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Summary  

The Environment Agency is concerned about pollution of the River Wye, in particular phosphate levels in the 
water and rising temperatures.  We are aware of recently reported issues with algal bloom.  
 
We have deployed continuous water quality monitoring sondes and carried out additional water sampling as 
part of an ongoing investigation into this issue.  
 
A major challenge is how to achieve significant reductions in diffuse water pollution, particularly from 
agriculture. The Environment Agency is working closely with a range of stakeholders and partners to address 
these concerns. Some of the work being undertaken includes targeted agricultural visits and working with Dwr 
Cymru Welsh Water to reduce phosphate in the catchment from sewage treatment works. 

 

 

Phosphate in the Wye and Lugg Catchments and the Nutrient Management Plan  

The Environment Agency is concerned about high phosphate levels in the Wye and Lugg Catchments. 
 
The Environment Agency (EA), Natural England (NE) and Natural Resources Wales (NRW) lead on the River 
Wye Nutrient Management Plan (and associated Action Plan).  The NMP Board and Technical Advisory Group 
involves key stakeholders (including water companies and farming support organisations and local 
authorities). 
 
We are working together to address the causes and impacts of high phosphate levels, through a combination 
of advice and guidance, regulation and the delivery of projects to reduce phosphate inputs. 
 
 

Environment Agency actions to reduce phosphate - overview 

Phosphate originates from two main sources. These are discharges from sewage treatment works which are 
regulated through Environmental Permits and from diffuse agricultural pollution, principally from livestock 
manure and nutrients washing into the river during rainfall events. 
 
As part of our advisory role, the Environment Agency is a partner in Farm Herefordshire - a group of 

organisations set up to support the farming community in delivering Nutrient Management Plan objectives, 

particularly from agricultural diffuse pollution. Further details can be found here: http://wyecatchment.org/farm-

herefordshire/   

 
We also regulate the agriculture and water industries. 
 

October 2021  

http://wyecatchment.org/farm-herefordshire/
http://wyecatchment.org/farm-herefordshire/


More than 60% of phosphate (varying across the catchment) entering rivers is from agriculture– please see 
graphics at the end of this document. 
 

 The New Farming Rules for Water for all farmers in England were introduced by Defra in 2018. The 

rules are designed to help protect water quality by standardising good farm practices and require 

farmers to: keep soil on the land; match nutrients to crop, and soil needs, and keep livestock, fertilisers 

and manures out of the water.  

 

 We initially took an advice and guidance approach with farmers on the Rules. Now there has been time 

for the new regulations to be absorbed and measures to reduce runoff investigated, we are now able to 

take stronger enforcement for non-compliance. 

 

 If there was significant risk of pollution we would in the first instance work with the farmer to adopt 
suitable land management practices. If this advice wasn’t heeded, we may then move onto formal 
enforcement in line with our Enforcement and Sanctions policy. 

 
The Environment Agency is working with Dwr Cymru Welsh Water to reduce phosphate in the catchment from 
sewage treatment works.  

 Dwr Cymr Welsh Water have a funded programme of investment on a number of sewage works in the 
catchment which will significantly reduce the contribution from sewage works by 2025. 

 Larger sewage treatment works currently have (or will have by 2025) phosphate limits – and for 
example are adding phosphate strippers.  

 With smaller works, initiatives such as the development of integrated wetlands are helping reduce their 
phosphate load. 

 
 

Regulatory role and enforcement - agriculture 
(see also below note on intensive poultry in the end section after the map) 

 

The Environment Agency adopts a targeted regulatory approach. This is in line with its enforcement and 

prosecution policy / guidelines and because it is not possible to check every one of the thousands of farms in 

the catchment.  

 

Where land is identified “at risk” of soil erosion and run-off (where there is a high risk nutrients will be washed 

into watercourses by rain) - then landowners are contacted and preventative measures to reduce soil erosion 

are explained. This is then followed up through sense checking and enforcement action taken where 

necessary. In September 2020 we wrote to 1200 farmers and land managers in the Lugg catchment of 

Herefordshire reminding them of their legal responsibilities and asking for their help in reducing phosphate 

levels in local rivers.  

 

We use monitoring data, together with real time satellite and drone information, runoff-risk maps and 

intelligence from previous incidents and public reports to target our regulatory and enforcement activity. 

 

During the Autumn of 2020 and Spring 2021 the Environment Agency instigated a new Regulatory Action Plan 

for the Wye and Lugg catchment. This resulted in 273  farm monitoring visits at high risk locations in the Wye 

and Lugg catchment. Encouragingly, roughly 80% of high risk fields were compliant with the Regulations and 

are being managed in accordance with good agricultural practice. So far we have identified 57 potential 

breaches of the new Farming Rules for Water. We have formally written to the land managers, outlining their 

responsibilities to comply with the Regulations. This is the normal first response under our Enforcement and 

Prosecution Policy and required under the Regulations. 7 significant breach of the Farming Rules for Water 

are being followed up with additional enforcement procedures. 



 

Roughly 50% of the land managers we provided targeted advice and guidance to have already responded with 

a range of positive actions including: 

 Increasing precautionary measures such as wider buffer strips to reduce pollution risks.  

 Undersowing and early establishment of cover crops. 

 Emergency measures such as removing deposited soil and temporary baffles. 

 Intentions for long-term changes to land use such as a return to pasture. 

 Investing in new technology/machinery to reduce soil compaction and harvest impacts. 
 

We are seeing positive results from farmers who have taken the advice we have given during or after previous 

regulatory visits. In the last few months we have re-visited sites which had previously had issues with 

excessive run-off. We saw examples were the farmer has undersown – that is, planted grass planted under 

the maize crop so the field is not bare after harvest. Another farmer had recognised the risk of soil and 

phosphate pollution to a nearby stream and left a generous buffer strip instead of ploughing right up to the 

hedge. There will be much less soil and phosphate getting into the River Wye as these improved land 

management techniques are adopted across the catchment. 

 

We will be undertaking more regulatory visits in Autumn 2021 in addition to investigating any significant 

incidents which are reported to us through the National Incident Hotline 0800 807060. 

 

 

Monitoring  

The Environment Agency has long term data and trend information on phosphate in the English Wye and Lugg 

and will continue to add to this baseline information to support our working. 

 

We are monitoring water quality throughout the catchment and we are developing a new bespoke programme 

to allow better identification of hotspots, including in sub catchments, and cross border issues. 

 

We aim to be more flexible and agile in where we focus monitoring and investigative resources. This will 

enable us to respond more rapidly and effectively when at-risk areas are identified through intelligence from 

satellite images and other environmental monitoring (for example water quality issues identified during 

invertebrate and other catchment surveys or use of use of phosphate sondes detectors). 

 

We plan to also use the results of citizen science and third part monitoring to add to our catchment knowledge 

(see below).  

 

Once the local impact of phosphate pathways has been identified and investigated we can follow up with 

remedy measures through advice and regulation. 

 

The Nutrient Management Plan Board considers cross border matters and recognises the need for a 

coordinated approach to data analysis and monitoring across the Wye/Lugg catchments.  Discussions 

between Environment Agency and Natural Resources Wales are underway to develop a suitable programme.   

 

Public access to our monitoring and environmental data is available at: https://environment.data.gov.uk/water-
quality/view/explore 
 

 

Citizen Science Monitoring Programme 
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This is being established with Cardiff University to monitor phosphate levels and other matters such as river 
temperatures. The aim is to develop a collaborative monitoring programme. We know there are many 
organisations and individuals who are passionate about their local area and river and would like to be involved 
in improving the environment. The support benefits us all as data gathered will be shared with the Nutrient 
Management Plan Board and Technical Advisory Group to support our statutory monitoring and allow the 
Board to continue developing programmes and focusing actions appropriately to address the high phosphate 
levels. 
 
The programme has included evening workshops with organisations such as Friends of the Upper Wye, Wye 
Salmon Association and CPRE to explain monitoring needs and techniques. Tools and monitoring equipment 
have been provided to the Wye and Usk Foundation. The Wye Catchment Partnership will be used as a 
central hub for the data sharing and programme.  
 

 

The Environment Agency will be supporting the work of the Citizen Science groups. A significant quantity of 
valuable data will be generated and this will all be collated and added to the Environment Agency’s existing 
datasets. This will increase our understanding of the water quality issues throughout the catchment. 
Comprehensive analysis and modelling of all data will be undertaken to identify priority actions and locations 
for future regulatory work and projects. 
 
 

 

 

Phosphate levels from agriculture and sewage treatment works across the catchment 

Situation in 2020 



 

 
 

Intensive Poultry Units – Planning and Environmental Permits 

 
  
The Environment Agency regulates intensive poultry units. Operators must apply for an environmental permit if 
they rear poultry intensively, defined as an installation with more than 40,000 places for poultry.  
  
Our decision whether to grant an environmental permit is separate from the planning process (which is the 
responsibility of the local planning authority, such as Herefordshire Council for the English part of the river 
Wye).  
  
The local authority determines planning applications:  

 Planning permission allows a new site to be built or an existing site to be extended or modified.  
The Environment Agency determines environmental permits: 

 An environmental permit allows the operator to undertake the activity once the site has been built and 
allows us to regulate the ongoing activities.  

 Operators must apply for an environmental permit from the Environment Agency if they rear poultry 
intensively, and are required to comply with the conditions of these documents. 



  Our decision whether to grant an environmental permit is separate from the planning process.  
 
 
A new development will need to have both planning permission and an environmental permit before it can 
operate.  
  
It is possible for a site to be granted planning permission and not granted an environmental permit or vice 
versa.  
 
Smaller Poultry units (under 40,000 poultry places) do not require a permit from the Environment Agency but 
are regulated by Defra and the council.  
 
 
Nutrient enrichment  
Phosphates are found within organic manures, treated sewage and trade discharges. The way these may 
enter the surface water environment is via point source discharge for example a discharge from a sewage 
treatment works (which are regulated through Environmental Permits) or diffuse discharges such as runoff 
from agricultural land.  
 
All these and other discharges play a role in the phosphate loading of the river.  
 
Chicken manure contains phosphate and is applied to land as an organic fertiliser. As with all fertilisers, 
application to the land should be based on the crop need. Different crops have varying nutrient requirements 
and the nutriment already available in the soil needs be taken into account before manures are applied.  
 
During application farmers must also adhere to the Reduction and Prevention of Agricultural Diffuse Pollution 
(England) Regulations 2018. This is to ensure measures are in place if needed to prevent runoff. Should 
chicken manure be applied to fields, there should be a net reduction in other fertilisers applied to that field to 
meet the crops need. 
 


