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Purpose 
 
This briefing sets out a consensus view on what outcomes the current regulatory review 
must produce to make sufficient progress towards statutory targets for nutrient pollution 
from agriculture to water, soil and air. 
 
Drivers for change 
 
The urgent case for change in how agricultural pollution to water is regulated is clear. Only 
16% of England’s water bodies meet the criteria for ‘good’ ecological status, and 93% of 
sensitive habitats in the England and Wales are overloaded with nitrogen. Agricultural 
practices, including equine management, are a key driver of nutrient pollution, with the 
ecological status of 45% of water bodies targeted under the Water Framework Directive 
(WFD) being impacted by agriculture.  
 
Government and DEFRA’s mandate for change in this space is strong. The Independent 
Water Commission identified the need for regulatory improvement and systems-level 
change. The Environmental Improvement Plan (EIP) contains targets to restore 75% of water 
bodies to good ecological status, and reduce nitrogen, phosphorous and sediment pollution 
from agriculture into the water environment by at least 40% by 2038, and by 15% in 
catchments with protected sites in unfavourable condition by 2028. There is also continued, 
strong public interest in improving water quality. In this context, this review must seize the 
opportunity to make meaningful change. 
 
Recommendations 
 
The farming sector needs a just, phased transition towards systems-level change in nutrient 
use and management. The first step in this transition is to implement ‘no regrets’ actions 
known to significantly reduce nutrient losses to the environment to make early gains in 
reducing pollution to water, air and soil. Take up of these actions at scale requires changes 
to regulation, which should be captured by the upcoming white paper and following Water 
Reform Bill.  



 
 
We recommend a phased transition, as follows: 
 
Phase 0 – Complete by the end of 2026: 
• Set out a clear medium-term vision: Publish a timeline to give farmers and land 

managers time to plan, including upcoming changes to the regulatory baseline and when 
funding will be available. This should be included in the Farming Roadmap, and 
grounded in the narrative of this and the Food Strategy, setting out the need for change 
and associated opportunities (e.g. increasing profitability by decreasing inputs). 

• Set up a just transition: 
➢ Conduct a rapid evidence review scrutinising why previous rounds of capital 

funding for slurry storage haven’t achieved the intended extent of change in 
storage capacity, and ensure recommendations are implemented to improve the 
success of future rounds. 

➢ Provide time-limited, means-tested capital funding to farmers and land managers 
for the following phases, as part of an advertised transition to regulation coming 
into force. First target this capital funding at the smallest producers, in areas of 
greatest risk (e.g. NVZs, near protected sites, and near intensive livestock units), 
and at contractors to maximise impact. 

➢ Ensure there is free, quality-assured, independent business and environmental 
advice available to all farmers and land managers to advise on whole-farm 
nutrient management and balancing and help secure business transformation. 

• In ongoing ELM scheme design, spatially target scheme options so they are most 
effective and deployed where they are most needed. 

• DEFRA should rapidly align provisions within the Farming Rules for Water 2018, Nitrate 
Pollution Prevention Regulations 2015 and the SSAFO Regulations 2010, ensuring 
communication of the requirements is proactive, alongside provisions to strengthen and 
enhance regulations to prevent water pollution. 

• Begin to design a national nutrient strategy, avoiding pollution swapping and identifying 
‘win wins’ for reducing pollution to air, water and soil. 

 
Phase 1 – From 2027: 

• Introduce proven, ‘no regrets’ changes in practice: Begin to introduce measures proven 
to work (and committed to in the Clean Air Strategy 2019) into the regulatory baseline, 
taking effect from 2027, with all relevant businesses coming into compliance by 2030. 
Taper when new regulatory requirements come into effect by size of business between 
2027 and 2030, with the largest producers of nutrients and those posing the highest risk 
of nutrient loss to the water environment being regulated first. This would result in early 
reductions in pollution, and these producers are also more financially able to comply at 
pace. This timeline is required to meet pressing commitments in the EIP related to 
reducing pollution from agriculture into the water environment and ecological status of 
waterbodies on time. 
 
 

https://www.wildlifetrusts.org/sites/default/files/2024-04/24FEB_Sweet_Spot_Policy_Briefing.pdf


 
• Additions to regulation should include: 

1. A regulatory requirement for livestock businesses producing slurry to have at 
least six months’ slurry storage, including for digestate. Improve the consenting 
approach to the permitting of slurry storage, including forming a single 
responsible body, to enable farm businesses to upgrade in a timely fashion.  

2. A regulatory requirement for livestock businesses with slurry stores to have 
impermeable covers for those stores. 

3. A regulatory requirement for contractors to use exclusively low emission 
spreading technology for slurry, supported by the targeted funding made 
available in Phase 0. 

4. Bring in additional permitting requirements that account for emissions to water 
as well as air, for intensive cattle, lower thresholds for pigs and poultry, and 
make decisions about new units based upon the calculated cumulative impact of 
stores on each farm and within a catchment, with cumulative capacity thresholds 
set well below the point at which catchment ecological condition could be 
significantly negatively impacted.  
 

Embedded within the training and advice support offer, a just transition fund should be 
introduced to enable farmers to move away from a slurry-based system to more 
extensive grazing systems, like Organic, as an alternative to upgrading slurry storage; 
this would align with broader EIP targets relating to land use change. 
 

• Date-based exemptions, like those for stores constructed prior to 1991 included in the 
SSAFO regulations should not be replicated. Exempting existing infrastructure would 
mean measures have insufficient impact. Rather, businesses should have three years 
beginning from 2027 to come into compliance with requirements, to avoid bottlenecks 
in contractor availability and allow capital funding release to be staggered. 

• Support this process by requiring farmers to develop a nutrient management plan 
underpinned by a farm-level nutrient balance sheet and risk assessment to determine 
environmental impact and soil need more specifically than currently suggested in the 
Farming Rules for Water, with the requirement that these are shown to the 
enforcement agency when requested. Applications for waste disposal need should never 
be permitted, in line with the 2025 High Court Ruling ‘The National Farmers’ Union v 
Herefordshire Council & Ors’. This should be supported by advice from CSF and FAS or 
similar, accounting for all nutrients entering the farm system (e.g. feed, fertilisers, 
nitrogen-fixing legumes) and all those leaving the system (e.g. products, losses to air and 
water). 

  
Phase 2 – In 2027: 

• Bring in additional requirements in high-risk areas: In high-risk areas (e.g. NVZs, near 
protected sites, WFD water bodies with attributable agricultural Reasons for Not 
Achieving Good status, and in catchments with many intensive units) in line with the 
Land Use Framework, pilot the first catchment nutrient budgets, introduce a 



 
moratorium on the expansion of existing intensive units and the development of new 
ones, and require additional slurry storage for existing livestock businesses. This may 
require focussing more inspection and enforcement resource in higher risk areas. 

 
Phase 3 – By 2030: 

• Drive systems-level change at scale: 
➢ Begin to implement a national nutrient strategy, avoiding pollution swapping and 

identifying ‘win wins’ for reducing pollution to air, water and soil. Regional 
planning systems, as called for by the Independent Water Commission, could 
hold responsibility for designing nutrient pollution reduction strategies. 

➢ Catchment nutrient budgets are established more widely, informed by the 
national nutrient strategy. There should be regular assessments of how they are 
performing as a delivery tool for strategies like the Land Use Framework and the 
EIP.  
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