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Dear Ministers 
 
I write again (last letters February 2020) on behalf of Afonydd Cymru. You will recall that we are a 

registered charity representing all six of Wales’ Rivers Trusts and our concern is with all matters 

relating to our rivers. The current downward trend in their ecological status was recently showcased 

when the river Wye (SAC) turned pea green in May this year. This algal bloom started well upriver in 

the Afon Ithon, a significantly sized tributary draining Radnorshire. Curiously, its adjacent similar sized 

tributaries (Main Wye and Irfon) were not affected in the same temperature sunlight and flow 

conditions, pointing to a specific issue within that river catchment. 

 

River Wye below Monmouth 2nd June 2020  



 

You may already be aware that of the 105+ Intensive Poultry Units (IPUs) that have already been 

granted planning permission in the upper Wye catchment, 63 of which are in the Ithon catchment. All 

have sailed through the planning process despite objections and the obvious need for a, but absence 

of, a Habitats Regulatory Assessment. The formal Wye SAC reports to the EC have shown the Ithon 

failed for phosphate1 as long ago as 2010. Complicating the issue further is the more recent WFD 

monitoring carried out by NRW: we understand that their initial tests showed significant (78%) 

increases in phosphate at some sites. This batch of results was discarded in favour of another set of 

tests which miraculously in the face of symptomatic evidence in the rivers, showed a reduction in 

phosphate levels.  

The extreme polluting effects of poultry units is for two reasons: firstly because the manures are very 

high in Soluble Reactive Phosphates and the poultry feed is almost entirely imported unlike 

cattle/dairy where in sustainable management systems2,  there is a nutrient cycle of grass feed taken 

out and manure put back into the land. The result is a net build-up of P levels in the Ithon catchment 

which is washed into the rivers. In the Ithon, there is an annual production of about 21,000 tonnes of 

manure from the sheds and an additional 13 tonnes transferred from the IPU’s outside range area 

directly to the nearest watercourse as a result of what is now considered a significant design flaw. 

Algal blooms are an inevitable outcome at these high levels of phosphate and clearly there are 

important questions to be asked about the validity of NRW’s monitoring. As a result, we will be 

conducting our own monitoring in the future.    

There was some hope that the Intensive Agriculture Planning Working Group would produce a new 

Technical Advisory Note (TAN) to direct decisions away from damage to sites and causing cumulative3 

levels of pollution to land, water and air. Given the acceptance of a need for this to take place, it would 

have been appropriate to have had a moratorium on all decisions likely to affect any SAC site or breach 

WFD conditions. Such good practice is already in place downstream in Herefordshire where all 

planning decisions have been halted because of high Phosphate levels. 

My purpose in writing to you is to bring to your attention that opinion amongst those impacted is 

hardening towards the distinct possibility that the only way to halt the inexorable increase in 

unsustainable agriculture both from poultry, dairy, cattle and even pigs and the consequential damage 

to the environment is through the courts as there are clear indications of a breach in the Water 

Framework and Habitats Directives. It is not too late to address these issues and we would ask you to 

bring in an immediate moratorium on any further planning permissions for IPUs and other agricultural 

                                                             
1 Report to EC on Wye SAC please see P9 – included with email 
2 This is NOT the case across most of Wales 
3 Letter from Chief Planning Officer – included with email 



 

intensification and a review of how phosphate levels in that and other catchments can be brought 

down to the levels stipulated in the current legislation. 

Yours sincerely 
 

 
 
Dr Stephen Marsh-Smith OBE          Executive Director   Afonydd Cymru 
 
Cc Clare Pilman, NRW; Powys Planning Department, Hywel Butts, Herefordshire Nutrient Planning 
group 


