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Chapter 11: Land Use, Agriculture and Soils

Land Use, Agriculture and Soils
Introduction

11.1

This chapter appraises the likelihood of land use, agricultural and soil impacts from the proposed
FAB Link HVDC converter station development near Exeter Airport.

This chapter draws on

relevant guidance and consultation to inform the appraisal and sets out the proposed measures
to mitigate any potential adverse impacts.
11.2

No recreational resources have been identified that lie within or close to the proposed converter
station site and therefore no assessment of impacts on recreational receptors is required.

11.3

The assessment considers the likely impacts on the following resources during the construction
and operation of the proposed development:


Soil types and patterns of soils;



The quality of the agricultural land according to the Ministry of Agriculture, Fisheries and
Food (MAFF) Agricultural Land Classification (ALC) guidelines (MAFF, 1988); and



Farm holdings and/or the farming framework.

Assessment Methodology
Policy and Guidance
National Planning Policy Framework
11.4

Paragraph 109 of the National Planning Policy Framework (NPPF) published in 2012, states that
the planning system should contribute to and enhance the natural and local environment by
protecting, inter alia, geological conservation interests and soils. With regard to the development
of agricultural land, NPPF states that: ‘Where significant development of agricultural land is
demonstrated to be necessary, local planning authorities should seek to use areas of poorer
quality land in preference to that of a higher quality’ (Paragraph 112).

11.5

Recreation is acknowledged as having a key role in the health and well-being of the local
population and in promoting healthy communities in Section 8 and paragraph 171.
Planning Practice Guidance

11.6

Planning Practice Guidance (DCLG, 2014), states that local planning authorities are expected to
take into account the economic and other benefits of the best and most versatile agricultural land.
It also identifies ALC as a method for assessing the quality of farmland to enable informed
choices to be made about its future use within the planning system.
Consultation

11.7

No consultation has been undertaken with stakeholders or consultees to date in respect of Land
Use, Agriculture and Soils.
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Methodology
Assessment Guidance
11.8

The land use, agriculture and soils assessment takes into account the following advice/guidance,
together with professional judgement on the nature and magnitude of change, in order to
determine the likely effects on land use (including recreation), agriculture and soil resources.


Planning Practice Guidance (DCLG, 2014) relating to soils and agricultural land, and open
space, sports and recreation facilities, public rights of way and local green space;



Guidance provided by the Highways Agency set out in the Design Manual for Roads and
Bridges (DMRB) Volume 11, Section 3 (Parts 6 ‘Land Use’ and 8 ‘Pedestrians, Cyclists,
Equestrians and Community Effects’) (Highways Agency, 1993) (Highways Agency et al.,
2001).

Study Area
11.9

The study area comprises the proposed converter station site and temporary compound area,
together with any land use, agricultural or recreational resources that are located immediately
proximate to the site.
Baseline Methodology
Land Use

11.10

The identification of the existing baseline conditions in relation to agricultural land use and soils
has been undertaken by a desk study of available published information and site survey to
identify:


soil types and patterns of soils through the study area;



the quality of the agricultural land determined by the application of the Ministry of Agriculture
Fisheries and Food (MAFF) Agricultural Land Classification system (MAFF,1988); and



the nature and pattern of farm holdings or the farming framework across the study area.

Agricultural Land Classification and Soils Desk Study
11.11

A review of existing information, including the following published data, has been undertaken for
the assessment of the likely agricultural land classification (ALC) of the study area:


MAFF: 1 inch to 1 mile ALC Sheet 176] and accompanying Reports;



Department for Environment Food and Rural Affairs (Defra): Multi-Agency Geographic
Information for the Countryside (MAGIC) Portal (Defra, 2016);



Soil Survey of England and Wales: Soils of South West England 1: 250,000 and
accompanying Regional Bulletin;
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British Geological Survey (BGS) data from BGS Internet Portal (BGS, 2016); and



Met Office Climatological Data for Agricultural Land Classification (The Meteorological
Office, 1989).

Farming Framework
11.12

Information on the pattern of agricultural land use and the farming framework likely to be affected
by the proposed development has been collated from the following sources:


Government Farming Statistical Data (https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/structureof-the-agricultural-industry); and



Other available mapped information that provides information on the characteristics of
farming within the study area.

Potential Impacts – Land Use, Agriculture and Soils
Construction Impacts
11.13

The assessment of impacts is based on the identification of the likely impacts arising during the
construction phase of the proposed development. This assessment work includes the
consideration of effects set out in Table 11. 2 below:
Table 11.2: Potential Impacts: Construction
Potential Impacts: Construction
Impacts on soil resources arising from the stripping, storage and restoration of soil materials
Impacts on agricultural land quality – the likely impact on the quality of agricultural land, in
particular, on the “best and most versatile” Grade 1, 2 and 3a land due to soil stripping, storage
and restoration activities
Impacts on agricultural land use including the temporary loss of land from landholdings along
the cable route or at construction compounds and the likely impacts on the management of
land due to construction activities
Operational Impacts

11.14

The assessment of impacts is based on the identification of the likely impacts arising during the
operational phase of the proposed development. The assessment work includes the
consideration of the effects set out in Table 11.3 below:
Table 11.3: Potential Impacts: Operation
Potential Effects: Operation
Impacts on soil resources – the permanent loss of soil materials
Impacts on agricultural land quality – the permanent loss of agricultural land quality and in
particular the loss of the “best and most versatile” agricultural land
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Potential Effects: Operation
Impacts on agricultural land use – the permanent loss of land from landholdings and the
impacts on farming operations and workability of holdings.

Limitations of the Assessment
11.15

This assessment has been informed by the results of a desk based baseline study. No site visits
have been undertaken but notwithstanding this there are no known limitations that would affect
the robustness of the assessment.

Assessment of Construction Impacts
Agricultural Land Use and Soils Baseline
Topography
11.16

The site consists of a two fields including a temporary laydown area to the west, totalling about
approximately 7 hectares (ha) in extent, to the north of Long Lane, Clyst Honiton, with Exeter
Airport a short distance to the north-west. The highest ground, at about 42 metres (m) above
Ordnance datum (AOD) is along Westcott Lane and there is a very gentle slope northwards to
about 38 m AOD along the northern boundary.
Climate

11.17

Climatic data has been obtained from the Met Office's standard 5 km grid point data set for a
representative point near the centre of the site and is as follows.
Table 11.4: Climatic Data

11.18

Reference Point

SY017 934

Altitude (m)

40

Accumulated Temperature (day degrees)

1552

Annual Average Rainfall (mm)

787

Field Capacity Duration (days)

167

Moisture Deficit for Wheat (mm)

112

Moisture Deficit for Potatoes (mm)

106

The data are typical of the relatively moist but warm conditions of South West England and the
climate does not, in itself, impose any agricultural imitation.
Geology

11.19

According to the BGS internet portal (http://www.bgs.ac.uk/data/mapViewers), the bedrock
geology is the Aylesbeare Mudstone Group which consists of reddish-brown silty mudstone and
clayey siltstone of Permo-Triassic age and which forms part of the so-called Redland of South
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Devon. The geological map does not show the presence of any superficial deposits, but the soil
map (see below) indicates a thin covering of slightly more loamy material meaning that the soils
are formed partly in this and partly in the underlying mudstone and siltstone.
Soils
11.20

The site is shown on the detailed 1:63,600 scale soil map produced by the Soil Survey of
England & Wales in 1971 (Sheets 325 and 339, Exeter District) in which different kinds of soils
are referred to as soil series. The relevant portion of the map is reproduced below, scaled up
from the 1:63,360 original.

Inset 11.1: Soil Survey of England & Wales in 1971 (Sheets 325 and 339, Exeter District)
11.21

The whole site is shown as the Brinsea series (orange brown with map symbol bS), a poorly
drained soil developed in thin loamy drift over mudstone, and since renamed the Brockhurst
series. This is surrounded by similar but well drained soils of the Whimple series (mid-brown with
map symbol wM). The uncoloured area with red dots and map symbol MB is so-called “Mixed
Bottom Land” a generalised name for an assortment of poorly drained soils on river alluvium and
related deposits.

11.22

The Memoir accompanying the map describes a typical profile of a Brinsea soil as having a dark
brown loamy topsoil and prominently mottled loamy upper subsoil over mottled clayey material at
around 40-45 cm from the surface. This clayey lower subsoil acts as a Slowly Permeable Layer
and is the reason for the colour mottling, called gleying which is characteristic of horizons which
are periodically or permanently waterlogged. In the climatic regime of the area, such soils would
be in Wetness Class IV on a scale ranging from I (well drained) to VI (very poorly drained).

11.23

The Memoir actually describes the topsoil and upper subsoil as a “loam” but this textural
classification has subsequently been revised and re-assessment of the particle size analysis data
according to the current system (and that used for ALC purposes) would put the texture as being
on the border between a medium clay loam and a medium silty clay loam. This would then bring
it into line with the general description of the Brockhurst series (formerly the Brinsea series) in the
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Bulletin accompanying the South West England sheet of the 1:250,000 National Soil Map as a
fine loamy (i.e. clay loam) or fine silty (i.e. silty clay loam) over clayey soil which is prominently
mottled within 40 cm of the surface and typically in Wetness Class IV.
Agricultural Land Classification
11.24

The Provisional ALC sheet 176 (Exeter) published at a scale of 1:63,360 shows the site to
comprise Grade 3 land.

11.25

Since these published Provisional ALC maps were produced in the 1960s and 1970s, there has
been a comprehensive revision to the guidelines and criteria for allocating land to particular
grades and the former Subgrades 3b and 3c have been amalgamated into a single Subgrade 3b.

11.26

The main limitation of the Brinsea series soils which dominate the site is winter wetness and
workability difficulties. This is assessed in the revised ALC system by taking into account the
climatic data, in particular the duration of field capacity over the winter, the Wetness Class and
the topsoil texture. Application of the relevant criteria for a soil in Wetness Class IV with a topsoil
texture of medium clay loam or medium silty clay loam on a site with a Field Capacity Duration of
167 days is Subgrade 3b.

11.27

Much of the land around Exeter has been the subject of ALC surveys done using the revised
(post 1988) system as shows on Figure 11.1. These surveys have included the area of the
converter station site and show this to comprise a mixture of mainly Subgrade 3a with a small
area of Subgrade 3b. Figure 11.1 shows the distribution of ALC grades across the site and the
areas and percentages of ALC grades are as follows:
Table 11.5: Percentage of ALC Grades Across the Site
Grade

Area (ha)

%

3a

4.9

96

3b

0.2

4

Total

5.1

100

Agricultural Land Use
11.28

The proposed converter station site comprises part of the large Rockbeare Estate that comprises
a number of arable and grassland farms in the vicinity. This land forms part of the holding based
at Southwood Farm. This farm comprises approximately 150 ha of arable and grassland. The
converter station site is currently used for arable cropping. There are no farm buildings located
within the proposed site.

11.29

In terms of potential impacts of the proposal on the agricultural productivity within the local area,
the

following

table

summarises

the

DEFRA

statistical

data

2013

(https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/structure-of-the-agricultural-industry) illustrating the
distribution of agricultural land use in the Exeter and East Devon District compared to that for
England as a whole.
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Table 11.6 Farming Statistics Exeter and East Devon
Cereals (ha)

11.30

Arable

Fruit and

(excluding

Vegetables

cereals) (ha)

(ha)

Grassland (ha)

Exeter and
East Devon
District

7,249 (12%)

6,270 (11%)

465 (<1%)

44,961 (76%)

England

2,492,296 (30%)

1,372,988 (16%)

128,094 (1.5%)

4,412,696 (52.5%)

The statistics show the dominance of grassland livestock based farming enterprises in the Exeter
and East Devon District with approximately 76% of the farmland comprising agricultural
grassland. This contrasts with the higher proportion of arable land within England as a whole
which comprises a total of only 52% agricultural grassland.

11.31

The figures identify that the proposed converter station site would represent approximately 0.01
% of the total area of farmland within the district.
Agricultural Land Use and Soils Assessment of Impacts

11.32

The permanent loss of agricultural land for the proposed converter station would take place at the
beginning of the construction period. The survey work undertaken by Defra identifies that the site
comprises a mixture of 4.9 ha of Subgrade 3a and 0.2 ha of Subgrade 3b land.

The site

therefore comprises a small area of the lowest quality land within the definition of the “best and
most versatile” Grades 1, 2 and 3a land. However, the distribution of agricultural land quality in
the wider area as shown on Figure 11.1 shows that the quality of land on this site is typical, if not
of lower quality than large areas of land around Exeter that have also been surveyed.
11.33

The permanent loss of this small area of land from agricultural production represents
approximately 0.01 % of the total productive agricultural area within the district. It forms part of a
large Estate that comprises a number of farms. The loss of this land would therefore have no
noticeable impact on the operation of the wider estate or on the agricultural output within the
wider area of the district.

11.34

In addition, an additional area of agricultural land used would be used on a temporary basis as a
laydown area adjacent to the proposed converter station site during the construction period. A
soil handling methodology would be developed prior to the construction of the converter site,
based on recognised best practice, to strip, store and reinstate topsoils and/or subsoil resources
within the temporary laydown area. Following the restoration of the soils on the temporary area,
the land would be returned to its former agricultural use.

Assessment of Operational Impacts
11.35

There would be no further impacts on the site during operation as all of the land is permanently
affected at commencement of construction.
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Proposed Mitigation Measures
Agricultural Land Use and Soils
11.36

The construction process would take into account the principles of good practice in soil handling
and restoration set out in the following documents, wherever possible, to reduce the possibility of
damage to soil materials during the construction process:


DEFRA (2009) Construction Code of Practice for the Sustainable Use of Soils on
Construction Sites (including Toolbox Talks); and


11.37

MAFF (2000) Soil Handling Guides

Important principles to be included are:


the identification and management of the soil materials on the site;



separate stripping of identified topsoil and subsoil resources;



separate storage of stripped topsoil and subsoil materials;



location of topsoil and subsoil heaps to avoid cross contamination of materials and trafficking
of soil heaps by construction traffic;

11.38



maintenance of soil heaps to reduce the potential for losses of materials during storage;



appropriate timing of soil handling operations;



Choice of appropriate soil handling machinery; and



careful supervision of soil handling operations on site.

A soil handling strategy would be developed by a specialist in advance of construction and
implemented by a suitably experienced operative on site.

11.39

In terms of the agricultural use of the land affected by the route during construction, the following
measures would be implemented during the construction period, as far as possible:


the maintenance and reinstatement of existing water supplies and drainage systems;



the maintenance of access routes across individual fields;



the maintenance of wider farm access routes;



appropriate fencing of the construction corridor, dependent upon the nature of the individual
farm holding affected; and



appropriate construction practices to be implemented to ensure that the potential risk for the
spread of animal and plant diseases is reduced as far as practicable.
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Summary
11.40

The site comprises arable agricultural land where no recreational resources would be affected.

11.41

The permanent loss of agricultural land for the proposed converter station would take place at the
beginning of the construction period.

The survey work undertaken by Defra (Multi-Agency

Geographic Information for the Countryside (MAGIC) Portal (Defra, 2016) identifies that the site
comprises a mixture of 4.9 ha of Subgrade 3a and 0.2 ha subgrade 3b land. The site therefore
comprises a small area of the lowest quality land within the definition of the “best and most
versatile” Grades 1, 2 and 3a land. However, the distribution of agricultural land quality in the
wider area as shown on Figure 11.1 shows that the quality of land on this site is typical, if not of
lower quality than large areas of land around Exeter that have also been surveyed.
11.42

The loss of this small area of land from agricultural production represents less than 0.01% of the
total productive agricultural area within the district. It forms part of a large Estate that comprises
a number of farms. The loss of this land would therefore have no noticeable impact on the
operation of the wider estate or on the agricultural output within the wider area of the district.

11.43

There would be an additional area of approximately 2 ha of agricultural land used on a temporary
basis as a laydown area adjacent to the proposed converter station site. The stripping, storage
and replacement of soils on this area would be carried out in accordance with recognised best
practice and following reinstatement the land would be returned to its former agricultural use.
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