government’s draft National Planning 

Policy Framework which has been issued for consultation until 10 May 2018 and 
then sets out a number of proposed responses that this Council could make. 
 

1.2 The draft NPPF can be viewed here: 
https://www.gov.uk/government/consultations/draft-revised-national-planning-
policy-framework 

 
1.3 It is accompanied by a Draft Planning Practice Guidance for Viability and a Draft 

Housing Delivery Test Measurement Rule Book. 
 

1.4 The overriding emphasis of the Draft NPPF is for local planning authorities to 
build more homes, by preparing strategic plans that meet their objective need for 
development and a presumption in favour of sustainable development when 
determining planning applications.  This is combined with a new standard method 
for calculating housing need and a range of responsibilities and consequences 
where there is under-delivery against the housing requirement. 
 

2 Recommendations 
 
2.1 That the Panel comments on the proposed responses. 

 
2.2 That the Panel authorise the Head of Planning to prepare and submit a final 

response in consultation with the Executive Director (Public Protection, Planning 
and Governance) and the Executive Member for Planning, Housing and 
Community. 
 

3 Explanation 
 

3.1 The Government’s introduction to the Draft NPPF begins with the assertion that 
“This country does not have enough homes.”   
 

3.2 Paragraph 2 retains the assertion that planning applications must be determined 
in accordance with the development plan unless material considerations indicate 
otherwise.  This is welcomed. 
 

3.3 Section 2 retains a presumption in favour of sustainable development.  It 
acknowledges overarching economic, social and environmental objectives and 
describes these as interdependent and mutually supportive, but clarifies that they 

https://www.gov.uk/government/consultations/draft-revised-national-planning-policy-framework
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are not criteria against which every decision can or should be judged.  It also 
contains the definition that the objective of sustainable development can be 
summarised as “meeting the needs of the present without compromising the 
ability of future generations to meet their own needs”.  This is welcomed. 
 

3.4 Paragraph 15 states that the planning system should be genuinely plan-led, with 
an aspirational but deliverable vision for the future of the area.  This is welcomed. 
 

3.5 Section 3 about plan-making moves away from direct reference to local plans.  It 
instead makes reference to strategic plans (which are defined as local plans or 
spatial development strategies for a wider area).  It describes that this can be 
councils producing individual local plans, councils working together to produce 
joint plans or combined authorities producing a spatial development strategy.  
This moves forward the current NPPF emphasis on individual local plans and 
duty to co-operate with adjoining authorities.  It gives this Council the option to 
prepare its own plan or work with other authorities to produce a joint plan which 
covers a wider area.  In this regard the Government has recently awarded 
£250,000 to North Herts, East Herts, Stevenage and Welwyn Hatfield councils to 
progress joint planning work for long-term development needs. 
 

3.6 If councils proceed down the strategic plan route, then it defines strategic policies 
as: strategy for pattern and scale of development, homes and workplaces, retail, 
leisure and commercial development, infrastructure, community facilities and 
climate change, natural, built and historic environment.  It further advises that 
strategic plans should indicate broad locations for development and include 
allocations on a policies map.  This is akin to previous planning regimes involving 
regional plans, county structure plans or core strategies, but with the decision-
making remaining at borough/district level, in partnership with other 
borough/district councils that we may decide to work with to produce a joint plan. 
 

3.7 It clarifies that local policies can then be in local plan or neighbourhood plan.  It 
then defines local policies as: allocating sites, provision of local infrastructure and 
community facilities, design principles and development management policies.   
 

3.8 It clarifies that all of these strategic, local and neighbourhood plans will together 
make up the ‘development plan’.  This refers back to Paragraph 2 which asserts 
that planning applications must be determined in accordance with the 
development plan. 
 

3.9 In all cases it states that policies should be reviewed at least once every five 
years and updated as necessary.  This was proposed as part of the White Paper 
in early 2017.  Members may wish to consider this in the context of the resources 
that have been needed to prepare the Submitted Local Plan – in terms of staff, 
evidence studies, duty to co-operate meetings, public consultation, committee 
meetings and public examination. 
 

3.10 It advises that councils in two tier areas have a duty to co-operate with each 
other on strategic matters that cross administrative boundaries.  They should 
prepare statements of common ground to document issues and progress.  This is 
similar to the current NPPF, but with the requirement to prepare a statement of 
common ground to guide intended work.  At present it is more normal to prepare 
a memorandum of understanding to evidence to an examination inspector and 
others what has been agreed at the end of the duty to co-operate process. 
 



3.11 Paragraph 11(b) expects that “strategic plans should, as a minimum, provide for 
objectively assessed needs for housing and other development, as well as any 
needs that cannot be met within neighbouring areas, unless: (i) the application of 
policies in the Framework that protect areas or assets of particular importance 
provides a strong reason for restricting the overall scale, type or distribution of 
development in the plan area or (ii) any adverse impacts of doing so would 
significantly and demonstrably outweigh the benefits, when assessed against the 
policies in this Framework taken as a whole.”  This is similar to wording in the 
current NPPF.  It differs in one significant way however, in that a footnote defines 
areas/assets that might restrict development; which includes sites of special 
scientific interest, land designated as green belt, ancient woodland, designated 
heritage assets and areas at risk of flooding.  This makes it clear that green belt 
land is an area/asset that might be a strong reason for restricting the overall 
scale, type or distribution of development.  It will remain a matter for the Council 
to decide whether there are exceptional circumstances to release land from the 
green belt for development. 
 

3.12 Paragraph 36 states that plans should continue to be positively prepared, 
justified, effective and consistent with national policy in order to be found sound.  
This is welcomed.  It should be noted that the positively prepared test of 
soundness assets that the strategy should at a minimum meet as much as 
possible of the area’s assessed needs, particularly for housing.  It is also 
welcomed that the justified test of soundness is proposed for amendment such 
that the plan must be ‘an appropriate strategy’ rather than ‘the most appropriate 
strategy’. 
 

3.13 Section 4 encourages early engagement and pre-application advice.  This is 
welcomed, as this Council already provides a robust pre-application service, 
ranging from a drop-in service for straightforward queries, pre-application advice 
and the scope for Planning Performance Agreements for complex schemes. 
 

3.14 Paragraphs 48-51 explain how councils should determine planning applications – 
as quickly as possible and with due weight given to existing and emerging plan 
policies.  It warns that refusal on the grounds of prematurity will seldom be 
justified, unless the proposal is so substantial or cumulatively significant that it 
would undermine the plan-making process by pre-determining decisions about 
the scale, location or phasing of development that is central to an emerging plan.  
This will hopefully not apply to this Council as the text clarifies that prematurity 
will seldom be justified where a plan has yet to be submitted or examined.  This 
Council submitted its plan to the Government in May 2017 and it is currently 
undergoing public examination, which indicates that prematurity be may justified 
where it would pre-determine decisions which are central to the submitted plan. 
 

3.15 Section 5 focuses on delivering a sufficient supply of homes.  It states that plans 
should be based on a local housing need assessment conducted using the 
standard method in national planning guidance, unless there are exceptional 
circumstances to justify an alternative approach.  A standard methodology was 
proposed as part of the Planning for the Right Homes in the Right Places 
consultation in autumn 2017.  It would amount to a need of 877 homes per year, 
equivalent to 17,540 homes to 2032.  This compares with a target of 12,000 
homes in the Submitted Local Plan to 2031 and an acknowledgment as part of 
the public examination process that there is an objective assessment of need of 
16,000 homes to 2032.  The Council will need to look closely at whether there 
are exceptional circumstances to justify an alternative approach, particularly as 



national projections suggest that Welwyn Hatfield has experienced the third 
highest population growth rate in the country in recent years, which does not 
appear to be reflected by on-the-ground experience in respect of house building 
rates, school registrations, GP registrations, etc. 
 

3.16 It expects at least 10% of homes on major housing sites to be affordable.  By 
way of comparison the Submitted Local Plan expects that sites of 11+ homes 
can viably deliver 25% affordable homes in Hatfield, 30% in Welwyn Garden City 
and 35% in villages and rural locations. 
 

3.17 Plans are expected to set housing targets for designated neighbourhood areas, 
or provide an indicative figure if requested by the neighbourhood planning body.  
At present only Northaw and Cuffley is a designated neighbourhood plan area. 
 

3.18 Paragraph 68 states that plans should identify a supply of specific deliverable 
sites for Years 1-5 and specific developable sites or broad locations for growth 
for Years 6-10 and Years 11-15 where possible.  This reiterates the current 
NPPF.  Paragraph 74 adds that this should include a buffer of (a) 5% to ensure 
choice and competition or (b) 10% where the council wishes to demonstrate 
supply though an annual position statement or recently adopted plan, to account 
for any fluctuations in the market during that year or (c) 20% where there has 
been significant under-delivery over the previous three years.  Annual position 
statements must be subject to engagement with landowners, developers and 
others and considered by the Secretary of State.  A footnote clarifies that a 
recently adopted plan is one adopted between 1 November and 30 April until 31 
October of that year or one adopted between 1 May and 31 October until 31 
October of the following year.  Another footnote clarifies that significant under-
delivery is below 85% of the housing requirement.  This is a complicated set of 
paragraphs and footnotes which take multiple readings to understand, and 
therefore probably need to be amended.  The footnote indicates that plans are 
only considered to be recently adopted for a maximum of 18 months.  Thereafter 
the emphasis is on the Council to prepare and engage on an annual position 
statement and have it agreed by the Secretary of State.  This could be a 
significant stream of work and subject to considerable delay if it needs 
Government approval. 
 

3.19 Paragraph 69 requires councils to ensure that at least 20% of sites identified for 
housing in their plans are 0.5 hectares or less.  It is likely that this requirement 
has been added to assist small house building companies to play a greater role 
in delivery.  It should be opposed however as the ability to ensure that one-fifth of 
sites are small sites depends entirely on what land is available in the borough.  It 
would be unfair for the Council to be penalised in some way if the only sites that 
were found to be available for housing development were larger sites.  In this 
borough for example most small sites are windfall sites rather than explicitly 
identified in the Brownfield Register or Local Plan.  The Council’s response 
should make it clear that the application of Paragraph 69 (d) which states that 
local planning authorities should encourage the sub-division of large sites should 
not prejudice the ability to secure affordable housing from the site as a whole. 
 

3.20 Paragraph 75 states that the presumption in favour of sustainable development 
for decision-making will apply where the council cannot demonstrate a five year 
supply of deliverable housing sites or where the housing delivery test indicates 
that delivery is substantially (75%) below the housing requirement.  This means 
that Local Plan policies will assumed to be out-of-date and there will be a much 



greater expectation on the Council to approve proposals unless the adverse 
impacts would significantly and demonstrably outweigh the benefits. 
 

3.21 Paragraph 77 states that councils should monitor delivery in line with a new 
housing delivery test and prepare an action plan to assess the causes where 
delivery falls below 95% of the requirement over the previous three year period.  
It is likely that the housing target that is ultimately selected through the current 
Local Plan examination process will be challenging.  It is therefore likely that 
delivery of that housing target over the plan period will also be challenging.  As a 
result it is probable that the Council will at some point need to prepare an action 
plan to assess the causes of under-delivery and to identify actions to increase 
delivery in future years.  At this stage it is anticipated that the most likely causes 
of under-delivery will be a failure to grant sufficient planning permissions (which 
is something that the Council has some control over) or slow rates of delivery 
once schemes have secured planning permission (which is dependent on 
landowners, developers and others).  It is recommended that this fact should be 
highlighted as part of our response. 
 

3.22 Paragraph 78 suggests that councils should use planning conditions to force 
housing development to start within a shorter period than the default three years.  
This is welcomed.  Beyond this statement however there is very little in the Draft 
NPPF that can be used to force landowners/developers to build homes once 
permission has been granted.  This represents a significant problem as under-
delivery will require the Council to prepare an action plan (at 95%), an annual 
position statement (at 85%) or treat its policies as out-of-date and apply the 
presumption in favour of sustainable development (at 75%). 
 

3.23 The Draft NPPF is accompanied by a housing delivery test measurement rule 
book.  This instructs that the housing delivery test is “the percentage of the net 
number of homes delivered against the number of homes required”.  The net 
number of homes delivered is net additional dwellings plus a nationally-set ratio 
for student accommodation and a nationally-set ratio for other communal 
accommodation.  The figure to be used for the number of homes required is 
either the adopted plan target where it is less than 5 years old or else the 
projected household growth figure for the period 2014/15 – 2017/18, plus any 
unmet neighbours’ need figure.  This is complicated guidance which takes 
multiple readings to understand, and therefore probably needs amending.  There 
is insufficient guidance on how any unmet need in any neighbouring authorities 
will be added into the housing requirement.  The guidance does not explicitly 
define the source of projected household growth figures, although it is assumed 
that it means ONS projections.  The guidance does not explicitly state that 
projected household growth figures for 2014/15 – 2017/18 will be rolled forward 
each year, although this is probably what is intended. 
 

3.24 The Draft NPPF continues to provide guidance on the economy, the vitality of 
town centres, healthy and safe communities, sustainable transport, high quality 
communications, the effective use of land, well-designed places, protection of 
green belt land, climate change and flooding, the natural environment, the 
historic environment and the sustainable use of minerals.  This is all welcomed.  
The Council should express support for Paragraph 86 (d) which states that 
policies should allocate a range of town centre sites to meet development needs 
for at least ten years ahead.  This accords with the Submitted Local Plan which 
set a target for ten years on the basis that it was too difficult to predict shopping 
trends over a longer term than this. 



 
3.25 In respect of the effective use of land, Paragraph 118 gives substantial weight to 

the use of suitable brownfield land within settlements and the framework also 
encourages councils to be more flexible in allowing alternative uses to come 
forward where there is no reasonable prospect of the preferred use.  The 
document recommends minimum housing density standards and the refusal of 
planning applications which fail to make best of land, especially when there is a 
shortfall of housing land.  The Submitted Local Plan already contains density 
guidance and supports higher densities in sustainable locations.  It will be a 
matter for planning officers under delegated powers and members of 
Development Management Committee to consider guidance on refusing 
schemes that could come forward at higher densities. 
 

3.26 In respect of protecting the green belt, it continues to assert that the fundamental 
aim of the green belt is to keep land permanently open through its five purposes 
to check unrestricted sprawl, prevent towns from merging, safeguarding the 
countryside from encroachment, preserve historic towns and assist in urban 
regeneration.  It further advises that green belt boundaries should only be altered 
in exceptional circumstances through the updating of plans.  It expects councils 
to consider all other reasonable options for meeting its housing need before 
contemplating green belt release.  Where green belt land is ultimately selected 
for release then policies should consider ways to offset the impact through 
compensatory improvements in terms of environmental quality and accessibility 
to remaining green belt land. All of this is welcomed, as it retains the guidance 
that the Council considered when preparing, submitting and advocating its Local 
Plan at public examination.  The Submitted Local Plan seeks to improve the 
environmental quality and accessibility of land that will remain green belt through 
its green infrastructure and green corridor policies.  The Council should query 
whether Paragraph 144 (b) for the acceptable provision of facilities for outdoor 
sport, outdoor recreation, cemeteries, burial grounds and allotments in the green 
belt relates to both existing uses and changes of use. 
 

3.27 In respect of town centre viability, it continues to assert that that town centres 
should be the heart of local communities.  It states that main town centre uses 
should be located in town centres, then edge-of-centre locations and only out-of-
centre sites if other sites are not available and not expected to become available 
within a reasonable period.  This is welcomed, as it supports the Council’s efforts 
to regenerate Hatfield town centre and to provide additional retail floorspace in 
Welwyn Garden City town centre. 
 

3.28 In respect of aviation, Paragraph 105(f) states that planning policies should 
recognise the importance of maintaining a national network of general aviation 
facilities – taking into account their economic value in serving business, leisure, 
training and emergency service needs, and the Government’s General Aviation 
Strategy. 
 

3.29 In respect of heritage, Paragraph 190 asserts that any harm or loss to a 
designated heritage asset should require clear and convincing justification.  
Substantial harm to or loss of a grade I listed building (such as Hatfield House), 
grade I registered park (such as Hatfield Park) or scheduled monument should 
be wholly exceptional.  Substantial harm to or loss of a grade II listed building 
(such as the former Shredded Wheat production hall and silos) and grade II 
registered park should be exceptional.  This accords with the current NPPF. 
 



3.30 The Draft NPPF is accompanied by guidance for viability, which states that the 
cumulative contributions expected by policies should not be of a scale that will 
make development unviable.  Viability assessments should be carried out at the 
plan-making stage, in consultation with landowners, developers, affordable 
housing providers and others, and requirements should then be set at a level that 
allows for sites to come forward without further viability assessment work at the 
decision-making stage.  This should be opposed, as it places a significant burden 
on the Council to pay for and carry out sufficiently detailed viability assessments 
at the plan-making stage, for both its policies in general and for strategic sites, 
and working with landowners, developers and others. 

 
4 Legal Implications 

 
4.1 There are no direct legal implications associated with this report.  The NPPF sets 

out the Government’s planning policies and how they should be applied.  It must 
be taken into account when preparing the development plan and is a material 
consideration in planning decisions. 
 

5 Financial Implications 
 

5.1 There are no direct financial implications associated with this report.  It should be 
noted however that the Government has previously consulted on the possibility of 
restricting New Homes Bonus where councils do not achieve their housing need. 

 
6 Risk Management Implications 

 
6.1 There are no direct risk management implications associated with this report.  If 

the Draft NPPF does come into force as currently drafted there is a risk that the 
Local Plan will be deemed out-of-date and the Council would lose some of its 
decision-making abilities if there is under-delivery against the housing target. 
 

7 Security and Terrorism Implications 
 

7.1 There are no security or terrorism implications associated with this report. 
 

8 Procurement Implications 
 

8.1 There are no procurement implications associated with this report. 
 

9 Climate Change Implications 
 

9.1 There are no climate change implications associated with this report.   
 

9.2 The draft NPPF contains policies relating to climate change that will need to be 
considered by the Council in the preparation of planning and other documents 
and the determination of planning applications. 
 

10 Link to Corporate Priorities 
 

10.1 The subject of this report is linked to the Council’s Business Plan 2015-2018 and 
particularly Priority 1 to maintain a safe and health community, Priority 2 to 
protect and enhance the environment, Priority 3 to meet the borough’s housing 
needs and Priority 4 to help build a strong local economy. 
 



11 Equalities and Diversity 
 

11.1 An EqIA was not completed because this report does not propose changes to 
any existing service-related policies or the development of any new service-
related policies. 
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