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1 INTRODUCTION 

 

1.1 This report considers the agricultural land quality of land extending to 10.3ha at Denham’s 

Corner, Horton Heath.  

 

1.2 The Site is outlined in red on the Google Earth image below.    

Insert 1. The Site (boundary approx.)  

  

 

1.3 A detailed Agricultural Land Classification was carried out in June 1995 by ADAS on 

behalf of MAFF. This survey found the Site to contain a mixture of Grade 2, Subgrade 3b, 

Grade 4 and non-agricultural land.   

 

1.4 This report:  

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

 (ii) describes the Site and the ALC survey findings in section 3; 

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

 (iv) ends with 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 PLANNING POLICY AND GUIDANCE  

 

 National Planning Policy Framework  

2.1 The National Planning Policy Framework (NPPF) (2024), paragraph 187 notes that 

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

environment by, inter alia, recognising “the wider benefits from 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 188 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 65 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 “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 20 

ha) 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 Within the Eastleigh Borough Local Plan (2016-2036) which was adopted in April 2022 

reference is made to the protection of best and most versatile agricultural land and soils in 

part 2 of the Strategic Policy S5 (New development in the countryside). The policy states 

the following: 

“In permitting new development in the countryside the Borough Council will seek 

to:  

a. avoid adverse impacts on the rural, woodland, riparian or coastal character, the 

intrinsic character of the landscape including the avoidance of adverse 

landscape impacts on areas adjoining national parks and their settings, the 

significance of heritage assets and on the biodiversity of the area;  

b. secure long-term beneficial management practices that will enhance the 

landscape and biodiversity of the countryside and coast;  
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c. avoid sterilisation of mineral resources, in accordance with the Hampshire 

Minerals and Waste Plan;  

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.  

 

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 this refers to EA development, it identifies in table 3 (page 49) the magnitude 

of the impacts on soil resources.  Losses of between 5 and 20ha are defined as moderate 

magnitude losses. 
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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 the 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 049 

which can be found reproduced in Appendix KCC1.  

 

 Detailed ALC Survey Results 

3.3 A detailed ALC survey was carried out in June 1995. 11 auger point inspection sites were 

examined.  

 

3.4 Two sample pits were dug to measure the stoniness and to better describe the soil 

profiles.  

 

3.5 A detailed ALC report in 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  2.9 28 

Subgrade 3b Moderate 6.8 66 

Grade 4  Poor 0.4 4 

Non-Agricultural - 0.2 2 

Total  - 10.3 100.0 

 

3.7 The distribution of grading can be seen on the extract of the ALC plan below. The full plan 

can be found at Appendix KCC2 within the ADAS ALC from 1995.  
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 Insert 2. Extract of the ALC Plan  
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4 POLICY ASSESSMENT  

 

4.1 The NPPF (2024) identifies land of Grades 1, 2 and 3a as the best and most versatile 

agricultural land and requires, in the context of plan making, that where significant 

development of such land is demonstrated to be necessary, poorer quality land is to be 

used in preference. 

 

 Economic Benefits  

4.2 The NPPF (2024) does not prevent the development of BMV land. It requires only that the 

economic and other benefits of BMV land be recognised.  

 

4.3 There is no research available that we are aware of that seeks to analyse the productive 

economic advantages of BMV to non-BMV land.  

 

4.4 In the absence of any empirical data, an 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.  

 

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

differences are shown below.   

Table 2. Assessment of Economic of Farmed Land 

 Item Winter Wheat Oilseed Rape 

Average High Average High 

Yield (t/ha) 8.3t/ha 9.5t/ha 3.5t/ha 4.0t/ha 

Output (£)  £1,765/ha £1,993/ha £1,488/ha £1,700/ha 

Gross Margin (£) £1,110/ha £1,338/ha £906/ha £1,118/ha 

Uplift (£)  - £228/ha - £212/ha 

 John Nix Pocketbook for Farm Management, September 2024 

 

4.6 Based on this, the economic benefits of the 2.9ha of BMV land to non-BMV land would be 

under £700 per annum (£615 - £661 based on 2025 budgets). Hence the economic 

benefits of a land parcel of this size are moderately limited.  

 

4.7 The Proposed Development will not have a significant adverse impact on a full-time farm 

business. It is not considered that it will impact farmland around the Site. Remaining land 

is considered to still be able to be managed effectively with an agricultural business.  
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4.8 In practice the BMV land is part of a larger field which also contains Subgrade 3b and 

Grade 4 land.  The ability to farm the Grade 2 is affected by the poorer quality land within 

the field and the BMV land cannot be exploited to its potential.   

 

 Whether this is “Significant” Development  

4.9 This proposal is not considered to be “significant” development of agricultural land in the 

context of the NPPF, were this relevant (it being a plan making policy).  

 

4.10 Footnote 65 to paragraph 188 of the NPPF considers whether poorer quality land is 

available.  This footnote is to paragraph 188, which is a plan making policy paragraph.  

Setting that aside, the trigger for an assessment of poorer quality land is that the proposal 

involves “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 20ha 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.  

 

4.11 At 2.9ha the quantum of BMV within the Site is less than 15% of the threshold for 

consultation with Natural England. Therefore, this quantum is not “significant 

development”.  

 

4.12 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 20ha is a reasonable threshold for defining what is 

significant development:  

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

they are significant when making your 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 consider that the loss of 20ha may be significant in an area where BMV 

land is rare, for example. That is not the case at this Site, where the predictive maps 

have a large proportion of the area as >60% BMV quality; and  

• 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.  
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4.13 This is not significant development of BMV land.  Therefore, the requirement to consider if 

poorer quality land is available, under footnote 65, is not triggered.  For completeness, 

however, we now turn to assess that. 

 

Land Quality in the Area Generally and Whether Poorer Quality Land is available.  

4.14 The significance of 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).  

 

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

agricultural land, was 8.7 million hectares in June 2024 (Agricultural Land Use in England 

on 1 June 2024, DEFRA, 26 September 2024). This suggests that about 3.7 million 

hectares of BMV land is in active agricultural use.  

 

4.16 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.  

 

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

 

4.18 On the published “provisional” ALC maps from the 1970’s the land is shown as a mixture 

of undifferentiated Grade 3 and Grade 4 land. This can be seen in the insert below.  

 Insert 2. Provisional ALC Maps  

  

 

4.19  There are limitations with the “provisional” maps, which are described in TIN049 

(Appendix KCC1). In 2017 Natural England produced predictive 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 
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high (>60% area BMV). For this area the map shows the Site as moderate likelihood of 

BMV land. 

 

4.20 The predictive BMV likelihood maps predict that the land is of low (<20% likelihood of 

BMV) to moderate (20-60% likelihood of BMV). This can be seen indicated on the 

likelihood of BMV maps below.  

 Insert 3. BMV Likelihood maps  

  

 

4.21 Based on the maps it is noted that land around the proposed site, especially to the 

southwest of the Site is predicted to be of high likelihood of BMV (>60% likelihood of 

BMV) and provisional mapping indicating the possibility of Grade 1 and Grade 2 quality 

land south of the Site.  

 

4.22 Therefore, the Site is likely to be some of the poorest quality land within the area.  
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5 SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION   

 

5.1 The Proposed Development Site extends to 10.3 ha. 

 

5.2 The land has been classified as comprising 2.9ha (28%) of Grade 2, 6.8ha (66%) of 

Subgrade 3b, 0.4ha (4%) of Grade 4, and 0.2ha (2%) of non-agricultural land. Therefore, 

this Site contains only 2.9ha of the best and most versatile agricultural land.  

 

5.3 The NPPF requires that economic and other benefits of BMV land be considered.  The 

economic benefits of the Site are modest at under £800 per annum.  

 

5.4 In terms of the NPPF, this is not significant development of agricultural land. Accordingly, 

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

 

5.5 Accordingly based on the small amount of BMV quality land that has been found it is 

concluded that only limited weight should be given to the loss of this small area of BMV 

agricultural land.  
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ADAS Agricultural Land Classification  

Report (June, 1995) 
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 Management (55th Ed) Extracts 
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