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1.0 INTRODUCTION 

Overview 

 This Alternative Site Assessment has been prepared on behalf of Layer Solar Farm Limited (the 

‘Applicant’) to support of a planning application for the development of a solar photovoltaic (‘PV’) 

farm and other associated infrastructure. The Applicant is a special purpose vehicle (‘SPV’) currently 

owned by Low Carbon Limited (‘Low Carbon’). 

 The proposal is hereafter collectively referred to as the ‘Proposed Development’. The project is 

known as the ‘Layer Solar Farm’. 

Site Summary 

 The ‘Proposed Site’ comprises approximately 96.8 hectares (‘ha’) of agricultural land located south 

west of Colchester, Essex. The Site has been deliberately placed in close proximity to an electricity 

substation, as this is one of the few places where such plants can connect efficiently to the 

electricity distribution network.  

 The majority of the Proposed Site is Grade 3b land (moderate quality), with a small section of Grade 

3a land (good quality) to the north.  It follows that the Site is farmed as a unit of Grade 3b land and 

is classed as such for the purposes of this planning application.   

Low Carbon 

 Low Carbon, the owner of the Applicant, is a UK company committed to making a positive and 

significant impact on the causes of climate change. The company has funded the development of 

more than 322 megawatts (‘MW’) of UK solar, generating enough clean energy to power more than 

100,000 UK homes and saving in excess of 143,600 tonnes of CO² each year.  A further 100MW of 

consented UK solar farms are due to go into construction next year. 

Purpose and Structure of this Report 

 The assessment set out in this report seeks to identify if there are any potentially more suitable 

sites situated on: 

• previously developed and or/non-agricultural land (hereafter referred to collectively as 

‘previously development land’); or 

• lower grade agricultural land (i.e. Grade 4 or 5). 

 The assessment is carried out to support the planning application. The overall aim of the 

assessment is to demonstrate that the Applicant has given due consideration to the benefits and 
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constraints associated with the Proposed Site, when compared and considered with potential 

alternative sites. 

 Importantly, it should be noted that there is no statutory or defined policy requirement to carry 

out an ‘alternative site assessment’ or similar. The Applicant has adopted a policy to carry out 

alternative site assessments for solar farm proposals located on greenfield sites. 

 Commercial rooftops are not considered in this assessment because (i) there are no known rooftops 

of sufficient size in the local area; and (ii) assessing the potential for development of multiple 

rooftops is not comparable or realistic, relative to a ground-mounted solar PV farm. Furthermore, 

the Government’s National Planning Practice Guidance on renewable and low carbon energy sets 

out in paragraph 013 regarding ground-mounted solar farms (see para 3.12 below) that the focus 

should be on the effective use of previously developed and non-agricultural land or agricultural 

land where it can be justified, however, rooftops are not mentioned. 

 The remainder of this report is structured as follows: 

• Section 2 – key features of the site and proposed development;  

• Section 3 – relevant planning policy;  

• Section 4 – the methodology applied to identify and assess alternative sites; 

• Section 5 – application of the methodology and assessment of alternative sites; and  

• Section 6 – summary and conclusions.  
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2.0 PROPOSED DEVELOPMENT 

The Proposed Site 

 The Proposed Site measures approximately 96.8 ha and comprises two parcels of agricultural land, 

separated by Birch Road, located directly west of Layer de la Haye and to the south-west of 

Colchester.  

 For the purposes of this assessment, the Proposed Site comprises the area of land required for the 

main solar farm and infrastructure, and highway accesses. 

 The northern parcel is surrounded almost entirely by woodland apart from to its south west where 

it is bound by Birch Road and Birch Park Road. A small part of its south eastern boundary is bound 

by a small agricultural field. The parcel is bordered to the west by an isolated residential property 

known as the Bungalow, and Woodhouse farm is located within the parcel. 

 The southern parcel is located immediately south of the northern parcel and Birch Road. It is 

surrounded by a mixture of roads, agricultural fields, woodland, Layer de la Haye Treatment Works, 

scattered residential properties and agricultural buildings. Abberton Reservoir is located to the 

south west.   

 There is a Public Right of Way (‘PRoW’) which runs through the middle of the northern parcel 

(PROW 124_24) and further PRoW that runs adjacent to part of the north eastern boundary (PROW 

141_4). No PRoWs cross the southern parcel of land. 

 The land is Grade 3 (moderate quality) and is currently in arable rotation. 

 The location of the Proposed Site is shown below in Figure 2.1.  
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Figure 2.1: Site Location Plan  

 

 The Site lies within a predominantly agricultural landscape. Layer de la Haye and Layer Water 

Treatment Works are located directly to the east. Other individual residences and farmsteads are 

also present within the local landscape.  

 The northernmost point of the Site is approximately 2km south of the edge of Colchester’s urban 

area. There are a number of other villages within the vicinity of the Site including Heckfordbridge 

to the north-west and Birch, Birch Green and Layer Breton to the west and south-west.   

 There are a number of existing solar farms within the surrounding area including at Birch Estate, 

land adjacent to Claypits Farm (approx. 2km to the west); Birch Airfield on Blind Lane (approx. 4km 

to the west) and Langenhoe Solar Farm (approx. 6.3km to the south-east). 

The Proposed Development 

 The Proposed Development would consist of arrays of solar PV panels up to 2.8 metres (‘m’) high 

with separation distances of approximately 3m. Associated infrastructure includes inverters, 

substations and internal site access roads. 
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 Planning permission will be sought for the development to operate for 40 years, at which point it 

would be decommissioned and the land returned to its previous state. 

 The indicative layout of the Proposed Development is illustrated in Figure 2.2 below. The Proposed 

Development benefits from an agreed point of connection (‘POC’) to the local electricity 

distribution network via a substation located approximately 2.7km to the east of the Proposed Site. 
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Figure 2.2: Indicative Site Layout 
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3.0 PLANNING POLICY 

 The planning policy most relevant to the consideration of alternative sites in the context of this 

assessment is considered to comprise the following: 

• Colchester Borough Council (‘CBC’) Core Strategy (adopted 2008 and revised in 2014); 

• CBC Site Allocations Development Plan Document (‘DPD’) (2010); 

• CBC Development Policies DPD (adopted 2010 and revised 2014); 

• National Planning Policy Framework (‘NPPF’) (2019); 

• National Planning Practice Guidance (‘NPPG’) (online resource); and  

• Overarching National Policy Statement (‘NPS’) for Energy Planning (‘EN-1’) (2011). 

 The Council is also in the process of developing the Colchester Borough Local Plan 2017 – 2033 (the 

‘Emerging Local Plan’). The Publication Draft was submitted to the Planning Inspectorate on 9 

October 2017 and the Council has most recently held a six week consultation on proposed main 

modifications following recommendations from the Inspector. The consultation ran between 27 

August 2020 and 9 October 2020.  

 For more detail relating to planning policy and the compliance of the Proposed Development with 

it, please refer to the Planning Statement that forms part of the application submission. 

 The specific guidance set out in each of the above documents is summarised below. 

CBC Core Strategy 

 Policy ER1 (Energy, Resources, Waste, Water and Recycling) of the Core Strategy states that “the 

Council will encourage the delivery of renewable energy projects, including micro-generation, in the 

Borough to reduce Colchester’s carbon footprint.”  

CBC Site Allocations DPD 

 The Site Allocations DPD also forms part of the development plan for the district, however, there 

are no saved policies considered to be of relevance to site selection for renewable energy 

developments. 

CBC Development Policies DPD 

 Policy DP25 (Renewable Energy) states the Council will support renewable energy schemes and 

goes on to state that “schemes should be located and designed in such a way to minimise increases 
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in ambient noise levels and visual impacts should be mitigated through siting, design, layout and 

landscaping measures.” 

CBC Emerging Local Plan 

 Emerging policy OV2 (Countryside) of the Emerging Local Plan acknowledges that “proposals for… 

renewable energy generation… may require a countryside location.” Emerging policy DM25 

(Renewable Energy, Water, Waste and Recycling) states renewable energy schemes with potential 

for adverse effects on international or nationally designated sites will only be supported in 

exceptional circumstances where it can be demonstrated that the designations objectives for the 

area will not be comprised and that adverse impacts can be adequately mitigated. It goes on to 

state “all applications for renewable energy proposals should be located and designed in such a way 

to minimise increases in ambient noise levels.”  

National Planning Policy Framework 

 The NPPF was published in March 2012 and most recently updated in June 2019. The NPPF sets out 

the Government’s planning policies for England and how these are to be applied, including in 

respect of the development of agricultural land and renewable energy. 

 Paragraph 170 states that local planning authorities should take into account the economic and 

other benefits of the best and most versatile agricultural land. Furthermore, 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. 

National Planning Practice Guidance 

 The policies contained within the NPPF are expanded upon and supported by the NPPG, which was 

originally published in March 2014 and has been updated periodically since. 

 With regards to the location of solar farms, paragraph 013 (Ref: 5-013-20150327) cites the following 

factors that local planning authorities should consider: 

• encouraging the effective use of land by focussing large scale solar farms on previously 

developed and non-agricultural land, provided that it is not of high environmental value; 

• where a proposal involves greenfield land, whether the proposed use of any agricultural 

land has been shown to be necessary and poorer quality land has been used in preference 

to higher quality land. 
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Overarching National Policy Statement for Energy Planning 

 NPS EN-1 is a material consideration for planning applications under the Town and Country 

Planning Act 1990 and has been included because it is the only policy document that provides any 

practical guidance in terms of alternative site assessments for energy projects. 

 The principles set out at paragraph 4.4.3 of EN-1 provide useful guidance, as follows: 

• the consideration of alternatives should be carried out in a proportionate manner; 

• there should be a realistic prospect of the alternative delivering the same infrastructure 

capacity (including energy security and climate change benefits) in the same timescale as 

the proposed development; 

• alternative proposals which mean the necessary development could not proceed, for 

example because the alternative proposals are not commercially viable (e.g. on the market 

and available), should be excluded on the grounds that they are not important and relevant; 

and 

• alternative proposals which are vague or inchoate can be excluded on the grounds that 

they are not important and relevant. 

 The above principles are effective provisions in terms of scoping the assessment; although, as 

previously stated, it is important to note that there is no statutory or specific planning policy 

requirement to consider alternative sites in relation to the development of BMV (or other) 

agricultural land in EN-1 or in other planning policy document. 
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4.0 METHODOLOGY 

Overview 

 This section sets out the qualitative, sequential methodology utilised to carry out the assessment. 

It should be noted that this type of methodology has been utilised to support many planning 

applications relating to solar farms in the UK. 

 The assessment is split into two parts: 

1. Previously developed land – to establish whether there are any potential alternative sites 

located on previously developed land that could be utilised (note: the Proposed Site is not 

previously developed land); and 

2. Lower grade agricultural land – to establish whether there are any potential alternative 

sites located on lower grade land that could be utilised (note: the Proposed Site is classed 

as Grade 3 for the purposes of this assessment). 

 As previously stated, commercial rooftops have not been considered because (i) there are no 

known rooftops of sufficient size in the area and (ii) it is considered that assessing the potential for 

development of multiple rooftops is not comparable or realistic when considered relative to a 

ground-mounted solar farm. Furthermore, as previously stated, the NPPG states that in considering 

ground-mounted solar farms, the focus should be on the effective use of previously developed and 

non-agricultural land. Rooftops are not mentioned. 

 The methodology utilised to carry out the assessment is sequenced as follows: 

• definition of a search area;  

• analysis of previously developed land; 

• analysis of lower grade agricultural land; 

• establishment of a long-list; 

• long-list filtering to create a short list of sites; and  

• assessment of the shortlist. 

 The above are explained in turn in the remainder of this section. 

The Search Area 

 It is important to identify a proportionate and appropriate area of search (hereafter referred to as 

the ‘Search Area’) from which potential alternative sites are identified for assessment. However, 
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there is no specific guidance in relevant planning policy documents to determine the geographic 

area that should be applied. 

 The Search Area for this assessment has therefore been based on the requirement to connect the 

Proposed Development to the Grid and the parameters associated with this, because any solar farm 

without a feasible grid connection is not viable. 

 To define the Search Area, the Applicant undertook a high-level assessment of connection costs 

against possible output and determined that connection up to 4.5 km from the POC would be 

feasible. Although, sites in closer proximity to the POC can be more feasible; owing to, amongst 

other things, connection costs, obstacles may exist (e.g. roads, railway lines and rivers) and 

encroaching on third party land. 

 The Search Area for alternative sites has therefore been defined to include an area of 4.5 km around 

the POC – please refer to Figure 1 at Appendix 1, which illustrates the Search Area. 

Analysis of Previously Developed Land 

 Relevant publicly available data was reviewed to identify previously developed land within the 

Search Area that could potentially be available for the Proposed Development. 

 The data included what are considered to comprise the most up-to-date, relevant adopted and/or 

emerging Development Plan Documents (‘DPD’) produced by the Council. The following types of 

allocation/sites were added to a ‘long-list’ of potentially suitable sites: 

• land allocated for renewable energy or similar development; and 

• land allocated for employment, or another land use potentially compatible with energy 

development. 

 To further supplement the DPDs, the following were also reviewed: 

• the Estates Gazette website (http://propertylink.estatesgazette.com) where a search for 

commercial/industrial land can be carried out within a defined search area; and 

• the most recent version of the Colchester Council Brownfield land register which was 

published on the Council’s website in accordance with government guidelines. 

Analysis of Lower Grade Agricultural Land 

Scope – ALC grades considered in the assessment 

 The ALC system classifies land into five grades (1-5), with Grade 3 subdivided into sub-grades 3a 

and 3b. The BMV land is defined as Grades 1, 2 and 3a and is the land which is most flexible, 
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productive and efficient in response to inputs and which can best deliver food and non-food crops 

for future generations. 

 The nationally available (or ‘Preliminary’) ALC survey data obtained from Natural England does not 

distinguish between Grade 3a and 3b). There are small areas within the Search Area where the 

subdivision data is available from Natural England and, where available, this has been applied. 

 The majority of the Proposed Site is Grade 3b land (moderate quality), with a small section of Grade 

3a land (good quality) to the north, as established by the Agricultural Land Classification Survey that 

forms part of the planning application submission. It follows that the Proposed Site is farmed as a 

unit of Grade 3b land and is classed as such for the purposes of this planning application.  Therefore, 

the assessment set out in this report focuses on considering whether there are any potential 

alternative Grade 4 or 5 sites, i.e. lower grade agricultural land than the Proposed Site. 

Site Identification Criteria 

 In order to identify potentially suitable sites, the first stage of the identification process utilised a 

Geographical Information Systems (‘GIS’) to discount constrained sections of land from within the 

Search Area. The definition of ‘constrained’ land was determined by reference to the planning 

policy set out earlier in this report, with particular focus on environmental considerations. 

 The criteria applied to rule out constrained land are as follows: 

• slope and gradient – sites where the topography is unsuitable (note: small areas of adverse 

topography can be dealt with via engineering adjustments to the solar arrays);  

• designated sites/assets – land within designated sites/assets avoided (including National 

Parks; Areas of Outstanding Natural Beauty; World Heritage Coast; Special Protection Areas 

(‘SPA’); Special Areas of Conservation (‘SAC’); Ramsar Sites (International Wetlands 

Designation); Sites of Special Scientific Interest (‘SSSI’); National Nature Reserves; Local 

Nature Reserves; Royal Society for the Protection of Birds Reserves; Important Bird Areas; 

Listed Buildings; Scheduled Monuments; Registered Battlefields; and Registered Parks and 

Gardens); 

• Green Belt – land within the Green Belt avoided where more viable non-Green Belt land is 

available; 

• flood risk – areas dominated by Zone 2 and 3 discounted (the zones with the highest risk of 

flooding); and 

• PRoW – areas crossed by a significant number of PRoWs avoided, where possible. 
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 The second stage of identification process comprised splitting any remaining ‘unconstrained’ 

areas/tracts of land into potential sites for assessment. The sites were defined through the 

application of professional judgement and having regard to the following: 

• irregular areas discounted; 

• any urban/built up areas removed; 

• clear and continuous area of land (e.g. avoiding woodland); 

• avoiding sites split by roads, railway lines and water bodies, where possible; and 

• boundaries defined by man-made and natural features (e.g. roads, properties and 

woodland). 

 Any identified sites were then added to the long-list. 

Filtering of the Long-list 

 The long list was then ‘filtered’ to remove any sites below 96.8 ha (the approximate area of land 

required for the Proposed Development). Any sites that did not meet this criterion were filtered 

out. 

 Multiple sites equating to a total of 96.8 ha were not considered in the assessment, because a 

scheme comprising of multiple sites is not considered to represent a comparable alternative. This 

is because in comparison to a single, continuous site, multiple sites would have other potentially 

limiting factors, including, but not limited to, legal agreements with multiple land owners; the 

complexity of connecting multiple sites to the electricity distribution network; and the potential for 

intensified disruption associated with the development of multiple sites. 

 For the above reasons, the consideration of multiple sites is not considered proportionate, realistic 

or deliverable as an alternative when considering, amongst other things, the principles set out in 

paragraph 4.4.3 of NPS EN-1. 

Assessment of the Short-list 

 The remaining sites were added to a ‘short-list’ and assessed against a range of policy, 

environmental and viability criteria (determined with reference to relevant planning policy), as 

follows: 

• Is the land likely to be available, e.g. on the market or proposed for another use? 

• Distance from the potential point of connection – is the potential point of connection on 

site or further away? 
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• Are there obstacles between the site and potential point of connection? 

• Shape of the site – is it regular/irregular? 

• Is the land clear and developable? 

• Are there any footpaths crossing the site? 

• Flood risk areas – Flood Zone 1 favoured. 

• Any other relevant considerations, such as, for example, whether the site benefits from a 

suitable highway access? 

 The assessment of the short-list determined whether there are any potential feasible alternative 

sites. The assessment utilised professional experience and judgement to draw conclusions. 

 It should be noted that the consideration of some criteria is repeated at the short-list stage, in order 

to apply the criteria to sites generated by the search of previously developed land or non-

agricultural land, as these sites were not subjected to the GIS exercise utilised by the search for 

lower-grade agricultural land (where these criteria has previously been applied). 
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to be available, 
e.g. on the 
market or 
proposed for 
another use? 
Is the topography 
favourable? 

The site benefits from favourable topography for the purposes of a solar 
farm. 

Distance from the 
potential point of 
connection – is 
the potential 
point of 
connection onsite 
or further 
away? 

The site is located 3.9 km south of the POC. 

Are there 
obstacles 
between the site 
and point of 
connection? 

Abberton Reservoir is located between the site and POC. 

Shape of the site 
– is it 
regular/irregular? 

The site consists of agricultural fields that are considered to be regular in 
shape. 

Is the land clear 
and developable? 

The site is clear and developable. 

Are there any 
PRoWs crossing 
the site? 

The site is not crossed by any PRoWs. 

Flood risk areas – 
Flood Zone 1 – 
favoured. 

The site is located almost entirely in Flood Zone 1. However, a small area of 
Flood Zone 3 crosses into the site to its east. 

Any other 
relevant 
considerations? 

The site is located directly adjacent to a number of Grade II Listed Buildings, 
particularly in Peldon to its north and Little Wigborough to its south west. 
Furthermore, the site is adjacent to some Ancient Woodland to its south. 
According to the nationally available Provisional ALC survey the land is 
Grade 3. 
 

 

 Summary and discussion: the site complies with the main criteria and is comparable to the 

Proposed Site in some respects. However, Abberton Reservoir is considered to be a significant 

obstacle between the site and point of connection, along with the distance. Furthermore, the site 

is located directly adjacent to the villages of Peldon and Great Wigborough, and directly adjacent 

to a number of Grade II Listed Buildings in both. The site is not currently known to be available to 

be available to the Applicant. 

 It follows that the site is not considered to comprise a more feasible alternative to the Proposed 

Site. 
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Is the land clear 
and developable? 

The site is clear and developable. 

Are there any 
PRoWs crossing 
the site? 

The site is crossed by two public footpaths. 

Flood risk areas – 
Flood Zone 1 – 
favoured. 

The site is located entirely in Flood Zone 1.  

Any other 
relevant 
considerations? 

The site is directly adjacent to a number of Grade II Listed Buildings and 
residential properties in Birch Green and Layer Breton, and further Grade II 
Listed Buildings at Garlands Farm. According to the nationally available 
Provisional ALC survey the land is Grade 3. 
 

 

 Summary and discussion: the site complies with the main criteria and is comparable to the 

Proposed Site in some respects. However, the site is slightly further away from the point of 

connection and, it is not currently known to be available to be available to the Applicant. 

 It follows that the site is not considered to comprise a more feasible alternative to the Proposed 

Site. 
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6.0 SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS 

 The Search Area features a lot of heavily constrained land in its northern extent, located in and 

around Colchester, in addition to Abberton Reservoir to the south west. The remainder comprises 

predominantly agricultural land  A number of previously developed and strategic sites were 

identified in and around the urban area but all (with the exception of one) were too small to be 

considered as feasible alternatives to the Proposed Site. The vast majority of the agricultural land 

was unconstrained, but due to the presence of physical features such as roads, woodland and 

residential areas much of this agricultural land was divided into plots too small to be considered as 

feasible alternative sites however 7 possible alternative sites were identified through the 

agricultural land search. The filtering exercise therefore reduced the long-list down to a short-list 

of 8 sites, namely: 

• RSW10 – Zoo Site, Maldon Road, Colchester; 

• ALS23 - Land between Peldon Road and Colchester Road (B1025); 

• ALS24 - Land between Peldon Village and Colchester Road (B1025); 

• ALS27 - Land south of Lower Road; 

• ALS28 - Land between Peldon Road and Abberton Reservoir; 

• ALS29 - Land north-west of Wigborough Road; 

• ALS32 - Land between Layer Breton Hill and Wigborough Road (B1026); and 

• ALS33 - Land between Layer Breton, Birch Green and Wigborough Road (B1026). 

 The majority of the sites are comparable to the Proposed Site in many respects, particularly 

regarding favourable topography and being clear and developable. However, in many instances 

there are unknowns regarding land availability. In addition, Abberton Reservoir forms a significant 

obstacle between a number of sites and the respective point of connection resulting in protracted 

and potentially unfeasible underground connections. Furthermore, there are other potential 

constraints including close proximity to residential areas and properties and in some cases Grade II 

Listed Buildings without screening. 

 It is therefore concluded that, whilst many of the sites comply with the main criteria and are 

comparable to the Proposed Site, none comprise a more feasible alternative. 
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APPENDIX 1: FIGURES 1-9 (GIS FIGURES) 
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APPENDIX 2: FIGURE 10 (SHORT-LISTED SITES) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 






