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1 INTRODUCTION 

 

1.1 This report considers the agricultural land quality and other relevant considerations of a 

Site extending to approximately 1.2ha at Eyhorne Street, Hollingbourne.   

 

1.2 The area is shown outlined in red on the aerial image below.  

 Insert 1. The Site (boundary approx.)  

  

 

1.3 This report considers the agricultural land quality of the Site and reviews that in the 

context of national and local planning policy.  

 

1.4 This report:  

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

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

 (iii)  provides an assessment in Section 4; and  

 (iv) summarises the points in Section 5.  

 

1.5 This report has been prepared by Kernon Countryside Consultants Ltd (KCC), who 

specialise in assessing the effects of development proposals on agricultural land and 

businesses.  
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2 THE SITE AND LAND QUALITY  

 

 The Site  

2.1 The Site extends to approximately 1.2ha of agricultural land and is made up of one land 

parcel. To the east and west of the Site is the existing residential settlement of 

Hollingbourne, to the north of the site is woodland and agricultural land and to the south is 

agricultural land.  

 Insert 2. Google Earth Aerial of the Site  

  

 

 Land Quality   

2.2 The quality of agricultural land is determined by an Agricultural Land Classification (ALC). 

This considers the long-term physical limitations of land for agricultural use. Factors 

affecting the quality of agricultural land are climate (temperature, rainfall, aspects, 

exposure, etc.), site considerations (slope, micro-relief, flood risk) and soil (texture, 

structure, depth, stoniness, etc.) and the important interactions between them. These 

factors affect soil wetness and droughtiness and influence the choice of crops that can be 

grown and the level of consistency of yields.  

 

2.3 The ALC divides land into five Grades, being Grade 1 and Grade 5. The largest graded 

area is Grade 3, which is divided into subgrades of subgrade 3a “good quality” and 
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subgrade 3b “moderate quality”. The current guidelines and criteria for the ALC were 

published by the Ministry of Agriculture, Fisheries and Food (MAFF) in 1988.  

2.4 The ALC system is described in Natural England’s Technical Information Note TIN049, 

reproduced in Appendix KCC1. ALC surveys involve sampling soils at a density of one 

point per hectare.  

 

 Published Land Quality Data for the Site and Surrounding Area 

2.5 The Site is shown on “provisional” ALC maps from the 1970’s as land of undifferentiated 

Grade 3 being “good” to “moderate” land quality as can be seen on the insert below.  

 Insert 3. Provisional Mapping  

 

 

 

2.6 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 which 

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 a low likelihood of BMV land.  
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 Insert 4. Predictive Mapping  

 
 

 

2.7 Land to the north and south of the Site is mapped as containing land with a moderate and 

high likelihood of BMV land quality.  

 

2.8 The Site itself has not been previously surveyed however two sites in close proximity 

have been previously surveyed and found to contain Grade 2, Subgrade 3a and 

Subgrade 3b land quality. The available results that have been identified, as published on 

www.magic.gov.uk are reproduced below.  

 Insert 5. Previously surveyed areas  

 

 

 

The Site 

The Site 

http://www.magic.gov.uk/
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2.9 Survey data for land further afield is also available. This has found that land to the south 

west of the Site has been found to contain Grade 1, Grade 2, Subgrade 3a and Subgrade 

3b land quality. Thus suggesting that BMV land quality is not a rare resource within the 

area.  
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3 PLANNING POLICY AND GUIDANCE  

 

National Planning Policy Framework 

3.1 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”. 

 

3.2 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.  

 

3.3 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”.  

 

3.4 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 Planning Policy  

3.5 There are no policies of relevance that refer to the use of best and most versatile 

agricultural land and the Proposed Development within the Maidstone Borough Local Plan 

(2021-2038).  

 

 Guidance  

3.6 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. 

Extracts of this can be found in Appendix KCC2.  

 

3.7 The Institute of Environmental Management and Assessment (IEMA) produces 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) the magnitude 
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of impacts on soil resources. Losses of less than 5ha are minor and losses of 5-20ha are 

considered to be moderate. Losses of over 20ha are considered to be major losses. 
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4 ASSESSMENT  

 

4.1 Planning policy requires the economic and other benefits of the best and most versatile 

agricultural land to be recognised. In the context of plan making, where significant 

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

should be used in preference to areas of higher quality.  

 

4.2 This assessment considers the Site against the following:  

 (i) the land quality and losses involved; 

 (ii)  is this significant development, in plan making terms?   

 (iii) what are the economic benefits of the Site? 

 (iv) if it is significant development, is poorer quality land available in the area?  

 (v) the weight that should be given to the land quality 

 

 Land Quality  

4.3 The Site has not been previously surveyed. Land within close proximity to the Site has 

been previously surveyed and found to contain Grade 2, Subgrade 3a and Subgrade 3b 

land quality. It is indicated from the provisional mapping that the Site is undifferentiated 

Grade 3 land quality with a low likelihood of BMV land.  

 

 Significant Development  

4.4 There is no definition on what constitutes “significant” development of agricultural land.  

 

4.5 Paragraphs 187 and 188 of the NPPF consider whether poorer quality land is available 

with the trigger for assessments being that the proposal involves “significant 

development of agricultural land”. What is “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 

(see TIN049 in Appendix KCC1). This has been the threshold for consultation with MAFF 

since 1987.  

 

4.6 There is no definition within the Local Plan which sets out what is considered 

“significant”.  

 

4.7 Natural England describes the loss of less than 20ha “smaller losses”, thus also 

suggesting that 20ha is a suitable threshold.  
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4.8 In February 2023 the Institute of Environmental Management and Assessment (IEMA) 

produced a guide “A New Perspective on Land and Soil in Environmental Impact 

Assessment”. This set the thresholds for “major” magnitude development at 20ha, for 

“moderate” magnitude development at 5-20ha and “minor” magnitude development at 

less than 5ha.  

 

4.9 At 1.2ha the possible quantum of BMV within the Site is 6% of the threshold for 

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

development.   

 

4.10 BMV agricultural land is not particularly a rare resource. As identified in Natural England’s 

TIN049 (Appendix KCC1), some 42% of England is predicted to be of BMV quality. As 

there are extensive areas of poorer quality land around the country (e.g. Exmoor, 

Pennines, Lake District etc.) in many lowland areas the proportion of BMV is much higher.  

 

4.11 To put this into context, the amount of Utilised Agricultural Area (UAA) in England, 

meaning the amount of agricultural land that is in use, in 2024 was 8.7 million hectares, 

with croppable land covering 57%. If 42% of the UAA is BMV, that represents almost 3.7 

million hectares.  

 

 Economic Benefits  

4.12 The NPPF paragraph 187 requires planning decisions to recognise that economic and 

other benefits of best and most versatile agricultural land.  

 

4.13 There is no research, that we are aware of, that seeks to analyse the productive or 

economic advantages of BMV to non-BMV land. In the absence of any empirical data, any 

economic assessment is inevitably crude.   

 

4.14 Taking standard budgeting textbooks, such as 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. We have taken 

a cereal crop and a break crop for illustrative purposes.  

 

4.15 Taking that crude measure for Winter Wheat and Oilseed Rape, the differences are 

shown below. This assumed, for the purposes of this report that the Site is of BMV land 

quality.  
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 Table 1. Assessment of Economic 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 (£) £1,100/ha £1,338/ha £906/ha £1,118/ha 

Uplift (£)  - £228/ha - £212/ha 

 John Nix Pocketbook for Farm Management, September 2024  

 

4.16 Based on this, the economic benefits of the 1.2ha of BMV land to non-BMV land would be 

£274 per annum (£254 - £274 based on 2025 budgets). Hence the economic benefits for 

a land parcel of this size are limited.  

 

 Is Poorer Quality Land Available?   

4.17 Footnote 65 of the NPPF is in the context of plan making and states that where significant 

development of agricultural land is necessary, it is preferable that poorer quality land be 

used in preference.  

 

4.18 In this case, the development is not significant development of BMV agricultural 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.   

 

4.19 Within immediate proximity of the Site there are no obvious areas of poorer quality land 

available. This is shown on the provisional map in Insert 3, which shows the Site and land 

within the immediate proximity mapped as undifferentiated Grade 3. Land to the north 

east of the Site can be seen to be mapped as potentially containing Grade 2 land quality.  

 

4.20 When looking at the provisional mapping further afield, it indicates that land to the 

northeast and land to the west has the potential to contain Grade 2 land quality. 

Therefore, of higher quality land than the Proposed Development Site.  
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 Insert 6. Provisional Grading around the Site 

 

 

 

4.21 It is noted much further north east of the Site is an area of Grade 4 land quality however, 

when reviewing this area on Google Earth it was noted that this area of land is on a slope. 

Gradient is one of the considerations in ALC surveys on the land quality and therefore, it 

is a possibility that this land would be downgraded as a result of the gradient of the Site. 

The gradient can be seen on the Insert from Google Earth Street View below.  

 Insert 7. Google Earth Street View of the gradient of the Site.  

 

 

4.22 The predictive mapping indicates that the Site is in an area of low likelihood of BMV 

quality land. The mapping shows that land directly to the north east and south west of the 

Site is considered to have a mixture of moderate and high likelihood of containing BMV 

land quality.  

 

4.23 When looking at the predictive mapping further afield it remains that the Proposed 

Development Site sits in an area of narrow low likelihood of BMV quality land, with the 



 

 13 KCC3947 ALQC June 25 Final 

remaining mapped as moderate and high likelihood of containing BMV quality land. This 

can be seen on the insert below.  

 Insert 8. BMV Likelihood Around the Site 

 

 

 

4.24 When taking into consideration all of the data available it is noted that provisional and 

predictive mapping indicate that the Site could contain undifferentiated Grade 3 land 

quality and have a low likelihood of BMV land quality.  

 

4.25 The predictive and provisional mapping indicates land at either side of the Proposed 

Development Site and further afield could contain higher quality land. This is supported by 

survey data further afield which found land containing Grade 1, Grade 2, Subgrade 3a 

and Subgrade 3b quality land.  

 

4.26 Whilst the mapping does indicate a small area of potential poorer quality land to the north 

east, which has been mapped as Grade 4, it is not considered that this would be suitable 

for development due to the gradient of the land.  

 

4.27 Therefore, based on the available information, it is not considered that there is poorer 

quality land available within the area.  

 

 

Proposed 
Development 
Site 
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5 CONCLUSION 

 

5.1 The Site extends to approximately 1.2 ha of agricultural land.  

 

5.2 The Site has not been previously surveyed.  Predictive and provisional maps indicate that 

there is a low likelihood that the Site would comprise BMV land quality of undifferentiated 

Grade 3 land.   

 

5.3 Should the Site be found to contain BMV land quality the economic benefits of the Site 

would be in the order of £274 per annum.  

 

5.4 However, as a result of the minimal size of the Site even if BMV quality land was to be 

identified, it would not be classified as “significant” development of agricultural land and 

therefore, poorer quality land would not need to be considered as an alternative.  
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  Information Note TIN 049 
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 Natural England’s “Guide to  

 Assessing Development Proposals on  

 Agricultural Land” 
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 John Nix Pocketbook for Farm  

 Management (55th Ed) Extracts 
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