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DUP response to the Nitrates Directive Consultation Paper

The DUP welcomes the opportunity to comment on the joint DARD/DOE Consultation Paper relating to the Nitrates Directive which details the Proposed Action Programme measures for the Protection of Northern Ireland’s waters.  

The DUP acknowledges the importance of the agricultural sector to the economy of Northern Ireland.  In Northern Ireland there are approximately 28 thousand farms with an annual output of approximately £1.2 billion.  The food industry has a gross turnover of more than £2.2 billion and accounts for 21% of the manufacturing sector within Northern Ireland.  The agri-food sector is of vital importance to the overall economy of Northern Ireland.  This action programme is set to have a massive impact on the whole agri-food sector if implemented as currently proposed.  It is vital that changes are made to the action programme in order to help protect the largest sector of the Northern Ireland economy.  

The DUP has met representations from a large number of groupings across the agri-food sector within Northern Ireland who are concerned about the manner in which DARD/DOE propose to implement the Nitrates Directive.  We have already discussed the issue widely with officials in the European Commission, DARD and the DOE.  We believe that the Government can successfully lobby the European Commission and amend the proposals for the implementation of the Nitrates Directive within Northern Ireland.  We trust this is a meaningful consultation exercise and that the Government will demonstrate by its actions that it is listening to the views of the industry.  

Response to key questions in the Consultation Paper

Proposed Action Programme

1. Are the closed periods for chemical fertilisers appropriate, in particular with regard to length and timing?

The closed period for chemical fertilisers should be similar to the closed period for organic manures.  The banning of spreading of chemical fertiliser in September will impact on the planting and growing of winter cereals and the carrying out of grass re-seeds.  Over the last decade, new grass varieties produced within Northern Ireland have had longer growing seasons, both in early spring and early autumn.  It is critical that the Departments do not impose restrictions on the spreading of both organic and chemical fertilisers in the autumn and spring which will prevent potential solutions being found to deal with issues raised in the Nitrates Directive.  
2. Is the closed period for organic manure appropriate, in particular to length and timing?

The DUP believe that the closed period for organic manure both in length and timing is not appropriate.  Within Northern Ireland, there is a scientific rational for allowing organic slurry to be spread on land during October.  Indeed, in the earlier consultation, the closed period for organic manure did not commence until the middle of October.  There has been no scientific case made for moving the closed period from the middle of October to the start of October.  The DUP believes that the closed period for organic manure should not commence until the end of October.  Figure 5 in the consultation document clearly shows that there is less runoff potential in October compared to other months which are currently proposed to be outside the closed period.  Organic manure should also be allowed to be spread on land from the 15th January provided there are suitable spreading conditions.  Within the EU regulation, there is no length of closed period specified for the banning of the spreading of slurry.  Within Northern Ireland, the type of farming systems and the environmental conditions restrict when slurry could be applied compared to other European regions.  It is critical that we do not get a situation where farmers are either prematurely harvesting crops or housing livestock simply to free up land for the spreading of organic manure.

Within Northern Ireland, there are large variations in soil types, rainfall and soil temperatures.  As a result, the average length of the growing season can vary within Northern Ireland between 210 days and 280 days.  If the closed period throughout the whole of Northern Ireland cannot be reduced to less than 3 months, the Departments’ should consider a zoned approach.  

Under such circumstances, the DUP believes that if Severely Disadvantaged Areas within Northern Ireland were to maintain a longer closed period then the SDA region would need a compensatory grant rate under the Farm Nutrient Management Scheme of at least 75%.  

This situation could allow for Disadvantaged Areas (DA) and Lowland areas (LL) within Northern Ireland to both have a reduced closed period and a reduced storage requirement for organic manures.  In these regions the Farm Nutrient Management Scheme should have a grant rate of not less than 60%, with care being taken to avoid the anomaly of higher grant rates being available south of the Border.
In the context of considering the situation which might prevail south of the border the DUP does not accept that their closed periods must dictate those applicable in Northern Ireland.  Northern Ireland is a separate identity and is entitled to and must fight for the best deal for its farmers.  Moreover, we do have regions with particular favourable climatic and soil conditions which warrant substantially reduced closed periods compared to those muted for the southern border counties.    

3. Is the current measure which describes the application of fertiliser to steeply sloping ground practical?

The DUP believes that steeply sloping land should be defined as land that is not available for normal agricultural activities and operations. 

4. Are the recommendations for livestock manure storage capacity appropriate?

If there is a reduction in the length of the closed period for organic manures, there should also be a corresponding decrease in the length of the storage requirement.  The storage requirement for the intensive pig and poultry sector should be the same as the other livestock sectors.  In order for the intensive sectors to meet the 170 kg N/ha limit, there will be a requirement to have sufficient land to spread the slurry on.  There are no scientific or economic reasons for the intensive sector to have a longer closed period compared to the other livestock sectors.    

The DUP believes that changes need to be made to the Farm Nutrient Management Scheme guidelines to take account of farmers who successfully operate extended grazing or use straw bedding.  This should also be clearly written into the guidelines governing manure storage requirements.     

The DUP is aware of a number of companies looking at alternative uses for slurry particularly for the intensive sectors.  Indeed the Departments have set up a working group looking into this issue.  If a successful project is set up, the Departments should reduce the storage requirements on farms.  

5. Are there examples of when the manure in excess of the actual storage capacity can be disposed of in a manner which will not cause harm to the environment and which should be treated as exceptions?

Both spent mushroom compost and poultry litter are two examples of types of manures that should be able to be stacked on fields prior to spreading. Both of these products should not have a storage requirement on farms.  

6. Are the phosphorous controls appropriate?

The DUP recognises that there are high phosphate levels in Northern Ireland waterways and accepts that changes can be made within agriculture in order to control the level of phosphates.  We also believe that changes can be made outside agriculture to reduce phosphate levels in water.  The DUP supports the DARD/DOE proposal reducing the phosphates in chemical fertilisers unless it can be demonstrated that there is a crop requirement for phosphates.  The DUP is aware that some of the fertiliser manufactures are not able to produce zero P fertilisers.   The DUP is concerned that this could create a shortage of zero P fertiliser and result in further inflation in the price of chemical fertiliser.   

The DUP believes that a combination of reducing phosphate levels in concentrates, removing phosphates from fertilisers, introducing closed periods for the spreading of fertilisers and introducing organic limits of 170 kg N/ha will reduce surplus phosphates available on farms.  The DUP reiterates its support for improvement in water quality but is opposed to the introduction of individual farm phosphate balances by 2010.  The introduction of individual farm phosphate balances by 2010 will have a severe negative impact on the intensive pig and poultry sector and will undoubtedly put many farmers out of business.  It is clear that this is an issue which is causing considerable problems throughout Europe.  It is unwise for Northern Ireland to gold plate legislation whilst alternative ways for dealing with phosphates are being sought.  

The DUP accept that they are currently areas within Northern Ireland which have very high levels of phosphates.  In future the introduction of organic nitrogen limits, the reduction of phosphates in concentrates and removal of phosphates from fertilisers will help reduce these hot-spots.  It is vital that DARD/DOE do not impose restrictions or additional bureaucracy that will prohibit the movement of slurry from one region to another.    

7. Can you suggest ways in which the record keeping requirement can be met with minimal bureaucracy?

It is vital that DARD/DOE do not allow unnecessary red tape and bureaucracy to be imposed on the farming community via the Nitrates Directive.  Information that is already available to DARD/DOE, for example land area and livestock numbers, should not be requested for the Nitrates Directive.  The DUP believe that farmers, who are below the 170 kg/N/ha limit, should be allowed to freely import organic manure from other farmers without excessive additional paperwork.  It seems ludicrous that farmers will be deterred from importing organic manure because of additional paper work and as a result purchase additional chemical fertiliser to meet their crop requirements.  There would be both scientific and economic justification for farmers, who are below the 170 kg N/ha limit, to be encouraged to import organic manures from farmers with excess slurry rather than purchasing chemical fertilisers.  

It is vital that the Government negotiates a practical and meaningful derogation from the 170 kg N/ha/yr limit.  While the Action Programme for the Nitrates Directive has to be first submitted before decisions can be finalised regarding a derogation for Northern Ireland, it is vital that the Departments make ready to lobby intensively for the maximum derogation.  
Proposed timetable for implementation

1. Is the proposed timescale for implementation reasonable?

The Nitrates Directive will result in farmers having to change their farming practice as well as building additional storage capacity for organic manures.  It is unrealistic for farmers to be expected to have sufficient storage capacity constructed by the 1 January 2007.  Farmers need to be given time to plan what storage they need, apply for planning permission and build the necessary additional slurry storage.  A more realistic date for the commencement of a closed period would be the 1 January 2010.
