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The EIA of development impacts on 
land and soil has not adjusted for 
evolving wider environmental 
perspectives to protect the full range 
of soil functions within terrestrial 
ecosystem services.
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Webinar slides 
and recording

This webinar is being recorded. The 
recording and presentations will be made 
available for IEMA members on iema.net 
within 48 hours of the webinar. 
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Q&A

Send in your questions as we go 
through the session – we’ll have 
plenty of time with Chris after the 
presentation. 



• How should we assess development impacts on these finite natural 
resources?

• What are the land use changes associated with urban development?

• Why we should make a greater distinction between land and soil?

• What are the implications of development for all soil functions and 
terrestrial ecosystem services?

Introduction



Distinction Between 
Land & Soil

• There are important differences between 
these resources

• Definitions of land and soil are set out in 
“Transform”, November 2019

• Planning policies initially considered agricultural land loss 
with reference to ALC grades and significance thresholds 

• These policies were subsequently applied to the 
“irreversible” loss of land, to facilitate surface mineral 
extraction from BMV land through soil conservation and 
land restoration

• This separate recognition of soils is not generally applied to 
development other than mineral extraction, if at all



Soil Functions Operating 
Within Ecosystem Services
• Biomass Production 

• Ecological Habitat 

• Interactions with the atmosphere: as a component of the 
Carbon Cycle 

• Interactions with the atmosphere: as a component of the 
Hydrological Cycle

• Source of Materials 

• Preservation of Archaeology & Cultural Heritage

[For positive sustainability outcomes, new land uses within 
the development site must remain accessible for the 
maintenance of soil functions and ecosystem services –
largely through land management]



Current Assessment 
of Impacts on Land & Soil
• Areas and ALC grades of land “lost”, mainly to urban development

• Effects on farming (land management & viability of businesses)

• Impacts on soils temporarily displaced, primarily for restoration 
to agriculture

• In other words these are the effects of development on farming & 
food production

• Narrow focus on one soil function – the loss of food production in 
the land use change from agriculture to urban



Proposed Assessment 
of Impacts on Land & Soil
• However, there are a number of land use and 

soil function changes associated with urban 
development

• These land use changes can be referred to as 
“hard” or “soft” development, depending on 
the degree to which soils are displaced

• This is where we need to more fully apply the 
distinction between “land” and “soil”, not just 
in respect of the restoration of mineral sites

• Land can be lost, but the soils displaced both 
temporarily and permanently need to be 
conserved to achieve sustainable development



Proposed Assessment 
of Impacts on Land & Soil

• Hard development includes built structures and permeable/semi-
permeable surfaces, where all soils are displaced permanently

• Soft development includes open spaces, SUDS, SANGS, other wildlife 
habitats and community woodlands etc, where soils are displaced 
temporarily (if at all) and then reinstated within a “site”

• Currently some of these changes may or may not be indirectly and 
partially covered by EIA under ecology and landscape 



Proposed Assessment 
of Impacts on Land & Soil

• The full range of such hard and soft land use and soil 
function changes could be covered more comprehensively 
and assessed more consistently under one EIA heading:  
“Land Use Changes” 

• Impacts on soil functions and ecosystem services can be 
more fully understood and analysed under this heading

• A worked example of this approach for a 40ha residential 
development is set out in my second Transform article

• It shows how land use changes arising from a proposed 
residential development can be addressed from the 
perspective of maintaining soil functions and ecosystem 
services



Proposed Assessment: Worked 
Example
• The proposed site is 40ha of agricultural land with 

undisturbed soils, and 8ha of brownfield land with no soils 

• Development is 40ha of new houses, together with 4ha of 
broadleaved community woodland and 4ha of acid 
grassland 

• The table in my “Transform” article summarises the 
changes in land use, soil functions and ecosystem services 
arising from the development and sets out the 
sustainability outcomes

• An ES narrative would describe 
• the use of displaced soil resources within the new soft 

land uses
• An audit of soil volumes to quantify soil movements 

and any loss of soil
• How soil functions and ecosystem services are 

maintained or lost



Impact Evaluation 
Methodology

• There is no officially recognised EIA evaluation 
methodology for assessing the magnitude, sensitivity and 
significance of impacts 

• An IEMA meeting of specialist practitioners and Natural 
England in June 2016 failed to  reach an initial broad level 
of agreement on this

• There has been no further progress and individual 
consultancies devise their own methodologies, which are 
adjusted for the nature of the development being 
considered

• The proposed approach would require the development of 
a wider ranging evaluation methodology



Assessment of Mitigation 
for Impacts on Land & Soil

• Minimising the loss of agricultural land, particularly Best 
and Most Versatile through:

• The choice of a development location

• Design of the scheme - layout of land uses

• Conservation of temporarily displaced soils, mainly in 
respect of the restoration of surface mineral sites

• The proposed approach would, for example, encourage 
greater consideration of 

• the beneficial use of permanently displaced soils and 
soil handling for habitat creation and translocation 

• Biodiversity Net Gain from land use changes

• Soil handling for landscaping/archaeological works



Objectives 
of the 
Proposed 
Approach

• To provide greater clarity on the sustainability implications of the land use 
changes arising from development

• To understand the balance between the social and economic benefits of a 
proposed development scheme and the significant impacts on soil functions 
within ecosystem services

• Ensuring the most beneficial use of soil resources displaced both temporarily by 
soft development, and permanently by hard development

• Achieving positive and more clearly expressed sustainability outcomes



Next Steps

• Establishing new IEMA Impact Assessment working group 
on ‘Soils and Land in EIA’

• Develop programme of works to explore opportunities for 
further guidance, training and resources on Soils and Land 
in EIA.

• To get involved with the new group email ia@iema.net

mailto:ia@iema.net


Questions & 
Answers
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Thanks for 
joining us

You will be able to access todays slides 
and recordings on iema.net. Simply 
log in and click on ‘Watch again’ on 
the ‘Resources’ tab.


