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Know Your Land… BEFORE renting or buying land
Those who have rented or bought land to develop a horticulture enterprise and struggled to gain planning permission for essential structures or rural enterprise dwellings may know from painful experience that considering planning policy and environmental constraints prior to acquiring land is very wise. 
Proper due diligence is not something that comes in a conveyancing pack or through land checks done by your solicitor. This is something you should do yourself.
This guide aims to take you through some of the key areas you will need to consider and provides links for finding further guidance. We’ve split the guide into three sections.
1. Is the land suitable for a horticulture enterprise?
a. Soil quality
b. Contamination
c. Access to water
d. Flood risk
e. Drainage
2. Is the location suitable for a horticulture enterprise?
a. Access and highways
b. Utilities
c. Proximity to existing development
d. Biodiversity survey
e. Restrictions on use of land
3.  Are the local planning conditions favourable to your proposed development?
a. Is any development needed?
b. Local Development Plan
c. Proximity to new developments
d. Local planning history
[bookmark: _Is_the_land]Is the land suitable for a horticulture enterprise?
· Soil Quality – As a grower with any sort of training, you are likely to have more knowledge than this is guidance is intended to impart, but here is some preliminary guidance. Start by taking a look at the Agricultural Land Classification Maps for Wales. Data Map Wales forms the most up to date source of mapping. the ‘best and most versatile’ land is protected from development by Planning Policy Wales as land for food production. Areas graded 3 and above are adjudged to be suitable for growing a wide range of crops. Production of an accurate Nutrient Management Plan has been part of legislation since 1st January 2023. Welsh Government have also produced guidance on soil testing that is required as part of the Sustainable Farming Scheme. Suffice to say, the first stage is to form a baseline, by assessing what nutrients are already in the soil on the site. AHDB have a list of soil testers here and of course,  Farming Connect provide training and mentors who can support you further. 
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Predictive agricultural land classification (ALC) map for Wales 
(Source: Keay and Hannam, 2020)

· Contamination – There is statutory guidance from Welsh Government on potentially contaminated land and you should have a clear idea of what the land was previously used for over its history before acquiring it. Environmental health department responses to planning applications can vary in detail, but they nearly always want to see some level of risk assessment for land that will be used by members of the public or for the growing of food, consumed by members of the public. Sometimes there are onerous conditions placed on planning permissions that will mean you have to get various assessments submitted to the local authority before you can start works on site. If you have any doubt on the history of uses, employ a land contamination consultant to do a phase 1 survey which will give a good indication if a site is worth investing in and it can be submitted with any subsequent planning application. 
· Access to water – Also see section on drainage.  As a grower you will obviously, want to work out where you can gain water from to irrigate your crops. Reusing rain and grey water is essential but, you need to make sure to gain water and irrigate crops to a required standard. You may want to invest in some WRAS approved water storage tanks. Dwr Cymru hold water supply maps which may inform you of the nearest water supply to your site. The site works by making an enquiry via these web pages. You may find that you wish to abstract water from a nearby water source. The AHDB webpages on this topic will prove useful as well as the Afonydd Cymru webpage on abstraction. Planning authorities will consult the relevant authorities on any planning application that includes plans to abstract or store water. If you do not include this information the planning authority will probably ask for it or impose a condition on a planning permission to submit this information prior to starting works on site. 
· Avoid flood risk areas – this particularly applies if you intend to live on the land that you farm, now or in the future. See useful links below. Land close to rivers or even areas protected by flood defences have strict, in principle, rules that apply to residential properties (especially one storey constructions). Education establishments are also considered highly vulnerable developments when it comes to flooding, so consider well in advance if a training facility is part of your plans. 
· Drainage – As a horticultural entrepreneur you may already have some knowledge around contours and working out which parts of a site are wettest. The local planning authority will expect you to provide evidence of this in your planning applications for structures and hard standings.  Any structure or hard surface over 100m2 (or more than 1 dwelling) requires a sustainable drainage (SUDs) application (please see this useful north Wales guide)  in Wales (separate to planning). These can be resource intensive and costly applications for permission. You will need to work out how any development you wish to carry out, significantly slows the runoff of rainwater or ideally, prevents it reaching the public sewer altogether. The highways authority will also not allow any water (or slurry) to run off your site onto the adjacent highway. 
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· Highways and Weight of traffic – It is important to consider whether the local road network can accommodate any new potential traffic as part of your vision for the site. If in doubt gain the services of a highway engineer or speak to the local highways authority – see here for Carmarthenshire as an example. Generally, if there is already good visible access off a main road or if access means you are only needing to travel short distances on a minor road there would be less need to worry, but a new enterprise more than 500mtrs on a narrow single track road mean the highways authority need to add in passing points / layby’s so, gain advice on this first. If you are just going to be a hard-working family, cultivating land for food production, then you are likely to generate less traffic than if you plan on bringing in employees and volunteers to the site every day. If you intend to provide training and regular workshops as part of your current or future plans, consider if the road network can cope with this extra traffic. Also consider if there is likely to be any major new development close by. Will the users or occupants of that development affect traffic to and from your site. Parking areas and new access points are likely to need separate permissions including planning and highways. 
· Access – check that there are good access points to your proposed farming operation. Depending on what buildings you want to erect and what you want to use the site for, a field gate may not be enough to satisfy the planning and highways authorities. If you wanting to erect packing sheds, dwellings and/or buildings that house members of the public, there will be a need to provide satisfactory information on access width, type of materials, gradient and level of visibility. Conditions are likely to be imposed asking for this detailed information on any planning decision notice. Seek advice from a qualified highways engineer and/ or enquire to the local highway authority at your County Council. 
· Utilities – The principal thing to say here is that the need for additional utilities (electricity/gas/water/sewers) are expensive, complicated and time consuming to install with lots of legislation. Thoroughly investigate what utilities supply the proposed site and to what location on the site. Data map Wales holds information on electricity overheads and Dwr Cymru holds information on public sewers and mains water.  If you need to heat a polytunnel, you will want to check, there is an electricity source close by. This information then needs to be combined with amount of sunshine to the polytunnel, tree shadowing, potential for flooding and wind, as well as impact in the landscape. The Planning authority will want to see that any structure is located with minimal impact to the landscape but they will also ask you to provide. 
· Proximity to existing development– First and foremost, planning policy generally asks for new structures to be ‘well related’ to existing buildings. Apart from needing a good catchment area for your products, you also need to try acquiring land, ‘closely related’ to a town or village. So, check if there are there buildings on the land close by, which might provide a good marker for where future development should be sited, if they are to be acceptable in planning terms. If the site is very remote away from other buildings, gaining planning permission will be a bit more of a challenge and very clear justification for its essential nature and landscape impact, will be needed to accompany any planning application. 
· Biodiversity Survey – Protected species in Wales are strictly managed by Natural Resources Wales under the Conservation of Habitats and Species Regulations 2017 and the Wildlife & Countryside Act 1981. Key protected animals include all bat species, great crested newts, otters, dormice, badgers, and certain reptiles like adders and slow worms. You will need to need to be mindful of any potentially protected species on a prospective site. Initially, carry out a desktop search of information. Your local records centre will have records on this. It is possible to pay for a search of a 1km area.  Before going to the expense of commissioning a biodiversity or ecological consultant, you could also try to find out if any surveys have been carried out on the site before (a search of the planning application history of the site may show this). You should also ask the landowner and adjacent landowners if they are aware of any protected species. A Preliminary Ecological Appraisal (PEA) is an initial, high-level assessment of a development site's biodiversity, used to identify potential ecological constraints, such as protected species or habitats, early in the planning process. This appraisal must be carried out by a qualified professional and submitted accompanying a planning application for new development. It is worth noting that certain surveys need to be carried out at certain times of year, so this needs to be planned, in advance. Having a water source on site may be an asset, but it may also mean a greater likelihood of protected species which could curtail or alter what development can go on site.   
· Protections or Restrictions on the land – Check Data Map Wales for any designations or constraints. It is possible to search for an array of information here, such as SSSis and Local Nature Reserves. Furthermore, you will need to check if the site is in a national park or area of outstanding natural beauty. Is the site in an area where minerals underground have been safeguarded as a future resource? The Aggregate Resource Maps on Data Map Wales will help find this out.  Is there a listed building or ancient monument on site or nearby? All these things will mean additional factors need to be considered. These things will affect the potential location of development, construction methods and types of materials that need to be used. 
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· Not all development needs planning permission. In Wales, only farms over 5 hectares (12.4 acres) have permitted development rights to build NEW structures (as of March 2026). Many horticultural farms are smaller than 5 hectares and therefore, find that they need planning permission for nearly all new development. Refer to the Social Farms & Gardens resource on what needs permission. Link here.
· Aligning with the Local Development Plan – The location of your proposed farm will be subject to allocations and constraints in the local development plan. A quick way of finding out what local policies and constraints apply to new development in the area is to look up previously approved or refused planning applications close by to your site. Most local planning authorities have a search function on their website which allows you to search for planning applications by ward area or type of development. The officer or planning committee report should be available for a recently approved building or use. So, if you can see a newish looking barn or even a house extension close by, try to find the officer report for it under the planning applications search section of the Council’s website. The report will list all the policies that apply (based on its location and type). It will also provide an assessment of the developments compliance with the policies and constraints that apply in that location. Another method of finding this out is by looking on the Councils website for the Local Development Plan proposals and constraints maps. Some councils have interactive maps, which make searching a lot easier, as the policies come up when you click on a location. You then need to look at the Written Statement part of the latest local development plan to get the detail on that policy and what it might mean for any potential new structures or uses (Agriculture is not a ‘use’ as such as it is precluded from the meaning of development in the town and country planning acts but there may be policies on farm diversification. Planning Policy Wales has always advised that development in the countryside should be strictly controlled.  You will need to fully justify your proposed development or use against these policies and show that the development you are proposing is essential for your farming operation. Remember, planning authorities may be less familiar with smaller horticultural farming operations so, be prepared to provide information around income and routes to market in advance.  Of course, the easiest way of finding out what policies and constraints apply to your site is to contact Social Farms & Gardens’ Community Land Advisory Service Cymru who can support you to do this. 
· Proximity to new developments - A new housing development bringing 200 new houses to an area can be a precursor for a whole ripe new catchment for your business. Find out where significant expansion is proposed. This will be in the local press, but the main source of such information will be the Local Development Plan or the strategic development plan which local authorities have to join forces with neighbouring authorities on. As at March 2026 many are only in the very early stages of compiling these documents.   There is a big housing need in nearly every part of the UK. It makes sense to follow the growth. Developers can also be very useful for upcycling materials, providing donations (from timber to IBCs), borrowing machinery or fulfilling their corporate social responsibilities.  They could also of course, provide complimentary growing space as part of their development schemes, but housebuilders may also be developing large sites over 20+ years. Could there be a field you could use while a phased development is ongoing? Some fields are left vacant for many years before a single house is built on it. Perhaps you could strike up a conversation with the developer? 
· Check the planning history of the site and surrounding area – If a site has an enforcement notice on it, this stays with the land and is imposed on incoming landowners. Check that all the buildings on site have gained planning permission and that there are no onerous planning conditions that need to be adhered to. Also, if there is a development that has been built on site since 2019, it may have needed separate sustainable drainage (SUDs) approval. If gained, the Suds will need to be managed as per the conditions imposed or, if not gained, this may mean you run the risk of having to install SUDs and gain approval in retrospect. 

Top Tips
· Consider getting professional advice 
The advice of a planning consultant can be invaluable. A word of caution. Architects can submit planning applications for you but gaining pre application advice from an architect is not the same as gaining it from a planner who understands planning policy. If you want planning advice, get it from a planner. Local Planning Authorities now charge for pre application advice and while this can be helpful and often advisable, it can be a lengthy wait for a detailed response. Social Farms & Gardens Community Land Advisory Service Cymru has a planner in their team, so consider using this free service that is funded by Welsh Government. 
· Do not underestimate the time and finance required to gain planning permission 
Planning authorities are largely under resourced and have huge numbers of planning applications to process. Always be patient and polite. Planning authorities try to deal with most smaller applications within 8 weeks of submission, but this timeframe is usually only possible for the most straightforward of planning applications and where all the necessary information and reports are provided up front. Be prepared to be asked to provide more information and that professional surveys may be required. These can be costly. This is another reason why pre application advice from a planner is advised. 
· Build a good working relationship with the local planning authority
It is important to start correctly and speak to the planning authority at an early stage. This can be a lengthy process and many applicants become frustrated. This is what planning consultants are particularly good at. They are skilled and experienced and have spent month and years building up good working relationships with planners in local authorities. Undertaking such a task on your own requires a lot of patience and diplomacy. Good communication is key. Quality not quantity. Local ward members can help you with speaking to the right officers and putting you on the right footing but, officers also need time to get on with the task at hand. 
Useful information
· The NRW website  provides the latest information on flood risk for planning applications
· Data Map Wales Is a good resource that is updated. It has a growing amount of data on constraints, designations and installations. 
· Advice for food growers – gaining planning permission
· Consider reading planning or specialist consultant reports for sites in the county council area where similar development to your proposal have gained (or not) planning permission. Read the ‘officer report’ from when the application was determined and discover what were the ‘material considerations’, what needed amending, or why an application was refused. For example, if you intend to apply for a rural enterprise dwelling (SF&G Guidance) research any previous applications of this type in the local authority area. The officer reports nearly always flag up something you have not thought of, and they are a very useful resource for forming your arguments. 
· This is a list of RTPI accredited planning consultants in Wales. Note consultants have to pay to be on this list so it is not comprehensive. 
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