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1 INTRODUCTION 

 

1.1 This report considers the agricultural land quality of a parcel of land extending to 

approximately 2.8 ha at Broad Oak, Botley. 

 

1.2 The site comprises of one land parcel, which is shown outlined in red on the aerial image 

below.  The land is in grassland use, with an unmanaged area previously in horticultural 

use. 

 Insert 1. The Site (Boundary Approx.)  

  

 

1.3 A detailed Agricultural Land Classification (ALC) has been carried out over the site.  The 

site has been graded as Grade 2 and Subgrade 3a quality.  

 

1.4 This report:  

(i) reviews the relevant planning policy in Section 2; 

(ii) describes the site and the ALC survey and findings in Section 3;  

(iii) assesses the findings against that policy in Section 4; and  

(iv) provides a summary and conclusions in Section 5.  

 

1.5 This report has been prepared by Kernon Countryside Consultants Ltd.  We specialise in 

assessing the effects of development proposals on agricultural land and businesses.  
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2 RELEVANT POLICY AND GUIDANCE 

 

 National Planning Policy  

2.1 The National Planning Policy Framework (NPPF) (2023), Paragraph 174 notes that 

planning policies and decisions should contribute to enhance the natural and local 

environment by, inter alia, recognising “the wider benefits from the natural capital and 

ecosystem services – including the economic and other benefits of the best and 

most versatile agricultural land”.  

 

2.2 The best and most versatile (BMV) agricultural land is defined in Annex 2 of the NPPF as 

land which is of Grade 1, 2 and Subgrade 3a of the Agricultural Land Classification. 

 

2.3 Paragraph 175 of the NPPF discusses plan making. It requires plans to, inter alia, allocate 

land with the least environmental or amenity value, where consistent with other policies in 

the Framework. Footnote 58 of the NPPF identifies that “where significant development 

of agricultural land is demonstrated to be necessary, areas of poorer quality land 

should be preferred to those of a higher quality”.  

 

2.4 There is no definition of what constitutes as “significant” development. However, the “Guide 

to assessing development proposals on agricultural land” (Natural England, February, 

2021) advises local planning authorities to “take account of smaller losses (under 20ha) 

if they’re significant when making your decision”, suggesting that 20ha is a suitable 

threshold for defining “significant” in many cases.  

 

 Local Plan  

2.5 Eastleigh Borough Council Local Plan (2016-2036) strategic policy S5 "New development 

in the countryside" notes at part 2 that in permitting new development the Council will seek 

to: 

"d) safeguard the best and most versatile agricultural land unless the benefit of the 

development clearly outweighs the loss; and 

e) protect soils during construction wherever possible in line with the Defra Code 

of Practice for the sustainable use of soils on construction sites." 

 

 Guidance  

2.6 Natural England’s “Guide to Assessing Development Proposals on Agricultural Land” 

(February 2021) describes the ALC process and sets out guidance on managing soils. It 

advises on the consultation process where more than 20ha of BMV land is involved.  
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2.7 The Institute of Environmental Management and Assessment (IEMA) produced a Guide "A 

New Perspective on Land and Soil in Environmental Impact Assessment" in February 

2022.  Whilst that refers to EA development, it identified in table 3 (page 49) the magnitude 

of impacts on soil resources.  The permanent irreversible loss of under 5ha is defined in 

table 3 as a “minor magnitude of impact”.  
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3 AGRICULTURAL LAND QUALITY OF THE SITE 

 

 The ALC System  

3.1 The Agricultural Land Classification (ALC) system provides a framework for classifying land 

according to the extent to which its physical or chemical characteristics impose long term 

limitations on the agricultural use of the site.  The ALC system divides agricultural land into 

five grades. Grade 1 of the ALC is described as being of excellent quality and Grade 5, at 

the other end of the scale, is described as being of very poor quality.  The current guidelines 

and criteria for ALC were published by the Ministry of Agriculture, Fisheries and Food 

(MAFF) in 1988. 

 

3.2 The ALC system is further described in Natural England’s Technical Information Note 

TIN049 which can be found reproduced in Appendix KCC1.  

 

 Detailed ALC Survey Results  

3.3 KCC Ltd carried out a detailed ALC survey of the site in November 2015.  Five auger point 

inspection sites were examined on a regular 100m grid, using a spade and soil auger to a 

maximum depth of 120cm where possible.  

 

3.4 One soil pit was dug to measure stoniness and to better describe the soil profiles.  

 

3.5 A detailed ALC report is set out in Appendix KCC2.  

 

3.6 The results of the survey can be seen in the table below.  

 Table 1.  ALC Results  

ALC Grade Description Area (ha) Proportion (%) 

Grade 2 Very Good 0.9 32 

Subgrade 3a Good 1.9 68 

Total - 2.8 100 

 

3.7 The distribution of the grading can be seen on the ALC plan which can be found at the back 

of this report, referenced Plan KCC3 (KCC2132/03). 
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4 POLICY ASSESSMENT 

 

4.1 The NPPF (2021) identifies that land of Grades 1, 2 and 3a as the best and most versatile 

agricultural land and requires, that the economic and other benefits of BMV land be 

recognised. 

 

4.2 In the context of plan making, the NPPF sets out that where significant development of such 

land is demonstrated to be necessary, poorer quality land is to be used in preference.  

 

4.3 Eastleigh Borough Council seek to safeguard BMV land unless the benefits outweigh the 

loss, and to protect the soils. 

 

 Land Quality in the Area Generally and Whether Poorer Quality Land is Available  

4.4 The significance of the development involving agricultural land needs to be considered in 

context.  Across England it is estimated that 42% of farmland is of Grade 1, 2 and 3a quality 

(see TIN049, Appendix KCC1).  

 

4.5 The MAFF statistics from the “provisional” ALC in the 1970s provide provisional grading for 

11,433,000ha. 42% of that land would be 4.8 million hectares.  

 

4.6 The Utilised Agricultural Area (UAA) of England, which is less than the total amount of 

agricultural land, was 8.9 million hectares in 2022 (Agricultural Land Use in England at 1 

June 2022, DEFRA, 29 September 2022).  This suggests that 3.7 million hectares of BMV 

land is in active agricultural use.  

 

4.7 Statistically about 40% of Grade 3 land falls within Subgrade 3a.  However, in parts of the 

country the proportion of Subgrade 3a is expected to be much higher.  

 

4.8 Therefore, it is not considered that BMV quality land is a rare resource.  

 

4.9 On the published “provisional” ALC maps from the 1970s the land is shown as 

undifferentiated Grade 3, as can be seen on the map below.  
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 Insert 2. Provisional ALC Map  

 

 

 

4.10 There are limitations with the “provisional” maps, which are described in TIN049 (Appendix 

KCC1). In 2017 Natural England produced predictive likelihood of best and most versatile 

maps.  These estimate the proportion of land within an area that is of BMV quality.  There 

are three categories which are low (<20% area BMV), moderate (20-60% area BMV), and 

high (>60% area BMV).  For this area the map shows part of the site as being low likelihood 

of BMV land.  It will be noted that parts of the site and land around the site are listed as 

‘urban’.    

 Insert 3. Predictive BMV Map  

  

 

4.11  There is no detailed ALC data for this site.  The closest Agricultural Land Classification 

survey data available is for a site to the north and the south west of the site.  Results 

concluded that the sites were a mixture of Grade 2, Subgrade 3a and 3b land.  

 

The Site 

The Site 
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4.12 Based on this, it can be concluded, in terms of land quality in the local area, that the Site is 

shown as some of the lowest quality available.  Field survey has however identified the Site 

as BMV. 

 

 Economic Benefits 

4.13 There is no research that we are aware of that seeks to analyse the productive economic 

advantages of BMV to non-BMV land.  Grade 2 land is described in the ALC as capable of 

growing moderate to high yields of a narrow range of crops, or a moderate yield from a 

wider range of crops.  Subgrade 3a is described as producing a moderate yield of a narrow 

range of crops, principally cereals or grass, of lower yields or a wider range of crops.  

 

4.14 In the absence of any empirical data, any economic assessment is inevitably crude.  Taking 

standard budgeting textbooks, such as the John Nix Pocketbook for Farm Management 

(extracts which have been reproduced in Appendix KCC3) it is possible to show the 

difference between moderate and high yields, as an illustration between crops.  

 

4.15 Taking that crude measure and applying it to winter wheat and oilseed rape, the differences 

are shown below.  

 Table 2. Assessment of Economics of Farmed Land  

Item Winter Wheat Oilseed Rape 

Average High Average High 

Yield (t/ha) 8.6t/ha 10.0t/ha 3.5t/ha 4.0t/ha 

Output (£) £2,108/ha £2,423/ha £1,803/ha £2,060/ha 

Gross Margin (£) £1,200/ha £1,515/ha £1,066/ha £1,363/ha 

Uplift (£) - £315/ha - £257/ha 

 John Nix Pocketbook for Farm Management, September 2022  

 

4.16  The site is grassland. However, if it was to be cropped the economic benefit of BMV and to 

non-BMV land would be less than £1,300 (£1,028 - £1,260 on 2022 budgets).  Hence the 

economic benefits on a land parcel of this size, are fairly limited.  The yield benefits over a 

similar area of non-BMV land would equate to 2.0 tonnes of oilseed rape or 5.6 tonnes of 

winter wheat.  This is a modest production benefit, in the context of UK cereal production 

in 2022 of £24 million ha (Cereal and oilseed production in the UK 2022, Defra 21/12/22). 

 

4.17 In practical terms the field is not suitable for arable use.  It is too small and is unlikely to be 

economic to farm as cereals or break crops. 
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4.18 The Proposed Development will not have a significant adverse impact on a full-time farm 

business, nor will it result in any other agricultural land being impacted or becoming 

unfarmable as a result of severance.  Other farmland can continue to be managed as it is 

now.  

 

 Whether this is “Significant” Development 

4.19 This proposal should not be considered to be “significant development of agricultural 

land" in the context of the NPPF.  

 

4.20 Paragraphs 174 and 175 of the NPPF consider whether poorer quality land is available with 

the trigger for an assessment being that the proposal involved “significant development 

of agricultural land”.  “Significant development” is not defined in the NPPF.  One 

threshold for determination of what is significant is the threshold for consultation with 

Natural England, which is set at the loss of 20 ha or more of BMV land (as can be seen in 

the TIN049 in Appendix KCC1).  This has been the threshold for consultation with MAFF 

since 1987.  

 

4.21 At just 2.8 ha, the quantum of BMV is less than 15% of the threshold for consultation with 

Natural England.  Therefore, this quantum is not “significant development”.  

 

4.22 The “Guide to assessing development proposals on agricultural land” (Natural England, 5th 

February 2021) (Appendix KCC4) does not define a threshold but does provide some 

guidance.  This adds to our view that 20 ha is a reasonable threshold for definition what is 

significant development: 

• Paragraph 6 states “you should take account of smaller losses (under 20 ha if 

they are significant when making you decision”, which suggests that losses of 

under 20ha would not be significant unless there are particular local circumstances. 

What those particular local circumstances are, is not defined, but it would be 

reasonable to consider that the loss of 20ha may be significant in an area where BMV 

land is rare, for example.  

• Paragraph 7.1 states that you can use Natural England’s chargeable discretionary 

advice system “if your proposal is large, for example 20ha or more, and requires 

more detailed advice”. The definition of large as being more than 20ha suggests that 

a site under 20ha is considered small, and hence, not significant.  

 

Conclusion  

4.23 The site was surveyed in November 2015.  This identified that the site was a mixture of 

Grade 2 and Subgrade 3a.  
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4.24 The 2.8 ha site is all of BMV quality and is therefore <15% of the threshold for consultation 

with Natural England.  Therefore, the quantum of BMV is not considered significant and 

only limited weight should be given to the loss of such a small area.  

 

4.25 The 1:250,000 scale provisional ALC gives an indication that there are no obvious areas of 

poorer quality available, but at this scale is of limited use.  

 

4.26 When considering the economic benefits of the agricultural land, it is estimated that the 

economic benefits of the site are less that £1,300 per annum. This is fairly limited.  
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5 SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS 

 

5.1 The proposed site extends to 2.8 ha.  

 

5.2 The land has been classified as comprising of a mix of Grade 2 and 3a. 

 

5.3 The NPPF requires the economic benefits and other benefits of BMV to be considered.  

The economic benefits of the site are approximately £1,300 per annum.  

 

5.4 With regards to the NPPF, this is not considered “significant” development of agricultural 

land. Accordingly, poorer quality land does not need to be considered in preference.  

 

5.5 The site is shown on published maps as some of the lowest quality available.  Survey has 

shown it to be of BMV quality, but its farmability and economic benefits are limited. 

 

5.6 Agricultural land quality of this small site should not be a bar to non-agricultural 

development. 
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THE SOILS AND AGRICULTURAL LAND CLASSIFICATION OF LAND AT 
BROADOAK, NEAR SOUTHAMPTON 
 
1. This report sets out the findings of an agricultural land classification of 

approximately 4 hectares of agricultural land at Broadoak on the south 
eastern edge of Botley, near Southampton.  

 
2. The site, comprising a single field in permanent grassland is situated on 

the western edge of Corbett’s Way and immediately south of the A334. 
Part of the field has been used as an allotment in the recent past. 

 
3. The ground was surveyed in November 2015 and has been graded 

according to the current Defra guidelines and criteria (MAFF 1988).  5 
sites were examined over the land (Figure 1).  

 
Factors affecting ALC grade at Botley 

4. Climate affects the grading of land through the assessment of an overall 
climatic limitation and also through the interaction with soils. 

 
5. The key climatic variables for this site are provided by the Met Office 

(1989), interpolated from the published 5km grid climatic datasets.  The 
figures for this site are for a point in the centre of the survey area and 
are given in the table below: 
Table 1: Climate and altitude data 

 
Grid reference 
Altitude 
Average annual rainfall 
Accumulated temperature 
>0oC (Jan-June) 
Moisture deficit, wheat 
Moisture deficit potatoes 
Field capacity period 

 
SU 5040 1300  
15m AOD 
815mm 
1537 degree days 
 
111mm 
106mm 
168 days 
 

 

6. Annual rainfall amounts are moderate, at around 830mm, and 
temperatures are equable reflecting a typical climate in this part of 
southern England. Plant water demand is moderate and the field 
capacity period, that period when soils are potentially wet, of about 170 
days is high enough to restrict cultivation to the autumn period in all but 
the driest soils.  The combination of rainfall and temperature  at this  site 
imposes no direct climatic limitation upon land quality. 

 

7. Soil droughtiness is the principal limitation to land quality over this 
 ground. Most soils hold insufficient available water to fully sustain plant 
 growth. 
 
8. Soil wetness is also slightly limiting over a small part of the site where 
 profiles show evidence of seasonal wetness by way of some rusty 
 mottles above a dense subsoil layer. 
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Relief and drainage 
9. The field slopes gently to the north and east over gradients of less than 

2o. Gradient is not limiting on this ground. Drainage is to the 
 watercourses to the north and south of the site. 

 
Geology and soils 

10. Geological information from the BGS web site (ww.bgs.ac.uk) 
discovering geology/geology of Britain) shows the ground to be underlain 
by rocks of the Earnely Sand formation which comprises glauconitic silts 
and sands. These rocks have only been identified in the south west 
corner of the field; elsewhere drift covers the ground.  Much of the site 
has a cover of flinty gravel within a light loamy matrix, but in the south 
west corner the loamy material sits over stiff flinty clay. 

  
11. The small scale soil map indicates soils of the Wickham 4 association, 

comprising slowly permeable medium loamy and silty over clayey soils 
together with seasonally wet clayey profiles.   This soil investigation 
recognises a varied soil cover on this small site with well drained variably 
stony light loamy soils over the bulk of the ground.  In the south west 
corner a small area of light textured soils on weathered fine sandstone 
occurs and an area of seasonally wet loamy over clayey soils is 
recognised in the south east corner of the field. 

.  
  Agricultural Land Classification 
12. The provisional 1:250,000 scale agricultural land classification map 

(MAFF 1979) shows all the land on this site as Grade 3, but with small 
patches of grade 2 land nearby. The map is provisional and was 
designed to be used for areas larger than about 80 hectares in extent 
and boundaries on this plan do not necessarily reflect the detailed 
situation. Since the map was constructed there have been changes to 
the classification. The effects of the interaction between climate and soils 
are now more clearly stated, which puts the land quality more clearly into 
the local context. 

 
13. Post 1988 land quality surveys on land around Botley (Figure 1) shows 

mainly sub-Grade 3a land to the north of the A334 with small areas of 
Grade 2 land and some areas of moderate quality land (sub-Grade 3b). 
Immediately south of the site investigated, sub-Grade 3b and 3a quality 
 land is mapped on a number of small sites adjoining Hedge End. The 
 current survey site is shown in purple. 
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 FIGURE 1 – LAND QUALITY OF SITES AROUND BOTLEY (Magic 
 Ref:) 

     
 
14. The current survey recognises Grade 2 and sub-Grade 3a land over 

 the 4 hectare site. 
 
15. Grade 2 land accounts for approximately   hectares and occurs as two 

patches in the field.  In the west soils are deep and freely drained loams 
becoming fine sandy below the immediate subsoil in the weathered 
bedrock. The slightly stony, coarser, topsoil and immediate subsoil is 
developed in a thin cover of river terrace drift, which contains some flints 
which  contrasts with the stoneless fine sandy material beneath. 
Structures are weak throughout and the soils lack sufficient water to fully 
support crop growth and yields may be slightly lower in most years 
because a lack of available water.  In the south east, soils have loamy 
over clayey profiles in mixed loamy and clayey drift, and profiles are 
slightly wet. The soils are also stony, enough to reduce available water 
and like the area described above, is slightly droughty. 

  
16. sub-Grade 3a land covers approximately  hectares with the bulk of the 

 area having very flinty soils in drift that are moderately droughty.  These 
soils are freely drained and weakly structured and rooting is not impaired 
by any dense layers within the profiles. The amount of flint is, however, 
sufficient to reduce land quality to the “good” category.  A small area of 
ground on the southern boundary is wet and has medium loamy over 
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clayey profiles with a slowly permeable horizon within 60cm of the 
ground surface.  This places the soils in Wetness Class III. Soil material 
above this layer is prominently marked with ochreous and greyish 
mottles. 

 
 THE WIDER PICTURE 
17. This site falls within a broad area of mixed parent materials either derived 

from the Bracklesham Beds Group, comprising sands, silts and clays or 
from remnants of a, once, wider spread of river terrace materials sitting 
over the bedrock. This changeable distribution gives a varied pattern of 
land quality which is illustrated by the post-1988 land quality surveys 
completed in the local area.In much of the area between the chalk 
outcrop to the north and the coast a variable pattern of land quality is 
likely to occur over variable parent materials.  
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No Depth 
(cm) 

Colour Mottles Texture Stones 
(%) 

AP-
MD 
Wh       
Po 

Wetness 
Class 

Limit ALC 

1 0-18 
18-30 
30-60 
60-120 

10YR 
3/3 
10YR 
4/3 
2.5Y 4/4 
10YR 
5/1 

 MSL 
MSL 
LFS 
LFS 

4 
2 

59         
3 

I DR 
 

2 

2 0-18 
18-35 
35-75 
STOP 

10YR 
3/3 
10YR 
4/3 
10YR 
4/3 

 MSL 
MSL 
MSL 

10 
15 
15 

           
-11 

I DR 
 

3a 

3 0-17 
17-33 
33-68 
STOP 

10YR 
3/3 
10YR 
4/3 
10YR 
4/3 

 MSL 
MSL 
MSL 

10 
15 
15 

           
-11 

I DR 
 

3a 

4 0-18 
18-40 
40-62 
STOP 

10YR 
3/3 
10YR 
3/3 
10YR 
5/3 
 

 
 
SM 

MSL 
MSL 
C+SCL 

10 
10 
15 

            
-2 

II DR 
 

2 

5 0-16 
16-33 
33-46 
46-58 
STOP 

10YR 
3/2 
10YR 
3/3 
10YR 
5/3 
10YR 
5/4 

 
SM 
SM 
SM 

MCL 
MCL 
C 
C 

10 
15 
5 
10 

 III WT 3a 

 
KEY 
 
Texture                                                          Limitation 
LFS – loamy fine sand                                   DR - droughtiness 
MSL – medium sandy loam                           WT – soil wetness 
MCL – medium clay loam 
SCL –  sandy clay loam 
C   -   clay 
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No Depth 

(cm) 
Colour Mottles Texture Stones 

(%) 
AP-MD 
Wh       Po 

Wetness 
Class 

Limit ALC 

1 0-18 
18-30 
30-60 
60-120 

10YR 3/3 
10YR 4/3 
2.5Y 4/4 
10YR 5/1 

 MSL 
MSL 
LFS 
LFS 

4 
2 

59         3 I DR 
 

2 

2 0-18 
18-35 
35-75 
STOP 

10YR 3/3 
10YR 4/3 
10YR 4/3 

 MSL 
MSL 
MSL 

10 
15 
15 

           -11 I DR 
 

3a 

3 0-17 
17-33 
33-68 
STOP 

10YR 3/3 
10YR 4/3 
10YR 4/3 

 MSL 
MSL 
MSL 

10 
15 
15 

           -11 I DR 
 

3a 

4 0-18 
18-40 
40-62 
STOP 

10YR 3/3 
10YR 3/3 
10YR 5/3 
 

 
 
SM 

MSL 
MSL 
C+SCL 

10 
10 
15 

            -2 II DR 
 

2 

5 0-16 
16-33 
33-46 
46-58 
STOP 

10YR 3/2 
10YR 3/3 
10YR 5/3 
10YR 5/4 

 
SM 
SM 
SM 

MCL 
MCL 
C 
C 

10 
15 
5 

10 

 III WT 3a 

 
KEY 
 
Texture                                                          Limitation 
LFS – loamy fine sand                                   DR - droughtiness 
MSL – medium sandy loam                           WT – soil wetness 
MCL – medium clay loam 
SCL –  sandy clay loam 
C   -   clay 
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Appendix KCC4  

Guide to Assessing Development 

Proposals on Agricultural Land 

(Natural England, 2021)  
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Plan KCC2132/01 

Auger Point Plan  
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KEY    PLAN KCC1 

    TITLE Auger Inspection Locations 

 Auger sample location   SITE Broad Oak, Botley 

 Red line indicates Site boundary  CLIENT Drew Smith Group  

    NUMBER KCC2132/01A 11/23tk 

    DATE November 2023 SCALE NTS 

   
KERNON COUNTRYSIDE CONSULTANTS LTD 

GREENACRES BARN, PURTON STOKE, SWINDON,  
WILTSHIRE SN5 4LL 

Tel 01793 771 333  Email: info@kernon.co.uk 

This plan is reproduced from the Ordnance Survey  
under copyright license 100015226 
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Plan KCC2132/03 

Agricultural Land Classification Plan  
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KEY  Ha % PLAN KCC3 

    TITLE Agricultural Land Classification 

 Grade 2 0.9 32 SITE Broad Oak, Botley 

 Grade 3a 1.9 68 CLIENT Drew Smith Group 

 Grade 3b   NUMBER KCC2132/03A 11/23tk 

 Grade 4   DATE November 2023 Scale NTS 

 Grade 5    
KERNON COUNTRYSIDE CONSULTANTS LTD 

GREENACRES BARN, PURTON STOKE, SWINDON,  
WILTSHIRE, SN5 4LL 

Tel 01793 771 333  Email: info@kernon.co.uk  

This plan is reproduced from the Ordnance Survey under copyright license 
100015226 

 

 Non-agricultural    

 Urban   

 Not surveyed    

mailto:info@kernon.co.uk


 

 

 


