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Context

The Institute of Welsh Affairs (IWA) was commissioned by the Future Generations
Commissioner for Wales, Derek Walker, to produce this report, to support the
Commissioner’s recommendations to Welsh Government on the effectiveness of the Rivers
Summits, ahead of the Fifth Summit, which will take place at the Royal Welsh Show in July
2024. It is also intended to inform the Commissioner’s planned intervention at the Summit.
Whilst an interim version of this report was presented to the Commissioner ahead of the
Fifth Summit, additional interviews have taken place subsequently, and have further
informed this final report.

The purpose of this paper is to examine existing Welsh Government structures of
engagement with key stakeholders on the issue of river pollution and consider whether these
are impactful, fit for purpose and future-proof for the challenges ahead. Importantly, this
means suggesting some ways in which the Summits could be improved and their
effectiveness enhanced.

As a new First Minister and Cabinet Secretary for Climate Change and Rural Affairs take over
from their predecessors, it is an opportune moment to consider the effectiveness of current
governance, fora and actions aiming to tackle the health of rivers in Wales.

Key recommendations from the IWA are included at the end of the report.

The problem
River pollution and the health of river ecosystems is a significant problem in Wales, as
indeed, it is across the UK and on a global scale.

The key issue which is negatively impacting river health in Wales is that too many nutrients,
such as phosphates, nitrates and ammonia, are entering water courses causing chemical
imbalances. This can trigger enhanced algae growth, which consumes the oxygen within a
river and eventually leads to the killing off of biodiversity (a process known as
Eutrophication)'.
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River pollution comes from a variety of sources, yet the most significant polluters are,
broadly speaking, the agricultural sector and water companies?. Agricultural sources come
from run-off from farm and slurry storage, and are a significant source of nitrate, ammonia
and phosphorus pollution?. Likewise, pressure on sewage systems following periods of heavy
rainfall are a significant contributor to river pollution. Whilst it is beyond the scope of this
report to delve deeper into this in significant depth, it is important to note that there is no
comprehensive, pan-Wales measurement of river pollution which considers all nutrients
which cause damage.

The above issues are also exacerbated by the climate crisis. Intensive farming practices
alongside enhanced periods of drought and rainfall all lead to greater risk of pollution. The
climate crisis and the health or rivers are therefore intersecting issues. It is important to state
that rivers can be useful barometers of wider elements of environmental health.

Water quality in Wales is at crisis point, with popular discontent sewn around the lack of
progress and accountability on river health. The cost of river pollution is beyond the
economic; access to clean riverways contributes to nature protection and is vital to
community health delivering a host of health, social, cultural and wellbeing benefits to
people across the nation.

Rivers Summits - current format
Currently, the Welsh Government's stakeholder engagement activities on river pollution
primarily take place through the Rivers Summits.

The Rivers Summits seek to bring together high level stakeholders to discuss, specifically,
phosphorus pollution in rivers in Wales and coordinate how organisations can effectively
work together to tackle this. From the outset, the focus has been reducing phosphorus levels
in Special Areas of Conservation (SAC) rivers as a distinct area of focus. Reference to
blockages of social housebuilding due to high SAC pollution levels has also been a key
consideration since the outset of the Summits. But where did this particular focus come
from?

Remit and focus

The establishment of the Rivers Summits followed a distinct journey, which I will lay out
below in reference to the important regulation that has formed the basis for the focus of the
Summits to date.

The Water Environment (Water Framework Directive) (England and Wales) Regulations
20174 (WFD) transposed water quality standards from the European Union’s Water
Framework Directive>. The WFD placed a statutory duty on Ministers in Wales to prevent
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deterioration and improve all water bodies to good status by 2027°. Natural Resources Wales
(NRW) are responsible for monitoring and implementing WFD in Wales’. In addition, the
Conservation of Habitats and Species Regulations 2017° enabled the designation and
protection of areas that host important habitats and species, one of which includes Special
Areas of Conservation (SACs). This means that permits are required for developments in
SACs, which mitigates negative impact.°.

In 2021, NRW published a report on phosphorus pollution in Wales’ nine SAC rivers*
against newly stringent monitoring guidance (as laid out in the 2017 revisions to Joint
Nature Conservation Committee guidance). The report found that 61% (of the 125 water
bodies surveyed) failed to meet phosphorus targets. These results demonstrated to NRW that
‘phosphorus pollution is a significant problem in Welsh SAC rivers that requires catchment
level action™>.

Following this report, NRW advised local planning authorities in SAC catchment areas to
adopt a policy of nutrient neutrality" for new developments. Nutrient neutrality means that
new developments have to demonstrate that their proposals do not add any increase in the
amount of phosphorus in a SAC river. Nutrient impact of development has to be reviewed
according to the Habitats Regulations Assessment.

The result of these increasingly strong targets for phosphorus levels in SAC rivers has been to
stall a number of housing projects. It is because of this that more stringent targets for
phosphorus levels in SAC rivers have been brought to the attention of Welsh Government. It
is also why housebuilders have become key stakeholders in the discussion around river
pollution, most specifically in the context of the Rivers Summit forum.

These more stringent phosphate measures and the stalled housing projects have brought
considerable political pressure, stemming from Welsh Government’s policy to build 20,000
new social homes by 2026 (as laid out in the 2021 Programme for Government'#). This led to
criticism in the Senedd** and in the media? surrounding the new measures. Therefore, the
matter of tackling phosphorus pollution in SAC rivers and its impact on the Welsh
Government’s ability to hit its social house building targets, set the context for and shaped
the inaugural Rivers Summit in 2022. Whether this was the correct way for river pollution to
be brought to the top of the Welsh Government’s political agenda will be explored later in
this report.
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Additionally, we should note that there are also a number of other fora which focus on water
quality in Wales. These include (to name but a few):
- Special Area of Conservation River Oversight Group (SACROG) (set up as part of the
Rivers Summit Action Plan*®)
- Better River Quality Taskforce"
- Nutrient Trading Task and Finish Group (again set up as part of the Action Plan).

Rivers Summits should, therefore, be seen as a key forum amongst a host of other, more
specific fora, although the latter have been set up as a result of the River Summits themselves
and so are intended to be tighter groups of stakeholders involved in the delivery of the River
Summits Action Plan.

Summary of Summits One-Four

Summit One

The First River Pollution Summit was convened by then First Minister Mark Drakeford at
the Royal Welsh Show in July 20222°. The purpose of the summit was to discuss phosphorus
pollution in rivers in Wales and brought together stakeholders to explore how to improve the
situation. The fact that the Summit was convened by the First Minister highlighted the
importance of river pollution to the government in Wales. Such commitment was politically
significant. Key stakeholders in attendance included senior representatives from regulators,
water companies, developers, local government, farming unions, academia and
environmental bodies, in an effort to develop a strategic and collaborative approach to
tackling the issue. This so-called ‘Team Wales’ approach has been touted by Welsh
Government in order to tackle wider environmental issues®.

To consider the remit and focus of the Rivers Summits it is best to examine the evidence
pack which was produced ahead of the First Summit. This evidence pack®* provided the basis
for the Summit's particular focus on phosphorus pollution in SAC rivers in Wales as well as
foregrounding the associated impact on housebuilding. The evidence highlights agriculture
as the key contributor of phosphorus pollution with storm overflows from water companies
are distant second.

Key pledges made at the first Summit included:

- The establishment of Nutrient Management Boards (NMBs) (set up by Local
Authorities and National Parks), with up to £415k made available in 2022-23 to
support their work, with funding over subsequent years indicated. This was
supplemented by the intention to develop and promote an all-Wales nutrient
calculator to ensure consistency of approach.

- Commitment to publish a SAC Rivers Action Plan, co-created with stakeholders

'8 Welsh Government, 2023, Relieving pressures on Special Areas of Conservation (SAC) river
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- Commitment to produce a set of immediate actions and a good practice guide for
addressing pollution.

Summit Two

River Summit Two> took place on 8th March 2023. At this Summit, key stakeholders agreed
to work together to deliver ‘Relieving Pressures on SAC River Catchments to Support
Delivery of Affordable Housing*4, which was produced following Summit 1 (henceforth
referred to as the Action Plan).

This Action Plan focused on:

- The need for a joined-up approach and the need for fit-for-purpose governance and
oversight arrangements to support decision making in failing SAC rivers

- The need to use natural solutions more effectively

- The need to work constructively with the agriculture sector to find solutions to reduce
and address excess nutrients in the soil and SAC rivers in Wales

- Delivering short-term solutions to address existing planning constraints

- Development of a unified nutrient calculator to aid planning decisions on nutrient
neutrality

- Provide clarity to stakeholders on the suitability of potential mitigation actions and
interventions to reduce pollution

- Aunified approach to catchment consenting in failing SAC rivers

- Increasing understanding of practical measures within catchments which could be
provided by Nutrient Trading.

Accompanying the Action Plan was a Mitigations Menu® produced by NRW, which provided
information on means to mitigate phosphate levels in SAC rivers.

‘I am confident’, the First Minister stated?®, ‘that delivering the actions identified will allow
housing development in the affected SAC river catchments to restart’. The Plan itself does,
however, highlight that ‘whilst the action plan focuses on the issue of unlocking
development, we are also mindful of our commitment to improve the general health of rivers
in Wales™. Meanwhile, the Plan also highlights that there is no ‘quick fix’ to improve water
quality, noting that long-term improvements will only take place with a sector-wide
approach, an approach the plan attempts to incubate.

Yet, the Action Plan is primarily focused on the socio-economic elements of tackling river
pollution. This is particularly seen through the need to build new houses in Wales, which is
seen as being inhibited by stricter planning regulations in SAC areas, in which water quality
is poor. Water quality, then, is portrayed as an inhibiting factor which constrains Welsh
Government from hitting their 20,000 social homes target.

Summit Three
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Summit Three was chaired by Julie James, then Welsh Government Minister for Climate
Change, on 30th November 2023. The Minister opened her statement on the Summit noting
her extreme concern about phosphorus pollution ‘both on the quality of our water
environment, and our ability to unlock much-needed housing development™®. The focus of
this Summit was to assess progress against the Action Plan, with Welsh Government
nothing that ‘we have made great strides’ in ‘driving forward our ambition’ to ‘unlock
development in our failing SAC rivers’ whilst ‘laying some of the groundwork for longer term
improvement within our rivers’.

Welsh Government highlighted its work:

- Implementing structures to oversee and monitor delivery of the Action Plan

- Providing Nutrient Management Boards with nearly £1.5 million of funding to
support the delivery of priority action in failing SAC catchment areas

- Providing NRW funding to help accelerate their work on the review of permits
(providing the example of a new permit to enable the Local Planning Authority to
make decisions on just under 3,000 dwellings near the Dee)

- Established several Task and Finish Groups including to report on the feasibility of
nutrient offsetting and trading.

The Summit saw case studies presented by NRW, Newton Farm and Clwyd Alyn Housing
Association, including the Teifi Demonstrator Catchment Project®, a study on targeted soil
and nutrient management, and an outline of how NRW’s review of permits helped to unlock
housing developments, respectively.

Summit Four

Rivers Summit Four took place on 18th March 2024, and was chaired by Sir David Henshaw,
Chair of NRW. It was stated that ‘most of the actions’ from the Action Plan have been
completed, which allowed ‘some development’ to be unlocked ‘without further impacting on
these rivers’:.

The Summit saw NRW provide a number of updates on their projects, including their
progress in undertaking a review of water discharge permits, delivering almost 75% to date.
This has enabled Local Planning Authorities to make planning decisions within failing SAC
catchments.

NRW gave a presentation on the progress of their Teifi Demonstrator Catchment project3?, a
cross-sector collaborative project aimed at improving water management in the Teifi
catchment. NRW also provided an update on their Four Rivers for LIFE project33, which is
taking place on four SAC rivers: Teifi, Cleddau, Tywi and Usk.

28 Welsh Government, 2023, Written Statement: Third River Pollution Summit

2 |bid

30 Welsh Government, 2023, Written Statement: Launch of the Teifi Demonstrator Catchment’ project
3" Welsh Government, 2024, Written Statement: Fourth River Pollution Summit

32 Welsh Government, 2023, Written Statement: Launch of the Teifi Demonstrator Catchment’ project

33 Natural Resources Wales. [N.d. updated 2024] Four Rivers for LIFE



https://naturalresources.wales/about-us/what-we-do/our-projects/nature-projects/4-rivers-for-life/?lang=en
https://www.gov.wales/written-statement-launch-teifi-demonstrator-catchment-project
https://www.gov.wales/written-statement-fourth-river-pollution-summit
https://www.gov.wales/written-statement-launch-teifi-demonstrator-catchment-project
https://www.gov.wales/written-statement-third-river-pollution-summit

Current membership

The membership of the Summits to date includes a large list of organisations with an interest
in protecting river quality in Wales. This can be broken down roughly into the following
groups:

- Those with a statutory duty: OFWAT, NRW, Dwr Cymru, Hafren Dyfrdwy

- Representative organisations for farming (NFU, FUW, NFFN, Farm Cymru, Tenant
Farmers Association Organisation, National Beef Association, Agriculture and
Horticulture Development Board, FARM Cymru, Wales Federation of Young
Farmers), land owners (CLA, WLMF) and Forestry (Confor)

- Non-governmental organisations and charities: WWF Cymru, Afonydd Cymru, Wales
Environmental Link, Bangor University, Wildlife Trusts Wales, Future Generations
Commissioner, Red Tractor Food Assurance and Pembrokeshire Coastal Forum

- Housing Sector: Home Builders Federation, Federation of Master Builders,
Community Housing Cymru and Clwyd Alyn Housing

- Nutrient Management Boards: Cleddau, Teifi, Dee, Wye, Usk, and Tywi

- Others: Audit Wales, Local Authorities (Powys, Monmouthshire, Carmarthen and
association the WLGA), Chief Planning Officers Society Wales.

It is clear from the membership of the Summits to date (and the forthcoming Fifth Summit)
that housebuilding and agriculture are the two sectors most represented, alongside statutory
bodies and water companies. This is a fair mix considering the current focus of the Summits
on house building targets. Having a strong presence from the agriculture sector and water
companies is also vital as these represent the bulk of contribution to river pollution.

Analysis of relevant documentation, including reports presented to
the Rivers Summits

The latest progress report against the Rivers Summit Action Plan is seemingly not available
publicly, with the latest update coming in 202334. Members of the Summit, however, have
access to a later update on progress, which this report has gained access to via the Office of
the Future Generations Commissioner?.

Actions that have been fulfilled against the Action Plan include:

- The setting up of NMBs as well as mechanisms for each to meet

- A menu of phosphorus mitigating measures*® published by NRW

- Welsh Government convened a Nutrient Trading Task and Finish Group, which
produced a briefing to consider ways forward

- NRW was resourced by Welsh Government to carry out a one-off permit review to try
and identify ways to enable stalled developments to move forward. This enabled
3,000 developments in the Wrexham area to continue through the planning process.

- Welsh Government has made £4.6 million available over the next two years through
their Natural Floor Management Accelerator Programme to examine nature based
solutions to SAC pollution.

34 Welsh Government, 2023, Relieving pressures on Special Areas of Conservation (SAC) river
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Areas yet to see progress include:

- The publishing of an All-Wales Nutrient Calculator
- Constructive working with the agricultural sector to find solutions to excess nutrients
in SAC rivers.

Overall, therefore , the picture of progress since the Action Plan was published after Summit
One has been decidedly mixed. Yet, Nutrient Management Boards have been established,
guidance and investment through NRW has been rolled out and some exemptions have
enabled developments to take place in SAC catchments.

Nonetheless, considering the scale of the challenge of phosphorus pollution in SAC rivers in
Wales, the progress is slow and fails to match the urgency of the problem. Notably absent in
the reporting of progress: actual improvement to the state of rivers, any long-term funding
commitment or any specific action plan for improvement needed from the agricultural
sector.

Therefore, the way in which the Rivers Summits are reporting against their actions is unfit
for purpose. Indeed, for some elements there is no concrete tactical direction with clearly
defined roles, responsibilities and timeframes. This results in reporting and action grossly
inhibiting the Summit’s ability to tangibly improve the health of rivers in Wales. It is thus
difficult to ascertain what impact the Summits have had in reality.

Finally, the lack of publicly available progress updates in over a year is a significant problem
for an issue of such concern to communities across the nation.

Wider actions or inactions of organisations

So what are stakeholders doing against the recommendations and actions arising from the
Rivers Summits and Welsh Government more broadly? The IWA have looked at related
policy documents from key organisations, synopsising commitments and progress.

Natural Resources Wales

NRW as a regulator have produced a webpage which outlines all of the work they are doing
to tackle river pollution?”. This page references directly their work on tackling phosphorus
pollution in SAC rivers. On this aspect specifically, the main piece of evidence and
monitoring collection by NRW was the Compliance Assessment3® of Welsh river SACs against
recently introduced targets which highlighted failures in compliance.

Their work since the iterations of the Summits involved setting up Nutrient Management
Boards and working on short term measures to enable planning permission permits to aid
the impact on halting developments.

They have also worked on demonstrator projects3® alongside partners, which are aimed at
showing effective interventions to tackle phosphorus pollution in river SACs. Whether or not

38 Natural Resources Wales, 2021, Compliance Assessment of Welsh Rivers SACs against
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these projects were innovative or were using existing knowledge and data was a subject of
concern to some of this project’s interviewees (details highlighted later in this report).

Divr Cymru Welsh Water

As Wales’ largest water company, Dwr Cymru represents a key sector’s response to river
pollution. Importantly, they also represent a significant source of capital investment into our
water networks.

Dwr Cymru published their Manifesto for Rivers in Wales in 2023%°. The document
highlights plans to increase investment in their wastewater systems to £1.4bn between
2025-2030, up from £1bn in the five years to 2025. The investment strategy’s focus was
aided by Welsh Government’s priority, as outlined by the Rivers Summits. The Manifesto
states that Dwr Cymru:

‘fully support the Welsh Government’s First Minister’s focus on reducing nutrient
pollution as the main priority to gain the biggest and fastest level of river water
quality improvement in Wales. We are working with others to help deliver the eight
commitments that came out of his Phosphate Summit held in July 2022 [Rivers
Summit One]. We are investing an additional £60m specifically to reduce
phosphate in the five failing Special Area of Conservation (SAC) rivers in our
operating area’ (p.4).

This Manifesto continues to focus investment on phosphorus pollution:

‘In the next investment period to 2030, we will target investment with the ambition
that none of our wastewater treatment works are the cause of ecological failure.
Through our phosphorus investment plan, we will have removed 90% of the
phosphorus load from our wastewater treatment works discharging to failing SAC
rivers. We need to do this to ensure we are doing our part to allow these special
rivers to meet their water quality targets, this work will also help to relieve pressure
on development restrictions’ (p.4).

To this extent, the focus of the Rivers Summits has had a major impact on Dwr Cymru’s
infrastructure investment programme, which in many cases represents critical investment in
rivers and waterways, and on phosphorus levels in SAC rivers. Now, the argument could be
made of whether this is chicken or egg. Did Dwr Cymru effectively shape the agenda of the
Summits and Welsh Government’s focus or did it react to it? The answer is likely somewhere
in between.

Broadly speaking, the scale of investment and intention to tackle the problem by Dwr Cymru
was welcomed by other organisations interviewed as part of this project. One example is
Afonydd Cymru, who welcome the organisation’s commitment and investment on SAC river
pollution and on their intention to utilise nature based solutions to reduce their impact on
SAC rivers across Wales*'.

Nutrient Management Boards

40 Dwr Cymru, 2023, Our Manifesto for Rivers in Wales
41 Afonydd Cymru, 2023, Welsh Water’s Plan to Reduce Phosphorus Entering Rivers
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Nutrient Management Boards were established as part of the First Rivers Summit and have
been set up by NRW in all SAC catchments in Wales to produce Nutrient Management Plans,
identifying and delivering actions to tackle phosphorus levels. To date, none of these Plans
have been publicly released. Whilst the governance of setting up NMBs and coordinating
action has been completed, we have yet to see what impact the Plans will produce. Yet, their
Welsh Government funding is set to run out at the end of the year, so it is unclear what their
role will be in the future and how they are expected to deliver on their plans, given the lack of
clarity in their role as delivery agents in and of themselves. Certainly, a high level of resource,
both capital and revenue would be needed for them to be effective at delivery.

Afonydd Cymru

Afonydd Cymru have produced two progress reports for the Interim Environment Protection
Assessor for Wales on water quality in rivers in Wales, one focusing on water companies*?
and another on agriculture.

Both reports highlight a lack of progress on tackling river pollution. Firstly, the water
companies report highlights lack of adequate monitoring and communication of sewage
spills and their ecological impact. The report also points out the ineffectiveness of regulation
enforcement by NRW.

The report on the agricultural sector also makes for sober reading, noting poor compliance
with legislation to protect rivers and details ineffective regulatory enforcement of the sector.

Afonydd Cymru have also worked alongside the Nutrient Management Boards to support
their governance as well as the production of their Plans for SAC rivers.

Farming Unions

Based on our interviews and publicly available information, we can conclude that
representative bodies of a large number of farms in Wales are resistant to newly stringent
river quality measures. The National Farmers Union Cymru (NFU) are concerned about
increasing the regulatory burden on farmers+*. This is linked to wider concerns of the sector
over the Sustainable Farming Scheme* and broader subsidy regimes post the UK’s exit from
EU (and with it, leaving the EU Common Agricultural Policy*® rules) . In 2020, NFU and
partners (including Dwr Cymru and NRW) worked on The Water Standard, a project which
sought to help farmers to evidence measures they could take to protect Wales’ water
environment. However, this plan was devised before new, more stringent regulations came
into force#’. The plan was still used as the NFU’s evidence presented to the First River
Summit*®, In their interview as part of this report, the NFU pointed to a 2018 report on
agricultural pollution from the Wales Land Management Forum# as a basis for action, which

42 Afonydd Cymru, 2023, Report to the Independent Environment Protection Assessor for Wales on
Water Quality Impacts to Rivers in Wales: Water Company Operation

43 Afonydd Cymru, 2023, Report to the Independent Environment Protection Assessor for Wales on
Water Quality Impacts to Rivers in Wales: Agriculture

4 : )

48 Welsh Government, 2024, Sustainable Farming Scheme

46 European Union. N.d.. Common agricultural policy

47 National Farmers Union Cymru, 2020, The Water Standard

48 Farmers Weekly. 2022, Farmers asked to curb river pollution by minister at Royal Welsh Show

49 Wales Land Management Forum, 2018, Progress report by the Wales Land Management Forum
(WLMF) sub-group on agricultural pollution
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went largely ignored, in their view, in later years. A agricultural stakeholder did reference a
2023 report from Wales Land Management Forum sub-group on agriculture pollution,
which was reported to Welsh Government, but not publicly available (from desk-based
research)°.

Findings
Method
As part of the project, the IWA undertook 13 interviews with senior representatives from the
following organisations:
- Dwr Cymru
- WWF Cymru
- Citizen campaigner
-  NFU Cymru
- Afonydd Cymru
- Monmouthshire County Council
- Nutrient Management Board (West Wales)
- Planning Officers Society Wales
- Nature Friendly Farming Network
- Archbishop of Wales
- Agriculture and Horticulture Development Board (AHDB)
- Ofwat
- Natural Resources Wales

In the given timeframe, the IWA are pleased that this sample is a representative
cross-section of the make-up of the Summits to date, as it includes environmental
organisations, farming stakeholders, local authorities, regulators and water companies.

The primary research was supplemented by desk-based research on activities of key
stakeholders (some of which are detailed above) and their strategic plans on areas of
relevance, which highlighted a broadly unsatisfactory state of progress on improving river
health. It is important to state, however, that this report is not attempting to re-litigate the
existing evidence on river health, but attempts to meaningfully engage and interpret
discussions with key stakeholders, which, at times, included conflicting opinions. Where this
is the case, the author has used their remit as a policy and governance generalist to
summarise findings and attempt to draw out recommendations to Welsh Government (and
others) from the perspective of the role, remit and purpose of the Future Generations
Commissioner.

Below is a summary of the desk-based research and an analysis of the key findings of the
interviews, contextualising the evidence and providing an indication of ways forward. This
has been broken down into key topics.

River Summits are a vital forum
Firstly, a recurring theme among all stakeholders is that the Rivers Summits are valued by
organisations as a vital forum for high-level discussion on river pollution. Political leadership

%0 Alluded to in: Natural Resources Wales, 2024, Wales Land Management Forum (WLMF) Sub
Group on Agricultural Pollution: Minutes
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to date has been present and the fact that the agenda was driven directly by then First
Minister Mark Drakeford signalled the importance of both the issue and the forum.
Interviewees noted that the political prioritisation given to river pollution mobilised buy-in
and action from stakeholders. The Summits created a respectful space for stakeholders to
challenge one another and coordinate actions. One interviewee noted how the Summit was
the envy of other nations in the UK, with comparable organisations in other devolved
nations lamenting the lack of ability for government engagement on key issues. It would
appear that the fora are an effective example of Welsh Government embedding its Team
Wales approach, underpinned by both the Future Generations Act and the much-touted
social partnership approach (as established in the Social Partnership and Public
Procurement Act5").

The high-level nature of the Summits has consistently been mentioned as their key strength,
with leadership level representatives from key organisations such as Dwr Cymru, Ofwat,
NRW and others bringing status and importance. Interviewees suggested that such
high-level representation led to the Summits (originally at least) being action-focussed,
reflecting a feeling that ‘the right people’ to solve the issue were in the room.

Therefore, if calling for a broader attendance list at future Summits, this should be taken into
careful consideration as this may dilute the ability for the Summits to create meaningful
change at the decision-making level.

Narrow focus of the Summits: economic development SACs and phosphorus
pollution

Several interviewees expressed concerns about the narrow remit and focus of the Summits,
concentrating predominantly on the issue of phosphorus pollution in SAC rivers. This matter
comes to the heart of the Summits, their purpose and their impact.

From the outset, the focus of the Summits has been tackling phosphorus levels in SAC rivers.
This focus has come directly from the impact that new stringent regulations imposed by
NRW have had in constraining development projects that affect vital Welsh Government
targets. This is reflected in the Welsh Government evidence pack??, which made the case for
their focus as well as identifying the key problem of constraining the ability of the
government to reach house building targets as well as identifying key sources of pollution.

Unsurprisingly, most interviewees noted that the impact on developments and
housebuilding successfully led to the buy-in from Welsh Government leadership to improve
the quality of SAC rivers. This resulted in significant resource and time allocated to the issue,
catalysing a sense of urgency and the need for taking a collaborative approach.

A range of perspectives were provided regarding the aforementioned Summits’ focus.
Some stakeholders highlighted that this narrow focus was a key strength of the Summits,

giving them purpose, direction and a bigger impact. Importantly, for those supportive of this
approach, the specific theme separated this forum from other similar events and discussions

5! Welsh Government, 2022, Social Partnership and Public Procurement (Wales) Act

52 Welsh Government, 2022, First Ministers SAC Rivers Summit: Tackling Phosphorus Pollution in
Special Area of Conservation Rivers: Information and Evidence Pack
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looking at related issues, which were discussed above (in this case, it is important to note
that the respondents in question had seats around those other fora, which is not the case for
many organisations who attend Rivers Summits). In these interviewees’ opinion, the priority
of the Summits tackling phosphorus pollution in SAC rivers has mobilised action on river
pollution not seen previously.

On the other hand, other organisations interviewed believe that the Summits should focus on
the overall protection of vital and precious river environments and ecosystems in Wales. The
focus on phosphorus pollution in SAC rivers to enable development inherently ignores other,
equally important aspects of river health including other concerning nutrients such as:
nitrates, ammonia, sediments, soil, chemicals and plastic pollution. Focusing on river health
as a whole would include examination of these issues, but these have been background issues
at the Summits to date and therefore in policy and decision making. Some interviewees
argued that the issue of river health is well beyond phosphates in SACs, with the need for
nature recovery rather than an economic driver around housing needing to be the focus (a
focus an interviewee noted, that was now lost, a subject returned to later in the report).

The aim of interventions and policy on phosphates also aims to make development in SAC
catchments ‘nutrient neutral’. Some interviewees questioned whether this was ambitious
enough. Merely not making the problem of river health worse seems a low bar to some. What
about actively working to improve the quality of rivers?

Some organisations also noted that the narrow focus on phosphorus levels in SAC rivers
could lead to adverse consequences, such as silage and nutrient dumping in non-SAC rivers,
for example. Taking a more holistic approach to river health, would avoid such siloed action
and would enable a focus on river health in its broadest sense.

Whilst both perspectives have their merits, if our priority is improving river health and
biodiversity, it is arguable whether phosphates in SAC rivers should be the Summits sole
priority. Indeed, whilst SACs contain some of the most precious and at-risk river
environments, and phosphorus is a major source of excess nutrients, it should not be seen as
the sole issue. Consequently, the Rivers Summits, as the high-level forum that they are,
should be utilised as an opportunity to collectively challenge and act on river health in its
broadest sense.

A related point to the purpose of the Summits is that their focus on phosphates in SAC rivers
was set at the outset by Welsh Government. This meant that broader issues on river health
were never fed into the process. This constrained co-ownership of the direction of the
Summits and led to some organisations being frustrated at the narrow focus from the start.

Summit Locations

The First River Summit and the Fifth Summit have taken place at the Royal Welsh Show:
Wales’ flagship animal agriculture showcase and thus an event which focuses attention on
the state of the farming sector more broadly. To some extent, this makes the Show more than
a mere showcase of livestock, produce and farming practices, but an event which has
featured a degree of politicisation in recent years. Just last year (2023), the Royal Welsh
Show signalled the sector’s lack of support for the Welsh Government’s proposed Sustainable
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Farming Scheme?3, which became the focus of the week’s media coverage>* (which may be
replicated in 2024).

With research suggesting that the agricultural sector is one of the key phosphorus polluters
in SAC rivers in Wales, the location of the Summits could be seen as a divisive topic. One
perspective highlights that the Royal Welsh Show is the ideal location to mobilise action
from the agricultural sector. On the other hand, according to one of the farming unions we
interviewed, the Show could be seen as an inopportune moment to challenge the sector on
lack of policy progress, at a moment when it feels considerable pressure from legislation and
government. As the Show aims to set out positive culture, value and impact for the
agricultural sector, hosting the Summits risks alienating a sector which is already dealing
with the effects of policy and funding decisions.

Additionally, the Royal Welsh Show involves a flurry of activity for agricultural organisations
and their leaders, meaning that a two-hour Summit could distract from other diary priorities.
Practically and logistically, therefore, having the Summits at the Royal Welsh Show can be
seen as ineffective if the intention is to carve out time for deep, focused conversations on
policy priorities for the sector.

Finally, attempting to focus on rivers as a distinct issue could be eclipsed by broader areas of
frustration the farming sector is experiencing with Welsh and UK Governments. Namely, the
future of agricultural payments systems, in this case, the Sustainable Farming Scheme and
COAP (the Water Resources (Control of Agricultural Pollution) (Wales) Regulations 2021)%
at a Welsh level and grievances with the replacement of funding guided by the EU’s Common
Agricultural Policy?®. In this environment, hosting the Summits at the Royal Welsh Show can
be considered to be an inopportune moment to address the subject of river health, given the
broader issues facing the sector.

Losing momentum?

A number of interviewees highlighted how they felt that momentum of the Rivers Summits
had substantially fallen. There was a general consensus that the First Summit was an
effective forum for successful challenge of Welsh Government and high-level stakeholders.
This Summit was described as ‘action focused’, with an emphasis on constructive challenge,
collaboration to achieve shared goals and the production of an action plan coalescing
tangible impact from the group.

Importantly, the inaugural Summit catalysed action. It led directly to the production of the
Rivers Summits Action Plan®. This formed the basis for all of the actions and investment by
Welsh Government, NRW and other stakeholders, such as Dwr Cymru. The Action Plan
created, in part, at the First Summit, led to the establishment of Nutrient Management
Boards (with accompanying resourcing), a set of immediate action on permits, and setting

53
54

1TV Wales, 2023, Key discussions over future of farming ahead of Royal Welsh Show 2023
% Welsh Government, 2021, The Water Resources (Control of Agricultural Pollution) (Wales)
R lations 2021: quidance for farmers and land man r

% FUW, 2024, FUW sends clear message to incoming UK Labour Government for a fair annual
funding for Welsh agricultur

57 Welsh Government, 2023, Relieving pressures on Special Areas of Conservation (SAC) river
catchments to support the delivery of affordable housing: action plan

Welsh Government, 2024, Sustainable Farming Scheme
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clear standards for action. Whilst there is argument about what the Summits have achieved
to date, it is clear that the majority of progress to date has been catalysed by the First
Summit and not subsequently built upon in the following three Summits.

Later Summits were deemed by some attendees to be less effective, primarily focussing on
case studies of projects rather than analysing whether progress against targets was made. A
number of interviewees noted that they no longer have confidence that recent Summits have
achieved anything at all. An interviewee stated that recent Summits have merely showcased
work that was already underway. A reset in intention and activity of the Summits is therefore
urgently required as well as timely in a political sense.

Finally, it was noted by numerous interviewees that the success of the initial Summits may
have been due to the strict focus on phosphorus pollution in SAC rivers. This strict focus
enabled a set of actions to be agreed at pace, driven, in part by high level political leadership
and funding being allocated. Some interviewees noted that recent Summits have broadened
the scope of the discussions, onto wider issues of river pollution. This broadening has
happened despite the remit of the Summits remaining about phosphorus pollution in SAC
rivers. As such, momentum has been lost, with a lack of leadership on what the focus of the
Summits should be.

Opportune moment for a refresh

With a new Government incoming and a relatively new Cabinet Secretary for Climate Change
and Rural Affairs, in Huw Irranca-Davies, the majority of stakeholders felt that the Fifth
Summit (and beyond) presents an opportunity to refresh the mechanisms of the Rivers
Summits.

Some stated that the political commitment to the Summits appeared to be waning, with a
lack of activity in actioning outputs and kicking on the agenda of tackling river pollution. It is
also important to note that the Summits came directly from the Welsh Labour Government’s
Programme for Government3®, which was established under a prior government. As
commitments in other areas have waned (such as Council Tax reform and the Sustainable
Farming Scheme rollout), perhaps this agenda has as well.

This being said, there is certainly a degree of political space for the Cabinet Secretary to
operate in, and show his leadership on the issue of river pollution, particularly as he has
seemingly successfully managed to reset relationships with the farming sector (although with
the contentious for the sector Sustainable Farming Scheme only delayed?®, this may have a
limited effect). Interviews with farming representative bodies attested to this positive
progress in their relationship with Welsh Government.

To sum up, if there is a need to reset and refresh the mechanisms for the Summits, to ensure
they address issues with improving river quality in Wales, it would appear that now is an

opportune time.

Agriculture - the key issue

%8 Welsh Government , 2021, Programme for Government
22 BBC Wales. 2024, Protest-hit farm subsidy plan pushed back a year
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A number of interviewees considered that the key issue with river pollution, in terms of
numbers, comes from the agricultural sector, with figures showing that circa 75-80 percent
of pollution comes from agriculture and 20-25 percent from water companies (mainly from
flood water overflow and sewage leaks).

A number of interviewees, however, noted that the agenda of the Summits to date seemed to
focus more on water companies than on agriculture, which is a larger source of phosphate
(and other harmful nutrients, such as nitrate and ammonia). Respondents highlighted that
whilst some progress has been made on influencing water companies (future investment
decisions by Dwr Cymru, for example), the Summits have not ‘led to any substantial change
to the activities of the agriculture sector’.

Indeed, several interviewees flagged up the lack of effective engagement from the
agricultural sector so far. This is also reflected by the view of some in the sector contesting
the evidence base produced at the beginning of the Summits process®°.

From desk based research and interviews, it is clear that this comes at a time of profound
uncertainty and stress for the agricultural sector. Post-EU farming support schemes at UK
and Welsh Government level have led to significant challenges for the industry, including the
delay of the Sustainable Farming Scheme hampering the creation of a truly sustainable
agricultural payments system. The sector clearly needs more clarity and certainty, and this
includes funding to support farms of all sizes in Wales, enabling them to divert away from
the intensive farming model of recent generations. This upending of the sector will require
not only funding to support non-market based investments and activities, but also stringent
enforcement of environmental legislation designed to protect the environment and our
ecosystems.

A number of interviewees stated that enforcement of and compliance with existing regulation
on river pollution was weak. Additionally, funding mechanisms continue to focus on income
support for farmers rather than rural and environmental development. Using funds to
incentivise longer-term sustainable land management is vital. Whilst some of this is beyond
the scope of this report, it is important that such issues are addressed by the Summits, as a
key forum to catalyse action on river health.

It is a pivotal moment for stakeholders to take urgent action to tackle river pollution. Yet,
past Rivers Summits have failed to recognise the agricultural and farming sector as the key
issue, and to identify key stakeholders who are able to address the problem. Many farmers
want to do the right thing, but are either unsure on how to do so, or are unable to due to lack
of funding to support action (this is especially the case for the capital investment required).

The need to tackle agricultural sources of river pollution at the Summits also speaks to the
need to take a broader approach, looking into a wider group of nutrients. An interviewee
highlighted that current regulations® are focussed on nitrogen, but not on phosphorus or

80 Welsh Government, 2022, First Ministers SAC Rivers Summit: Tackling Phosphorus Pollution in

Special Area of Conservation Rivers: Information and Evidence Pack
61 Welsh Government, 2023, The Water Resources (Control of Agricultural Pollution) (Wales)

Regulations 2021
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ammonia. Taking this into consideration at the Summits could, therefore, be useful in
tackling the wider challenges of river pollution.

Ironically, the agricultural sector is also best positioned to benefit from the investment into
our rivers’ health, with improvements to water quality also supporting habitats, ecosystems
and alleviating local flooding risk.

Our interviews acknowledged that agriculture and land use present the hardest challenges to
address when it comes to river pollution and that potentially that is another reason why
focussing on the sector has been avoided to date.

Note, however, that the above does not mean a lack of focus on improving the performance
of water companies in Wales, which is amongst the worst in the UK.

Ownership and challenge - independent facilitation?

A stakeholder noted that Welsh Government have led all Rivers Summits to date, apart from
Summit Four, which was chaired by NRW, presumably due to the presentation of NRW
related projects.

One interview respondent proposed that the Future Generations Commissioner could take
the position of an independent convenor of the summits in the future. This was suggested
not merely because of the culture of constructive challenge between the Commissioner’s
Office and the Welsh Government, but also due to the five ways of working as laid out in the
Act®?, Using the five ways of working as an approach to underpin the work of the Summits
could be useful.

It is important to note here that The Churches in Wales are planning to host their own
summit on rivers, entitled Restoring Welsh Rivers Summit, in autumn 2024%. Part of the
reason for this is to have the Church as an independent broker of broad conversations on
river health and biodiversity, acknowledging that the government shouldn’t act as the sole
provider of discussions on such an important issue for communities in Wales. The summit
will attempt to bring together similar stakeholders to the Welsh Government’s River
Summits, attempting to encourage dialogue and change between actors who may disagree on
elements of focus to tackle river pollution.

For the Summits to be successful they must effectively cultivate an environment of
constructive challenge and collaboration with a shared mission. This sense of shared
endeavour appears to have slipped as the Summits have progressed.

Independent facilitation could also lead to a parity of ownership of the focus of the Summits,
enabling all organisations to contribute to the agenda. It was noted by an interviewee that
whoever hosts the conversation and relevant evidence has a large sway over the direction of
the Summits and their subsequent outputs. Some interviewees stated that they didn’t have
an opportunity to contribute much at all, and this has even further reduced over recent
editions of the Summit.

62 \Welsh Government, 2015, Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Act 2015: the essentials
83 The Church in Wales, 2024, Restoring Welsh Rivers Summit
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Marine SACs - an incoming issue?

Interviews highlighted that NRW are in the middle of collecting evidence on marine SACs
(as opposed to river SACs). This could potentially see coastal SAC waterways fall under
phosphate legislation, which led to action on river SACs. When this work is completed and
published, it is expected to have an impact on development in different areas of Wales than
those in river SACs. Namely, the majority of river SAC catchments are situated in rural parts
of Wales, whereas marine SACs are present in more populous parts of the country, close to
Wales’ urban population base. It was highlighted by a couple of interviewees that this could
result in a major issue potentially constraining development across housebuilding,
commercial and industrial sites, and having a negative economic impact in areas of Wales’
coastline and along estuaries.

As with river SACs, such a designation could lead to an urgent need for action from Welsh
Government as this could have a detrimental impact on many Welsh (and UK) Government
policy areas, such as transport infrastructure and renewable energy projects. As both
endeavours sit at the heart of government plans for green economic growth, this could
present a significant challenge.

Whilst it is unclear whether this designation will happen until NRW report their findings, it
poses another question over the mechanism through which Wales looks at the issue of river
health, pollution, nutrient management and protection of precious habitats. Rather than
centering progress on these issues, the Summits consider the protection of natural
environments as a by-product of enabling development projects. In this, ecosystems are seen
as a barrier to overcome, rather than a primary end in and of themselves. The potential
emergence of marine SACs as a challenge may result in further interest in the health of
coastal waterways, which will be welcome, but it need not be seen as a means to an end.

Accelerating progress: Establishing key roles, responsibilities and actions
Several interviewees referred to a ‘frustrating’ lack of progress on tackling river pollution
since the first Rivers Summit. Whilst some positive actions have happened, such as the
setting up Nutrient Management Boards, the longer term set of actions have failed to
progress.

Delving into the role of NMBs specifically is a good example to illustrate the argument.
NMBs have been set up to co-produce nutrient management plans for all SAC river
catchments in Wales (although these are yet to be published). Yet, their funding settlement,
agreed at the first Summit, is currently scheduled to come to an end at the close of the
financial year in 2025, despite not achieving much tangible difference to river quality (yet).
There will be no improvement unless action is taken against the plans. Yet, it is not clear
whether NMBs will be the bodies which are in practice tasked with implementing their action
plans or not (and importantly, whether they will be adequately resourced to do so).

Throughout each interview it was clear that stakeholders were unsure who was responsible
for what. A number suggested that Welsh Government need to fill this gap in responsibility
and take ownership of the actions. Summits would appear a key place to fill this gap,
providing certainty to different stakeholders tackling a complex and long-term set of
challenges facing river health.
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Investment at scale has also been highlighted across several interviews, whether that is
incentivising agriculture to invest in tackling pollution, creating innovative nature-based
projects, or in sustainably funding NMBs to produce results. There is a need for Welsh
Government to restate their commitment to combating river pollution and commit to a
long-term funding plan alongside a clear plan of actions to tackle river pollution in its widest
sense. Making the most of the Summits as a forum to do so is vital. This is particularly the
case if innovative finance methods are needed to be used due to the current constraints on
the Welsh Government’s budget.

As with many policy areas in Wales, the policy is largely good and the delivery is poor. As the
issue of river health continues to stagnate, implementation of action is urgently required.
The Rivers Summits can play a key role in pledging funding, taking effective case studies and
projects, scaling them up and mainstreaming nature-based solutions to river pollution, an
issue of great concern to communities across the nation.

Lack of innovative methods planned

A number of respondents highlighted how the Summits could enable the roll-out of more
innovative methods to tackle river pollution. Some interviewees noted that case studies
presented to the Summits showed ‘business as usual projects,’ the type of which have been
‘seen for twenty years’ (although this was contested by those involved with said
‘demonstrator’ projects).

It was noted that planning constraints inhibit innovative projects. This is particularly the
case for the agricultural sector, with small farms unable to take the financial risk of investing
in innovative projects for fear of becoming stuck in the planning process.

The Summits could thus have a role in platforming more innovative, nature-based solutions
to river pollution. Importantly, this would need to be reflected in the need to sustainably and
adequately finance wholescape, nature-based solutions, which are fit to tackle the problem.

Broadening the scope of the Summits may also enable the provisioning of a wider set of
innovative solutions to tackle river pollution at large. Interviewees stated that, when taking a
wholescape approach, river pollution, from all sources, is a complex problem that requires an
(at times) complex mix of solutions to tackle. Broadening the scope of the Summits
(including allocating appropriate funding) could lead to more impactful interventions which
tackle all sources of pollution.

Citizen Engagement

Some interviewees raised a concern that citizen engagement in regards to the work of the
Summits and their purposes was sorely lacking. It was noted that public awareness and
concern of river pollution has been substantially raised over recent years with effective
campaigning catalysing activism on the issue.

The growth of citizen science and monitoring of water quality led NRW to produce an
assessment on the use and acceptability of citizen science to support better water quality for
Wales® as well as an evidence report on the use of citizen science in their monitoring

64 Natural Resources Wales, [N.d], An assessment of the use and acceptability of citizen science data
to support better water quality for Wales
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https://naturalresources.wales/media/nqfdsndq/nrw-response-acceptability-citizen-science-data-final.pdf
https://naturalresources.wales/media/nqfdsndq/nrw-response-acceptability-citizen-science-data-final.pdf

processes®s, both intended to identify a role for citizen science. Nonetheless, a river pollution
activist who we interviewed stated that these projects do not work in reality, as they do not
use citizen science readings as the basis for enforcement. It was argued by the interviewee
that in England there is a better consideration of the use of citizen science in monitoring
water quality.

Identifying a clear role for citizens when it comes to contributing to the conversation on river
pollution is important, and the Summits can play a part in creating this space. But it is
equally important to note that citizen-led projects should not be taking the role of either
statutory bodies or government (such as citizens doing water monitoring). Defining a clear
role for citizens is therefore important to mobilise energy and enthusiasm against river
pollution. For example, how can citizens co-produce river health and landscape regeneration
projects? They shouldn’t just be involved in making up for the deficiencies of regulatory
monitoring, or merely holding decision-makers to account. They should be empowered to
come up with solutions in the communities in which they work and live. Importantly, this
involves funding community groups to contribute to solving shared problems.

In addition, public communication of the Summits should improve: a press release at the
end of each Summit has been described as ‘inadequate’ considering the importance the
Summits bring to an issue of high public concern. Committing to a set of actions and
outputs, owning both progress and failure at all levels, is the only way to rebuild trust
between stakeholders and the public, who are justifiably concerned about river ecosystems.

Whilst this issue is potentially beyond the scope of this piece of work, and more in line with
the wider Commissioner’s Call for Evidence,®® it was still raised in interviews.

Summit size, membership and management

The high level membership of the Summits were regarded by most interviewees as their key
strength. Yet, ahead of the Fifth Summit, a number of organisations stated that they were not
being invited to attend due to a lack of space at the Royal Welsh Show, as well as no
accompanying online function for those that couldn’t attend in person.

This has led to frustration and dissatisfaction from key organisations who feel they have been
shut out of the conversation. With organisations, who have this as a key cause of their
charitable role, unable to attend, this raises concern around the representation and purpose
of the group as a meaningful opportunity to challenge action and inaction. It was also noted
that some of those that had been ‘uninvited’ to the Fifth Summit had to consistently chase
Welsh Government to see whether they were allowed to attend or not. Such feelings can
quickly lead to a sense of apathy for the Summits as a forum to drive change. This is
especially the case for third sector organisations, who are under significant resource and
time constraints.

This comes on top of the Summits’ perceived loss of momentum as already expressed in this
report.

8 Natural Resources Wales, [N.d], Evidence report 90: Monitoring Review - Citizen Science and the
delivery of monitoring in NRW
86 Future Generations Commissioner for Wales, 2024, Call for Evidence announced as Future

Generations Commissioner for Wales, Derek Walker, says people are fed up of the state of our waters
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Evidently, there is a need to treat all stakeholders with respect as well as valuing the critical
role they have in protecting the environment in Wales. For the Summits to be effective they
require the input of all, including our communities, free to robustly and constructively
challenge progress.

On a related note, some stakeholders noted that the group has increased in numbers since its
first iteration and that this could inhibit the ability for Sumits to fulfil their purpose.

There are risks associated with having such a large group, yet, organisations rightly feel they
need to be present at such an important forum focused around a key policy area shared by
many. Importantly, this means continuing to welcome and include input from organisations
with environmental protection as their remit.

What is clear from the above is that improvements can be made to the governance of the
Summits, especially in their communications to organisations.

Recommendations

The above findings detail some of the issues identified in the desk research, and brought up
in the 13 interviews the IWA undertook as part of this project. Below are a set of
recommendations for the Future Generations Commissioner to consider as part of their work
on assessing river pollution challenges and practices.

1. Welsh Government must renew commitment to Rivers Summits under a new First
Minister and Cabinet Secretary to reinforce their credibility, purpose and urgency.
Political leadership, ownership and accountability of tackling river pollution is vital.

2. Welsh Government should restate the key purpose of the Summits, indicating a
broader remit, which focuses on river health more broadly, taking into consideration:

a. Nutrients beyond phosphates (which should remain a consideration as a
major polluter), such as nitrates, ammonia as well as soil health

b. Include rivers beyond SAC rivers (notwithstanding that these should continue
to be a priority, merely not an exclusive one)

c. A focus beyond impact on housebuilding and development

d. A clear decision on whether the focus of the Summits is holding stakeholders
to account, or turbocharging delivery of actions.

3. If point 2) is established, and a broader approach taken, Welsh Government should
consider:

a. Reviewing and renewing the Summits’ governance structures

b. Setting up smaller sub-groups of stakeholders to tackle issues in-depth,
reporting back to River Summits as the overarching forum.

4. Welsh Government should co-produce a map of stakeholder roles and responsibilities
when it comes to tackling river pollution, which will be co-produced at a future Rivers
Summit. This should:

a. State the roles and responsibilities for each stakeholder (including
agricultural businesses, water companies, NMBs and regulators), and
ownership of actions

b. Identify who is funded to deliver what, and how?
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10.

11.
12.

13.

c. Belong-term in focus to provide certainty.
Welsh Government should use the Rivers Summits to clarify the role of Nutrient
Management Boards over the long-term. This should aim to establish:
a. Their long-term remit
b. Their responsibility for action and measurement of improvement in water
quality in SAC rivers and beyond
c. What their long-term funding settlement is.
Find a suitable, neutral venue to host future Summits.
Future Rivers Summits should expressly focus on putting in place long-term funding
arrangements for tackling river pollution.
Future River Summits should place a greater focus on outputs and evidence
including:
a. Data on outputs of investment projects
b. Effective monitoring against actions
c. Nutrient management readings to analyse improvement or lack thereof
d. Producing a clear set of progress indicators to tie in action for the future.
Future Summits should showcase more innovative, nature-based approaches to
tackling river pollution and their effectiveness to be rolled out at pace and scale.
Future Summits should focus on the production of a clear action plan for tackling
agricultural sources of river pollution including;:
a. Public subsidy regimes for the sector to tackle pollution
b. Ring-fenced support for farms to invest in nature-based solutions alongside
an education budget to inform best practice. This should encompass clear,
practical guidance and support for how farms can use nature based,
regenerative farming practices to limit run-off of nutrients, adopt effective
slurry storage and to reduce legacy phosphates in soils
c. Tackle lack of compliance and enforcement against existing regulations.
Consider the role of an independent Chair for future Rivers Summits.
The Rivers Summits must improve public communication and engagement. The
health of rivers and waterways is a matter of considerable public interest, yet the
communications from Welsh Government is poor and opaque. Future Summits
should:
a. Provide a clear list of actions agreed at each Summit
b. Provide a greater overview of presentations made
c. On contentious areas, co-produce and consult with stakeholders, including
members of the public.
Future Rivers Summits should examine the long-term role of citizen science which
leads to longer term action on identified trends.
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