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Phosphates: The current situation and suggested next steps
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Report Author Stephanie Evans, Transition Director

with contributions from 
Helen Lucocq – Strategy and Policy Manager 
Christopher O’Brien, Senior Policy Officer
Bridgit Schofield – Planning Ecologist

Job title Transition Director 

Contact Details Stephanie.evans@beacons-npa.gov.uk 

Purpose of Report This paper aims to:
a) Identify the extent of the issue as it is currently 

understood;
b) Identify the remit of the National Park Authority 

in addressing and combatting the phosphate issues, 
actions we are required to take, those we can take 
in addition and those where we must use advocacy 
and work through partners; and

c) Identify how we maximise our impact through 
targeted activity.

Single Integrated 
Assessment

N/A

List of  Enclosures None

Public Interest Test N/A

Recommendation(s) a) That the report be noted and that regular 
updates on actions undertaken by the NPA 
be brought to Members as a standing item, 
including information on:

I. Establishing a River Usk catchment 
management board and partnership.

II. The activity of the River Wye Nutrient 
Management Plan Board, Technical 
Advice Group and catchment 
partnership.

III. The work of the WG oversight board 
and planning sub-group.
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IV. Our actions as a ‘competent authority’; 
including establishing protocol and 
procedures for Habitats Regulations 
Assessment across all the activities of 
the National Park Authority.

V. Planning statistics.
VI. Asset management, including the 

National Park Visitor Centre.
VII. Communication, education and 

involvement activity. 

1. Introduction

1.1 Members will recall discussions at both Policy Forum1 and Planning and Rights of Way 
Committee (PAROW)2 relating to a dangerous level of ‘phosphates’ in rivers across 
Wales. 

1.2 Phosphate is an indicator of a much wider state of environmental decline – the 
freshwater equivalent of the canary in the coalmine – an early warning sign of 
increasing toxicity that demonstrates our natural resources are being stressed 
unsustainably.

1.2 As the Transition Director outlined in her announcements at the National Park 
Authority meeting of the 28th of May, there is an urgent need to baseline the extent 
and cause of this issue and to identify and communicate the National Park Authority’s 
role in addressing it.

1.3 This paper is the next stage of an ongoing discussion which will require future, periodic 
updates to members. The phosphate issue is complex, with multiple contributors and 
Authorities, with overlapping regulatory regimes, of which the National Park Authority 
is only one.  This paper aims to:

d) Identify the extent of the issue as it is currently understood;
e) Identify the remit of the National Park Authority in addressing and combatting 

the phosphate issues, actions we are required to take, those we can take in 
addition and those where we must use advocacy and work through partners; 
and

f) Identify how we maximise our impact through targeted activity.

2. The extent of the phosphates issue as it is currently understood

2.1 Special Areas of Conservation (SACs) form part of the National Sites Network which 
aims to safeguard Europe’s most valuable and threatened species and habitats. In 2021, 

1 22/01/2021: Item 7 https://governance.beacons-npa.gov.uk/extranet/documents/g7897/%2022nd-Jan-
2021%2010.00%20Policy%20Forum.pdf?T=110&$LO$=1 
2 26/01/2021: ENC7Item 8 https://governance.beacons-npa.gov.uk/ieListDocuments.aspx?CId=135&MId=7764

https://governance.beacons-npa.gov.uk/extranet/documents/g7897/%2022nd-Jan-2021%2010.00%20Policy%20Forum.pdf?T=110&$LO$=1
https://governance.beacons-npa.gov.uk/extranet/documents/g7897/%2022nd-Jan-2021%2010.00%20Policy%20Forum.pdf?T=110&$LO$=1
https://governance.beacons-npa.gov.uk/ieListDocuments.aspx?CId=135&MId=7764
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Natural Resources Wales (NRW) published an assessment of Water Quality in 
Riverine Special Areas of Conservation3 (“the assessment”). It is anticipated the 
findings of the assessment will not be updated until 2024 at the earliest.

2.2 Within the National Park, the assessment details that critical limits (i.e. the levels of 
phosphorous) are being breached in both the River Wye / Afon Gwy and River Usk / 
Afon Wysg SACs, meaning the rivers are unable to maintain priority habitats and the 
species they support. The River Towy / Afon Twyi SAC has also been identified as 
having limited headroom for any increase in phosphate levels.

2.3 It is widely acknowledged that there are five main categories of human activity which 
contribute to excess phosphate in rivers:

1. Sewage and wastewater (point source): human waste, cleaning products 
and drainage.

2. Erosion and other forms of soil loss (diffuse): phosphate in soils is lost 
through ‘run off’, from erosion or ploughing.

3. Agricultural (diffuse): fertilisers - both chemical and organic / animal waste.
4. Development (point source): can act to increase human inputs
5. Visitors (point source and diffuse): can act to increase human inputs

3 Compliance Assessment of Welsh River SACs Against Phosphorus Targets 21 January 2021

https://naturalresources.wales/evidence-and-data/research-and-reports/water-reports/compliance-assessment-of-welsh-river-sacs-against-phosphorus-targets/?lang=en
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                                                                                                                              Figure 1 NPA influence on sources of phosphate pollution      
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2.4 Four different assessments have provided an indication about the sources of 
phosphates in the River Wye / Afon Gwy SAC:

 Lancaster University: RePhoKus project slide pack presented to Wye Nutrient 
Management Board on 19 January uses 2016 data for the River Wye SAC, which 
shows 75% apportionment to agriculture (most of which is from livestock, 
imported livestock feed and manure), and 25% to Sewage Treatment Works. 

 Dwr Cymru Welsh Water: Tony Harrington (DCWW Environment Director) 
informed the Brecon Beacons National Park Policy Forum (July 2020) that, on 
completion of the current Asset Management Programme (AMP) 2020-2025, 
DCWW would have done its 'fair share' of phosphate load reduction against 2027 
WFD targets. The fair share apportionment is based on the 2018 Natural 
Environment Programme (NEP) (NRW, Environment Agency and Natural England) 
and agreed by Ofwat, the Water Services Regulation Authority.

 Natural England: 2017-19 assessment against the 2016 JNCC Common 
Standards. Phosphate source contribution predictions based on Source 
Apportionment Geographical Information System (SAGIS) modelling shows 66% 
apportionment to agriculture, 25% to Sewage Treatment Works and 9% to ‘other’ 
in the Upper Wye Sub Catchment.

 Natural Resources Wales: Compliance Assessment carried out in 2020 against 
the revised 2016 Common Standards. NRW's advice states the available evidence 
does not link critical limit exceedances to Intensive Poultry Units, and it does not 
say anything definitive about causality from livestock, imported livestock feed and 
manure.

2.4 For the River Usk SAC, whilst pointing to overgrazing, soils and underlying geology as 
potential causes of critical load failures in the headwaters, Natural Resources Wales’ 
Compliance Assessment carried out in 2020 against the revised 2016 Common 
Standards concludes further investigation is needed about the sources of phosphates.

2.5 Led by Dwr Cymru Welsh Water and being overseen by NRW, the results of these 
further investigations are expected in October 2021.  

3. The concept of the ‘competent authority’ and co-ordination with other 
competent authorities

3.1 Regulation 7 of The Conservation of Habitats and Species Regulations 2017 (“the 
Habitats Regulations)4 defines the term “competent authority” broadly to include, 
amongst others, statutory undertakers and public bodies of any description.

3.2 Part 6 of the Habitats Regulations requires all competent authorities to carefully 
consider, by means of screening and where necessary assessment, any project or plan 
(including proposed development) which may have a significant adverse impact on any 
site comprising the National Sites Network. These assessments are commonly 
referred to as ‘Habitats Regulations Assessment’, Stage 1 being the ‘screening’ and 
Stage 2 being the ‘Appropriate Assessment’.

4 https://www.legislation.gov.uk/uksi/2017/1012/regulation/7/made 

https://www.legislation.gov.uk/uksi/2017/1012/regulation/7/made
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3.3 The requirements apply to all Special Areas of Conservation, but in relation to 
phosphates they apply to the River Wye / Afon Gwy , theRiver Usk / Afon Wysg and 
the River Towy / Afon Twyi SAC catchments.

3.4 The broad definition of the term “competent authority” has driven the emergence of 
collaborative structures of communication between competent authorities; ensuring 
alignment in initiatives and actions of each towards the goal of returning to safe level 
of ‘phosphates’ in rivers across Wales. Whilst not all competent authorities are yet 
engaged, emerging collaborative structures are depicted in figure 2 below:

Figure 2: Emerging collaborative structures

3.5 The table below identifies the organisations that have control or influence over the 
five sources of phosphate pollution. The final column describes their current areas of 
influence / control as well as areas where control could usefully be extended. 

Organisation Role Responsible for 
Natural Resources 
Wales (NRW) 

Regulator Control of waste and environmental 
permitting.  Regulatory body in relation 
to discharge to rivers. 
Expert advice to NPA on protected 
species & sites 
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Organisation Role Responsible for 
Expert advice to NPA on 
issues relating to private sewage 
works.   
Registers and advises on private 
treatment works. 
 
Could actively monitor private treatment 
works 
 

Welsh Government 
(WG) 

Regulator Defines agricultural standards required 
for receipt of farming 
subsidy (currently Glastir, in future the 
Sustainable Farming Scheme (SFS)  
 
Monitor compliance with the above 
(Rural payments Inspectorate) 
 
Could define best practice for manure 
management/fertiliser use/ soil 
management  
 

Brecon Beacons 
National Park 
Authority as Local 
Planning Authority 
(LPA) 

Regulator Responsible for local development 
plan. 
The control of new 
development using screening under 
the Habitats Regulations (see 
below) and undertaking appropriate 
assessment in the event of likely 
significant effects.   
 
Includes using planning conditions to 
control development. 
 

Powys and 
Monmouthshire 
County Councils:

Regulator Responsible for local development 
plans, local planning decisions, 
environmental health (including 
monitoring private package 
treatment works and cess pits), 
financing and delivering a wide range 
of projects and Sustainable Drainage 
Approval Body (SAB) consenting 
sustainable drainage in almost all 
new development.

 
Dwr Cymru Welsh 
Water (DCWW) 

Service 
providers 

Statutory undertakers in relation to the 
provision of clean safe drinking water 
and the processing or all waste water.  
Responsible for processing waste-
water and sewage much of which is 
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Organisation Role Responsible for 
discharged into river systems once 
processed.   
 
NRW requires some discharges to 
be ‘phosphate stripped’ but this is a 
costly and carbon intensive process 
and is not applied to all Treatment 
Works. Where it is available, domestic 
loading is considered to be ‘neutral’. 
 

Land Managers and 
Farmers 

Service 
providers 

Managing the run-off from animal waste 
and from organic and inorganic 
fertilisers applied to the land. 
 
Adoption of best practice in relation to 
manure management and fertilizer 
use can reduce loading into the 
catchment.  
 

Brecon Beacons 
National Park 
Authority in enacting 
2nd purpose and duty 

Service 
providers 

Providing / enabling tourism services - 
additional visitors to the Park mean 
extra phosphates primarily 
through waste-water as above.  
 
This potentially has an impact on 
National Park Management Plan and 
other tourism related policy and 
actions i.e. promoting tourism and 
initiatives such as Day to stay. 
 

 
Environmental non-
government organisatio
ns eg. Wye 
and Usk Foundation 

 Actors Organisations focused on improving 
the ecological health of the river 
catchments.   
Can develop and manage nature-based 
solutions to naturally remove 
phosphate from the catchments,  
Can work with landowners to advise 
on water friendly land management 
practices.  
Can be a forum for partners. 
 

Non statutory farming 
advisory bodies e.g. 
Farming Connect 

Actors Organisations focused on improving 
farming practice.  Trusted advisors 
who assist farmers with adjusting to 
new regulatory regimes through 
training, grant provision and 
mentoring.   
Currently working with farmers to 
help manage waste in line with the new 
Regulations5  including providing grant 

5 The Water Resources (Control of Agricultural Pollution) (Wales) Regulations 2021
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Organisation Role Responsible for 
for developing covered manure 
stores.   
Through their action there is potential 
for significant reductions in phosphate 
loading in the catchment. 

Brecon Beacons 
National Park 
Authority in enacting 
1st purpose 

Actors Nature recovery work on the ground 
can have significant benefit in 
phosphate reduction, eg, peatland 
projects will improve soil stability, 
improve water retention, reducing run 
off and therefore helping prevent soil 
run off into rivers.  
 
NPA funded project work (via Welsh 
Government grant) has the potential to 
influence phosphate contributions to 
rivers. 

Brecon Beacons Mega 
Catchment 

 Actors  DCWW led stakeholder grouping 
aimed at using nature based solutions 
to improving water quality.  

4. Maximising the positive impact of the Brecon Beacons National Park 
Authority as a ‘competent authority’

4.1 Like other competent authorities, the Brecon Beacons National Park Authority 
undertakes a wide range of activity which are to be considered by means of a ‘Habitats 
Regulations Assessment’.

4.2 Key activities include:

 Plan making: Preparation of the National Park Management Plan and Local 
Development Plan and associated evidence bases.

 Plan implementation: Determining planning applications, responding to EIA 
screening and scoping requests and project initiation, delivery and funding e.g. 
Sustainable Development Fund.

 Asset management: Preparing and implementing conservation management 
plans for authority owned land, visitor centres and other tourist infrastructure.

 Communication education and involvement: Ensuring our messages, 
education provision and opportunities for involvement help to address the 
phosphates issue. 

 Partnership working: Ensuring our partners help to address the phosphates 
issue. 

4.2 Furthermore, party to a statement of compliance to the International Union 
Conservation Nature, which was made jointly by the UK’s National Parks in 2013, the 
Brecon Beacons National Park is recognised as a Category V Protected Area on the 
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World Database of Protected Areas and as having  core management philosophy of 
maintaining a harmonious interaction of nature and people. 

4.2 The statement of compliance makes clear that for National Park Authorities in Wales, 
the conservation and enhancement of natural beauty, wildlife and cultural heritage is 
the first purpose. Noting that other purposes and duties also exist, the statement 
makes clear that where there is conflict with these, the first purpose takes priority.

4.3 Also known as the ‘Sandford principle’, where irreconcilable conflicts exist between 
conservation and public enjoyment in National Parks, the conservation interest must 
take priority.

4.4 If any were needed, this provides the National Park Authority with clear direction on 
the priority and significance to which the phosphate issue needs to be addressed. 

4.5 To date:

 Brecon Beacons National Park Authority has contributed to the River Wye 
Nutrient Management Plan Board, its Technical Advice Group and the Wye 
Catchment Partnership.

 Brecon Beacons National Park Authority is represented on the Welsh 
Government Nature Recovery Action Plan’s Biodiversity and Planning Forum.

 A Welsh Wye and Usk planning group has been established. 
 Speakers have presented to the National Park Policy Forum (including NRW, 

DCWW, Wye and Usk Foundation, CPRW, FUW, CLA EnTrade: Wessex Water, 
Triodos, INNS project,  RSPB and the Wildlife Trusts)

 A decision6 has been taken to pause preparation of the replacement Local 
Development Plan (known as LDP2) for 12 months pending further understanding 
of the scope for future development to be accommodated in the National Park.  

 A decision has been taken to employ an additional ecologist.
 All planning applications are being screened by the National Park Authority in 

accordance with Natural Resources Wales’ latest guidance. 

4.6 Whilst these actions go some way to establishing communication, raising awareness 
of the issue with the National Park Authority members and staff and safeguarding 
against additional phosphate loading in the catchments, as critical limits are already 
being exceeded, urgent action is still needed to reduce the phosphate levels until such 
time as they are reported as being within safe limits.

4.7 The NPMP21 Vision and Objectives document has highlighted both the scale of 
ambition necessary to ‘solve’ the issue, and also the need for partnership working to 
deliver on that ambition.  

6 Members were informed of this decision at NPA in the 28th May 2021
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Figure 3: Extract from NPMP21 Vision and Objectives

4.8 Effective and co-ordinated partnership action within each of the impacted catchments 
will be needed to make good on this strategic objective between competent 
authorities and:

 People: Residents and visitors to the National Park;
 Businesses: including tourism, retailers, developers, land managers and farmers;
 Business advice: including Farming Connect; and
 Civil Society: community groups, non-governmental organisations.

4.9 The Brecon Beacons Mega Catchment Partnership, the Beacons Water Group, the 
emerging Usk Valley Life Project and the preparation of river basin management and 
catchment flood management and catchment abstraction management plans by the EA 
and NRW each provide an opportunity to establish a River Usk catchment 
management board and partnership, equivalent to that which is in place for the River 
Wye.  

4.10 We should seek to convene or contribute to establishing such a partnership at the 
earliest opportunity. Furthermore, we must hold ourselves to the highest standards in 
our actions as a ‘competent authority’. 

4.11 Furthermore, we must be an active advocate and demonstrator of good practice 
within wider structures for action. In some instances, this would require a strategic 
refocusing of work priorities, staff training and for protocols and procedures to be put 
in place. 

 Evidence to inform plan making: 
o Seek from NRW, a comparable apportionment assessment (i.e. SAGIS 

Phosphate source contribution predictions) for the River Usk against the 
2016 Common Standards used as a basis for their 2020 Compliance 
Assessment.

o Advocate for WG to undertake and publish the results of detailed 
monitoring of all new agricultural development permitted.

o Report relevant planning data to WG/Planning subgroup.
o Explore evidence around the concept of nutrient betterment in 

ecosystems where critical loads are being exceeded.

 Plan implementation: 
o Develop and implement protocol and procedures for Habitats Regulations 

Assessment across the activity of the National Park Authority.
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o Refuse planning applications which will increase phosphate loading within 
affected catchments.

o Conduct HRA of the Sustainable Tourism Strategy and use results to 
amend if necessary. Use findings as communication tool to highlight the 
socio-economic impacts of the phosphate issue.

o To implement the ROWIP (path erosion) and emerging Peatland 
Restoration Strategy.

 Asset management: 
o Be exemplars of phosphate processing at our own visitor centres –utilising 

nature-based filtration systems for wastewater treatment as demonstration 
projects.

o Promote soil health and nature-based management solutions; demonstrate 
best practice on National Park Authority land.

 Communication, education and involvement: 
o Cease all promotional work within impacted catchments, advocacy with 

partner organisations to focus on attractions outside of affected 
catchments.

o Use temporary interpretation panels at busy sites to draw visitors’ 
attention to the phosphate issue (potentially linked to natural water 
filtration installations).

o Advocate for DCWW future investment programmes to include 
phosphate stripping in all wastewater treatment plants in SAC catchments 
(whilst acknowledging that this is only a temporary solution to a long-term 
issue).

o Communicate the benefits of reducing domestic phosphate outputs, 
including advocating for behaviour change around use of phosphate 
containing cleaning products.

o Share guidance and supported social media posts around good septic tank 
and soakaway maintenance.

o Create a clean water education programme to deliver with visiting schools.
o Include information on phosphate pollution as part of our ambassador 

programme.
o Create a clean water ‘stamp’ to award to businesses and events which can 

be shown to be creating betterment towards nutrient neutrality for their 
promotional work.

o Only promote/attend events which have viable waste management schemes 
which demonstrate nutrient neutrality.

o Advocate for the Welsh Government to create bespoke farming subsidy 
schemes which enable the issue to be tackled. 

o Promote nature friendly farming in the National Park
o Implement communication strategy with all stakeholders highlighting 

impact of phosphate on new development.

 Partnership working: 
o Advocate for and assist in the development of riparian restoration to 

stabilise soils along riverbanks.
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o Use our convening powers to bring together landowners and 
eNGOs/investors to develop a nutrient trading system based on the 
development of natural phosphate stripping systems (integrated wetlands 
and tree planting).

o Work with Farming Connect to create help deliver phosphate friendly 
farming training/advice centres within the National Park.

o Work with agricultural colleges to deliver phosphate friendly farming 
training modules.

o Work with landowners to advise on water friendly land management.

5. Recommendations

b) That the report be noted and that regular updates on actions undertaken 
by the NPA be brought to Members as a standing item, including 
information on:

VIII. Establishing a River Usk catchment management board and 
partnership.

IX. The activity of the River Wye Nutrient Management Plan Board, 
Technical Advice Group and catchment partnership.

X. The work of the WG oversight board and planning sub-group.
XI. Our actions as a ‘competent authority’; including establishing protocol 

and procedures for Habitats Regulations Assessment across all the 
activities of the National Park Authority.

XII. Planning statistics.
XIII. Asset management, including the National Park Visitor Centre.
XIV. Communication, education and involvement activity. 


