
 

   
 

Llŷr Gruffydd MS 

Cabinet Minister for Rural Resilience and Sustainability 

Welsh Government 

Cardiff Bay 

CF99 1SN 

20 July 2026 

 

Dear Llŷr,  

Advice to Government on improving water environments  

It was a pleasure to meet with you and your team on 3rd June to discuss a number of issues that sit at the heart 

of both our remits, including food resilience, water quality, nature recovery and climate change—all of which are 

intrinsically linked. 

During that meeting, I mentioned that I would be convening a roundtable on water quality on 17 June 2026, 

bringing together local and national stakeholders. Improving water quality is a priority for me given its 

contribution to the resilience of communities, ecosystems and future generations. I felt it was important to create 

an opportunity for those working on the ground, particularly through catchment partnerships and river trusts, to 

exchange views and experiences to inform my work in this area. This letter summarises the discussion and reflects 

participants’ views on some of the key issues and opportunities for action. A summary of the main points raised is 

below, along with a full note of the meeting which is included in Annex 1. 

 

2022 - 2026 

July 2026 marks four years since the Welsh Government convened the first River Pollution Summit to address the 

impact of phosphorus on riverine SACs.  At that time, the then First Minister outlined that Phosphorus pollution in 

Wales’ Special Areas of Conservation (SAC) rivers is a serious issue which defies easy solution. It is having a 

significant impact on the environment, house building, food production and land management.  

In the years which followed this first Summit, myself and others, have spent considerable time and effort to 

maintain the momentum around action for rivers. However, we must now face the sobering reality that our rivers 

remain in a perilous ecological state, urgently needed housing remains stalled, and land managers often feel 

disenfranchised from the debate. All the while, water and river quality remains one of the top issues that 

members of the public write to me about to voice their concerns. 



 

   
 

As you’ll be aware, the water crisis in Wales is bigger than just a problem of phosphorus compliance in riverine 

SACs. The state of our rivers and waterways is an ecological and public health crisis which impacts on peoples’ 

livelihoods, communities and well-being, which will only be made worse by the impacts of climate change. The 

new Government must act at pace to address this intersecting crisis and deliver the promised reform as set out 

in the Green Paper on Water Governance and in your manifesto commitments. 

From our listening work with a broad range of stakeholders1 my office has gained a significant body of evidence 

and knowledge relating to water and river quality which I have sought to share with decision-makers. I have 

previously written to Welsh Government to offer my support in tackling this issue, including advice to improve the 

river summits; statutory recommendations in my Future Generations Report; and a formal response to the Water 

Governance Green Paper consultation.  

The reflections gathered at the water roundtable on 17 June 2026 build on this earlier work and have helped to 

further shape my thinking on the actions needed to improve water quality across Wales. 

 

A summary of the issues raised 

• Stakeholders emphasised the need to view river restoration not only as an environmental objective but also 

as an economic opportunity. Participants highlighted the potential to attract greater public and private 

investment by recognising the economic value of ecosystem services, natural flood management and 

biodiversity recovery. Examples such as catchment markets and Special Purpose Vehicles were discussed as 

mechanisms for generating sustainable income for land managers while reducing long-term costs for utilities, 

businesses and public bodies. Participants also noted the significant financial benefits of improved nutrient 

management in agriculture, reducing both pollution and fertiliser costs. 

 

• There was strong concern about barriers within the current planning and regulatory system. Stakeholders 

described development being stalled in catchments due to nutrient constraints and argued that nature-based 

solutions are often hindered by complex permitting processes. Participants advocated for more targeted, 

evidence-based catchment management using hydrological modelling to deploy interventions where they will 

have the greatest impact. They also called for greater integration between land-use planning and 

environmental permitting to better address cumulative pressures on river catchments. 

 

• Participants agreed that a stronger and more consistent regulatory framework is needed. While catchment 

modelling suggests that full compliance with both agricultural and water industry regulations would deliver 

significant water quality improvements, concerns were raised about low compliance rates and limited 

 
1 We have engaged with farmers, landowners, river trusts, catchment partnerships, nutrient management boards, regulators, elected 
representatives, contractors, farm advisors, ecologists, NGOs, and more.   

https://futuregenerations.wales/news/urgent-action-is-needed-to-tackle-river-water-quality-in-wales-letter-to-huw-irranca-davies-as-cabinet-secretary-for-climate-change-and-rural-affairs-deputy-first-minister/
https://futuregenerations.wales/news/urgent-action-is-needed-to-tackle-river-water-quality-in-wales-letter-to-huw-irranca-davies-as-cabinet-secretary-for-climate-change-and-rural-affairs-deputy-first-minister/
https://futuregenerations.wales/cym/wp-content/uploads/2025/05/Future-Generations-Report-2025.pdf
https://futuregenerations.wales/news/statement-the-new-government-must-rebuild-public-trust-and-take-bold-long-term-decisions-to-secure-a-sustainable-and-healthy-water-supply-for-future-generations/


 

   
 

enforcement capacity. Stakeholders emphasised the importance of maintaining robust pollution controls. 

There was also support for aligning farming subsidies, environmental regulation and catchment management 

objectives around shared outcomes. 

 

• A recurring theme was the need for better governance, longer-term funding and improved collaboration. 

Stakeholders highlighted the damaging effects of annual funding cycles on catchment partnerships and 

nutrient management boards, resulting in loss of expertise and disruption to delivery. Many felt that local 

catchment bodies require stronger powers, clearer responsibilities and closer links to national decision-

making structures. There were also calls for more effective coordination across government, regulators, 

utilities and local partners to deliver integrated catchment-scale solutions. 

 

• Finally, participants highlighted major challenges relating to data, monitoring and policy. Concerns were 

raised about an overreliance on single measures (such as Soluble Reactive Phosphate), the long-term impacts 

of legacy phosphorus in soils and rivers, declining monitoring capacity, poor-quality agricultural data and 

fragmented information systems. Stakeholders called for the development of a National Water Plan, greater 

use of citizen science data, improved monitoring and stronger national targets for nutrient reduction. They 

also stressed the importance of avoiding delays in regulatory reform and ensuring that climate adaptation is 

fully integrated into future water management policy. 

Many of these points are not new ones but are worth reiterating. 

Suggested actions for the new Welsh Government 

1. Legislate for the long-term through a statutory, multi-decade national water strategy building directly upon 

the foundations of the Water Governance Green Paper. 

How - this action will create a stable, rolling legislative framework that extends beyond standard political 

terms supported by appropriate levels of funding and regulatory support systems. It must establish the multi-

decade planning horizons required to modernise water infrastructure and secure environmental resilience 

against accelerating climate pressures.  

Why: Current five-year utility asset management periods (AMP cycles) and reactive crisis management are 

structurally incapable of resolving systemic infrastructure deficits. Long-term ecological decay and climate 

instability cannot be fixed by short-term financial cycles; they require deep, decades-long planning certainty. 

Legislation will provide this certainty and mandate the action needed. 

 

 

 

 



 

   
 

2. Integrate the overarching water strategy within land use planning system especially the forthcoming review 

of Future Wales: The National Plan 2040 and the emerging proposed national development plan. Such 

system-based approaches must build on environmental planning as the key driver for multiple beneficial 

outcomes such as economic growth, climate resilience, public health improvements, food strategy, culture 

and heritage.  

How Spatial planning, regional housing targets, and agricultural infrastructure must treat catchment carrying 

capacity as a key driver in determining future development. Concurrently, the positive impacts of healthy 

waterways on public health, community well-being, and local cultural heritage would be woven directly into 

national development policy. 

Why: Water has historically been marginalised as an isolated environmental issue. This siloing has led to a 

major policy contradiction where housing, transport, and agricultural developments frequently outpace the 

capacity of local river environments, directly harming both the ecosystem and human well-being. 

 

 

3. Manage multiple needs through collaboration, by formalising and resourcing Catchment Management 

Partnerships to replace the function of Welsh Nutrient Management Boards. The legalities of this could be 

delivered through the water reform process. Provide the catchment partnerships with statutory duties, 

guided by an explicit Ministerial Remit Letter (based on the Wales Water Plan and collaborative tier 

Sustainable Farming Scheme for catchment management), and mandate the formal inclusion of local 

communities, land managers, young people, and direct representation for nature within the partnership 

structure. 

How: To translate national strategy into collaborative regional action, Welsh Ministers would issue a formal 

remit letter to each statutory partnership to target local collaborative delivery so they become more than 

‘talking shops’. To ensure these boards reflect their community needs, they must through binding 

mechanisms co-opt local residents, land managers and owners, youth voices, and ecological advocates to co-

design and deliver river restoration initiatives. 

Why: Existing local boards and nutrient management arrangements have been constrained by a lack of 

statutory power and short-term, piecemeal funding. Elevating them to statutory bodies, giving them key roles 

in distributing catchment wide funding, while embedding those working on the land, community, youth, and 

the voice of nature directly onto the board fosters true, balanced multi-sector collaboration. 

 

 

 

 



 

   
 

4. Prevent further water quality deterioration in the future by establishing the comprehensive ecological 

restoration of catchments as the singular, overarching statutory objective of all Welsh water policy—requiring 

all other actions to demonstrate a clear contribution towards this aim – allowing the restructuring of water 

service delivery around an operational model of reciprocity. 

How: All multi-sector activities (from planning approvals to farming practices) must serve as a preventative, 

demonstrable contribution to catchment recovery. This paradigm shift includes evolving the water provider 

model into one built on reciprocity, where the utility’s operational and financial structure is designed to 

actively regenerate and give back to the source catchment it draws from, in recognition of their 

interdependency.  

Why: Legacy enforcement structures rely on a reactive penalty model—issuing fines and clean-up orders after 

pollution has already caused environmental degradation. By making ecological restoration the ultimate 

statutory test for all activities, you systematically prevent pollution at the source while ensuring water utilities 

function as restorative, rather than extractive, bodies.  

 

 

5. Establish a comprehensive ‘monitoring through involvement framework’, shifting towards a more 
distributed governance model that formally integrates all data sources and data providers into a single, 
open-access platform, accessible to all.  Ensure that decision makers are empowered to use this data 
to make prioritised decisions for our water environment.  
 
How: Create a transparent, public-facing catchment platform that blends and fuses multiple data 

sources. This includes combining official statutory monitoring (from Natural Resources Wales and 

water utility metrics) with real-time data generated directly by citizen scientists, angling clubs, river 

trusts, and local communities. Instead of treating public involvement as a passive consultation 

exercise, this model embeds co-produced environmental data into the heart of compliance, allowing 

communities to actively track catchment health, identify pollution sources, and hold decision-makers 

visibly accountable. 

 

Why: There are numerous reasons why this is an urgent need. Firstly, integration of all available data 

sources enables the most comprehensive assessment of the state of our water ways, enabling a more 

informed baseline against which prioritised actions can be identified.  This should ensure money is 

being directed to the most appropriate and effective solutions which target the drivers of decline.  

Secondly, public trust has been severely eroded by fragmented, opaque data and top-down 

bureaucratic oversight. True involvement under the Act requires moving beyond tokenistic 

engagement to active, shared stewardship. By legitimising and integrating community-led data 



 

   
 

alongside official statutory metrics, citizens are given the tools to co-own environmental solutions, 

placing the power to monitor, protect, and restore local rivers directly into the hands of the people 

who live alongside them. 

 

Expectations and Next Steps 

As we look to translate these principles into delivery, it is vital to recognise how these actions 

fundamentally underpin Wales’s well-being objectives. As I highlighted in my letter on 22 May regarding 

climate adaptation, the solutions required to improve our water quality are fundamentally the same as 

those needed to build national climate resilience:  

• Implementing nature-based solutions 

• Expanding catchment-scale Natural Flood Management (NFM) and  

• Empowering/rewarding our farming community to act as primary stewards of the landscape 

will simultaneously (a) clean our rivers and (b) safeguard our communities against the 

shifting extremes our changing climate brings.  

 

We can no longer treat these interconnected challenges as separate tasks; they are fundamental 

actions necessary to ensure the survival of our communities and must be considered through integrated 

action. 

To that end, I am keen to understand your concrete next steps and definitive timelines. Specifically, 

clarity on how your forthcoming water governance reforms will be explicitly integrated with other 

cross-government commitments, such as spatial planning, the review of A Future Wales, a new Food 

Strategy for Wales, and the Climate and Nature Action Plan. 

The advice forwarded in this letter demonstrates that my office is actively listening to a wide range of 

voices across Wales. Further meetings and visits are in the diary. Similarly, I want to emphasise our 

complete willingness to work collaboratively with your team to co-design practical solutions. 

Ultimately, we seek your assurances that your commitment to action meets the urgency of the ask 

issued by our communities and young people participating in grass-roots initiatives like the Usk Youth 

Leadership Group. They are demanding a visible, legally protected commitment to the health of the 

rivers and environment which they stand to inherit and as such I feel it only fitting to conclude my 

advice to you with their words: 

 



 

   
 

“Our rivers are an integral part of our daily lives across Wales. The idea of losing their 

health and diversity through a lack of diligence seems silly. But that could very well be the 

sad reality that unfolds in my lifetime unless more radical action is taken. Many of us are 

working arduously to try and improve our rivers. Right now, this feels like an uphill battle. I 

humbly ask you to do all that you can to make decisions that restore our rivers to better 

health and to give more support those already doing this work. This is what I and many of 

my peers want to see: real action for the rivers that sustain our lives; action that 

empowers us to lead.”   

Gwion Thomas, Crai resident, Usk Youth Leadership Group  

 

I look forward to working with you to improve the quality of rivers and waterways. Working together we can 

ensure that the decisions taken today improve the well-being of Wales now and for generations to come. 

Yours sincerely, 

 

Derek Walker 

Future Generations Commissioner for Wales 

Cc:  

 

James Evans MS, Chair Climate Change and Rural Affairs Committee 

Rhodri Asby, Interim Director of Climate Change and Environmental Sustainability 

 

----------------------- 



 

   
 

Annex 1 - Notes of discussion of the Water Roundtable June 17, 2026. 

Theme 1: Economic Framing of River Restoration 

Evidence Base for Nature as an Economic Asset 

• Whereas participants were keen to ensure that nature restoration is valued as an outcome, 
it was recognised that the economic benefit has been traditionally underplayed to the 
detriment of delivery.  Some stakeholders suggested reframing biodiversity recovery and 
natural flood mitigation as monetisable deliverables to make capital investment in nature-
based infrastructure more appealing to both public and private stakeholders.  

 

Operational Data on Special Purpose Vehicles (SPVs) 

• Participants highlighted the Marches partnerships approach using Special Purpose Vehicles 
to bundle ecosystem services into investable units. Participants noted the use of these 
structures to allow land managers to secure sustainable market income while enabling 
businesses, utility providers, and local authorities to reduce long-term emergency climate 
and infrastructure costs. The Wye and Usk Foundation are taking a similar approach. 

Analysis of Shared Capital Stacking 

• Stakeholders suggested that there was an opportunity to aggregate the asset-resilience 
budgets of large commercial infrastructure entities (such as National Grid or Network Rail) 
against climate risks. The concept of stacking funding streams (and challenges of achieving) 
was raised many agreed this would be a key mechanism for delivering investment.   

 

Statutory Purposing of Utilities and Systems Planning 

• Stakeholders highlighted the need to place statutory environmental purposes on water 
companies, echoing the mandate for the sustainable management of natural resources 
(SMNR) enacted in the Environment (Wales) Act 2016. It was argued that legally requiring 
utility business plans to have regard to national environmental principles would more 
effectively transition water companies to agents of restoration. The relationship between 
the National Systems Planner envisioned in the Green Paper was also raised. 

 

Agronomic and On-Farm Financial Resilience Data 

• Evidence provided by WWF suggests that economic framing extends directly to the 
agricultural sector, where lost nutrients can represent a financial waste to farm businesses. 
They pointed to agronomic data estimates that the wastage of available nitrogen resources 
costs UK farmers approximately £21 to £52 per hectare per year in synthetic fertiliser 
replacements, representing an annual national economic loss of £397 million. With rising 
costs for such products, and the environmental cost of production, better nutrient budgeting 
and management would undoubtedly bring multiple benefits to the agricultural community. 



 

   
 

Theme 2: Land-Use Planning 

  
Evidence for Stifled Regional Growth and Housing Impasses:   

• Despite emphasis and investment in this arena, there remains stagnation in development 
within some rural Welsh catchments. The meeting heard that in the Dee catchment, a freeze 
on permitting new housing and commercial development has blocked a designated national 
growth area and halted international investment.  Mitigation schemes can be difficult to 
implement, especially where they promote the use of nature-based solutions due to 
permitting issues (see below).  

 

Regulatory Delivery Barriers 

• Stakeholders repeated their concern at the lack of progress in relation to mitigating impacts. 

While nature-based solutions (NbS) like integrated wetlands are operational across the 

border, navigating current Natural Resources Wales (NRW) regulatory permitting and 

licensing channels can be frustrating.2 Many participants raised this as a barrier to the 

development of scalable mitigation schemes on the ground.   

  

Data-Led Catchment Modelling 

• Blanket regulatory approaches do not always lead to the right interventions.  WWF Cymru 

pointed to their evidence based on hydrology and chemistry models which demonstrated 

that nutrient transport profiles vary substantially by geography and geology. Allowing 

targeted interventions to be deployed where they would be most effective at catchment 

scale, and as such unlock stalled development. Stakeholders also identified modelling 

undertaken on the Wye and the Usk (See the Usk Nutrient Management Portal) with similar 

objectives.  

 

Cumulative Catchment Pressures 

• Stakeholders called for better integration, training, and support to ensure that the 

permitting bodies are better able to consider cumulative impacts at catchment scale. 

Stakeholders drew attention to the proliferation of poultry units in the Wye Catchment as an 

example of the current systems inadequacy (access to data, training, staff knowledge etc 

were all raised as compounding issues). WWF pointed to public sentiment data which shows 

that 77% of citizens support better integrated decision making at the river level. 

 

 
2 There is internal work underway within Natural Resources Wales to address these concerns alongside it’s other regulatory functions 



 

   
 

Theme 3: Regulation and Enforcement 

Evidence Base for the Regulatory Floor 

• Catchment modelling suggests that achieving 100% compliance across both water company 

regulations and farming rules delivers the most rapid and substantial near-term nutrient 

reductions. However, some participants highlighted concerns that the current regulatory 

baseline remains insufficiently robust, with significant compliance gaps limiting the 

effectiveness of agricultural and environmental regulation. 

• Stakeholders identified setting a clear and robust regulatory floor as necessary to ensure 

that public financial incentives are only triggered for practices that genuinely go above and 

beyond legal requirements. We understand that NRW inspection data shows that while full 

compliance with the Control of Agricultural Pollution Regulations (CoAP) has recently risen 

to 41%, a significant compliance gap remains. Stakeholders referenced proposed changes to 

spreading regulation as adding further confusion to this already complex picture. Certainty is 

called for.  

 

Operational Capacity and Civil Sanction Powers 

• There remain concerns across stakeholders that Natural Resources Wales lacks powers and 

resources to adequately enforce against non-compliance. Nor can they impose the level of 

fine/sanction which could provide true deterrents for repeat polluters.  Some in the meeting 

noted that some big organisations are seen as simply ‘paying to pollute’ as the fines are less 

onerous than adopting non-polluting systems.  

 

Closed periods  

• The independent review chaired by Dr Bolton concerning the Control of Agricultural 

Pollution Regulations (CoAp) did not recommend the removal of mandatory closed period or 

slurry storage requirements.  Instead, evidence was presented which highlights that crop 

and grass growth is highly constrained during the winter months, resulting in minimal 

biological demand for added nutrients. Concurrently, prolonged wet weather during this 

seasonal window limits soil absorption capacity, creating an elevated risk of nutrient run-off 

and diffuse water pollution.  

• The meeting reflected that the need for any alternative to Closed Periods to provide 

equivalent environmental protection and be supported by robust evidence. Many pointed to 



 

   
 

the Bolton Review's recommendation that nutrient applications should be linked to a 

demonstrable crop need and a low risk of nutrient loss, supported by improved data and 

decision-making tools. At the same time, it was recognised that meeting these requirements 

could place technical and administrative demands on farmers, potentially requiring 

additional monitoring, soil testing and record-keeping. The discussion concluded that a 

collaborative solution is needed that both protects water quality and remains practical and 

proportionate for farm businesses. 
 

Cross-Sector Accountability and SFS Budget Coupling 

• Stakeholders repeated the ‘fair share’ approach of the past government.  Calling for SFS to 

only reward actions above the minimum legal standard which provide verified water-

protection outcomes.  

• The discussion considered all layers of the SFS to target catchment management in its 

implementation.  Suggestions included using the Universal Layer to scale up proven farming 

measures with strong evidence of reducing nutrient pollution, specifically wooded/scrub 

buffer zones, constructed wetlands, and cover crops. Nature-based solutions could be 

integrated into the Optional and Collaborative Layers, enhanced by bespoke regional 

packages that prioritise key actions based on localised catchment vulnerability informed by 

regional catchment management plans (some stakeholders suggested these collaborative 

funds being co-designed and managed by Catchment Partnerships/NMBs where there are 

appropriate governance structures in place cf. Ffermio Bro).   

• Alongside these more proactive approaches, a suggestion was made to close permitting 

loopholes around high-impact non-agricultural land spreading, including industrial anaerobic 

digestion digestate and dense poultry units, by bringing them inside Environmental 

Permitting Regulations (EPR). 

 

 
 

 



 

   
 

Theme 4: Funding cycles 
 

Operational Impacts of Short-Term Public Funding Cycles  

• There was consensus by those present in relation to the harm single-year public funding 

cycles were having on delivery.  Contributors at the meeting, especially those working within 

NMBs/Catchment Partnerships relayed that annual funding allocations make it impossible to 

provide job security, leading to a routine loss of highly skilled staff and the erosion of trusted 

relationships built with local communities (especially farming).  

• The nature of this type of funding creates stop-start programmes of work, which do little to 

inspire the trust of the collective.  

• Further to this, many were concerned that allocation of various public funds can sometimes 

be distributed by central government in a way that is detached from the evidence-based 

local action plans meticulously drafted by catchment partnerships on the ground. 

 

Cross-Government Strategy and Policy Alignment 

• Stakeholders were clear, addressing freshwater pollution requires breaking down 

fragmented, siloed funding and policy structures. Stakeholders urged, multi-year financial 

framework capable of aligning distinct statutory levers—including utility investment cycles 

(AMP8), agricultural regulations (CoAP), and farming subsidies (SFS)—around unified 

catchment outcomes. 

 
 

 



 

   
 

Theme 5: Governance Structures 

Current Governance Structures:  

• As part of the previous government’s phosphorus action plan, nutrient management boards 

(NMBs) were established within the failing SAC catchments.  The terms of reference for 

these boards required them to produce a nutrient management plan.  No additional powers 

were afforded to these boards, rather as local authority led vehicles it was assumed that the 

general powers of the LA would be sufficient to achieve the aims.  

• At the same time catchment partnerships /forums (borrowing from the Environment Agency 

model) also developed around key catchments. The one exception to this rule is the Usk 

Catchment Partnership which operates a unique hybrid model via the secretariat at Bannau 

Brycheiniog National Park Authority.  Integrating the collaborative, system-based approach 

of a catchment partnership with the formal governance arrangement of an NMB, the Usk 

was recognised as an NMB by the Welsh Government for funding and reporting.  

 

Evidence for Conferring Statutory Powers  

• Stakeholders working within NMBs and catchment partnerships indicate that such structures 

struggle to mobilise multi-sector action due to lack of appropriate statutory powers, 

frequently reducing them to underpowered "talking shops".   

• There was support at the meeting for resourcing and formalising catchment partnerships to 

report directly to the new national systems planner that will be brought in under Water 

Reform. To enable binding, joint decisions on regional fund allocation and multi-sector 

compliance, the meeting considered the potential to confer formal statutory powers or legal 

duties onto these regional groups under the Environment Act (Wales) 2006.  Stakeholders 

identified existing mechanisms such as statutory ‘remit letters’ as potential mechanisms for 

directing the work programmes of these groups.  Stakeholders were also keen to ensure that 

there was a mechanism for collaboration across these boards/catchment partnerships.   

• Those currently running NMBs identified that Welsh Government used to host monthly 

oversight meetings, and that a similar collaborative meeting was hosted via Natural 

Resources Wales addressing planning issues. These meetings no longer happen. Reference 

was made to the findings of the CaSTCo research and the need to develop a collaborative 

model rooted in Wales’s unique legislative landscape. There was a strong call for more co-

ordination and support of the catchment partnerships/ NMBs across Wales by Government 

to improve their effectiveness. 

 

https://castco.org/


 

   
 

Theme 6: Regulatory time delay  

Risks from regulatory delay 

• While the progressive environmental ambitions of the Welsh Government's Green Paper 

were collectively recognised at the roundtable, some at the meeting were concerned about 

the risks associated with the projected ten-year legislative timeline, warning that there was 

already evidence of decisions being deferred by officials under the pretext of waiting for 

long-term UK wide reform outcomes. 

 

Cross-Border Regulatory Vulnerabilities 

• Stakeholders working on cross border catchments caution that the more progressive 

objectives of the Well-being of Future Generations Act are at risk of being subsumed into the 

English regulatory model due to a resource to challenge.   

 

Assessment of Transition Governance Requirements  

• To mitigate these structural vulnerabilities, stakeholders call for the immediate 

establishment of a robust framework to govern transitionary arrangements.  This framework 

must guarantee defined institutional overlap periods and continuous enforcement standards 

to ensure that utility providers, regulators, and land managers cannot utilise the multi-year 

legislative transition timeline to delay mandatory infrastructure capital investments or 

regulatory compliance on the ground. 

 

 

https://www.gov.wales/green-paper-shaping-future-water-governance-wales


 

   
 

Theme 7: Limitations of Statutory Metrics and Data 

Soluble Reactive Phosphate (SRP) versus Total Phosphorus 

• The meetings noted that focusing solely on SRP can discourage broader catchment 

measures, as interventions like buffer strips and wetlands improve overall water quality but 

are less effective at reducing dissolved phosphorus. Meeting SRP targets often requires 

more costly and complex on-farm nutrient management measures, which may need public 

funding to achieve widespread adoption. 

 

Soil Phosphorus Accumulation and Legacy Stores 

• Meeting participants pointed to data from the Wye and the Cleddau in relation to so-called 

legacy phosphate.  Due to the nature of phosphorus uptake by traditional grazing lays, there 

has been historical over-application of nutrients, leading to large stores of phosphorus 

trapped within soils, groundwater, and riverbed sediments. Modelling indicates that this 

accumulation creates a time-lag, meaning contemporary land-management changes will 

take years to register improved river water quality. In heavily loaded catchments (such as 

the West Cleddau), stakeholders referred to modelled evidence which projects that baseline 

regulatory compliance coupled with basic incentives will be insufficient to meet 

conservation thresholds. Stakeholders argued that these historic phosphorus reserves 

should be treated as a distinct, long-term challenge, requiring targeted interventions to 

reduce their impact on river water quality. 

 

National monitoring capacity and policy infrastructure weaknesses 

Stakeholders report that there remains a data deficit across Welsh catchments resulting from a long-

term decline in Natural Resources Wales's (NRW) statutory water quality monitoring capacity. This 

operational gap is further compounded by national policy gaps as follows: 

• Nitrates- there is currently no formal ecological nitrate standard under the Water 

Framework Directive in Wales or England; nitrogen monitoring is driven strictly by drinking 

water parameters, which fail to align with ecological thresholds and mask a primary driver of 

river decline. 

• Inaccuracy of agricultural records - Government agricultural datasets are outdated and 

inconsistent; for example, Defra and APHA livestock records contain major contradictions 

regarding poultry numbers, undermining granular, catchment-level risk mapping. 



 

   
 

• Data remains siloed:  At a strategic level, data remains fragmented and inaccessible.  

Stakeholders referenced the ‘stalled’ data sharing platform "Freshwater Gateway for Wales" 

platform and the lack of an overarching National Water Plan. 

 

National Policy Gaps 

• Meeting participants identified the structural necessity for a comprehensive National Water 

Plan to strategically manage water resources, climate infrastructure, and macro-exports to 

England in the face of increasing water resource pressures.  

 

Citizen Science Integration  

• Testimony from the river trusts and volunteer networks present indicated an element of 

stakeholder fatigue stemming from institutional sidelining of citizen derived data. The 

meeting referred to evidence to demonstrate the quality of the information citizen science 

projects generate - high-resolution, verified data tracking transient pollution and sediment 

spikes.  Some stakeholders suggested that despite the robust data for repeated incidents, no 

action was being taken by the regulator. 

 

Legislative Targets and Climate Vulnerability Projections 

• WWF-Cymru provided polling data related to public asks of the Environment (Principles, 

Governance and Biodiversity Targets) (Wales) Act 2026.  WWF highlighted a powerful public 

expectation for greater accountability on the Welsh Government (and its agencies), with 

81% of citizens demanding a national target to halve nutrient pollution lost to the 

environment by 2035 and 100% of water bodies placed under active monitoring by 2030. 

Concurrently, predictive climate models show that rising global temperatures and 

diminished summer river flow rates are actively accelerating toxic algal blooms, particularly 

within the River Wye catchment. The evidence supports the immediate integration of 

climate adaptation parameters into statutory metrics. 

 

 



 

   
 

Annex 2 – Roundtable Participants 

 

Name  Organisation  

Gail Davies Walsh  Afonydd Cymru  

Gail Pearce Taylor  Carmarthenshire County Council  

Chris Smith  Dee Nutrient Management Board  

William Wilson  Interim Environmental Protection Assessor for Wales (deputy) 

Cllr Elissa Swinglehurt   
Herefordshire County Council 

(Cabinet Member for Culture and Environment) 

Helen Lucoq  Landed Futures  

Cllr Catrin Maby   
Monmouthshire County Council 

(Cabinet Member for Climate Change and the Environment) 

Rhian Thomas Natural Resources Wales  

Paul Renfro Pembrokeshire Coastal Forum 

Cllr Jackie Charlton  
Powys County Council 

(Cabinet Member for a Greener Powys) 

Dan Burgess  Powys County Council  

Peter Powell   The Dee Trust 

Simon Evans      The Wye and Usk Foundation  

Dr Eleanor Kean Usk Knowledge Hub 

Hanna K Nuuttila  West Wales Nutrient Management Board 

Jessica McQuade  WWF-Cymru  

Cath Lehane WWF-Cymru 

 

Note: This record reflects the issues and perspectives raised by a diverse group of stakeholders involved in water 

quality and river restoration. It should not be taken to imply that all participants agreed with every point 

expressed. 

  


