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1 INTRODUCTION 

 

1.1 This report considers the agricultural land quality issues relating to an area of 24 ha, at 

Church Farm, St Athan. The site is being proposed for non-agricultural development.  

 

1.2 This area is shown on the Google Earth arial image, outlined in red and blue below.  

 Insert 1: The Area Under Consideration  

  

 

1.3 The report:  

 (i) describes the site and the agricultural land quality in Section 2; 

 (ii) sets out planning policy of relevance in Section 3; and  

 (iii) provides an assessment in Section 4.  

 

1.4 The assessment sets out conclusions in Section 5, providing separate conclusions for the 

red land and the blue land. 
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2 THE SITE AND LAND QUALITY  

 

 The Site  

2.1 The site as a whole extends to approximately 24 ha of pasture. However, as can be seen 

from Insert 1, for the purpose of this development, the land is split into two sections. Within 

the red line lies 8 ha and within the blue line lies 16 ha. To the north – west of the site is an 

existing residential settlement with a school bordering the northern boundary of the site.  

 

 Land Quality 

2.2 Agricultural land quality is measured by a system of Agricultural Land Classification (ALC) 

devised in the 1970s by MAFF, and last amended in 1988.  

 

2.3 The system is described in the Welsh Government’s “Frequently Asked Questions” (FAQ) 

booklet (May 2021), which has been reproduced in Appendix KCC1.  

 

2.4 As described in the FAQ booklet, agricultural land is divided into five grades, with Grade 3 

divided into two Subgrades: 3a and 3b.  

 

2.5 The predictive Agricultural Land Classification map (version 2, 2020) provides the best 

available information to predict the grade of land.  

 

2.6 The site within the red line is shown on the Predictive ALC as being Subgrade 3b, which is 

defined as “moderate quality” agricultural land and therefore, not best and most versatile 

land.  

 

2.7 The site area within the blue line is shown on the Predictive ALC as predominately 

Subgrade 3b, with 1.5 ha in the south-eastern parcel showing as Grade 2, and a small area 

of Subgrade 3a, as shown below.  

 Insert 2: The Site and Predictive Grading  
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2.8 Grade 2 land is defined as “very good” quality land and Subgrade 3a is defined as “good” 

quality land. The site is shown as majority 3b, with a small percentage of Grade 2 and 3a. 

The predictive map plots land quality in 50m quadrants, hence the “blocky” nature of the 

mapping.  

 

 

 

 



 

 5 KCC3366 ALQC Oct 22 Final 

3 PLANNING POLICY  

 

 PPW 

3.1 Planning Policy Wales (Edition 11, February 2021) sets out in paragraph 3.58 that 

agricultural land of Grades 1, 2 and 3a is the “best and most versatile and should be 

conserved as a finite resource for the future “.  

 

3.2 Paragraph 3.58 notes that the best and most versatile agricultural land (BMV) should be 

conserved as a finite resource for the future.  

 

3.3 Paragraph 3.59 sets out policy that seeks to develop land of poorer quality in preference to 

BMV land unless other considerations outweigh the agricultural considerations.  

 

 Local Plan  

3.4 The Vale of Glamorgan Local Development Plan (June 2017) sets out that proposals should 

seek to avoid unnecessary loss of Best and Most Versatile agricultural land, as stated within 

the following policies:  

• Policy MD1 Location of New Development states “New development on 

unallocated sites should..  

9. Have no unacceptable impact on the best and most versatile agricultural 

land”  

• Policy MD7 Environmental Protection states “Development proposals will be 

required to demonstrate they will not result in an unacceptable impact on 

people, residential amenity, property and/or the natural environment from 

either:.. 

7. The loss of the best and most versatile agricultural land” 

• Policy MD19 Low Carbon and Renewable Energy Generation states “Proposals 

for the generation of low carbon and renewable energy will be permitted 

where it can be demonstrated that there is no unacceptable impact on the 

interest of:  

o Best and most versatile agricultural land”  

 

3.5 Based on this, it is necessary to consider the extent of BMV land that the site contains 

and whether it will be affected by the proposal. 
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4 ASSESSMENT 

 

 Guidance  

4.1 The Welsh Government Guidance Note v2.1 (May 2021) that accompanies the Predictive 

Agricultural Land Classification Maps is set out in Appendix KCC2. This describes the 

purpose of the Predictive Map.  

 

4.2 The Guidance Note identifies that where land is shown on the predictive ALC as likely falling 

within Grades 1, 2 or 3a of the ALC, field surveys will be required. Such land is defined in 

Planning Policy Wales (Edition 11, 2021, Paragraph 3.58) as the “best and most versatile 

agricultural land”, and is afforded a degree of protection, as described above.  

 

4.3 The Survey Decision Flowchart in the Guidance Note shows that, where land is shown on 

the Predictive Map as Grades 3b, 4 and 5 then “Survey Not Required”.  

 

 Assessment  

4.4 Under the Guidance Note, it is necessary to assess the agricultural land quality and the 

implications of its development.  

 

4.5 The site within the red line is shown to be wholly predictive ALC Subgrade 3b. This indicates 

that a survey is not required within this parcel.  

 

4.6 The site within the blue line is shown to be predictive ALC Subgrade 3b, with a small section 

of Grade 2 and 3a in the south-eastern corner. The Grade 2 and 3a indicates that a field 

survey is needed for that part of the site to determine if that is indeed the grade (as the map 

is predictive).  

 

4.7 Non-agricultural development within the red line is not constrained by agricultural land 

quality. 

 

4.8 Non-agricultural development within the blue line could potentially affect up to about 1.5 ha 

of BMV land in the south-eastern corner.  If proposals are advanced that would involve the 

non-agricultural development of that area, a field survey may be needed to confirm whether 

or not the land is of BMV quality. 

 

4.9 If that area was found to comprise BMV, it would then be necessary to consider whether or 

not there was an implication in terms of PPWE11 paragraph 3.58. 
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4.10 PPW edition 11 does not set a threshold for losses of agricultural land. Therefore, PPW e11 

Paragraph 3.59 applies.  

 

4.11 The Predictive Map shows approximately 1.5 ha as potentially BMV quality, in the far 

southeast parcel of land. If there was a small area of Grade 2 and 3a in an area of Subgrade 

3b, it could not in any meaningful way be farmed differently and so would not be capable of 

being exploited as BMV.  

 

4.12 This is evident when the area involved is marked on the aerial image, as below. 

 Insert 3: Area of Potential Grade 2 Marked 

  

 

4.13 In such circumstances the potential to use the Grade 2, and therefore its agricultural 

benefits, is limited.  If development of the blue land does need to take place, the existence 

of this small area of Grade 2 is not a constraint. 

 

4.14 The quantum of potential BMV, at 1.5 ha, is very limited. The Institute of Environmental 

Management and Assessment (IEMA) guide “A New Perspective on Land and Soil in 

Environmental Impact Assessment” (February 2022) identifies losses of under 5 ha as 

“minor magnitude” development. The quantity of Grade 2 and 3a land on the site is 1.5 ha. 

Therefore, should the Grade 2 and 3a exist, this is about 30% of the threshold of what 

constitutes “minor” development and accordingly is at the lower end of the scale.  

 

  

  

Potentially 
Grade 2 

Subgrade 3b 
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Conclusion  

4.15 In these circumstances the loss of what is potentially BMV should be accorded at the most 

limited weight. It is anticipated that the development will take place on the land which is 

predicted to be Subgrade 3b resulting in no potential loss of BMV land.  

 

4.16 Should the development be required to expand to the south-eastern part of the site, which 

is potentially Grade 2 and 3a land, then a detailed survey may then be required. However, 

it is noted that in the IEMA guide, the loss of BMV below 5 ha is considered as “minor 

magnitude”. Therefore, it would be considered that there would still be no requirement for 

a field survey.  
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5 CONCLUSIONS 

 

 Red Land 

5.1 The 8 ha of land within the red line is wholly of Subgrade 3b.  No ALC is therefore required. 

 

5.2 There is no agricultural constraint to development of this area. 

 

 Blue Land 

5.3 The 16 ha of blue land is mostly (circa 14.5 ha) Subgrade 3b, with potentially a small area 

of Grade 2 (1.5 ha) in the far south-eastern corner. 

 

5.4 Were non-agricultural development to be considered for the blue land, it may be necessary, 

depending upon the proposals, to confirm by way of survey if the corner is Grade 2.  Even 

it if is Grade 2, however, as a small area of Grade 2 forming only part of two larger 

agricultural fields, and mixed in fields of Subgrade 3b, the inherent quality is not capable of 

exploitation. 

 

5.5 Development of that small area of BMV is not likely to be contrary to policy as a 

consequence. 
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