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1

INTRODUCTION

1.1

This Agricultural Assessment considers the effects of a proposed solar farm on
agricultural land at Blaenhiraeth Farm / Penderi, Llangennech, near Llanelli.

1.2

The site is located approximately 3.8 km to the north of Llangennech and 1 km to the west
of the A476 and is split into northern and southern areas by a wood and a stream that
runs from the north-west to the south-east in a valley bottom. Agricultural land rises on
either side of the valley. Blaenhiraeth Farm is situated in the south of the site with
agricultural land surrounding. An outlying range of agricultural buildings is located at
Penderi in the northern area.

1.3

Solar arrays are proposed in three blocks across the site, collectively extending to
approximately 96 ha. All land is currently in agricultural use.

1.4

This Agricultural Assessment:
(i)

considers the effects of the proposed solar farm on the national resource of
agricultural land;

(ii) considers the effects of the proposed solar farm on the occupying farm business and
adjoining agricultural land; and
(iii) assesses the proposals in light of national and local planning policy relating to farm
diversification and the protection of agricultural land.
1.5

A desk-based assessment of agricultural land quality was undertaken in 2014 which
identified that land within the solar areas cannot be graded any higher than Subgrade 3b
due to a direct climate limitation. These findings have subsequently been verified by the
publication of the Welsh Government’s Predictive Agricultural Land Classification Maps in
November 2017. Following the Guidance Note that accompanies the Predictive ALC
maps, no field survey is therefore required.
The Author

1.6

The report has been prepared by Kernon Countryside Consultants Ltd (KCC). KCC is a
specialist consultancy advising farmers, landowners and local authorities on farm
business, farm diversification and equine proposals. We are familiar with many different
types of agricultural, horticultural and equine enterprises, and many forms of rural
economic diversification, and the planning policy governing such enterprises.

1.7

This Agricultural Assessment follows a site visit made in December 2014, during which
the occupying farmer was interviewed and the site inspected. A subsequent review of
aerial photography and a telephone conversation with the farmer were undertaken in
August 2018 to verify and update the information obtained in 2014.
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2

THE PROPOSALS

2.1

The proposals seek the installation of solar arrays on agricultural land at Blaenhiraeth
Farm / Penderi. Solar arrays are proposed in three blocks across the site, collectively
extending to approximately 96 ha.

In addition to the solar areas, land within the

application area includes access tracks, temporary construction compounds, the laying of
electricity cables and a small area for additional electrical infrastructure.

2.2

The proposed solar farm will involve the installation of photovoltaic panels for the
generation of electricity to feed into the National Grid. The proposed photovoltaic panels
will be installed in rows raised on a supporting framework. Cables between the rows of
panels and between the solar areas will be buried in trenches. A very small amount of
more substantial groundwork will be required to accommodate the small number of cabins
housing the inverter and transformer units and the sub-station, and the creation of access
tracks. The solar arrays will be surrounded by fences.

2.3

The proposed use will be temporary, for a period of approximately 35 years, after such
time the solar panels and associated infrastructure will be removed.

2.4

A lease agreement will be signed between the landowner and the developer, with
payment being made by way of an index-linked rent.
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3

AGRICULTURAL LAND QUALITY
The Agricultural Land Classification 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 impose longterm limitations on agricultural use. The ALC system divides agricultural land into five
grades (Grade 1 ‘Excellent’ to Grade 5 ‘Very Poor’), with Grade 3 subdivided into
Subgrade 3a ‘Good’ and Subgrade 3b ‘Moderate’. Agricultural land classified as Grade 1,
2 and Subgrade 3a falls in the ‘best and most versatile’ (BMV) category as defined in
paragraph 4.10.1 of Planning Policy Wales (10th Edition, December

2018).

Further

details of the ALC system are set out by the Welsh Government in the publication ‘ALC:
Frequently Asked Questions (December 2017)’, reproduced as Appendix KCC1.

Published Data
3.2

Planning Policy Wales Edition 10 (2018) notes that agricultural land of Grades 1, 2 and 3a
should be conserved as the “best and most versatile”. Footnote 53 of paragraph 3.54
links to the Welsh Government’s Predictive Map for Agricultural Land Classification (ALC).

3.3

On the predictive map the whole site is shown to be predicted to be no better than
Subgrade 3b. Therefore the land is not capable of comprising “best and most versatile”
agricultural land.

3.4

Using the Welsh Government Predictive Map Guidance Note, also linked from Footnote
53 of PPWE10, the “survey decision flowchart” in section 4 confirms that where land is
predicted not to contain any BMV grades “Survey Not Required”. Therefore in this case a
detailed soil survey is not necessary as the land can be no higher than Subgrade 3b. The
Guidance Note is reproduced in Appendix KCC2.

3.5

The approximately boundary of the site is shown on the Predictive map below,
reproduced as Insert 1. This includes a rectangular area that accords approximately with
the site boundary on the plan reproduced as Insert 2.
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Insert 1: Extract from the Welsh Government Predictive ALC Plan (for detailed map see
Insert 2 that follows)
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Insert 2: Detailed Site Plan Within the Area
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4

FARMING CIRCUMSTANCES

4.1

The land is in the ownership of a farming family based at Blaenhiraeth Farm which lies to
the immediate north of the most southerly block of proposed solar panels. The holding
extends to approximately 174 ha (430 acres), including all land within the site area plus a
few additional parcels of agricultural land and woodland in the immediate area. The
family owns / has rights over a further 535 ha (c. 1, 320 acres) of land near Brecon,
including some common land (c. 170 ha / 420 acres) which is farmed in conjunction with
other farmers. In total, therefore, the family owns / has rights over around 715 ha (circa 1,
770 acres) and the business farms across approximately 525 ha (c. 1, 300 acres,
excluding an allowance for woodland) plus 170 ha common land.

4.2

All land at Blaenhiraeith is currently down to pasture and has been organic since 1999,
although at the current time the family are not marketing their stock as organic.

The

family had operated a dairy enterprise on the holding since the mid-1970s, but due to the
age of the landowners and the lack of immediate family wanting to succeed in 2017 the
family took the decision to sell the dairy herd, but retained some cows to run a Suckler
Cow herd from Blaenhiraeth as well as Brecon.
4.3

The business now runs a herd of 200 Suckler Cows with all off-spring being taken through
to strong stores which are sold to a specialist finishing unit at circa 18 – 24 months of age.
The combined farms support around 800 head of cattle, which are accommodated over
the winter months in farm buildings at Blaenhiraeth, Penderi and at Brecon. Sheep in the
ownership of other farmers (predominately from North Wales) graze the farms over the
winter months.

4.4

The holding has historically been entered into the Glastir agri-environment scheme with
an emphasis on organic production, however the farms current scheme has come to an
end and they have not yet been accepted into the new scheme.

4.5

Full-time labour is provided by two family members, one of whom is now past retirement
age with a full-time worker employed on the farm at Brecon.
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5

PLANNING POLICY CONTEXT
National Planning Policy

5.1

National planning policy guidance governing non-agricultural development of agricultural
land is set out in Planning Policy Wales (10th Edition, December 2018) (PPW) and the
accompanying Technical Advice Note 6: Planning for Sustainable Rural Communities
(TAN 6) (July 2010).

5.2

PPW seeks to protect BMV agricultural land. It states at paragraph 3.54 that land of
Grades 1, 2 and 3a “should be conserved as a finite resource for the future”.

5.3

TAN 6 advises planning authorities to “consider the quality of agricultural land and
other agricultural factors” (paragraph 6.2.1).

5.4

PPW also seeks to support rural diversification.

Paragraph 5.6.8 states that “local

planning authorities should adopt a positive approach to diversification projects in
rural areas.”

5.5

TAN 6 further advises that “planning authorities should support the diversification of
the rural economy” and “facilitate diversification of the rural economy by
accommodating the needs of both traditional rural industries and new enterprises”
(paragraph 3.1.2).

5.6

TAN 8 which was published in 2005 sets out the Government’s policy on Renewable
Energy however it does not provide any specific policy on field-scale solar development.

Local Planning Policy
5.6

Local planning policy is set out in the Carmarthenshire Local Development Plan, adopted
in December 2014 (‘the LDP’).

5.7

At paragraph 5.2.4 of the LDP, the Council describes the approximate quantity of
agricultural land in the county and states “the majority classified as grade 3a and 4
with a small tranche of grade 2 land in the south-east of the County” (sic). It is not
known if the Council has undertaken an analysis to distinguish land quality across the
county between Subgrades 3a and 3b.

5.8

Bullet point ‘g’ of LDP policy SP14 seeks to protect the best and most versatile
agricultural land “(Grade 2 and 3a)”.
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5.9

Farm diversification is broadly supported. Policy EMP14: Farm Diversification will permit
schemes where, inter alia:
a)

“it is subordinate to, compatible with and supports the continued operation of
the agricultural activity of the existing working farm”; and

b)

“it is of a scale and nature appropriate to the existing farm operation”.

National Practice Guidance
5.10

In February 2011, the Welsh Government published Practice Guidance: Planning
Implications of Renewable and Low Carbon Energy, including solar PV arrays.

The

Guidance recognises “that a significant proportion of proposals for solar PV arrays
will be on agricultural land” and that the use of “high quality agricultural land” and the
“reversibility” of proposals will be of consideration in determining whether an EIA is
required.

5.11

This Practice Guidance has not been updated / revised since 2011.
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6

ASSESSMENT
Agricultural Land

6.1

The published Predictive ALC identifies the land as no better than Subgrade 3b and
Grade 4.

6.2

It is therefore confirmed that the land within the solar areas is not BMV agricultural land.

6.3

Further, although the proposal relates to the non-agricultural development of agricultural
land but does not involve the irreversible loss of that land to agriculture. The installation
of the solar panels will require relatively unobtrusive construction methods, with only the
frames of the panels being pile-driven into the ground. Cables between rows of panels
will be buried in trenches. Small inverter cabins will be stationed on the land and access
tracks provided.

6.4

Land within the solar areas will be available for continued agricultural use for the duration
of the solar tenancy. The site will be capable of being grazed by sheep. Cattle will not
graze around the panels, the animals being too large, and grass will not be cut for silage
whilst the panels are in place. In the short term the full range of potential agricultural uses
to which the land can be put will be reduced whilst the solar panels are in place, but the
general management of the site will remain unchanged (the grassland will continue to
provide grazing for livestock).

6.5

At the end of the solar tenancy, the panels and cables will be capable of being pulled from
the ground and the small quantities of electricity generating equipment removed. The
pasture will be able to be returned to a full range of uses, if the landowning farmer so
wishes. This temporary nature is unlike other forms of non-agricultural development such
as housing or industrial developments which irreversibly develop agricultural land and
prevent any return to agriculture in the future.
Effects on the Occupying Farm Business

6.6

The Site area extend to approximately 96 ha of agricultural land. These areas will no
longer be available for cattle grazing or silage production.

6.7

The farmers have recently sold their long-standing dairy enterprise, in a bid to reduce the
work load associated with the farm. The reduction in forage / cattle grazing area as a
result of the solar development, which will be off-set by the rental income that will be
received from the solar operators, will not prejudice the continued farming of the rest of
the farm.

10

KCC1858 AA Updated Jan 20 Final

6.8

The existing beef enterprise will therefore be able to continue from both farms albeit on a
reduced basis. However this reduced scale will still provide sufficient employment for the
two remaining members of staff. No farm buildings are affected.

6.9

The landowners will receive a rental income for the duration of the solar tenancy (a period
of approximately 35 years). Income and expenditure associated with agriculture can be
volatile so a long term solar agreement would provide the business with a source of
regular, predictable income which would enhance the continued resilience and viability of
this family-run holding, helping to secure the long-term viability of the business for the
next generation. The proposal would therefore “facilitate diversification of the rural
economy” (TAN6) whilst being “subordinate to, compatible with and supports the
continued operation of the agricultural activity of the existing working farm” and “is
of a scale and nature appropriate to the existing farm operation (local policy EMP14).
Impacts on the Adjacent Agricultural Land

6.10

Approximately 78 ha of l land will remain outside the solar areas at Blaenhiraeth Farm,
once the temporary compounds have been removed and the connecting cables have
been buried.

This land will continue to be available for cattle grazing and forage

production.

6.11

The farm business will have use of the proposed access tracks outside the fenced areas
as part of their usual farming activities. The proposals will not impact upon drainage
outside the proposed areas. Adjacent agricultural land will be unaffected.
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7 SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS
7.1

This report provides a review of the effects of a proposed solar farm on agricultural land at
Blaenhiraeth Farm and Penderi, to the north of Llanelli.

7.2

Solar arrays are proposed across three parcels of land extending to approximately 96 ha.
The occupying farm business farms across 500 ha or so plus has access / rights across
common land.

7.3

The Welsh Government’s Predictive ALC plans of November 2017 have determined that
land within the solar areas cannot be graded higher than Subgrade 3b due to a climate
limitation.

7.4

In policy terms, no significant weight needs to be accorded to agricultural land quality.

7.5

Furthermore, the land will not be irreversibly developed and will remain in agricultural use
as the grazing of sheep will be possible across the site whilst the solar arrays are in place.

7.6

One farm businesses is affected. The proposed solar farm:
(i)

will provide the landowning farm business with a stable income for the duration of
the tenancy of the solar farm which will enable the older generation, who are well
past retirement age, to retire from the physical work associated with the livestock
enterprise;

(ii)

will remain capable of agricultural use (the grazing of sheep); and

(iii)

will not affect the ability of adjacent agricultural land to be used for continued
agricultural production.

7.7

Overall there are no significant adverse agricultural impacts.
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APPENDIX KCC1
Agricultural Land Classification
Frequently Asked Questions
December 2017
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APPENDIX KCC2
Guidance Note November 2017
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