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AGRICULTURAL LAND CLASSIFICATION & FARMING


Introduction

4.1 This chapter provides an assessment of the agricultural land quality and farming circumstances of land north of Gavray Drive, Bicester.  CPM Environmental Planning and Design Limited (CPM) were commissioned by Gallagher Estates Ltd to undertake this report.

4.2 This agricultural land classification of land at Gavray Drive, Bicester is consistent with the approach set out in Planning Policy Statement 7 (PPS7): Sustainable Development in Rural Areas.
4.3 Accordingly, this agricultural assessment has involved:
(i) 
The study of published information on climate, geology, soils and Ministry of Agriculture, Fisheries and Food (MAFF) provisional Agricultural Land Classification (ALC).
(ii)
On-site verification of ALC Grades assessment by CPM.
(iii)
An appraisal of the farming circumstances at the site and the potential impacts of future development on the farming circumstances.
(iv)
In June 2001, the new Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs (DEFRA) took over all of the responsibilities of the former MAFF.  As many of the relevant government publications are still in MAFF’s name, MAFF has not been substituted by DEFRA in this document.


Potential Impacts
4.4 Built development on a greenfield site results in permanent loss of any agricultural land within it, both to the occupying farm business and to the national agricultural resource of farm land.

4.5 In addition to the land resource, farmland also comprises a soil resource.  The uppermost (topsoil) horizon is of particular value as it is typically enriched with organic matter and more fertile.  Being the surface horizon, topsoil is also the most vulnerable to structural damage, erosion and contamination.  Soil may be recovered and relocated for beneficial reuse in another location.  However, such handling may result in losses of soil material and quality so that it is no longer able to perform the same economic or environmental function.

4.6 In addition to any direct loss of land, the soil and any agricultural resource contained within it, development may have an impact upon adjoining land use.  Agricultural land uses can be affected by development of neighbouring land, for instance the fragmentation of farm units, trespass originating from residential development or disruption of land drainage.


Policy Content
4.7 Policy relating to development in rural areas was previously set out in Planning Policy Guidance Note 7 (PPG7): The Countryside - Environmental Quality and Economic and Social Development (Feb 1997), as amended in March 2001.  This has now been superseded by PPS 7.
4.8 PPS7 closely reflects much of the previous PPG7 guidance.  With regard to development in relation to best and most versatile land, agricultural land classification Grades 1, 2 and 3a are still recognised as the key categories.  PPS7 includes some new advice on the identification of any major areas of agricultural land that are planned for development in the Local Plan.  PPS7 advocates that Local Planning Authorities may wish to include policies in their plan to protect specific areas of best and most versatile land from speculative development.
4.9 As set out in PPS7 paragraph 28, the occurrence of higher grade agricultural land is recognised as an important factor, but needing to be reviewed alongside other sustainability considerations:
“The presence of best and most versatile agricultural land (defined as land in grades 1, 2 and 3a of the Agricultural Land Classification), should be taken into account alongside other sustainability considerations (eg biodiversity: the quality and character of the landscape; it’s amenity value or heritage interest; accessibility to infrastructure, workforce and markets; maintaining viable communities; and the protection of natural resources, including soil quality) when determining planning applications.  Where significant development of agricultural land is unavoidable, local planning authorities should seek to use areas of poorer quality land (grades 3b, 4 and 5) in preference to that of a higher quality, except where this would be inconsistent with other sustainability considerations.  Little weight in agricultural terms should be given to the loss of agricultural land in grades 3b, 4 and 5, except in areas (such as uplands) where particular agricultural practices may themselves contribute in some special way to the quality and character of the environment or the local economy.  If any undeveloped agricultural land needs to be developed, any adverse effects on the environment should be minimised.”


Paragraph 29 goes on to say:

“Development plans should include policies that identify any major areas of agricultural land that are planned for development. But local planning authorities may also wish to include policies in their LDDs to protect specific areas of best and most versatile agricultural land from speculative development.  It is for local planning authorities to decide whether best and most versatile agricultural land can be developed, having carefully weighed the options in the light of competent advice.”

4.10 DEFRA took over all of the responsibilities of the former Ministry of Agriculture, Fisheries and Food (MAFF) and its executive agency, the Farming and Rural Conservation Agency (FRCA).  This report continues to refer to MAFF and FRCA in relation to the relevant policy documents and publications that predate their dissolution.
4.11 The following sections detail the results of the agricultural land classification survey and farm business appraisal undertaken on land at Gavray Drive, Bicester and relate them to current relevant policy.

Methodology

Agricultural Land Classification

4.12 The MAFF ALC system of measuring land quality for land use planning purposes divides farmland into five grades according to the degree of limitation imposed upon land use by the inherent physical characteristics of climate, site and soils.  Grade 1 land is of an excellent quality, whilst Grade 5 is very severely limited for agricultural use.
4.13 MAFF revised guidelines and criteria for ALC of October 1988 require that the following factors be investigated:
Climate:
Average Annual Rainfall (AAR) and Accumulated Temperature above 0ºC between January and June (AT0);

Site:
Gradient, micro-relief and flooding;

Soils:
Texture, structure, depth, stoniness and chemical toxicities;

Interactive Factors:
Soil wetness, soil droughtiness and liability to erosion.

4.14 The impacts of the proposed development have been assessed using the assessment criteria set out in Table 4.1.


Table 4.1 Significance Criteria

	Impact Magnitude
	Definition

	Major
	The proposed development would directly lead to the loss of over 50ha of “best and most versatile agricultural land” (Grades 1 / 2 / 3a)
Or

The impact of the development would render five or more farm businesses non-viable; or, would require significant changes in the day to day management / structure of over ten farm businesses and the site comprises mainly best and most versatile land..

	Moderate
	The proposed development would directly lead to the loss o between 20 and 50 ha of “best and most versatile agricultural land” (Grades 1 / 2 / 3a).

Or

The impact of the development would render one or more farm businesses non-viable; or, would require significant changes in the day to day management / structure of over five farm businesses and the site comprises mainly of Grade 3b or lower quality land.

	Minor
	The proposed development would directly lead to the loss of less than 20 ha of “best and most versatile agricultural land” (Grades 1 / 2 / 3a)
Or

Land take would not render any farm business non-viable and would require only minor changes to the farm enterprises.

	Neutral
	No direct impacts upon agricultural land or farm business.


4.15 CPM surveyed the application site at a detailed resolution of approximately 1 auger boring per hectare to establish ALC grade.


Farming Circumstances 

4.16 Assessing the possible effects of the proposed development upon the management of farmland requires analysis of the existing farm business operations.  This has included discussions with the land owner and farmer in relation to the nature, extent and land use of the farming business occupying the site.

Baseline Conditions


The Site
4.17 The application site covers an area of approximately 24.5 hectares.  All agricultural land on the site is permanent pasture.  The site is topographically flat with some localised undulations in the south east and is dissected by a deep cut waterway running north to south.  When surveyed, the south east of the application site was overgrown with long grass, the area west of the waterway was much shorter grassland with evidence of significant urban fringe effects including trail bikes, small fires and numerous pathways.  No area of the site was in agricultural production at the time of survey.


Climate
4.18 The Meteorological Office, in collaboration with the Soil Survey and Land Research Centre (SSLRC) and MAFF have produced climatological data for ALC at points on 5km intersections of the National Grid.  This information has been interpolated by CPM to provide site specific climatic data.  The climate data for Land North of Gavray Drive, Bicester, are given in Table 4.2:
Table 4.2: Climate and Altitude Data for Land North of Gavray Drive, Bicester
	Grid Reference

Altitude (m aod)

Average Annual Rainfall

Accumulated Temperature > 0ºC (Jan-June) 

Field Capacity Period

Moisture Deficit, Wheat

Moisture Deficit, Potatoes
	SP 596 224

66

664

1429

143

106

 97


4.19 The main parameters used in the assessment of an overall climatic limitation are average annual rainfall (AAR), as a measure of overall wetness and accumulated temperature above 0ºC between January and June (AT0), as a measure of the general warmth of the site during the growing season.
4.20 Climate does not impose an overall limitation on ALC grade at this site.  Climate does however have an important influence on the interactive limitations of soil wetness and soil droughtiness.

Soils and Parent Materials
4.21 The Soil Survey of England and Wales map sheet for south east England (Sheet 6, 1983) shows soil associations for the site to be a Wickham 2 series.  This is described as a slowly permeable, seasonally waterlogged fine loam or fine silty over clay soil with small areas of slowly permeable calcareous soils on steeper slopes.
4.22 Field survey work by CPM identified topsoils with a predominantly clayey texture across the site.  In a few auger borings soils were textured as clay loams with a sandy clay loam subsoil (as defined in Laboratory results Appendix 1 (Volume 2- Technical Appendix, Chapter 4)).   Evidence of waterlogging (gleyic properties and ochreous mottles) was identified in some of the shallow topsoils and in all but one of the subsoils.
4.23 A slowly permeable layer (SPL), which suggests a wetness limitation, was consistently identified across the site in all but one of the auger borings.  In general, characteristics of the SPL (gleyic properties and ochreous mottles) were clearly and strongly developed.  The exception, auger boring 13 (as shown on Figure 4.1), had a topsoil texture of sandy clay loam underlain with coarse sand and gravels.  The different textural properties in this isolated area coupled with the capability of gravel to assist with subsoil drainage are perhaps the reasons that no SPL could be identified here.


Relief and Drainage
4.24 The site is topographically flat with a few local undulations in the small fields to the south east.  At the time of survey (7 June 2004) surface waterlogging was not evident.  Drainage of the site consists of one stream running north to south across the site.  At the time of survey the stream was flowing although at a low level.

4.25 Land quality is not limited by gradient, micro topography, erosion or flood risk on any part of the application site.

Soil-Climate Interaction

4.26 In general terms, soils with a higher clay content can retain a larger volume of plant available water, reducing the soil droughtiness limitation.  When wet, a soil with a higher clay content is more vulnerable to structural damage caused by cultivation, livestock and vehicle traffic.  Soils with a high clay content in the topsoil are therefore subject to a higher soil wetness and workability limitation.
4.27 Topsoil across the site is predominantly clay with one area of medium and heavy clay loam.  A S.P.L could be identified close to the surface in all but one of the auger samples by identification of significant gleying and ochreous mottling in the soil profile.  This suggests that the soils found at Gavray Drive, Bicester, are subject to a water logging/wetness limitation (wetness class IV) as described in Appendix 2 (Volume 2- Technical Appendix, Chapter 4).  Where a SPL could not be identified, a high proportion of gravel in the subsoil and sandy clay textured subsoils were found.  This assists the subsoil drainage and reduces the water logging potential (wetness class II).

ALC Grades
4.28 The MAFF provisional Agricultural Land Classification Map (1:63,360 scale, sheet No. 143), an extract of which is given in Appendix 3 (Volume 2- Technical Appendix, Chapter 4), shows the site within an area of Grade 4 land.  Although these classifications are valuable guidance, superseded methodologies used for these maps do not differentiate between ALC Grades 3a and 3b.  CPM survey undertaken in accordance with revised MAFF guidelines (1988) enabled an accurate classification to be made.
4.29 The area of each ALC grade within the Gavray drive survey area is given in Table 4.3 and shown on Figure 4.1.
Table 4.3: Results of the ALC Survey of Land North of Gavray Drive
	ALC Grades
	Area (ha)
	Area (%)

	2
	1.0
	4

	3b
	23.5
	96

	TOTAL
	24.5
	100


4.30 Grade 3b land (moderate quality agricultural land) is found covering approximately 96% of the application site.  Soil profiles are typically shallow clayey topsoil over clay subsoil.  The soils are restricted to Grade 3b by a wetness limitation (wetness class IV) and associated workability limitation related to the soil texture. 
4.31 Grade 2 land covers a comparatively insignificant area (4%) in the centre of the site (see Figure 4.1).  The profile typically consists sandy clay loam topsoils with no evidence of gleying, or ochreous mottles.  Subsoils were textured as sandy clay, with no evidence of waterlogging in the profile. Sandy clay and underlying gravels assist drainage of this area (auger point 13, Figure 4.1).  Although the wetness class according to the MAFF guidelines gives an outcome of wetness class I, this was downgraded to wetness class II due to the presence of rushes which suggest that the soils are not as freely drained as observations suggest.  This land is restricted to ALC Grade 2 by a droughtiness limitation.
4.32 Best and most versatile land (Grade 3a or above) accounts for approximately 4% (1.0ha) of the total land area.


Farming Circumstances
4.33 The Gavray Drive site is under the ownership of Norman Trustees.  The farmer (who is also a trustee) rents the land as part of a partnership from the trustees on an annual tenancy agreement.
4.34 The main farm unit based at Park farm, Middleton Stoney, Oxfordshire, consists of approximately 500ha of owner occupied land which has been held by the partnership for over 60 years.  Land at Gavray Drive makes up a small proportion of the overall farm business and is isolated (approximately five miles away) from the rest of the land utilised by this farm business.  Land at Gavray Drive contains no farm buildings these are all located at the centre of operations at Park Farm, Middleton Stoney.
4.35 The main income for the farm business is from arable (cereals, rape and beans), beef and pigs.  None of these incomes would be affected by loss of land at Gavray Drive.

4.36 Land at Gavray Drive is utilised by Park Farm as grassland forage cut once a year for silage, and arable set-aside.  This is mainly due to its isolated nature (from the rest of the farm business) and also due to the significant urban fringe effects experienced at the site.
4.37 The farmer reports significant urban fringe effects on most of the land at Gavray Drive from trail bikes, dog walkers and children.


Potential Significant Effects and Mitigation

Land Quality
4.38 The development will result in the loss to agricultural use of approximately 24.5 ha of agricultural land, 1ha of which is ALC Grade 2, (good quality agricultural land) considered to be among England’s best and most versatile land (Grades 1,2 and 3a). 
4.39 Loss of such land will therefore have an adverse effect upon the national resource of best and most versatile agricultural land.  However, given that Grade 2 land comprises only 3.6% of land at Gavray Drive and this area is isolated and not defined by field boundaries it is of limited value and its loss to development can be considered to be an effect of low / minor significance.
4.40 As agricultural land quality is not an attribute that can be effectively translocated or recreated, there is no direct mitigation for the loss of agricultural land.

Farming Circumstances
4.41 Park Farm, Middleton Stoney, is a well established farm enterprise with incomes from arable production, beef and pigs.  Park Farm own and farm approximately 500 ha of agricultural land elsewhere in Oxfordshire.  As trustee and tenant of land at Gavray Drive the farmer will indirectly benefit from loss of this land on the one hand whilst also losing out on a small income generated from set aside and forage uses.
4.42 The land is described by the farmer as “an inconvenience when cropped, a handy income as set aside but never the less a bit of a hassle”, the farmer also stated that it would be “no great loss” to the farm business.
4.43 The application site is isolated from the rest of the farm business and is defined by physical boundaries on three sides; a railway to the northeast and roads to the east and southwest.  Development will not result in any fragmentation of agricultural land outside of the application site.
4.44 The application site is already subject to substantial urban fringe effects which have dictated its current land-use.  As the boundaries are defined by roads, railway and other developments and there is no adjacent agricultural land, the impact of urban fringe effects resulting from this development will be low.
4.45 Construction work may generate dust which could impact on agricultural land beyond the physical boundaries described above.  This may be suppressed by damping down any exposed or dry soil surface during construction.  The existence of physical boundaries around the site may reduce the potential distance which dust may be translocated therefore it is anticipated that this is an effect of low significance.

Residual Effects
4.46 The loss to agricultural use of the application site will be permanent and there is no practical mitigation for such a loss.  Loss of agricultural land including some ALC Grade 2 land, will remain an adverse effect of low significance.
4.47 There will be no residual adverse significant effects upon the occupying farm business arising from development at Gavray Drive, Bicester.

Summary and Conclusions
4.48 CPM has surveyed the quality of the agricultural land at Gavray Drive, Bicester, which is proposed for development.  The site is located to the south east of Bicester, adjacent to the railway line.
4.49 The agricultural land classification (ALC) of the site is based on a detailed site survey by CPM which was carried out in accordance with Ministry of Agriculture, Fisheries and Food (MAFF) revised guidelines and criteria for ALC produced in October 1988.
4.50 Figure 4.1 shows the distribution of ALC grades as found by CPM survey work.  This is summarised as Grade 3b (23.5 ha) and Grade 2 (1 ha).
4.51 The application site contains a small, isolated area of best and most versatile land (Grade 2) in the centre of the site. This area is less than a hectare in area and due to its isolation has little practical utility.
4.52 Land at Gavray Drive, Bicester consists of 4% best and most versatile land (Grade 3a or above).  Following the advice of PPS7, this land would ideally be preserved.  However, the isolated nature and small area of the Grade 2 land within the site limits its agricultural value.   When taken as a whole the site is of limited agricultural value and it is considered in agricultural terms that development could proceed at the site without great loss to the national soil resource.
4.53 Permanent loss of the best and most versatile Grade 2 land will be an minor (negative) effect of minor significance.  There will be no adverse significant effects upon Park Farm, Middleton Stoney.
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