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1 INTRODUCTION  

 

1.1 This report considers the agricultural land quality (as measured by the system of Agricultural 

Land Classification (ALC)) relating to an area of 7.27ha of land adjacent to junction 16 on 

the M4, Swindon, and considers the findings in the context of the relevant policy.   

 

1.2 The area of agricultural land is shown on the aerial image, outlined in red below.  

 Insert 1. Site Boundary (Approx.)  

 

 

1.3 5.3ha of the site were previously surveyed by ADAS on behalf of MAFF in 1994. This 

appraisal uses the information obtained in that survey alongside predictive mapping 

software to assess the land quality of the remainder of the site.  

 
1.4 This report:  

 (i) sets out the ALC system and the relevant planning policy in section 2; 

 (ii) identifies the site and the known and predicted land quality in section 3;  

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

 (iv) ending with conclusions in section 5.  
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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 THE SITE AND ITS KNOWN LAND QUALITY   

 

 The ALC System 

2.1 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. 

 

2.2 The ALC system is further described in Natural England’s Technical Note, which can be 

found reproduced in Appendix KCC1.  

  

 The Site 

2.3 The site extends to 7.27ha and comprises of three field parcels. To the north of the site is 

the M4, which separates the site from the town of Swindon. To the east is residential 

development and a railway.  To the south and west, beyond the road, is woodland and 

allotments. 

 Insert 2. Google Earth of the site.   

  

 

The Site 
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 Land Quality Information Available  

2.4  5.3ha of the site was surveyed by ADAS on behalf of MAFF in 1994. The survey covered a 

much larger site and was made up of 28 auger points and the survey found that the site to 

be of Subgrade 3b “moderate” quality. The results within the report state that the “extent 

of wetness and the heavy textured topsoil’s limit the versatility of the land to 

Subgrade 3b”.  The full ALC report and plans can be found in Appendix KCC2.  

 

2.5 The ALC plan is reproduced below, with the current site outlined in red. 

 Insert 3. ALC Results for the site, with site edged red 

 

 

2.6 It will be noted from the above ALC that land to the north and west of the site has also been 

graded as Subgrade 3b.  

 

2.7 Approximately 2ha of the site has not been surveyed.  

The Site 
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3 PLANNING POLICY OF RELEVANCE  

 

 National Planning Policy Framework  

3.1 The National Planning Policy Framework (NPPF) was most recently revised in July 2021 

and forms a starting point for the assessment.  

 

3.2 Paragraph 174 states that planning policies and decisions should contribute to and enhance 

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

natural capital and ecosystems services – including the economic and other benefits 

of the best and most versatile agricultural land”.  

 

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

that of Grades 1, 2 and 3a of the Agricultural Land Classification.  

 

3.4  Paragraph 175 deals with plan making. It requires plans to, inter alia, allocated 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”.  

 

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

to assessing development proposals on agricultural land” (Natural England, February 2023) 

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

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

threshold for defining “significant” in many cases.  

 

 Local Plan  

3.6 The Wiltshire Core Strategy (Adopted January 2015) refers to best and most versatile 

agricultural land within Core Policy 42 which is in place for Standalone renewable energy 

installations.  

 

3.7 The policy state that proposals would need to demonstrate how impacts on best and most 

versatile land have been assessed.  

  

 Guidance 

3.8 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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3.9 The Institute of Environmental Management and Assessment (IEMA) produced a Guide “A 

New Perspective on Land and Soil in Environmental Impact Assessments” in February 

2022. Whilst that refers to EA development, it identifies in table 3 (page 49) that 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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4 POLICY ASSESSMENT AND CONSIDERATIONS  

 

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

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

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

used in preference.  

 

4.2 Whilst with regards to standalone renewable energy installation Core Policy 42 of 

Wiltshire’s Core Strategy states that proposals will be supported if the proposal 

demonstrates how impacts on best and most versatile land have been assessed.  

 

 Land Quality of the Site  

4.3 A large proportion of the site has been previously surveyed by ADAS on behalf of MAFF. 

This found the site to be graded Subgrade 3b, being “moderate” quality agricultural land. A 

small area of the site has not been surveyed.  

 

4.4 Therefore we assess what the likely quality of the Unsurveyed area is. 

 

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

undifferentiated Grade 3. This can be seen on the map below.  

 Insert 4. Provisional ALC Map  

 

 

 

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

(Appendix KCC1). In 2017 Natural England produced predictive best and most versatile 

maps to try and overcome the limitations. These maps estimate the proportion of land within 

an area that is of BMV quality. There are three categories which are low (<20% area BMV), 

The Site 
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moderate (20-60% area BMV), and high (>60% area BMV). For this area the map shows 

the site as having a low likelihood of BMV land.  

 Insert 5. Predictive BMV Map 

  

 

4.7 There are survey results for sites within close proximity to the site. The available results, as 

published on www.magic.gov.uk, are reproduced below. This shows that land surveyed in 

the wider area to the north, east, and west of the site has also been graded as Subgrade 

3b “moderate" quality.  

 Insert 6. Available ALC results  

 
 

 

4.8 The survey results which have been yielded from the sites close by enable the conclusion 

that the remaining 1.6ha that has not been surveyed is highly likely to be of Subgrade 3b 

or poorer quality.  

 

4.9 Accordingly the site comprises an area of 7.27ha of poorer quality land.  It is not significant 

development (in the context of paragraph 175 of the NPPF, the plan making policy) and 

there is no particular protection to this lower quality land. 

 

The Site 

The site 

http://www.magic.gov.uk/
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5 SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS 

 

5.1 A large proportion of the site has previously been surveyed which found the land to be of 

Subgrade 3b “moderate” quality. Thus, not being BMV land. Further surveys that have 

taken place around the site have also found sites nearby to be of Subgrade 3b.  

 

5.2 Based on predictive mapping and provisional mapping it is considered the remaining 1.6ha 

of the site is likely to be Subgrade 3b. Therefore, not of BMV quality.  

 

5.3 There is considered to be no policy constraint to the non-agricultural development of this 

small area of non-BMV land. 
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