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Sunnica Energy Farm (EN010106)   

March 28 2023 

Peter Danks – Reading Agricultural Consultants:  

Commentary on Communications between Natural England and Sunnica Ltd 

Instructions 

1. Reading Agricultural Consultants Ltd (RAC) is instructed by Say No To Sunnica Action Group Ltd 

(SNTS) to prepare a commentary on minutes of meetings between Sunnica and Natural England 

(NE) to discuss soils matters, specifically with regard to the Statement of Common Ground in 

respect of Sunnica Ltd’s application for a Development Consent Order (DCO) for the construction, 

operation and decommissioning of Sunnica Energy Farm.  

2. This commentary has been prepared by Peter W Danks, Senior Director of RAC. 

Issues 

3. At the end of the Examination process, many issues relevant to the application concerning 

agriculture and soils remain, including the:  

• acquisition and analysis of evidence relied on by the Applicant in its baseline assessment:  

• taking into account irrigation in grading agricultural land; and  

• failure to consider the productive value of agricultural land. 

4. Since Deadline 9, NE has disclosed in email correspondence, minutes of meetings and the contents 

of email correspondence between its officers and Sunnica Ltd’s soil and EIA specialists.  This 

material is attached at Appendix 1 to this commentary. 

5. It has become apparent since the end of the Examination with the publication of material at 

Deadline 8 [REP8-057] and as a result of consequent investigations by SNTS, that the concerns of 

SNTS and NE regarding the application of fundamental scientific principles to the grading of 

agricultural land remain unaddressed. 

6. On October 6th 2022, in advance of a meeting with Sunnica Ltd, NE asked for the following matters 

to be addressed [Appendix 1 p8]: 
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• “ALC Mapping. The discrepancies between the ALC Grades identified by the soil core data 

(Appendix 12B) and the mapped ALC Grades (Figures 12-2 [APP-238] and 12-3 [APP-239]). 

• Droughtiness Calculations. Explain assumptions and approach for determining 

droughtiness. e.g. There is no discussion as to whether the chalk is rootable and at what 

depth the chalk becomes impenetrable. How has available water been considered (chalk 

and flint). 

• Soil Pits. There is no discussion with regards to soil types and whether the soil pits have 

been located to reflect the distribution of soil types. It is not clear as to whether the Soil Pit 

data has been used in verifying soil structural and stone descriptions for the wider area.” 

7. These concerns echo strongly the concerns of SNTS as set out in its written representations [REP2-

240d].  

ALC Mapping [Ref 08 – meeting minutes Appendix 1 p9] 

8. The minutes of the meeting between NE and AECOM (for Sunnica) [Appendix 1 p9] indicate that 

following a presentation regarding the scheme in general and the production of a Statement of 

Common Ground (SoCG) NE pointed out significant errors in the mapping of ALC across the 

scheme area [Appendix 1 p11] and omissions of data from the baseline assessment [APP-115]. 

This information was sent to Sunnica’s soils specialist (DBSC) in order that they could be 

investigated.  

9. DBSC also presented and discussed images of selected archaeological trenches included in the 

baseline assessment [APP115 p82 & 83] to demonstrate the extreme variability of soils over short 

distances, indicating the localised nature of soil types. These characteristics are typical of soils 

affected by periglacial conditions as seen in Appendix 1 [REP4-032 p43 & 44] to the Technical Note 

prepared by DBSC as response to NE’s requests at the meeting. The light and dark patterns seen 

in the images reflect relatively shallow and much deeper chalky soils typical of this part of the 

scheme area. These are the distinctive, highly productive, versatile soils known as the 

Cambridgeshire ‘Redlands’ that have not been identified as a distinct unit in the baseline 

assessment. 

10. In its technical note to NE, DBSC addresses the gaps in observation data with a statement that 

they were omitted in transfer from field notes to spreadsheets. Failure to identify missing data 

points, which were not shown on DBSC own mapping attests to the low level of attention to detail 

that is apparent at many stages of the baseline assessment. In its submission at Deadline 8 [REP8-

057], NE fails to pursue this matter further, accepting that the missing data would not be 
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incorporated into the baseline assessment and so not be shown on baseline mapping or taken into 

account in the impact assessment, despite its requests for this to be done.  

Droughtiness calculations [Ref 08 – meeting minutes Appendix 1 p10] 

11. With regard to droughtiness calculations, Daniel Baird (DB) of DBSC, the soil surveyor and author 

of the baseline report opened by demonstrating that ALC would be limited to Grade 3b even with 

access to full rooting depth. The assumptions regarding soil texture and stoniness underlying this 

demonstration are not given and appear to be wrong given the soil textures to be expected in the 

soils of the area as mapped in detail by the Soil Survey and Defra [REP4-121 pp 130 – 132 & 137 – 

141]. DB explained that his “normal practice in sites such as this would be to dig as far as possible, 

put pits in to see what can be loosened and for what cannot be dug past to give an extra 20cm 

with an additional 20% of the stone type”. This is not standard practice in ALC, which sets out strict 

guidelines as to how Moisture Balances (MB) should be calculated and sets precise allowances for 

shallow and stony soils [REP2-240n p47]; ALC does not allow for the random introduction of 

allowances. Calculations should be carried out for each observation point and blanket ‘allowances’ 

are not accepted.  

12. There is no evidence of DB digging any pits as part of the original survey, the only pit descriptions 

having been prepared more than a year after the original soil survey. The Deadline 10 submission 

states that pits were dug across the site during lengthy ALC surveys – why this has not been 

disclosed before is unclear, but it is clear that no evidence of these pits or the findings from them 

has been put before the Examination. 

13. NE asked that this detail be added to the appendix including where Flint and Chalk have been 

identified, highlighting that both of the stones have been considered with regards to their impact 

on the available water content within the soil profile. This has not been done. 

14. Following the publication of the Technical Note [REP4-032] NE evidently remained sceptical and 

DBSC issued an email on 28th February 2023 [Appendix 1 p17] setting out its response to 

unminuted comments justifying retrospectively the use of allowances in the calculation of MB. 

The three examples used (CP104, CPa7 and BF100) [Appendix 1 p14] all lack grade calculations in 

the relevant part of the Appendix to the baseline [APP-115 Annexe F]. The grade result using the 

allowance was verified by RAC for CP104, but not for any other point. NE has analysed a further 

three points using the ‘allowance’ [REP8-057] (BF113, LF4 and EL14) and found the calculated MB 

values to vary from those produced by DBSC.  
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15. Given the rigid framework within which the ALC calculation system works, there should be no 

variation in the calculation of MB using observed data or incorporating a standard ‘allowance’. 

This highlights the lack of transparency in the recording of observations from the auger survey, 

clarification of which was sought by NE at an early stage.  

16. Thus, these requests for explanation or clarification from NE have never been fulfilled as required 

and no justification has been made for the assumptions applied to observations generally, or for 

the observations themselves justified by supporting observations from suitable located soil 

observation pits, discussed below. 

Soil Pits [Ref 09 – meeting minutes Appendix 1 p10] 

17. NE’s requested clarification of the distribution and characteristics of the six soil pits excavated by 

DBSC, that the locations of the pits were included on the map of farming circumstances in the 

baseline assessment [APP115- p79], that clarification be given regarding the use of soil pit data to 

adjust manual texture assessments carried out in the field and that areas of peat in the scheme 

area be identified. 

18. The baseline survey fails to identify extensive areas of peat in the northern part of Sunnica East 

identified in trenches excavated by Oxford Archaeology as part of the Sunnica EA [APP-075 pp272-

274] even though hand auger observations were made in these areas. 

19. Regarding the suggested use of soil pit data to inform and adjust manual auger observations, there 

has been no attempt to link the two sources. The soil pits were dug retrospectively in September 

2021 with the results of analyses being produced in October 2021. The bulk of the original auger 

surveys were carried out in 2015, with surveys of additional land in 2019 and 2021. The baseline 

report was published as part of the ES in November 2021. Soil pit data could not have been used 

to inform the findings of the auger survey, which should therefore treated as unconfirmed by 

laboratory measurement. 

20. Further, the distribution of soil pits is not representative of the soils of the scheme area. Close 

examination of the 1:250,000 scale mapping used by DBSC shows that there are six soil 

associations mapped in the scheme area. Whilst five pits were excavated retrospectively, these 

represent only three of the mapped associations. Examination of more detailed (1:63,360 scale) 

soil series and soil association mapping confirm that the location of pits appears to have been 

selective, representative only of soils likely to be more droughty in nature than other significant 

soils of the area. 
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21. The pits have not been mapped by DBSC in the context of the soils of the area, the texture of 

subsoils has not been verified by laboratory analysis and there is no photographic evidence of the 

findings of the excavations. Furthermore, it is stated by DBSC that he would normally dig pits in 

areas where augering was limited by stones or rock. This procedure does not appear to have been 

followed at any stage of the auger survey, despite the large proportion of auger observations that 

were stopped at less than 50cm by stone or rock. 

22. None of NE’s requests for clarification of the use of soil pit data or justification for the location of 

the pits excavated have been provided by Sunnica.  This implies that standard procedures normally 

implemented during soil surveys, and identified by DBSC were not implemented as part of the 

baseline survey. 

Natural England’s understanding of SNTS position 

23. Throughout the examination process, NE appears to have misunderstood the basis for SNTS 

conclusion that the baseline assessment of ALC should be verified. NE and the Applicant have 

consistently expressed the opinion that the discrepancy between RAC’s assessment and that of 

the Applicant is due to the fact that the ‘Provisional’ ALC maps used by SNTS, are only intended to 

be used as a strategic guide and are not accurate at the field scale. This fact is not in dispute and 

has been acknowledged and accepted by RAC throughout the Examination and significantly 

misrepresents what is the case. The opinion that SNTS has used only the strategic guide whereas 

DBSC did a detailed survey in line with best practice is wrong.  

24. Further, NE’s understanding regarding the role of productivity as affected by irrigation is wrong.  

Whilst it is of the mistaken opinion that the 1988 Guidance has been rewritten and thus irrigation 

has been discounted from consideration in the ALC system, even in its own words it stresses that 

irrigation affects productivity, which itself should be taken into account. The responsibility of NE 

extends only to the protection of soils and it has no concern for productivity in the planning 

balance so its lack of a position in this area is understandable.  

25. However, this misrepresentation of the source of the discrepancy as expressed by the Applicant 

is a source of significant concern to SNTS.  

26. SNTS relies on NE’s own predictive ALC map, which is based on the Provisional ALC 1:250,000 

mapping, for an indicator that there is potential for a significant difference between DBSC’s 

baseline and what can be found on the ground. 
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27. Given this hypothesis, it is tested using memoirs and detailed mapping of soil series carried out by 

the Soil Survey of England and Wales and MAFF at a scale of 1:10,560, a more detailed scale than 

the 1:18,000 used by the Applicant in its assessment. The detailed mapping and the associated 

detailed descriptions of the soils of the area confirm the hypothesis that there is a significant 

difference in the two surveys that should be verified by an independent third party as 

recommended by the results of using the British Society of Soil Science’s test for a robust ALC 

assessment. 

Summary 

28. Despite repeated requests for data and procedures to be described, clarified or provided, the 

Applicant has failed to provide satisfactory resolutions to those requests. Disclosure of NE 

correspondence and meeting minutes strongly suggests that NE had reasonable grounds to 

question the findings of the baseline survey and there remains no justification from the Applicant 

for the failure to excavate representative observation pits contemporary with the baseline auger 

survey in order that the auger observations could be verified across all of the soil types mapped 

by Authority as being present in the scheme area. 

29. The Applicant has frequently resorted to invalid comparisons with earlier survey work in the area 

but has failed to verify those surveys and reflect their findings spatially, in the context of readily 

available detailed mapping of the spoils of the area.  

30. These failures call into question the veracity of the baseline survey and the weight which should 

be given to its conclusions, despite NE’s apparent satisfaction with them. 

31. The site should be surveyed by an independent third party in order to verify the conclusions of the 

Applicant’s baseline assessment of soils and ALC. 

Solution 

32. At Deadline 7 the four host local authorities, Cambridgeshire CC, East Cambridgeshire DC, Suffolk 

CC, and West Suffolk C, have identified the dispute that remains between the Applicant and SNTS, 

stating that “it would appear that the soil science experts reporting to the SNTS Group have 

identified anomalies that seem to raise reasonable and significant doubts about the assessment 

undertaken by Sunnica’s experts”. The Councils go on to suggest that the ‘Rochdale’ envelope 

approach should be used in this case.  
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33. This would mean that, given that significant doubts exist about the Applicant’s analysis, a 

‘reasonable worst case’ approach should be applied to the assessment of the evidence. This 

permits the ExA to be confident that any eventual scheme will fall within the ‘Rochdale’ envelope 

and that all the information necessary has been provided for the Environmental Statement. This 

would extend to the assessment of best and most versatile agricultural land included within the 

scheme.  

34. In this case, the reasonable worst case should be based on the strategic scale Natural England (NE) 

Predictive BMV map [Appendix 5 & REP2-097u] which shows that 82% of the scheme area is 60% 

or more likely to be BMV. Detailed soil mapping and associated memoirs also show that the soils 

of the area are generally accepted by soils scientists to have physical and locational characteristics 

that make them BMV [REP2-240d pp21-26 & pp139-140, REP2-097f pp4-5, APP115 p10 & REP4-

121 pp130-131 & 137-141].
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Minutes of meeting held between Natural England and Sunnica Ltd 10th October 2022 
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Minutes of meeting held between Natural England and Sunnica Ltd 10/10/2022 (continued) 
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Document prepared by Natural England for Sunnica Ltd after meeting of 10/10/2022 
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Document prepared by Natural England for Sunnica Ltd after meeting of 10/10/2022 
(continued) 
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Copy of letter from Natural England to ExA dated 13th March 2023 [REP8-057] 
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Copy of letter from Natural England to ExA dated 13th March 2023 [REP8-057] (continued 1) 
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Copy of letter from Natural England to ExA dated 13th March 2023 [REP8-057] (continued 2) 
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Copy of letter from Natural England to ExA dated 13th March 2023 [REP8-057] (continued 3) 
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