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Definition of Sustainable Development 
Consistent achievement of sustainable development would be possible if the National 
Planning Policy Framework (NPPF) was plan-led, rather than developer-focused.  CPA’s 
recent Homes for Everyone report1 demonstrates that there are sufficient resources to 
significantly exceed the government’s housing targets, for example.  Yet, despite the intent, 
clearly set out in the NPPF, policy continues to enable unsustainable outcomes, because: 

 Housing targets are offloaded onto rural areas, while urban brownfield, empty stock 
and extant planning approvals are ignored 

 Green Belt is being eroded, inappropriately disguised as ‘Grey Belt’ 

 The Planning and Infrastructure Act monetises environmental destruction 

 Best farmland is sacrificed for housing, warehousing and renewables, instead of using 
rooftops, car parks and other brownfield land 

 Rural station catchment areas will be concreted over, undermining sustainable 
transport policy objectives 

 There is a complete failure to address the needs of the poorest and most vulnerable in 
society as the government is focused on private sector profits, rather than creating 
policies that address the need for a safe, affordable roof over everyone’s head. 

It must also be recognised that schemes which result in higher costs to the public purse, 
such as increased financial, mental and physical health needs2 cannot be described as 
‘sustainable’.  Yet, significant numbers of inappropriate, unsustainable schemes continue to 
be approved, including those which will add to the 6.3 million homes that are at risk from 
flooding3.  

These decisions contradict the NPPF’s stated sustainability policies, its Purpose of Planning 
and completely undermine public trust in the planning process. 

 

Why do we need a definition of Sustainable Development? 
Whilst the NPPF4 recognises the Brundtland definition of sustainable development, and 
incorporates the following wording “At a very high level, 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 not currently a material 
consideration in planning and, as a consequence, unsustainable development will continue 
to be approved. 

 

1 https://homesforeveryone.org/Homes-For-Everyone-Report.pdf  
2 

https://www.communityplanningalliance.org/uploads/1/3/9/4/139430416/251201_cpa_report_besieg
ed_by_b8_warehouses_dec25.pdf  

3 https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/national-assessment-of-flood-and-coastal-erosion-risk-
in-england-2024/national-assessment-of-flood-and-coastal-erosion-risk-in-england-2024  

4 
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/6941965758a21370f58f304e/Draft_NPPF_December
_2025.pdf  
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The NPPF draft text states (paragraph 14) that “The purpose of the planning system is to 
contribute to the achievement of sustainable development, by managing the use and 
development of land in the long-term public interest”.  Sustainable development and that 
‘long term public interest’ must be seen to include the Oxford Dictionary’s5 emphasis on 
avoiding the depletion of natural resources and the conservation of the environment. 

A robust definition of Sustainable Development is, therefore, needed to ensure all 
development policies, plans and decisions: 

 Balance the need for economic growth with other aspects of ‘the public interest’, 
assessing the impact on economic, social, and environmental attributes equally 

 Recognise natural capital as foundational to long-term prosperity 

 Prioritise sufficiency over expansion: retrofit, reuse, redistribute before building new. 

The NPPF should confirm that substantial weight must be given to the achievement of an 
agreed Sustainable Development definition, rather than providing the ‘get out’ clause at 
paragraph 17, useful to those who find the practical implementation of ‘sustainable’ 
development unpalatable.  

 

Why Sustainable Development Is a catalyst, not a constraint 
Sustainable development is not a blocker—it’s a blueprint for resilience, equity, and 
prosperity.  Genuinely sustainable development will deliver: 

 Healthier, happier, more prosperous communities through access to clean air, green 
spaces, nature, public transport and active travel 

 Food security by protecting farmland and local supply chains 

 Climate action via lower carbon footprints and flood resilience 

 Natural capital enhancements and biodiversity gains that support ecosystem services 
and wellbeing 

 Economic stability through efficient land use and long-term viability 

 Social justice by meeting genuine needs, not speculative demand. 

This approach aligns with Steve Reed MP’s stated commitment6 (June 2024) that “We need 
more homes, but they will not be built at the expense of the environment”. 

So, whilst the policies setting out what constitutes ‘sustainable development’ are spread 
throughout the framework, there is a need to make meaningful change to the current status 
quo (we must ‘walk the walk’ as well as ‘talking the talk’).  The Glossary at Annex B must 
include an unassailable definition of what constitutes ‘Sustainable Development’.  We set out 
an example below. 

 

  

 
5 https://www.oed.com/dictionary/sustainable-development_n?tab=meaning_and_use#19473194100  
6 https://www.southwestfarmer.co.uk/news/24365152.labour-vows-make-fly-tippers-join-clean-up-

squads/  
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Definition of Sustainable Development 

To be included at Annex B of the draft NPPF December 2025: 

Sustainable Development:  It is expected that all stakeholders will seek to maximise 
sustainable development and that substantial weight will be given to its delivery.  All plans 
and decisions relating to development must, therefore: 

 Pass a rigorous, detailed and transparent sustainability test, covering carbon 
emissions, biodiversity, natural capital, flood risk and social equity, ensuring that 
development will not place a higher burden of risk on citizens (an appropriate buffer 
should be established to separate residential homes from hazardous businesses, for 
example). 

 Prioritise sufficiency above growth (LPAs must demonstrate that they have adopted 
a ‘sufficiency’ approach: retrofit first, redistribute second, expand only where truly 
needed) 

 Follow a mandatory Brownfield First Policy for the development of buildings or roads 
- enforcing a sequential test that prioritises brownfield land, empty homes, and 
unbuilt permissions before greenfield release  

 Undertake comprehensive and transparent Natural Capital Accounting – ensuring 
developments demonstrate net gains in natural capital, not just biodiversity 

 Demonstrate integrated infrastructure planning and delivery – coordinating housing, 
transport, energy, and water infrastructure to avoid piecemeal sprawl and ensure 
approval will not result in significant additional costs to the public purse (such as 
addressing the cost of mental and physical healthcare needs due to increased air, 
noise, light, vibration, dust and water pollution). 

If the above criteria are not met, any subsequent approval of unsustainable development 
must be determined as wholly exceptional circumstances, which must be acknowledged 
and reported on an annual basis.  Any such deviation from genuinely sustainable 
development must only be agreed with community input and transparent trade-offs. 

Incorporating a clear definition of sustainable development, such as the one above, will 
enable spatial development strategies or local plans to meet the criterion to set out PM14 
and PM15 to provide an “appropriate strategy to enable the delivery of sustainable 
development”. 

It will also support the government in meeting its commitment to “the 17 Global Goals for 
Sustainable Development” (draft NPPF, paragraph 15) and its objective to “meet 
development needs through sustainable patterns of development” (draft NPPF, Chapter 4).   

 

 

 

 

About the Community Planning Alliance 
The Community Planning Alliance is a national umbrella group for over 700 communities, all 
are campaigning against inappropriate development in their areas, and all disagree that 
decisions are being made in the ‘public interest’.  We have extensive knowledge and 
experience of the planning system, and our aims include seeking increased community 
participation, better environmental protections and the right homes and infrastructure in the 
right places. 


