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1 INTRODUCTION 

 

1.1 This report considers the agricultural land quality of a parcel of land extending to 57.6 ha 

south of Wokingham, Berkshire. 

 

1.2 The site comprises of 5 land parcels, which are shown edged in red on the aerial image 

below.  

Insert 1: The Site (boundary approx.) 

  

 

1.3 A detailed Agricultural Land Classification has been carried out over the site.  The site is 

recorded as a mixture of Grade 2, Subgrade 3a and Subgrade 3b.  

 

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 section4; 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 PLANING POLICY AND GUIDANCE  

 

 National Planning Policy Framework 

2.1  The National Planning Policy Framework (NPPF) (2023), paragraph 180 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 181 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 62 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.  The availability of agricultural land 

used for food production should be considered, alongside the other policies is this 

framework, when deciding what sites are most appropriate for development”. 

 

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 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 Wokingham Borough Local Development Framework (adopted January 2010) refers to best 

and most versatile land within Core Strategy 1 (CP1).  One of the criteria set out within CP1 

states that “planning permission will be granted for development proposal that avoid 

areas of best and most versatile land”.   

 

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

impacts on soil resources.  
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3 AGRICULTURAL LAND QUALITY AND 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 impost 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 ither 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 by AMET Property on the 21st June 2023. 58 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 Three soil pits were dug to measure the stoniness and to better describe the soil profiles. 

One sample was sent for laboratory analysis for the fractions of sand, silt and clay.  

 

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

 

3.5 The Agricultural Land Classification found that the site was limited in places by both 

wetness and droughtiness, limiting land to Grade 2, Subgrade 3a and Subgrade 3b.  

 

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

 Table 1. KCC1 ALC Results 

ALC Grade Description Area (ha) Proportion 

Grade 2 Very Good 13.9 24 

Subgrade 3a Good 36.0 62 

Subgrade 3b Moderate 6.1 11 

Non-agricultural - 1.6 3 

Total - 57.6 100 

 

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

can be found at the back of the report within Appendix KCC2. 
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 Insert 2. Extract of the ALC Plan 

 

 

 

3.8 As a result, it is concluded that the site is Grade 2, Subgrade 3a and Subgrade 3b, thus 

being mostly BMV quality.  
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4 POLICY ASSESSMENT 

 

4.1 The NPPF (2023) identifies land of Grades 1, 2 and 3a as the best and most versatile.  

Paragraph 180 requires the economic and other benefits of BMV land to be recognised.  In 

plan making terms, therefore directed at local planning authorities, if significant 

development is involved then poorer quality land should be preferred, and food production 

should be considered. 

 

 Economic and Other Benefits 

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

economic advantages of BMV to non-BMV land.  

 

4.3 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.  

 

4.4 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 (£) £1,813/ha £2,086/ha £1,523/ha £1,740/ha 

Gross Margin (£) £1,116/ha £1,389/ha £944/ha £1.161/ha 

Uplift (£) - £273/ha - £217/ha 

 John Nix Pocketbook for Farm Management, September 2023  

 

4.5 The site is arable.  Therefore, the economic benefits of the 49.9 ha of BMV land to non-

BMV land would be under £14,000 (£10,830 - £13,620 on 2024 budgets).  Hence the 

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

 

4.6 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 affected or becoming 

unfarmable due to the severance of land. Other land can continue to be managed as it is 

now.  

 

4.7 In terms of production, the difference between BMV and non-BMV land, if the crude 

assessment was accurate, would be 1.4 t/ha, or 70t for the BMV in the site.  That is 
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insignificant when compared to UK production.  In 2022 the UK produced over 24 million 

tonnes of cereals, of which 15.5 million tonnes was wheat. 

 

 Whether this is “Significant” Development 

4.8 Paragraph 180 of the NPPF, and the related footnote 62, refer to plan making.  To that end, 

therefore, they are directed at local authorities rather than applicants.   

 

4.9 This proposal would be considered “significant development” of agricultural land in the 

context of the NPPF.  Paragraphs 180 and 181 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 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.  

 

4.10 In plan making terms the loss of above 20 ha of agricultural land triggers Footnote 62 of the 

NPPF which states, “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”.   

 

4.11 The assessment of land in the area has been undertaken in this report which has taken into 

account predictive and provisional maps and Agricultural Land Classification Surveys within 

the area, none of which have identified poorer quality land that is available.  

 

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

4.12 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).  

 

4.13 The MAFF statistics from the “provisional” ALC from the 1970’s, graded 11,433,000ha. 42% 

of that land would be 4.8 million hectares.  

 

4.14 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 on 1 

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

land is in active agricultural use.  

 

4.15 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.  
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4.16 Therefore, it is not considered that BMV quality land is a rare resource.  

 

4.17 On the published “provisional” ALC maps from the 1970’s the land is shown as Grade 3 

land, as can be seen on the map below. 

 Insert 3. Provisional ALC Map 

 

 

 

4.18 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 high (>60% 

area BMV).  For this area the map shows the site as moderate likelihood of BMV land.  

 

4.19 The predictive BMV likelihood maps predict that most of the land in the general area is in 

the 20-60% BMV category, although land at the south of the site is predicted to be >60% 

BMV.  There is an area south of Wokingham predicted to be <20% area BMV. 

 Insert 4. Predictive BMV Map  

  

The site 
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4.20 There is ALC data near the site.  The closest Agricultural Land Classification available is 

for a site to the north of the site, which comprise of Grade 2, Subgrade 3a and Subgrade 

3b.  The three surveyed sites can be seen highlighted below.  

 Insert 5. Surveyed sites close to the Proposed Development Site.  

 

 

 

4.21 Based on this, it can be concluded, in terms of land quality in the local area: 

(i) surrounding the site the land is predicted to be a similar likelihood of being of BMV 

quality; 

(ii) land to the south is predicted to be a higher proportion of BMV; 

(iii) Most of the land in the area is expected to be a similar or higher proportion of BMV. 

 

Conclusion 

4.22 The site was surveyed in June 2023. This identified that the site was Grade 2, Subgrade 

3a and Subgrade 3b.  

 

4.23 The economic and other benefits of BMV land have been considered.  

 

4.24 The site extends to 57.6 ha, the majority of which is BMV agricultural land.  Whilst in plan-

making terms this Site qualifies as significant development due to being over the 20 ha 

threshold for the consultation with Natural England, there are no other obvious areas of 

poorer quality land available in the locality.  

 

4.25 This site is made up of five land parcels.  There will be no significant adverse effects or 

severance on any active farming business.  The Proposed Development on these parcels 

will not cause any severance of agricultural land.  Therefore, the proposal would not cause 

any implications for any other remaining farmland.  
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4.26 The agricultural considerations need to be balanced against other considerations.  The 

proposed development will result in a significant number of benefits that will flow from its 

delivery, and together these have a significant cumulative benefit for Berkshire and the 

wider District.  In accordance with the NPPF and Development Plan, these benefits should 

be weighed against the harm created by the Proposed Development, including loss of BMV 

agricultural land.     
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5 SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS  

 

5.1 The proposed site extends to 57.6 ha. 

 

5.2 The land has been classified as comprising 13.9 ha (24%) Grade 2, 36 ha (62.5%) 

Subgrade 3a, 6.1 ha (10.5%) Subgrade 3b and 1.6 ha (3%) non-agricultural.  Therefore the 

majority is BMV quality land. 

 

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

The economic benefits of the site are limited, at under £15,800 per annum.  The food 

production implications are very limited.  

 

5.4 With regards to the NPPF, where in plan making terms “Significant Development” of 

agricultural land is necessary, poorer quality land in the area should be considered in 

preference.  Other sites within the area that have been graded were also Grade 2, 

Subgrade 3a and Subgrade 3b.  

 

5.5 No other significant areas of poorer quality are likely to be available in the developable 

areas around the town.   
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 19 KCC3492 ALC&C Dec 23 
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1. EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

 
1.1 This report assesses the Agricultural Land Classification (ALC) grading of 57.6 

hectares of land to the south of Wokingham. 

 

1.2 The limiting factor found to be soil wetness, a combination of the climatic 

regime, soil water regime and texture of the top 25cm of the soil on the majority 

of the site and droughtiness on a small area to the south of the site. 

 

1.3 The land is graded as follows: 

 

Grade 2:  13.9 Ha 

Grade 3a:  36 Ha 

Grade 3b:  6.1 Ha 

Non-agricultural: 1.6 Ha 
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2. INTRODUCTION 
 

2.1 Amet Property Ltd have been instructed by Kernon Countryside Consultants to 

produce an Agricultural Land Classification (ALC) report on a 57.6-hectare site 

on land South of Wokingham.   

 

2.2 The report’s author is James Fulton BSc (Hons) MRICS FAAV who has worked as 

a chartered surveyor, agricultural valuer, and agricultural consultant since 2004, 

has a degree in agriculture which included modules on soils and over 10 years’ 

experience in advising farmers on soil structure and cultivation methods and in 

producing agricultural land classification reports.  Additional information on 

authors experience is found at appendix 1. 

 

2.3 The report is based on a site visit conducted by 2 assistant surveyors on the 21st 

June 2023 during which the conditions were dry and overcast.  The topsoil and 

upper regions of the upper subsoil were dry with the subsoil from around 60cm 

being moist. 

 

2.4 During the inspections 3 trial pits were dug to a depth of 120cm.  In addition to 

the trial pits an auger was used to take approximately one sample per hectare 

on the proposed development site to a depth of 120cm with smaller trial pits at 

some of these locations to confirm soil structure and colour where it was not 

clear from the auger samples. A plan of auger points and trial pit locations can 

be found at appendix 2. The trial pit locations were selected as they were 

representative of the soils found on site.  Where subsoils were inspected with a 

spade, descriptions of structure have been recorded based on the soil survey 

field handbook1; where an auger has been used the structure is described as 

good, moderate or poor based on figure 9,10 and 11 in the MAFF2 guidance.  

Colours are described using Munsell Colours3. 

 

2.5 The surveyed area extends to 57.6Ha bounded to the east by Old Wokingham 

Road and split by East Hampstead road.  There are various areas with 

hardstanding mobile homes and horse paraphernalia totalling approximately 

1.6ha across the site identified as non-agricultural. 

 

2.6 Further information has been obtained from the MAGIC website, the Soil Survey 

of England and Wales, the British Geological Survey, the Meteorological Office 

and 1:250,000 series Agricultural Land Classification maps. 

 

2.7 The collected information has been judged against the Ministry of Agriculture 

Fisheries and Food Agricultural Land Classification of England and Wales revised 

guidelines and criteria for grading the quality of agricultural land. 

 

2.8 The principal factors influencing agricultural production are climate, site and 

soil and the interaction between them MAFF (1988) & Natural England (2012)4.  

 
1 Hodgson, JM (1997) Soil Survey Field Handbook 
2 MAFF (1988) - Agricultural Land Classification of England and Wales. Revised guidelines and criteria for grading the 

quality of agricultural land. MAFF Publications 
3 Munsell Color (2009) Munsell Soil Color Charts 
4 MAFF (1988) - Agricultural Land Classification of England and Wales. Revised guidelines and criteria for grading the 

quality of agricultural land. MAFF Publications 
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2.9 The report is prepared and formatted considering the latest BSSS guidance5. 
 

3. PUBLISHED INFORMATION 

 
3.1 The British Geological Survey 1:50,000 scale map shows the bedrock geology of 

the land to the north of the road to be London Clay Formation – Clay, silt and 

sand either with no superficial deposits recorded or variously with superficial 

deposits recorded as River Terrace Deposts 6 – sand and gravel or Head – Clay, 

silt, sand and gravel.  The bedrock geology of the land to the south of the road 

is recorded as Bagshot formation – sand with no superficial deposits recorded. 

 

3.2 The soils to the north of the land north of the road are identified as being 

Wickham 3 Association - Slowly permeable seasonally waterlogged fine loamy 

over clayey and coarse loamy over clayey soils and similar more permeable 

soils with slight waterlogging. The soils to the south of the land north of the road 

are identified as being Wickham 4 Association - Slowly permeable seasonally 

waterlogged fine loamy over clayey and silty over clayey soils associated with 

similar clayey soils often with brown subsoils. The land south of the road is 

identified as Fyfield 4 Association – deep well drained often stoneless coarse 

loamy and sandy soils. 

 

 

1.1 The 1:250,000 series Agricultural Land Classification maps show the land to be 

Grade 3 with the very southern part of the site just shown as Grade 4.  These 

plans are of strictly limited value, using an out-of-date methodology at a very 

small scale (low detail) level of survey.  Further information on the limits of their 

use can be found in TIN049.  

 
Natural England (2012) -  Technical Information Note 049 - Agricultural Land Classification: protecting the best and most 

versatile agricultural land, Second Edition 
5 BSSS (2022) Working with Soil Guidance Note on Assessing Agricultural Land Classification Surveys in 

England and Wales 
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2. CLIMATE 
 

2.1 Climate has a major, and in places overriding, influence on land quality 

affecting both the range of potential agricultural uses and the cost and level of 

production. 

 

2.2 There is published agro-climatic data for England and Wales provided by the 

Meteorological Office, such data for the subject site is listed in the table below. 

 

 

Agro-Climatic Data – Full details can be found at appendix 3 

Grid Reference 483354 167197 

Altitude (ALT) 62 

Average Annual Rainfall (AAR) 666 

Accumulated Temperature - Jan to June (ATO) 1451 

Duration of Field Capacity (FCD) 139 

Moisture Deficit Wheat 112 

Moisture Deficit Potatoes 107 

 

2.3 The main parameters used in assessing the climatic limitation are average 

annual rainfall (AAR), as a measure of overall wetness; and accumulated 

temperature (ATO), as a measure of the relative warmth of a locality. 

 

2.4 The AAR and ATO provide no climatic limitation to grade. 

 

2.5 The majority of the site is shown to be in flood zone 1 – areas with a less than 1 

in 1000 annual chance of flooding with small areas adjacent to the 

watercourses shown to be Flood Zone 3 – areas with greater than 1 in 100 

annual chance of flooding.  There was no evidence of flooding seen during the 

site visit and it is considered that will not result in a limitation to land grade. 
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3. STONINESS 

 
3.1 Almost all of the sample points are recorded as being slightly to moderately 

stoney but the majority of the stones found are smaller than 2cm and so do not 

cause a direct limit to land grade but do have an impact on the droughtiness 

limitation. 

 

4. GRADIENT AND MICRORELIEF 

 
6.1 The site is flat to gently sloping.  Gradient and microrelief do not cause a limit to 

land grade. 

 

5. SOILS 

 
5.1 The soils found on site largely follow the expectations set by the national soils 

map.  Full information on the sample points along with trial pit descriptions and 

photographs and lab test results can be found at appendix 4. 

 

5.2 All the soils to the north are a medium clay loam or sandy clay loam topsoil over 

a gleyed upper subsoil and slowly permeable lower subsoil.  In places there is 

only one subsoil which is the slowly permeable clay occurring from a shallower 

depth. 

 

5.3 To the south of the site there is a little more variability with medium sandy loam 

topsoil in places and some loamy medium sand and medium sand subsoils in 

the southwest corner.  
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INTERACTIVE FACTORS 

 

6. WETNESS 

 
6.1 An assessment of the wetness class of each sample point was made based on 

the flow chart at Figure 6 in the MAFF guidance. The wetness class and topsoil 

texture were then assessed against Table 6 of the MAFF guidance to determine 

the ALC grade according to wetness. The wetness assessment can be found at 

appendix 4. 

 

6.2 Where there is a gleyed horizon at less than 40cm but no slowly permeable layer 

table 13 gives wetness class II. 

 

6.3 Where there is a gleyed horizon starting at between 40 and 70cm and a slowly 

permeable layer starting at between 47 and 80cm figure 8 gives wetness class 

II. 

 

6.4 Where there is a gleyed horizon starting at between 40 and 70cm and a slowly 

permeable layer starting at less than 47cmfigure 8 gives wetness class III. 

 

6.5 Where there is a gleyed horizon at less than 40cm and slowly permeable layer 

starting at between 37cm and 65cm figure 7 gives wetness class III 

 

6.6 Where there is a gleyed horizon at less than 40cm and slowly permeable layer 

at less than 37cm figure 7 gives wetness class IV 

 

6.7 Table 6 for 126-150FCD is then used to identify the grade limitation caused by 

wetness. 
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7. DROUGHTINESS 

 
7.1 Droughtiness limits are defined in terms of moisture balance for wheat and 

potatoes using the formula: 

 

MB (Wheat) = AP (Wheat) - MD (Wheat) 

 

and 

 

MB (Potatoes) = AP (Potatoes) - MD (Potatoes) 

 

Where: 

MB = Moisture Balance 

AP = Crop Adjusted available water capacity 

MD = Moisture deficit 

 

7.2 Moisture deficit for wheat and potatoes can be found in the agro-climatic data 

and are as follows: 

 

MD (Wheat) = 112 

MD (Potatoes) = 107 

 

7.3 Crop adjusted available water is calculated by reference to the total available 

water and easily available water which is calculated by reference to soil texture 

and structural condition and the stone content.   

 

7.4 The moisture balance was calculated for the trial pit locations and locations 

where droughtiness was considered to be a potential limiting factor.  This 

assessment can be found at appendix 4.  

 

7.5 Droughtiness is the most limiting factor here there is no slowly permeable layer 

providing a wetness limitation and is most severe where soils are shallow over 

rock leading to a grade 3a limitation.  There is a grade 2 droughtiness limitation 

across all of the site. 
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8. AGRICULTURAL LAND CLASSIFICATION 

 
 

8.1 The Agricultural Land Classification provides a framework for classifying land 

according to which its physical or chemical characteristics impose long-term 

limitations on agricultural use.  The limitations can operate in one or more of four 

principal ways: they may affect the range of crops that can be grown, the level 

of yield, the consistency of yield and the cost of obtaining it. 

 

8.2 The principle physical factors influencing agricultural production are climate, 

site and soil and the interactions between them which together form the basis 

for classifying land into one of 5 grades; grade 1 being of excellent quality and 

grade 5 being land of very poor quality.  Grade 3 land, which constitutes 

approximately half of all agricultural land in the United Kingdom is divided into 

2 subgrades – 3a and 3b.  A full definition of all of the grades can be found at 

appendix 5. 

 

8.3 This assessment sets out that the site is limited by both wetness and droughtiness. 

 

8.4 The breakdown of land by classification is: 

 

 

Grade 2:  13.9 Ha 

Grade 3a:  36 Ha 

Grade 3b:  6.1 Ha 

Non-agricultural: 1.6 Ha 

  

8.5  A plan of the land grading can be found at appendix 6. 
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 Appendix KCC3 

 Extracts from John Nix  

 Pocketbook for Farm Management 
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