
 

 
Report to: Planning Committee  Date of Meeting: 11th April, 2012 
 
Subject: Agricultural Land Study 
 
Report of: Head of Planning Services  
 
Wards Affected: Meols, Norwood, Ainsdale, Harington, Ravenmeols, Manor, 

Blundellsands, Park, Sudell, Molyneux 
 
Is this a Key Decision?   No   Is it included in the Forward Plan? 

No 
 
Exempt/Confidential No  
 

 
Purpose/Summary 
To inform Members of the contents of the brief for the Agricultural Land Study which is 
about to go out to tender. 
 
 
Recommendation(s) 
That the contents of the Brief for the Agricultural Land Study be noted. 
 
 
How does the decision contribute to the Council’s Corporate Objectives? 
 

 Corporate Objective Positive 
Impact 

Neutral 
Impact 

Negative 
Impact 

1 Creating a Learning Community  √  

2 Jobs and Prosperity  √  

3 Environmental Sustainability √   

4 Health and Well-Being  √  

5 Children and Young People  √  

6 Creating Safe Communities  √  

7 Creating Inclusive Communities  √  

8 Improving the Quality of Council 
Services and Strengthening Local 
Democracy 

√   

 



 

 
Reasons for the Recommendation: 
This is a key study which will inform the preparation of the Core Strategy. It is essential 
that Members have a good understanding of what the Study will cover, and the time 
needed to carry it out. Approval to carry out the Study has already been obtained from 
Cabinet on 1st March, 2012 (Minute 123 refers). 
 
What will it cost and how will it be financed? 
 
(A) Revenue Costs 
Cabinet (Minute 123) authorised the spending of £25,000 on this Study at its meeting on 
1st March 2012. 
 
(B) Capital Costs 
None 
 
Implications: 
The following implications of this proposal have been considered and where there are 
specific implications, these are set out below: 
 
Legal 
None 
Human Resources 
None 
Equality 
1. No Equality Implication      

2. Equality Implications identified and mitigated 

3. Equality Implication identified and risk remains  

 

 
Impact on Service Delivery: 
This Study has been identified as an essential piece of work required in order to progress 
Sefton's Core Strategy. 
 
What consultations have taken place on the proposals and when? 
The Head of Corporate Finance (FD1357/12) has been consulted and has no comments 
provided no changes have been made to the previous report. 
The Head of Corporate Legal Services (LD815) have been consulted and has no 
comments. No changes have been made to the report. 
 
 
Are there any other options available for consideration? 
None. Cabinet has already authorised the commissioning of this Study. 

√ 

 

 



 

 
Implementation Date for the Decision 
Immediately following the Committee meeting. 
 
Contact Officer: Ingrid Berry 
Tel: 0151 934 3556 
Email: ingrid.berry@sefton.gov.uk  
 
 
Background Papers: 
There are no background papers available for inspection. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

1. Introduction / Background 
 
1.1 On 22nd February, the Committee considered a report on the Core Strategy 

Options consultation (Minute 150) and, inter alia, recommended that Cabinet 
agree to the programme of work set out in section 12 of the report. This was 
agreed by Cabinet on 1st March (Minute 123). 

 
1.2 Paragraph 11.3 of the report indicated that a major concern raised during the 

consultation was that two of the options involved building on Green Belt which 
was Grade 1 agricultural land. In order to get a definitive view of the quality of the 
land and its value for food production, it was necessary to commission a study of 
agricultural land quality in the Borough and the implications arising from possible 
future development in the Green Belt. This will provide more information on which 
recommendations can be made. 

 
1.3 In accordance with this resolution, a draft brief has been prepared. It has been 

sent to Defra, Natural England and the Environment Agency for comments, as 
well as to a number of consultancies.  

 
1.4 Whilst Defra reaffirmed their previous comments, that they are not “in a position to 

make any comments”, Natural England (NE) made some very helpful comments 
about the Brief. They concluded that “The study brief appears well thought 
through and will serve to improve the Council’s evidence base on soil - which is an 
important finite and effectively non renewable natural resource. It should enable 
the Council to more effectively test policy and proposal options against national 
guidance on the planning approach to the treatment of the soils, including the best 
and most versatile agricultural land”. 

 
1.5 NE “welcome the inclusion of the non agricultural other benefits of the soil 

resource within the study brief. In addition to supporting agriculture and forestry 
soil delivers ecosystem services, such as hydrological cycling and carbon 
storage”. 

 
1.6 NE also pointed out “the importance of such services is recognised in the Natural 

Environment White Paper The Natural Choice: Securing the Value of Nature 
(June 2011) and they should be valued, protected and enhanced at all levels of 
the planning system. They recommend the Council ensure that the fullest range of 
ecosystem services that are provided by the soil resource are taken into account 
within the study.” 

 
1.7 NE referred to the imminent release of the National Planning Policy Framework 

(before the end of March), and advised that the Brief should include sufficient 
flexibility to take account of any additional requirements that might emerge was a 
result. This has been included in the Brief. 

 
1.8 Finally NE was concerned about the number of samples that could be taken to 

inform the Study results. They recommended the Council ensure that the number 
of samples finally agreed is sufficient to provide a confident overview of 
agricultural land quality across the Borough. One of the consultancies who 
responded to the ‘Expressions of Interest’ also commented that if the first part of 
the Study indicated a need for substantial amounts of fieldwork, this may mean 
that the indicative price is not sufficient to carry out the Study to the required 



 

standard. Whilst this is clearly an important consideration, we also need to 
carefully balance the total costs of the study. 

 
1.9 The study Brief was also considered by the Members’ Working Group on 21st 

March. As a result, the Brief includes a requirement that a ‘plain English’ 
Summary should be provided to ensure that members of the public can readily 
understand the Study. Further discussion with the Ten Parishes was also 
requested and will be held before the end of March. Any further comments from 
that meeting will be reported to members on the 11th April.  

 
2. The Brief for the Agricultural Land Study  

 
2.1 A copy of the Brief is attached as an Appendix to this report. 
 
2.2 The Study comprises two tasks.  
 
2.3 Task 1 provides a strategic overview of Sefton’s rural economy, services now and 

in the future in a local, regional, national and European context. This part of the 
Study would comprise 3 elements, and would mainly be a desk-top exercise.  
These are:  

 
(a) To undertake a comparison of the present extent and coverage of 
agricultural land quality across Sefton - the broadbrush Agricultural Land 
Classification (ALC) data, with the better but patchy ALC data which is available 
for parts of Sefton; to validate additional ALC surveys submitted in connection with 
planning applications and / or as a result of the Core Strategy Options 
consultation (2011); to assess the contribution that the agricultural economy 
makes to Sefton’s rural economy; and to carry out an assessment of the impact if 
development were to take place resulting in the loss of agricultural land. 
 
(b) To assess the impact of the loss of agricultural land across Sefton at a 
local, regional and national level, and the effect that the loss of agricultural land 
would have on Sefton’s rural economy. This should include an evaluation of the 
ability of land currently not used for any purpose to be brought back into use for 
agriculture / food production. 
 
(c) To carry out an assessment of: 

(i)  the other benefits arising from Sefton’s soil resource, including 
benefits relating to ecosystem services (e.g. hydrological cycling and 
carbon storage), recreation, amenity, biodiversity (including reference to 
Natural England’s White Paper “The Natural Choice: Securing the Value of 
Nature”), managing flood risk (including the impact of the Environment 
Agency’s proposed change from pumped to un-pumped drainage as set 
out in the Alt Crossens Catchment Management Plan) on agricultural land 
and the rural economy; and  

 
(ii)  the impact on the soil resource from development (construction and 
operation) and potential land-banking. 

 
2.2 Task 2 requires the successful consultant to carry out a detailed ALC survey for a 

number of sites in Sefton, using a robust methodology for selecting the number 
and location of the sites to the surveyed. It will indicate how we should resolve the 



 

issue of conflicting data between the broad brush ALC maps + the more detailed 
survey results.  

 
2.3 This task requires the consultant to identify a robust method for selecting a 

number of defined sites for detailed survey to validate the existing broad brush 
ALC approach across Sefton. This will include a number of the most contentious 
areas (i.e. sites that received the highest proportion or number of objections) and 
sites where agricultural land studies were submitted in response to the Options 
consultation on behalf of developers or landowners (subject to the assessment as 
part of Task 1(a)). It may also include a number of other sites within 1 kilometre of 
the edge of Sefton’s main urban areas to ensure a geographic spread across the 
Borough.  

 
Timetable 

 
2.4 In order that the Agricultural Land Study can feed into the Consequences Study 

and the choice of the Core Strategy’s Preferred Option, it is essential that the 
Agricultural Land Study is completed by early September. The Expressions of 
Interest have indicated that this should be achievable, although additional time 
may be needed if laboratory analysis is required to support the classification of 
contentious sites. It is important that we continue to make progress with the Core 
Strategy and identification of Sefton’s Preferred Option. This is a clear 
requirement of central Government.  

 
Draft cost 

 
2.5 The Expressions of Interest have confirmed that the budget is reasonable for the 

work involved. They have also confirmed that whilst it is easy to cost Task 1, the 
total cost of carrying out Task 2 cannot be pre-determined at this stage. This will 
need to be monitored and reviewed during the process.  

 
2.6 If a large number of samples are needed in order to produce robust results, this 

could increase the cost of the Study beyond our budget. The Brief therefore states 
that the Council will only proceed with Task 2 of the contract following the 
completion of Task 1, and when appropriate methodology for task 2 have been 
fully agreed.  

 
2.7 This uncertainty also affected the original scoring methodology. We had planned 

to assess tender submissions on the basis of 30% price and 70% quality. 
However, due to the uncertainties relating to the cost of carrying out Task 2, the 
Procurement team have suggested that this should be changed to 25% cost 
(based solely on carrying out Task 1), and 75% quality (which would include the 
methodology and unit costs for carrying Task 2). 
 


