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This Agricultural Considerations report is being published to accompany a second phase 

of statutory pre-application consultation carried out under Articles 8 and 9 of the 

Development of National Significance (Procedure) (Wales) Order 2016.    The first phase 

of statutory consultation was carried out between June and August 2023.   The applicant 

is now undertaking a full re-consultation in light of the changes introduced to the planning 

application boundary and development description. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 

 

 Scope of Report 

1.1 Parc Solar Caenewydd is a proposed solar and green infrastructure facility on farmland to 

the northeast of Gowerton.  The proposed development is shown below. 

 Insert 1: The Application Site 

 

 

1.2 The majority of land within the application site is in agricultural use.  Panels will be installed 

on only part of the agricultural land, and there are extensive areas where panels will not be 

installed, as shown above, which form green infrastructure proposals. 

 

1.3 This report considers the agricultural circumstances of the site, in particular the soils and 

agricultural land quality and the farming enterprises, and assesses the effects of the 

proposed development on those assets.  The report assesses the effects against the 

relevant planning policy and guidance. 

 

1.4 A response providing technical information on the agricultural land quality by the Welsh 

Government Agricultural Land Use and Soil Policy Advisor, dated 30th September 2022, 

confirmed that a detailed field survey of ALC is not required at this location.  It was 

confirmed that “the Department does not consider BMV land to be present at this site 

and therefore Planning Policy Wales paragraph 3.58 and 3.59 would not apply”. 

 

 Structure of Report 

1.5 The report is structured as follows: 

(i) section 2 describes the planning policy and guidance relevant to agricultural land and 

renewable energy projects; 
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(ii) section 3 describes the agricultural land quality and farming circumstances of the site; 

(iii) section 4 describes the proposals, how the panels will be installed, their layout and 

spread, and related fixed equipment; 

(iv) section 5 considers the effects on agricultural land quality and the policy implications; 

(v) section 6 considers the farming and economic considerations; 

(vi) section 7 sets out a summary and conclusions. 

 

 The Author 

1.6 The report has been prepared by Tony Kernon.  I am a rural Chartered Surveyor and a 

Fellow of the British Institute of Agricultural Consultants.  I have over 35 years of experience 

in rural development and agricultural land matters, including having acted as the Welsh 

Government’s agricultural advisor on numerous infrastructure projects, and having 

assessed many solar farm proposals across Wales and England. 
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2 PLANNING POLICY AND GUIDANCE 

 

 Future Wales: The National Plan (2040) 

2.1 Future Wales was published in 2021.  The document recognises that productive land is a 

vital resource.  The Best and Most Versatile agricultural land, which is defined as land in 

ALC Grades 1, 2 and 3a, is mapped on page 27. 

 

2.2 Policy 18 addresses Developments of National Significance (DNS).  It notes that DNS 

development will be permitted subject to 11 criteria.  None of these specifically mention 

agricultural land, although criterion 10 refers to the sustainable use of resources needed 

for or generated by the development. 

 

2.3 As noted on page 97, Ministers have considered alternatives to new large-scale electricity 

generation infrastructure, but recognise that these "will not enable us to meet those 

objectives on their own".  It is clear that agricultural l and will be required to meet targets. 

 

 Planning Policy Wales 

2.4 Planning Policy Wales (Edition 11, 2021) (PPW) defines the “best and most versatile 

agricultural land” (BMV) in paragraph 3.58 as that falling within Grades 1, 2 and 3a of the 

Agricultural Land Classification (ALC).  Such land is a finite resource which should be 

conserved for the future. 

 

2.5 There is no bar on development on such land, but the policy advises that “considerable 

weight should be given to protecting such land from development because of its 

special importance”. 

 

 TAN 6 (2010)   

2.6 Technical Advice Note 6 “Planning for Sustainable Rural Communities” sets out further 

advice in section 6.  TAN 6 is now almost 12 years old, but advises that “once agricultural 

land is developed, even for “soft” uses such as golf courses, its return to agriculture 

as best and most versatile agricultural land is seldom practicable” (paragraph 6.2.2). 

 

2.7 Paragraphs 6.2.6 to 6.2.9 advise on other relevant considerations, notably: 

• effects of severance and fragmentation on farm structure; 

• effects on buildings and fixed infrastructure; 

• impacts on irrigation, where practised; 

• wider effects, such as field underdrainage. 
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2.8 Annex B sets out the procedural requirements for consultation with the Welsh Government 

for development which “would involve the loss of 20 hectares or more of Grades 1, 2 

or 3a agricultural land, or a loss which is less than 20 ha but is likely to lead to further 

losses amounting cumulatively to 20 ha or more” (paragraph B2). 

 

 Local Policy 

2.9 The Swansea Local Development Plan 2010 – 2025 (2019) does not contain a policy 

relating to development on agricultural land other than in connection with the disposal of 

inert waste (RP11). 

 

2.10 The “Placemaking and Place Management” policy PS2 sets out development management 

criteria, and in the Council’s pre-application response (22nd November 2022) they referred 

to criterion PS2 (xii) “avoid the loss of land and/or premises that should be retained 

for its existing use or as open space” as including covering the use of BMV agricultural 

land. 

 

 WG Guidance Notes 

2.11 The Welsh Government has produced a predictive ALC map and it is accompanied by a 

number of documents including a Guidance Note (version 2.1, May 2021).  This refers to 

the predictive map and sets out when field survey is required, which is where land is shown 

as potentially of Grades 1, 2 and 3a. 

 

2.12 The “ALC: Frequently Asked Questions” (May 2021) document explains that “normal 

agricultural management will rarely, if ever, affect the ALC grading of land”.  The ALC 

is based on long-term physical and chemical limitations, and current or historic agricultural 

management does not affect grade.  “ALC grade could potentially only be improved by 

very major and expensive interventions, well beyond the scope of normal agricultural 

works.”  The document is reproduced at Appendix KCC1. 

 

2.13 The Welsh Government’s consultee confirmed that field survey is not required in this case, 

see Appendix KCC2. 
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3 THE AGRICULTURAL CIRCUMSTANCES 

 

3.1 This section of the report considers the circumstances in two stages: 

(i) agricultural land and soils; 

(ii) agricultural land use. 

 

 Agricultural Land Quality 

3.2 Agricultural land is graded under a system devised by MAFF in the 1970s and last amended 

in 1988, “Agricultural Land Classification of England and Wales: revised guidelines and 

criteria for grading the quality of agricultural land” (MAFF 1988). 

 

3.3 The criteria for grading are based on the long-term physical limitations of land for 

agricultural use, such as climate (temperature, rainfall, aspect, exposure and frost risk), 

site (gradient, micro-relief and flood risk) and soil (texture, structure, depth and stoniness, 

and also chemical properties which cannot be corrected), and interactions between these 

factors such as soil wetness, droughtiness and erosion. 

 

3.4 The ALC system divides land into five grades, with Grade 3 divided into two subgrades with 

the grades defined as follows: 

• Grade 1 excellent quality; 

• Grade 2 very good quality; 

• Subgrade 3a good quality; 

• Subgrade 3b moderate quality; 

• Grade 4 poor quality; 

• Grade 5 very poor quality. 

 

3.5 The Predictive ALC Map 2 (2020) shows the general area as mostly Subgrade 3b.  There 

are smaller areas of Subgrade 3a and of Grades 4 and 5 further afield, but not within the 

application site, as shown on Insert 2 below. 
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Insert 2: Predictive ALC of the Wider Area 

 

 

 

3.6 The site comprises mostly Subgrade 3b “moderate quality” agricultural land, as shown 

below, with some Grade 5 “very poor quality”. 

 Insert 3: ALC of the Site Area 

 

 

 

  

Application 
site location 
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3.7 The part of the site shown as Grade 5 “very poor quality” is shown below. 

Insert 4: ALC of Central Part of the Site 

 

 

 

3.8 Accordingly none of the site is “best and most versatile” agricultural land. 

 

 Agricultural Land Use 

3.9 Most of the proposed site is occupied by Business A, Penyfodau Fawr.  The eastern fields 

are occupied by Business B and let annually for grazing. 

 

3.10 Photographs of the Site and adjacent land are shown below from the following locations. 

 Insert 5: Location of Photos 
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3.11 Most of the southern fields are permanent grassland. 

 Photo 1: NE towards farm buildings 

  

 Photo 2: Adjacent land to the south 

  

 Photo 3: Looking NW 
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 Photo 4: Looking east.  Archaeological dig in progress 

  

 Photo 5: Looking south 

  

 

3.12 The central part of the site is also grassland. 

 Photo 6: From the north looking southwest towards farm buildings 
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 Photo 7: Looking south over central part of the farm 

 

 

3.13 The area of Grade 5 is shown in the three photographs below. 

 Photo 8: Grade 5 in the foreground 

  

 Photo 9: Grade 5 grazing land 
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Photo 10: Grade 5 looking SE 

  

 

3.14 To the south and west of the buildings the land is either grassland or, at the time of survey, 

had been and was being used to grow pumpkins. 

 Photo 11: Grazing land 

  

 Photo 12: Grazing and pumpkins 
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 Photo 13: Central part of the farm (zoom lens) 

  

 

3.15 The top field near the farmyard is shown below. 

 Photo 14: Near the farmyard 

  

 

3.16 The farm buildings contain livestock and general purpose agricultural buildings, plus a farm 

shop. 

 Photo 15: The farm buildings 
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3.17 Farm Business A includes a farm shop which sells a range of products.  Photographs of 

some of the range are provided in Appendix KCC3, taken from pages on the farm shop’s 

Facebook page.  A few are shown below.  The shop sells cheeses, eggs, fruit, vegetables, 

pies, ice cream, cakes, vacuum packed meat and meat products, fruit juices, and seasonal 

items (eg home-grown pumpkins, Christmas trees).  These items, other than pumpkins, are 

almost all bought-in (ie they are not grown on the farm). 

 Inserts 6 – 9: Farm Shop Photos (from Facebook) 
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3.18 Across the grassland cattle are grazed, such as those shown below. 

 Photo 16: Some of the cattle being grazed 

  

 

3.19 The majority of the land forms Penyfodau Fawr.   

 

3.20 Business B occupies grazing land, let annually, at the eastern end of the application site, 

shown in photographs 4 and 5 above. 
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4 THE PROPOSALS 

 

 Layout 

4.1 The proposed layout is shown on the application plans and in reduced scale below. 

 Insert 10: The Layout 

  

 

 Stages of Construction 

4.2 A solar farm is installed in five key stages: 

(i) marking out; 

(ii) piling-in of legs; 

(iii) bolting together of frames; 

(iv) bolting-on of panels; 

(v) cabling and trenching. 

 

4.3 In parallel will be the creation of tracks and fixed infrastructure, and biodiversity works. 

 

4.4 Panels are installed rapidly.  The process involves marking out the grid on the grass and 

laying out the steel stanchions.  This stage is non-intrusive.  It does involve machinery 

carrying the legs, however, and should take place when soils are suitably dry.  Typically a 

tractor and farm trailer are used to transport the legs to the fields, then each leg is lifted off 

by hand. 

 

4.5 A team then arrives to knock the stanchions / legs in.  From operations we have observed 

it takes a little over a minute per pole to knock the pole into the ground and move the 
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machine to the next pole1.  This operation is shown in the photograph below.  This was 

inserting legs into a clay soil. 

 Photo 17: Legs Being Installed 

  

 

4.6 The design varies between sites, but the limited impact of installing legs on the underlying 

land is illustrated below. 

 Photos 18 and 19: Legs Installed (this at Bentham Farm, Purton) 

 

 

 

 

 

 
1 This observation was made on clay soils at the Purton Solar Farm, Wiltshire, in 2015.  Ground conditions will 

inevitably affect installation speed. 
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4.7 The panel design at Parc Solar Caenewydd will be taller than shown above, and this will 

enable sheep to be grazed.  An excerpt from the panel design plans is shown below. 

 Insert 11: Excerpt Showing Panel Design 

  

 

4.8 The minimal damage, if carried out in dry conditions, of bolting-on the panels is shown 

below. 

 Photo 20: After Panels Bolted-on 

  

 

4.9 The following photograph shows panels installed in winter, when ground conditions were 

generally poor.  The soil was, however, easily restored following installation, as shown 

below. 
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Photos 21 and 22: Panels Installed in Poorer Conditions 

  

  

  

4.10 It is necessary to connect electric cables between the panels and to run the cables back to 

the substation.  This involves trenches, dug with a machine.  Immediately after digging 

these look disruptive to the soil, but they are installed in a similar way to field drainage 

pipes.  Typically topsoil and subsoil are separated, as below. 

Photos 23 and 24: Cabling Channels During Cable Installation 
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4.11 The installation of cables is one of the few operations that involves digging whereby the soil 

structure could potentially be affected.  The trenches are always narrow, but soil does have 

to be dug up to install the cable.  In this country we have been burying services (water, oil, 

gas, telecomms) for many years.  In areas where there is a clear subsoil and topsoil 

distinction, the topsoil should be placed on one side of the trench, and the subsoil on the 

other.  Then once the cable has been laid the subsoil can be added back first, then the 

topsoil second, to reinstate the soil structure to its original order and state. 

 

4.12 That means that soils are restored and settle within days, and return to grass growth rapidly. 

Photo 25: The Area Two Weeks Later 

 

This photo was taken 14 days after the trench was first dug. 

 

4.13 Overall, therefore, the panel installation will not result in adverse effects on soils or 

agricultural land quality. 

 

4.14 The land is, however, susceptible to damage when trafficked in wet conditions, such as 

shown below.  So far as possible travelling across the land in wet conditions should be 

avoided, and panels should be installed in the drier months. 

 Photos 26 and 27: Soils Being Affected by Winter Vehicle Travel 
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 Infrastructure and Tracks 

4.15 Fixed equipment and tracks do not involve activities affecting soil. 

 

4.16 Tracks are created by scraping the topsoil off to a shallow depth.  This is stored in a low 

bund alongside the track, for use in restoration at the decommissioning stage.  A permeable 

membrane is laid onto the soil and the track surface is then created by importation of 

material. 

 

4.17 The areas for the transformers is constructed similarly.  The soil is scraped to one side, a 

base is laid and the equipment placed on the surface. 

 

4.18 A larger area for battery units and substation will involve a similar means of construction.  

The topsoil will be stored in a suitable bund for restoration. 

 

4.19 Further details are set out in Appendix KCC5. 

 

 Connecting Cable Route 

4.20 The Site will be connected to the grid via cables.  The options being considered will involve 

crossing land of Subgrade 3b agricultural quality, as shown below. 

 Insert 12: Predictive ALC 
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4.21 The installation of the cable route will involve a temporary works and will not result in any 

loss or downgrading of agricultural land.  Therefore the installation of the cable will not result 

in any significant adverse agricultural effects. 
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5 LAND QUALITY AND POLICY IMPLICATIONS 

 

5.1 The application site is a mixture of Subgrade 3b “moderate quality” agricultural land and 

Grade 5 “very poor quality” agricultural land. 

 

5.2 None of the land falls within the definition of the “best and most versatile” agricultural land. 

 

5.3 Accordingly the policy in PPW (2021) at paragraphs 3.58 and 3.59 is not engaged.  There 

are no agricultural objections to the use of such land, irrespective of whether or not 

agricultural land quality is adversely affected. 

 

5.4 This was confirmed by the Welsh Government (Appendix KCC2) and in the City and 

County of Swansea’s pre-application consultation response, the relevant excerpt of which 

is reproduced in Appendix KCC4. 

 

5.5 A similar approach has recently been confirmed by the Minister for Climate Change in the 

decision at Bryn-y-rhyd Farm, Llanedi, Ponterdulais (DNS/3260565).  The Minister’s 

decision letter summed up the agricultural matters as follows: 

“53 The site comprises agricultural land of subgrade 3b and is not Best and Most 

Versatile (“BMV”) agricultural land.  (IR 261) 

54 The Inspectors note several representators have raised concerns about the loss 

of agricultural land currently used for dairy, beef and sheep production.  Whilst 

the proposal would necessitate altered management practices on the affected 

farm holdings, the Inspectors consider there is little evidence the arrays would 

prevent the viable use of land for agriculture and conditions would be secured 

by condition to protect the soil resource.  Subject to these conditions, the 

Inspectors are satisfied the proposal accords with FW policy 17 and LDP policy 

SP14.  As the proposed development would be time limited it would avoid 

permanently sterilising any minerals resource and, therefore, accords with LDP 

policy MPP3 “Mineral Safeguarding”.  (IR 262 – 263)”. 

 

 Conclusions 

5.6 There is no constraint to the solar farm installation on the basis of agricultural land. 

 

 Soil Management Plan 

5.7 An outline Soil Management Plan, setting out the key principles, is contained at Appendix 

KCC5. 
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6 FARMING AND ECONOMIC CONSIDERATIONS 

 

 Policy 

6.1 There is no policy in Future Wales or PPW that addresses the economic implications of 

development involving change of use or loss of agricultural land.  There is no policy in the 

Local Development Plan. 

 

6.2 TAN 6 (2010) sets out that other relevant considerations could include: 

(i) the effect of development on farm size and structure.  The loss of part of a farm, and 

the effect of severance and fragmentation, may be relevant; 

(ii) the efficiency of farms which can be affected by the condition and extent of buildings 

and fixed equipment, and the effects of development may be relevant; 

(iii) the effects of development on land drainage systems or surface water drainage. 

 

 Farm Size and Severance 

6.3 The proposed development will involve the whole of the Penyfodau Fawr farm area.  As 

such it will not result in problems arising from severance or fragmentation. 

 

6.4 The farm enterprises as they are currently operated will need to change.  The current 

enterprise involves rearing of beef cattle.  It will not be possible to rear beef cattle around 

and between the panels. 

 

6.5 There are open areas within the development where grazing by cattle could take place. 

 

6.6 Under the panels, grazing by sheep will be possible and forms a good way to manage the 

grassland.  Sheep grazing between and beneath panels is a feasible agricultural use, as 

the following photographs shown. 

 Photos 28 and 29: Sheep Grazing Beneath Panels 
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 Note: It is difficult to film sheep below panels as sheep tend to run away from visitors. 

 

6.7 Sheep grazing will involve similar amounts of labour to cattle grazing, and the economics 

(whilst variable, as is common with all agricultural enterprises) are not dissimilar.  Therefore 

there are no significant economic impacts. 

 

6.8 The farm shop sells products mostly not produced on the farm, based on observations and 

the Facebook advertising.  The conversion of beef grazing land to mostly sheep grazing 

land will not affect the potential for a farm shop to operate from another location and still 

sell imported dairy produce, vegetables, fruit, cakes, meat products, juices, Christmas trees 

etc. 

 

6.9 It is recognised that the farm would not be able to grow so many pumpkins as were grown 

in 2022. 

 

6.10 However agricultural use of the land can continue.  The shop could relocate.  There are no 

other significant economic or severance impacts. 

 

6.11 The eastern land is let on short-term grazing agreements, and there will be no significant 

effect on any farm business as a consequence. 

 

 Efficiency of Farms 

6.12 TAN 6 sets out the potential effects of development of part of a holding on capital 

investment.  In this case the farm buildings will remain and can continue to be used.  There 

are no significant adverse effects on investment decisions taken. 

 

 Other Consequences 

6.13 There will be no other agricultural consequences for land out with the application site, such 

as effects on water supply or under-field drainage. 
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7 SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS 

 

7.1 The proposed development involves agricultural land, including land part of Penyfodau 

Fawr. 

 

7.2 The land is all shown as either Subgrade 3b or Grade 5 on the predictive Agricultural Land 

Classification. 

 

7.3 The development involves solar panels across part of the land, with extensive areas of 

green infrastructure and wildlife habitat improvements. 

 

7.4  There is no policy constraint in Planning Policy Wales (2021) to development involving 

lower quality agricultural land. 

 

7.5 The combination of a solar farm and green infrastructure does not adversely effect the 

agricultural land quality.  Soils can be affected by installation practices, but if carried out 

when the conditions are suitable the soils should be little affected.  Any negative impacts 

can usually be recovered easily with standard agricultural machinery. 

 

7.6 The connecting cables can be installed without causing significant damage to or 

downgrading of agricultural land. 

 

7.7 The existing farm business occupying most of the land will need to change.  It currently 

operates a beef enterprise, and once the panels are installed only sheep will be able to 

graze those areas under and around the panels.  In terms of labour needs and economic 

output, there will be little change. 

 

7.8 The farm shop that operates within the site is dependent upon purchased-in produce.  This 

can continue, or could relocate, with no significant need to alter the mix and range of 

products sold. 

 

7.9 Overall there should be no agricultural reasons to resist the proposed development. 
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APPENDIX KCC1 

Welsh Government’s Frequently Asked 

Questions (May 2021) 
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From: Arwel.Williams@gov.wales <Arwel.Williams@gov.wales> On Behalf Of LQAS@gov.wales 
Sent: 30 September 2022 13:17 
To: Archie Roberts <Archie.Roberts@pegasusgroup.co.uk> 
Cc: Gareth Roberts <gareth.roberts@pegasusgroup.co.uk> 
Subject: RE: Parc Solar Caenewydd, Gowerton, Swansea - Request for Informal Pre-Application 
Advice 

 
Dear Archie Roberts, 
 

Re: Proposed Parc Solar Caenewydd, Gowerton, Swansea - Request for Pre-Application 
Advice. 
 

Thank your for request for pre-application advice in respect of the above proposed 
development. This advice relates to technical information only on agricultural land quality; 
not the merits or otherwise of the proposal (TAN6, Annex B6). 
 

1.       Agricultural Land Classification (ALC) – information.  
 

The Department does not hold any detailed ALC field survey information for the proposed 
site (see attached map of proposed ‘red-line’ boundary). The Predictive ALC Map (2019) 
notes the proposed site as mainly subgrade 3b with an area grade 5 present.  
 

2.       Agricultural Land Classification (ALC) – advice. 
 

As per the flowchart on page 2 of the published guidance, if the site does not contain 
Predicted (or previously field surveyed) BMV agricultural land, a detailed filed survey is not 
required and the Predictive Map grades can be taken as best available information. A 
detailed ALC field survey is not recommended for the site. The Department does not 
consider BMV land to be present at this site and therefore Planning Policy Wales paragraph 
3.58 and 3.59 would not apply. 
 

If you require any further information, please do get in touch. 
 

I would be grateful if all future consultation requests are sent directly to our mailbox 
LQAS@gov.wales.  
 

Regards 
 

Arwel Williams 
 
Arwel Wyn Williams  
Cynghorydd Polisi Pridd a Defnydd Tir Amaethyddol / Agricultural Land Use & Soil Policy Advisor 

Is-adran Tirweddau, Natur a Choedwigaeth / Landscapes, Nature and Forestry Division 
Llywodraeth Cymru / Welsh Government 
Ffôn / Tel: 0300 025 2052 
E-bost: arwel.williams@llyw.cymru / E-mail: arwel.williams@gov.wales  
Ar y We / Internet: www.llyw.cymru / www.gov.wales 

 

 
 

mailto:Arwel.Williams@gov.wales
mailto:Arwel.Williams@gov.wales
mailto:LQAS@gov.wales
mailto:Archie.Roberts@pegasusgroup.co.uk
mailto:gareth.roberts@pegasusgroup.co.uk
https://gov.wales/technical-advice-note-tan-6-planning-sustainable-rural-communities
https://datamap.gov.wales/layers/inspire-wg:wg_predictive_alc2
https://gov.wales/agricultural-land-classification-predictive-map-guidance
https://gov.wales/sites/default/files/publications/2021-02/planning-policy-wales-edition-11_0.pdf
https://gov.wales/sites/default/files/publications/2021-02/planning-policy-wales-edition-11_0.pdf
mailto:LQAS@gov.wales
mailto:arwel.williams@llyw.cymru
mailto:arwel.williams@gov.wales
https://protect-eu.mimecast.com/s/xHwqCNxzyFNOxjQT00Hw-/
https://protect-eu.mimecast.com/s/rKRqCP1BAS4jm32FZs9RH/
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APPENDIX KCC3 

Photos of Farm Shop Products 

 

 

 

 



 

 39 KCC3161 AC May 23 Final 

FARM SHOP (all taken from Facebook pages) 
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APPENDIX KCC4 

Excerpts from Pre-application 

Consultation Response 
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APPENDIX KCC5 

Outline Soil Management Plan 
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1 OUTLINE SOIL MANAGEMENT PLAN 

 

1 This document provides an Outline Soil Management Plan (oSMP) for the Parc Solar 

Caenewydd Solar Farm project (hereafter referred to as ‘the Proposed Development’).  

 

2 The objective of the oSMP is to identify the importance and sensitivity of the soil resource 

and to provide specific guidance to ensure that there is no significant adverse effect on the 

soil resource as a result of the Proposed Development.   

 

3 This oSMP draws on professional experience with the installation of solar panels. It also 

draws on experience with the installation of underground services (especially pipelines), 

and with soil movement and restoration of agricultural land in connection with roads, 

quarries and golf courses.   

 

 Overview of Key Principles 

4 For much of the installation process there is no requirement to move or disturb soils.  Soils 

will need to be moved and disturbed to create temporary working compounds, and to create 

the tracks and small fixed infrastructure bases.  Soils will need to be disturbed to enable 

cables to be laid, but the soils will be reinserted shortly after they are lifted out (ie this is a 

swift process). 

 

5 For the majority of the proposed development soils do not need to be disturbed.  The effects 

on agricultural land quality and soil structure are therefore limited to the effects of vehicle 

passage.  This is agricultural land, so it is already subject to regular vehicle passage.  

Therefore the key consideration is to ensure that soils are passed over by vehicles 

(trafficked) when the soils are in a suitable condition, and that if any localised damage or 

compaction occurs (which is common with normal farming operations too), it is ameliorated 

suitably. 

 

6 The key principles for successfully avoiding damage to soils are: 

• timing; 

• retaining soil profiles; 

• avoiding compaction; 

• ameliorating compaction; and 

• storing soils for subsequent reuse. 
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Timing 

7 The most important management decision/action to avoid adverse effects on soils is the 

timing of works. If the construction work takes place when soil conditions are sufficiently 

dry, then damage from vehicle trafficking and trenching will be minimal. 

 

8 The soils are generally resilient, and any damage from vehicle trafficking can generally be 

made good by mechanical husbandry once the soils start to dry in the spring. 

 

9 Between early November and late March there is an increased risk of creating localised 

damage to soil structure from vehicle passage.  There are obviously a great number of 

variables, such as recent rainfall pattern, whether the ground is frozen or has standing 

water, inevitable variations in soil condition across single fields, and the size and type of 

machinery driving onto the land.  However landwork in this period is most likely to result in 

the need for restorative works post installation. 

 

10 The Welsh weather being what it is, there is potential for variation.  A dry late winter and 

early spring, for example, will result in different conditions to a very wet February and March. 

 

11 As a general rule any activity that requires soil to be dug up and moved, such as cabling 

works, should be minimised during that period.  Soils handled when wet tend to lose some 

of their structure, and this results in them taking longer to recover after movement, and 

potentially needing restorative works (eg ripping with tines) to speed recovery of damaged 

soil structure. 

 

12 In localised instances where it is not possible to avoid undertaking construction activities 

when soils are wet and topsoil damage occurs then soils can be recovered by normal 

agricultural management, using normal agricultural cultivation equipment (subsoiler, 

harrows, power harrows etc) once soils have dried adequately for this to take place.  There 

may be localised wet areas in otherwise dry fields, for example, which are difficult to avoid. 

 

 Retaining Soil Profiles 

13 The successful installation of cabling at depths of 60-80cm requires a trench to be dug into 

the ground.  The coverage of topsoil is generally 30cm, with subsoils below that being 

generally similar to depth.  As set out in the BRE Agricultural Good Practice Guidance for 

Solar Farms (extract at Attachment A) at page 3: 

 “When excavating cable trenches, storing and replacing topsoil and subsoil 

separately and in the right order is important to avoid long-term unsightly impacts 

on soil and vegetation structure.  Good practice at this stage will yield longer-term 

benefits in terms of productivity and optimal grazing conditions”. 
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14 In those areas where the soil is dug up (trenching and for compounds and access roads), 

the soils should be returned in as close to the same order, and in similar profiles, as it was 

removed. 

 

 Avoiding Compaction 

15 This oSMP sets out when soils should generally be suitable for being trafficked.  There may 

be periods within this window, however, when periodic rainfall events result in soils 

becoming liable to damage from being trafficked or worked.  In these (likely rare) situations, 

work should only continue with care, to minimise structural effects on the soils, until soils 

have dried, usually within 48 hours of heavy rain stopping. 

 

16 Run-off from the land from heavy rain through the construction period is unlikely to result in 

water leaving the site even in extreme events, because there will be wide buffers of land 

around the edges of the panels. 

 

17 If conditions have been challenging, the operators will take measures to divert any run-off 

(eg down open trenches) from leaving the site. 

 

Ameliorating Compaction 

18 If localised compaction occurs during construction, it should be ameliorated.  This can 

normally be achieved with standard agricultural cultivation equipment, such as subsoilers 

(if required), power harrows and rolls. 

 

19 The amount of restorative work will vary depending upon the localised impact.  

Consequently where the surface has become muddy, for example in the photograph below, 

this can be recovered once the soil has dried, with a tine harrow and, as needed, a roller or 

crumbler bar. 

 Inserts 1 and 2: Inter-row Ground Restoration 
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20 The type of machinery involved is shown below.  This shows farming and horticultural 

versions. 

 Inserts 3 – 6: Type of Machinery Involved 
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21 If there are any areas where there has been localised damage to the soils due to vehicle 

passage, for example, a low wet area within a field which despite best efforts could not be 

avoided, this should be made good and reseeded at the end of the installation stage.  This 

is not uncommon: most farmers will have times when they have to travel around the farm 

in a tractor in conditions where the tyres make deep impacts.  This can happen during 

harvest time, for example, especially of late crops or in very wet harvest seasons.  Whilst 

this is avoided so far as possible, it occurs and the effects are made good when conditions 

are suitable. 

 

22 With these soils, which are slowly permeable soils, these areas will readily restore once the 

soils are sufficiently dry.  The ruts need to be harrowed level when the ground is dry.   

 

23 Accordingly the ground surface should be generally levelled prior to any seeding or 

reseeding. 

 

Soil Management for Moving Soils (Stripping) 

24 Soil should ideally be stripped in layers when the soil is sufficiently dry and does not smear.  

This is a judgement that is easily made.  If the soils can be rolled into a sausage shape in 

the hand which is not crumbly, or if rubbing a thumb across the surface causes a smudged 

smooth surface (a smear), the soil is generally too wet to strip or move without risk of 

structural damage.  Topsoil depths vary but a stripping depth of 20-30cm will be a suitable 

maximum depth for topsoil in most cases, although rarely will it need to be stripped to such 

a depth. 

 

25 Soil stripping should be carried out in accordance with Defra “Construction Code of Practice 

for the Sustainable Use of Soils on Construction Sites” (Defra, 2009). 

 

26 The removed soil should be stored in bunds in accordance with the Construction Code of 

Practice, as set out in Attachment B.   

 

27 The construction of tracks involves the movement of soils.  Therefore the soils are more 

susceptible to damage from mechanical moving.  The topsoil will, however, be stored for 

the duration of the operational period.  Accordingly if for operational reasons it is necessary 

to commence the construction of tracks and bases when soils are not in optimal condition, 

the soil to be stored should be stored initially in bunds of maximum 1 metre high. 

 

28 This will allow the soils to dry.  Shallow bunds can then be moved again once they are dry 

into larger bunds for long-term storage. 
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29 Once the soils are sufficiently dry, typically from April, it will be possible to move the soils 

straight to long-term storage bunds. 

 

30 As a general rule soil should not be moved during or within 24 hours of heavy rain. 

 

31 Further information can be obtained as follows: 

• MAFF “Good Practice Guide for Handling Soils”, 2000; 

• Institute of Quarrying “Good Practice Guide for Handling Soils in Mineral Workings”, 

2021; 

• BRE “Agricultural Good Practice For Solar Farms”, 2014. 

 

Soil Management (Trafficking) 

32 Installation of panels should take place so far as possible when soil conditions are suitable 

(ie the soil is not so wet that vehicles cause tyre marks, such as shown below, deeper than 

about 10cm when travelling across the land). 

 Insert 7: Track Marks 

  

 

33 It is very unlikely that trafficking during construction when soils are relatively dry will result 

in compaction sufficient to require amelioration.  However, if rutting has resulted the soil 

should be levelled by standard agricultural cultivation equipment such as tine harrows, once 

the conditions suit, and prior to seeding.  This can be done with standard agricultural 

machinery, or with small horticultural-grade machinery such as is shown below. 
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Inserts 8 and 9: Horticultural Machinery 

  

 

34 The objective is to get the surface to a level tilth for seeding/reseeding as necessary, as 

was shown earlier. 

 

35 Grass growth will then recover or establish rapidly. 

 

36 If for operational reasons trafficking of soils does cause surface damage, that can be 

restored.  It is also unlikely to result in any structural damage long term.  The photo below 

shows soil damage during construction.  It is followed by the same view in the subsequent 

photo from seven years later.  We have reviewed the soils and there has been no long-term 

soil damage or ALC downgrading. 

Inserts 10 and 11: Winter Installation (2015) and Operational Site (2022) 
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37 Where there is surface damage at this level, there may be a need for shallow subsoiling to 

be carried out the following spring, prior to surface cultivation and seeding. 

 

 Soil Management (Trenching) 

38 All trenching work will be carried out when the topsoil is dry and not plastic (ie it can be 

moulded into shapes in the hand). 

 

39 The top 30cm will be dug off and placed on one side of the trench, for subsequent 

restoration.  There is no need to strip the grass first. 

 

40 The subsoils will then be dug out and placed on the other side of the trench, as per the 

example below. 

 Insert 12: Subsoils Dug out of the Trench 

  

 

41 Once the cable has been laid, the subsoils will be placed back in the trench.  Where there 

is a clear colour difference within the subsoils, so far as practicable the lower subsoil will 

be put back first and the upper subsoil above that, which is likely to happen anyway as the 

lower soil is at the top of the pile. 

Subsoils Topsoils 
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42 If dry and lumpy the subsoils will be pressed down by the bucket to speed settlement.  If 

the soils are settling well no pressing-down is required. 

 

43 The topsoil will then be returned onto the top of the trench.  It is likely, and right, that the 

topsoil will sit 5-10cm higher than the surrounding level.  This should be left to allow it to 

settle naturally as the soils become wetter. 

 

44 If there is a surplus of topsoil this may be because the lower subsoils were dry and blocky 

and there are considerable gaps in the soil.  These will naturally restore once the lower 

soils become wet again.  If the trench backfilling will result in the soil being more than 5-

10cm proud of surrounding levels, which is unlikely but possible, the topsoil should not be 

piled higher.  It should be left to the side, and the digger would return once the trench has 

settled and add the rest of the topsoil onto the trench at that point. 

 

45 Any excess topsoil should not be piled higher than 5 – 10cm above ground level.   

 

46 If considered appropriate, a suitable grass seed mix could be spread by hand over any 

parts of the trenches that would seem likely to benefit from extra grass. 
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Attachment A 

Agricultural Good Practice Guidance for 

Solar Farms (2013) 
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Attachment B 

Extracts Construction Code of Practice 
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