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Overview
The Water Resources (Control of Agricultural Pollution) (Wales) Regulations 
2021 introduced a whole-Wales approach to agricultural pollution, including 
rules on slurry storage, nutrient management planning, record keeping, 
closed periods for slurry and fertiliser spreading, and nitrogen limits.

The regulations were introduced by the Welsh Government in 2021 as a 
pan-Wales response to agricultural pollution. The FUW and wider industry 
bodies have consistently argued that a more targeted approach, focused on 
evidence, innovation, investment and practical measures, would be more 
effective than a blanket all-Wales system. Since their introduction, concerns 
have repeatedly been raised about the cost, complexity and practicality of the 
regulations for Welsh farm businesses.

The FUW supports action to improve water quality and recognises that 
agriculture has a role to play in reducing pollution. However, the current 
regulations are too rigid, too costly and too bureaucratic for many Welsh 
farm businesses, and continue to place significant economic, practical and 
psychological pressure on farming families across Wales. We believe the 
newly-elected Welsh Government must work with the industry to deliver a 
more practical, proportionate and evidence-based approach.

In 2025, the independent review of the regulations, led by Dr Susannah 
Bolton, recognised many of these concerns and recommended a more 
proportionate, risk-based approach. Its recommendations included exploring 
alternatives to fixed closed periods, reviewing the operation of nitrogen limits, 
simplifying record keeping and administrative requirements, and enabling 
greater flexibility and innovation in how the regulations are applied.

The Review also identified areas of good practice, including the principle 
of outcome-focused regulation and the importance of clear environmental 
objectives. However, it highlighted that the current framework can be 
overly complex and difficult to interpret in practice, and that greater clarity, 
simplification and proportionality would improve both compliance and 
environmental outcomes. This presents an important opportunity for the 
Welsh Government to work with the industry to reform the current approach.



Why farmers are concerned
The regulations have created significant financial, practical and administrative pressures 
for farm businesses across Wales, particularly for family farms, tenant farmers, new 
entrants and small and medium-sized holdings.

Key concerns include:

•	 High infrastructure costs, particularly slurry storage and associated works
•	 Fixed closed periods that do not always reflect weather, soil conditions or crop need
•	 The 170kg/ha nitrogen limit, which is a major concern for grassland livestock farms
•	 Complex record keeping and paperwork requirements, which are time-consuming 

and often disproportionate
•	 Planning and SuDS barriers that can delay or prevent necessary investment
•	 Enforcement and penalties, which add further financial and psychological pressure
•	 Conflicts between bovine TB (bTB) restrictions and manure management 

requirements, where movement restrictions can increase slurry volumes and reduce 
management options, making compliance with storage and nutrient management 
requirements significantly more difficult

FUW position
The FUW has consistently argued that water quality must be improved, 
but that the current regulatory approach is not the most effective means 
of achieving this.

The decision to apply Control of Agricultural Pollution (“NVZ-style”) 
regulations across the whole of Wales does not adequately reflect the 
diversity of Welsh farming systems or target regulatory effort where 
environmental risk is greatest. The FUW 
continues to support a more targeted, risk-
based approach that focuses on outcomes 
rather than blanket regulation.

In both its 2021 and 2026 Senedd Election 
Manifestos, the FUW warned of the potential 
economic and environmental consequences of 
this approach and called for a more innovative, 
targeted system tailored to Welsh farming 
systems and regional variation.

Family farms are committed to producing 
sustainable food while protecting the 
environment. Environmental policy will only 
succeed if it is practical, affordable and developed in partnership with the 
industry. The FUW therefore supports a regulatory framework that delivers 
measurable improvements in water quality while maintaining viable farm 
businesses and resilient rural communities.

Environmental 
policy will only 

succeed if it 
is practical, 

affordable and 
developed in 

partnership with 
the industry



1. Slurry storage and infrastructure costs

The regulations require significant investment in slurry storage and infrastructure, 
placing considerable financial pressure on farm businesses. For many holdings, 
particularly smaller and tenanted farms, compliance costs remain a major challenge.

Even where farmers are willing to invest, progress is often constrained by:
•	 limited access to capital
•	 tenancy restrictions
•	 delays in planning consent
•	 inconsistent application of SuDS requirements

2. Closed periods for spreading slurry

The FUW has consistently opposed fixed calendar-based closed periods for slurry 
spreading. These rules do not always reflect local conditions, crop requirements or 
weather patterns, and can result in decisions that are neither agronomically optimal 
nor environmentally beneficial.
A more effective and targeted approach would allow spreading when conditions are 
suitable and the risk of nutrient loss is low, supported by evidence, technology and 
robust nutrient management planning.

3. Nitrogen limits

The 170kg/ha whole-farm nitrogen limit remains a major concern for grassland 
livestock systems. While the Enhanced Nutrient Management Approach (ENMA) was 
introduced as a short-term mechanism to exceed the limit in certain cases, uptake 
was limited due to complex and burdensome requirements.

The Welsh Government’s own indicative assessment highlighted the potential 
pressures on livestock businesses, including land rental, manure export or destocking. 
Any future reform must fully consider impacts on farm viability, stocking decisions 
and the long-term sustainability of grassland systems in Wales.

4. Record keeping and administration

The regulations have significantly increased administrative burdens on farm 
businesses. Nutrient management planning, workbooks and associated records are 
often viewed as complex, time-consuming and difficult to manage.

Record keeping should support better decision-making and environmental 
outcomes. In practice, it is often seen as a bureaucratic requirement that adds cost 
and stress without delivering clear practical benefit.

Key issues with the current regulations



NRW compliance data supports concerns that a significant proportion of recorded 
non-compliances relate to administrative or record-keeping requirements rather 
than evidence of pollution incidents or environmental harm. Between November 
2023 and March 2025, NRW inspected 847 farms, with 53% identified as having 
at least one non-compliance. However, many of these related to documentation-
based requirements such as nitrogen management plans (115 farms), risk maps (60 
farms) and record-keeping obligations (43 farms), rather than confirmed nutrient 
losses to the water environment. This suggests that compliance outcomes may 
not always directly reflect environmental performance or water quality impacts, 
and that administrative compliance is being recorded alongside, and sometimes 
indistinguishably from, higher-risk environmental breaches.

5. Enforcement and penalties

The introduction of a dedicated inspection team has increased pressure on farmers 
already operating within a complex regulatory system. Breaches can often result in 
financial penalties, raising concerns about proportionality, consistency and fairness in 
enforcement.

While enforcement is an important component of environmental regulation, there 
is concern that the current system does not always clearly distinguish between 
administrative non-compliance and activities that result in actual environmental 
harm. NRW inspection data indicates that many recorded breaches arise from 
procedural or record-keeping deficiencies rather than verified pollution events. This 
raises questions about whether enforcement activity is sufficiently targeted towards 
high-risk activities that directly impact water quality.

There is a risk that regulatory effort and sanctioning may become focused on 
paperwork compliance rather than prioritising interventions where genuine 
environmental harm is most likely to occur. A more risk-based enforcement approach 
would help ensure proportionality, improve targeting of resources, and maintain 
farmer confidence in the fairness of the regulatory system.

6. Bovine TB restrictions

Holdings placed under bovine TB (bTB) restrictions face additional challenges 
in complying with the Control of Agricultural Pollution Regulations. Movement 
restrictions can prevent farmers from managing livestock numbers as they normally 
would, leading to increased slurry and manure volumes. In some cases, restrictions 
on the movement of manure or slurry can further limit management options, 
creating practical difficulties in meeting slurry storage and nutrient management 
requirements. There is currently no specific provision within the regulations to 
recognise these circumstances, leaving affected businesses at risk of regulatory action 
despite the challenges arising from disease control measures. This places further 
financial, operational and psychological pressure on farming families already dealing 
with the impacts of a TB breakdown.



What FUW is calling for

Review and reform 
the regulations

Replace the current one-
size-fits-all system with 

a more targeted and 
proportionate framework, 
developed in partnership 

with the industry and 
based on risk, evidence and 

practical outcomes.

Move to a risk-based 
system

Focus regulatory effort 
on high-risk activities and 

high-risk areas, rather than 
applying blanket rules 

across all farms.

Introduce practical 
alternatives to closed 

periods

Enable greater flexibility 
for slurry spreading based 
on weather, soil and crop 
conditions, supported by 
data, technology and risk 

assessment.

1 2 3

Revisit the nitrogen 
limit framework

Develop a fair and workable 
long-term approach 
to the 170kg/ha limit, 

particularly for grassland 
livestock systems, ensuring 
environmental outcomes 
while maintaining farm 

viability.

Simplify record keeping

Reduce duplication and 
ensure record keeping 

requirements are practical, 
proportionate and 

supportive of on-farm 
decision-making.

Address wider barriers 
to compliance

Improve coordination 
across planning, SuDS 

and regulatory systems 
to reduce delays, 

inconsistencies and 
unnecessary barriers to 

investment. 
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Recognise the impact of 
bovine TB restrictions

Introduce appropriate 
regulatory provisions for 

holdings affected by bovine 
TB restrictions where 

disease control measures 
significantly affect 
compliance with 
the regulations.

Improve monitoring 
and evidence

Strengthen water quality 
monitoring and data 

collection to ensure future 
policy is based on robust 
evidence and outcomes, 
not blanket regulation or 
modelling assumptions.
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The FUW calls on the Welsh Government to work with the farming industry to deliver a more 
affordable, proportionate and sustainable approach to tackling water pollution.



Conclusion

The FUW supports a strong and credible approach to improving water quality 
in Wales. However, the current regulations place significant burdens on farm 
businesses without sufficient evidence that the approach is appropriately 
targeted, proportionate or practical.

The Welsh Government should work with the industry to develop a 
framework that protects water quality while supporting sustainable food 
production, family farms and rural communities.
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RIA – Regulatory Impact Assessment
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Rural Affairs Committee




