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AGRICULTURAL LAND CLASSIFICATION SUMMARY REPORT 

CHERWELL DISTRICT LOCAL PLAN 
UPPER HEYFORD AIRFIELD 

RECONNAISSANCE SURVEY 

INTRODUCTION 

This report presents the findings of a reconnaissance Agncullural Land Classification (ALC) 
survey ofapproximately 165 ha of land at RAF Upper Heyford Oxfordshire The survey was 
earned out dunng February 1999 

The survey was undertaken by the Farming and Rural Conservation Agency (FRCA)' on 
behalf of the Ministry of Agnculture Fishenes and Food (MAFF) The survey was camed 
out in connection with MAFF s stalutory input to the Cherwell Distnct Local Plan This 
survey supersedes any previous ALC information for this land 

The work was conducted by members of the Resource Planmng Team in the Eastem Region 
of FRCA The land has been graded in accordance with the published MAFF ALC guidelines 
and cntena (MAFF 1988) A descnption of the ALC grades and subgrades is given in 
Appendix I 

At the time of survey all ofthe agncultural land on the site was under permanenl grassland 
The areas mapped as Other land include the mam runway of the airfield laxiways and 
associated buildings storage areas 

SUMMARV 

The findings ofthe survey are shown on the enclosed ALC map The map has been drawn al 
a scale of I 25 000 It is accuraie at this scale but any enlargement would be misleading 

The area and proportions of the ALC grades and subgrades on the surveyed land are 
summansed in Table 1 

Table 1 Area of grades and other land 

Gndc/Other land 

3a 
3b 
Other land 

Total surveyed area 
Total site area 

Area (hectares) 

6 8 
101 7 
56 6 

108 3 
163 1 

/ surveyed area 

63 
93 7 

100 

/ site area 

4 I 
616 
34 3 

63 7 
100 

FRCA is an cvccutivc agency ofMAFF and the Welsh OfTice 



7 The fieldwork was conducted al an average density of 1 bonng per 3 hectares of agncultural 
land A total of 36 bonngs and 5 soil pits was descnbed 

8 The majonty ofthe agncultural land on this site has been classified as Subgrade 3b (moderate 
quality land) with an area on the west ofthe site classified as Subgrade 3a (good quality land) 

9 The iand classified as Subgrade 3b generally consists of calcareous medium or heavy clay 
loams or clays overlying limestone al shallow depths The shallow nature of the soil resource 
restncts the amount of water available for crops thereby affecting the level and consistency of 
crop yields especially in drier years The small area of Subgrade 3a land consists of similar 
soils but with a slightly greater depth over the limestone which therefore expenence a less 
sigmficant droughtiness limitation 

FACTORS INFLUENCING ALC GRADE 

Climate 

10 Climate affects the grading of land through the assessment of an overall climatic limitation and 
also through interactions with soil charactensiics 

11 The key climatic vanables used for grading this site are given m Table 2 and were obtained 
from the published 5km gnd datasets using the standard interpolation procedures (Met OflTice 
1989) 

Tabic 2 Climatic and altitude data 

Factor 

Grid reference 
Alliludc 
Accumulated Temperature 
Average Annual Rainfall 
Field Capacity Da>s 
Moisture Deficit Wheat 
Moisture Deficit Potatoes 

Overall climatic grade 

Units 

N/A 
m AOD 
day C (Jan June) 
mm 
da>s 
mm 
mm 

N/A 

Values 

SP 312 279 
130 

1356 
699 
152 
97 
86 

Grade 1 

SP 308 226 
130 

1337 
702 
132 
97 
86 

Grade I 

12 The climatic cnlena are considered first when classifying land as climate can be overnding in 
the sense that severe limitations will reslncl land to low grades inespective of favourable site 
or soil conditions 

13 The main parameters used in the assessment of an overall climatic limitation are average 
annual rainfall (AAR) as a measure of overall wetness and accumulated temperature (ATO 
January to June) as a measure ofthe relative warmth ofa locality 

14 The combination of rainfall and temperature at this site mean that there is no overall chmatic 
limitation Local climatic factors such as exposure or frost do nol significantly affecl land 
quality at this location The site is climatically Grade I However climatic faclors do interact 



with sod properties lo influence soil droughtiness and sod weiness Al this locality the climate 
is average in regional terms 

Site 

15 The area surveyed lies in the range 110-I30m AOD with the majonly ofthe land being flat 
Nowhere on the site does gradient microreiief or flooding affecl the land quality 

Geology and soils 

16 The most detailed published geological mformation for the site (BGS 1968) shows the area to 
be underlain by Great Oolitic Limestone 

17 According to the most detailed pubhshed information for this area (SSEW 1983) the soils 
present belong to the Aberford association Soils within this association are descnbed as 
Shallow locally brashy well drained calcareous fine loamy soils over limestone with some 

deeper calcareous soils in colluvium Soils consistent with this descnption were found across 
the site 

AGRICULTURAL LAND CLASSIFICATION 

18 The details of the classification of the site are shown on the allached ALC map and the area 
statistics of each grade are given in Table 1 

19 The location ofthe auger bonngs and pits is shown on the attached sample location map and 
the details ofthe sods data are presented in Appendix II 

Subgrade 3a 

20 Land of good quality has been mapped in one unit in the west of the site where the land 
begins to fall away at the end of the airslnp The pnncipal limitation lo land quality is soil 
droughtiness The soils are wel! drained (Wetness Class I) and compnse heavy clay loam 
topsoiis overlying in some instances heavy clay loam upper subsoils (but mostly clay) 
merging to clay lower subsoils over limestone al approximately 60 cm Soils were 
impenetrable below this deplh The lopsoils contain up to 10% limestone fragments by 
volume with up to 2% of this fraclion greater than 2 cm The subsoils contain up lo 25% 
limestone fragments by volume The combination of the relatively shallow soil resource and 
the prevailing local climate leads to a moderate soil droughtiness limitation No soil pit was 
located in this relatively small map unit as the soils have been Irealed as deeper vanants of 
those mapped as Subgrade 3b 

Subgrade 3b 

21 The majonty ofthe surveyed area has been mapped as Subgrade 3b The pnncipal limitation 
IS again soil droughtiness The soils are well drained (Weiness Class I) and compnse heavy 
clay loam and heavy silty clay loam topsoiis which overly stony heavy clay loam or clay 
subsoils passing lo limestone The pit observations 2P and 4P are particularly representative 
of these soils Bolh were impenetrable at depths in the range 44-56cm with stone contents in 
the range 45-65% above this deplh In both instances stone contents were increasing at the 



base oflhe pit and it has been assumed that >70% stone contenis would be encountered either 
al or jusl below the impenetrable layer Given the textures and stone contents involved 
together with the overall shallow nature ofthe soil resource and the prevailing climate there is 
a restnction on the amount of waler available for crops The level and consistency of yields 
are both affected particularly in the dner years and this land cannot therefore be classified 
higher than Subgrade 3b In places deeper soil resources were encountered umt as typified 
by the pit observations IP and 3P but these illustrate the range of soils that were encountered 
rather than the presence of a significant area of land which could be classified separately as 
Subgrade 3 a at this scale In conlrast more shallow soils were also encountered at some 
locations and these are typified by the pit observation 5P This observation is actually 
classified as Grade 4 given the presence of >70% stone from just beneath the topsoii and 
illustrates the potential seventy of the soil droughtiness htmtation which affects parts of the 
site These soils could also be described as expenenctng a soil depth limitation However tt 
was not possible to map out these shallower soils at this scale 

22 The significant soil droughtiness limitation that affects this Subgrade 3b land will manifest 
Itself in the limited range of crops that can tolerate such conditions The level and consistency 
ofyields will be affected and this will be particularly marked in dner seasons 

Alex Hamilton and Matthew Larkin 
Resource Plannmg Team 

Eastern Region 
FRCA Reading 
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APPENDDC I 

DESCRIPTIONS OF THE GRADES AND SUBGRADES 

Grade 1 Excellent Quality Agricultural Land 

Land with no or very minor limitations lo agncullural use A very wide range of agncultural and 
horticultural crops can be grown and commonly includes top fiiiit soft fruit salad crops and winter 
harvested vegetables Yields are high and less vanable than on land oflower quality 

Grade 2 Very Good Quality Agricultural Land 

Land with minor limitations which affecl crop yield cuhivations or harvesting A wide range of 
agncultural or horticultural crops can usually be grown but on some land of this grade there may be 
reduced flexibility due to difficulties with the production of the more demanding crops such as winter 
harvested vegetables and arable root crops The level of yield is generally high but may be lower or 
more vanable than Grade I land 

Grade 3 Good to Moderate Quality Land 

Land with moderate limitations which affecl the choice of crops the timing and type of cultivation 
harvesting or the level of yield When more demanding crops are grown yields are generally lower or 
more vanabie than on land in Grades 1 and 2 

Subgrade 3a Good Quality Agncultural Land 

Land capable of consistently producing moderate to high yields of a nanow range of arable crops 
especially cereals or moderaie yields of a wide range of crops including cereals grass oilseed rape 
potatoes sugar beel and the less demanding horticultural crops 

Subgrade 3b Moderate Quality Agncultural Land 

Land capable of producing moderaie yields of a narrow range of crops pnncipally cereals and grass 
or lower yields of a wider range ot crops or high yields of grass which can be grazed or harvesied 
over most ofthe year 

Grade 4 Poor Quality Agncultural Land 

Land with severe limitations which sigmficanlly restnct the range of crops and/or ihe level of yields 
It IS mainly suited lo grass with occasional arable crops (e g cereals and forage crops) the yields of 
which are vanable In moisl climates yields of grass may be moderate to high but there may be 
difficulties in utilisation The grade also includes very droughty arable land 

Grade 5 Very Poor Quality Agricultural Land 

Land with severe limitations which reslnct use to permanent paslure or rough grazing except for 
occasional pioneer forage crops 



APPENDIX n 

SOIL DATA 

Contents 

Sample location map 

Sod abbreviations explanatory note 

Sod pit and sod boring descriptions (bonng and horizon levels) 
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