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2. Needs Case for Enhancement 

2.1. Our reliance on agricultural land as our only outlet & Risks 

We currently produce c. 66,000TDS p.a. of biosolids at our 16 STCs across our region through Conventional 

Anaerobic Digestion (CAD). Agricultural land is currently the only viable strategic outlet for our Biosolids. Whilst 

other alternative outlets are available, they are only practical to mitigate short-term tactical issues and their 

long-term strategic potential is limited due to infeasibilities of costs, capacity, competition and geographical 

proximity to our operating region. Over the past five years, 99.7% of sludge has been recycled to agriculture 

with the remaining 0.3% going to land restoration. 

Feedback from our customers (including farmers, the end users of our Biosolids (Appendix 1) and bill payers 

(Appendix 2) is supportive of recycling treated biosolids to agriculture. This is because it is a good source of 

organic matter and nutrients, cost-effective and avoids extensive use of manufactured fertilisers that are short 

of supply and for which the manufacturing process can be energy intensive. However, they are mindful that 

this product should not be damaging to the environment / soil. This raises questions over contamination and 

safety including the potential risk of spreading human diseases through food or by seeping into waterways, 

contaminating crops, and the impact it could have on the health of livestock. These stakeholder concerns 

therefore have the potential to impact the longevity of this option.  

An increasing number of factors outside of the control of the water industry are also threatening the use of this 

option in the long-term. Exceptional weather events are likely to make access to fields more challenging (e.g. 

flooding). As a few examples, the “Beast from the East” in 2018 impacted farm access for greater than 10 

days; and the unprecedented wet winter of 2015/16 which saw 11 named storms produce record level of rainfall 

from November 2015 - March 2016 in both monthly and seasonal accumulation records (Appendix 3a). Whilst 

these might seem to have a small impact in terms of days, depending on what period of the year these occur 

(for example a very wet summer going into autumn), the loss of access over these additional few days can 

make our existing storage operation significantly more challenging.  

By the end of the 21st century, all areas of the UK are projected to be warmer, more so in summer than in 

winter and by 2070 precipitation is expected to change by -47% in summer, and +35% in winter. These 

significant changes are likely to have an impact on soils (e.g. moisture content) which could in turn change 

farming practices and therefore biosolids quality and quantity needs. 

One of the most significant risks to be considered moving forward is the impact of the change in regulation and 

especially the implementation of the Reduction and Prevention of Agricultural Diffuse Pollutions (England) 

Regulations, more commonly known as the “Farming Rules for Water” (FRfW1), as discussed in section 2.2 

below.  

 

2.2. The impact of the regulatory environment change 

In addition to the above, the cumulative impact of changes to the regulatory environment governing biosolids 

treatment and its management (e.g. Farming Rules for Water (FRfW) full implementation, EA’s Sustainable 

Sludge Strategy intention to move biosolids recycling to land activities from the Sludge (Use in) Agriculture 

Regulations to the Environmental Permitting Regulations (EPR) based framework) will add further stress onto 

the industry’s ability to recycle Biosolids to agricultural lands. This has a greater impact on Southern Water 

than other WaSCs because, adjusted for population, the Southeast of England has the smallest farmed area 

and second lowest area of farmed cereals among English regions (as demonstrated in our SNR21 Advanced 

Digestion Cost Adjustment Claim). 

We, along with the wider industry, are fully supportive of the objectives of the Reduction and Prevention of 

Agricultural Diffuse Pollution (England) Regulations, more commonly referred to as Farming Rules for Water 

(FRfW) which manage diffuse pollution from agriculture including nutrient management and planning. The 
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more significant risk is the regulators’ (EA/DEFRA) interpretation of Rule 1, which imposes restrictions on the 

timing of organic manure applications and would affect the spreading windows and application rates of 

biosolids to land by effectively banning most biosolids applications in late summer/autumn, which contributes 

to approximately 75% of our application.  

As an industry, we have been working closely with the EA throughout AMP7 to mitigate some of the risks 

associated with the autumn spreading ban through the development of the BAS Standard Package of 

Measures to Benefit the Environment, also known as ‘20 measures’, to meet the outcome focussed objectives 

and written requirements of the FRfW. The water industry committed to only recycling biosolids to land in 

England in compliance with these measures from 1st July 2022. Due to a statutory guidance note issued by 

DEFRA in June 2022, the EA are not currently enforcing Rule 1 of the FRfW but this may change as a review 

is planned for 2025 and would result in further restrictions to agricultural recycling from AMP8 onwards. 

Because of the perceived significance of the above risk on access to landbank for our Biosolids, the industry 

decided to collectively assess the impact of Farming Rules for Water at national level. Through Grieve 

Strategic, a National Landbank assessment was commissioned to test the below scenarios, in relation to 

increasingly stringent environmental restrictions on the landbank (Appendix 4 & 5). 

• Scenario 1: Baseline – business as usual: existing assets and regulatory controls (i.e., current 
Biosolids Assurance Scheme (BAS) restrictions) 

 

• Scenario 2: Baseline post FRfW – minimal restrictions (e.g. Now): 
o increased sludge volumes (predicted 2025 levels and properties) 
o restrictions in line with the initial BAS scheme amendments (‘20 Measures’) in response to EA 

concerns regarding the FRfW  
 

• Scenario 3: AMP8 low change – modest restrictions: 
o increased sludge volumes (predicted 2030 levels) 
o slightly increased restrictions on phosphate application to soils (e.g. no application of Biosolids 

to soils with high Phosphate levels and reduced application on soils with medium phosphate 
content to match crop uptake) 

o reduced farmer acceptance to model concerns over contaminants (e.g. PFAS and 
microplastics or regulatory uncertainty) 

o restrictions in line with the initial BAS scheme amendments (‘20 measures’) in response to EA 
concerns regarding FRfW. 

 

• Scenario 4: AMP8 medium change – significant restrictions: 
o increased sludge volumes (predicted 2040 levels) 
o increased restrictions on phosphate application to soils (e.g. no application of Biosolids to soils 

with high Phosphate levels and reduced application on soils with medium phosphate content 
to match crop uptake) 

o further reduced farmer acceptance to model concerns over contaminants (e.g. PFAS and 
microplastics or regulatory uncertainty) 

o restrictions in line with the initial BAS scheme amendments (‘20 measures’) in response to EA 
concerns regarding FRfW 

o restrictions on applications in sensitive catchments 
o no applications within 500m of sensitive sites or within groundwater source protection zone 2 

areas 
o increased restrictions on applications to grassland. 

 

• Scenario 5: AMP8 high change – plausible worst-case: 
o increased sludge volumes (predicted 2050 levels and properties) 
o no application of Biosolids to soils with high phosphorus levels and reduced application on 

soils with medium phosphorous content to match crop uptake 
o limited farmer acceptance to model concerns over contaminants (e.g. PFAS and microplastics 

or regulatory uncertainty) 
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o restrictions in line with the initial BAS scheme amendment (‘20 measures’) in response to EA 
concerns regarding FRfW 

o no applications in sensitive catchments 
o no applications within 500m of sensitive sites or within groundwater source protection zone 2 

areas 
o restrictions on applications to grassland 
o reduced application rates (as a result of concerns over nitrate leaching). 

 
The two key areas of sensitivity driving the change between scenarios 3 & 4 are no late summer/autumn 

applications and increased restrictions on Phosphorus application to soil, which is essentially the full 

interpretation of the Farming Rules for Water, as described above. 

The results of the assessment summarised in Table 3 below show that enough agricultural land is available 

for Biosolids recycling across the industry for Scenarios 1 to 3. However, as the number of constraints 

increases – especially throughout Scenarios 2 & 3 (compared to historical Scenario 1) - we will need to travel 

further and potentially expand to areas where other WaSCs are better situated to access it, creating 

competition and pressure points, especially at company borders. In comparison to the rest of the industry, this 

increase in distances travelled will be more significant for Southern Water and will result in higher operating 

costs. 

Results for Scenarios 4 and 5, shows there is likely to be insufficient available agricultural land for all biosolids 

in the UK. This is mainly due to the land required to satisfy the restrictions developed above, especially the 

impact of Rule 1 of the FRfW.  

Historically, the percentage of farmland required by the industry for the recycling of Biosolids - compared to 

the land available – was circa 10% which leaves a significant buffer should farmers decide to change their 

operation and needs (Scenario 1). The revision of the baseline to account for the current impact of FRfW – as 

it is currently being implemented – suggests already a significant increase of this percentage up to 33% and 

the projection for the more conservative approach of Scenario 3 (further but moderated restrictions to be 

applied in AMP8) shows this percentage increasing further to above 44%. This leaves us with insufficient 

contingency should these additional agricultural lands required not be available. 

Because of the above and the uncertainty related to the application of Rule 1 of the FRfW, we are currently 

planning for a potential scenario sitting between Scenarios 3 & 4. Additional storage is required to mitigate the 

risk related to a significant increase in the landbank required to recycle our Biosolids (Scenario 3) and also 

prepare the organisation for further restrictions imposed in the likely event of the full application of Scenarios 

4 & 5. 

Should Scenario 4 fully materialise, there is a risk that – whilst it will help in the very short-term – additional 

Biosolids storage might not suffice. In which case we will have to resort to alternative solutions such as landfill 

or thermal destruction type of technologies (e.g. incineration). This will have to be included as part of specific 

uncertainty mechanisms (as described in our SRN36 Bioresources Strategy Technical Annex and SRN58 

Uncertainty Mechanisms Technical Annex). 
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6. Conclusion 
To summarise, we have proposed an Enhancement Case as part of the Bioresources WINEP process. The 

scheme – as agreed with the Environment Agency will delivery additional covered cake storage solutions 

across our operation with the view to: 

• Improve resilience in the sludge supply chain to agriculture and other relevant use or disposal 

outlets, in accordance with WINEP sludge driver SUiR_IMP and approved by the EA  

• Provide contingency in periods of low demand for biosolids 

• Help mitigate - in the short-term – the challenge related to the landbank availability following for 

example impact from change in legislation (eg Farming Rules for Water) 

• Covering our storage will also ensure we comply with the requirements related to the Industrial 

Emissions Directive and the Biological Waste Treatment: Appropriate Measures guidance 

• It will also ensure the quality of our product doesn’t deteriorate before it is sent to farms which will 

help with acceptance from farmers   

The scheme has associated expenditure of £51.1m (TOTEX in AMP8) to deliver a suite of solutions which 

were selected based on assessment of risks and location of storage: 

• in areas where there is likely to be a significant change in our operation within the next 10-years (e.g. 

Hampshire & Sussex), we are considering a lower cost and modular covered structures (e.g. fabric 

buildings or similar) which will provide 3 months’ worth of storage 

• elsewhere, where there is greater certainty of long-term stability (e.g. Kent), we are proposing more 

robust and long-lasting structures with 6 months’ worth of storage 
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Appendix 2 - Water Future 2030 – Potential 
Changes to Sludge Regulations (Relish for 
SWS - 2022) 

 

 
 

a. Positive feedback on AAD from customers 
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b. Customers views on Incineration as a potential answer to mitigate impact of FRfW 
in the short-term 
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Appendix 4 – Southern Water National Landbank 
Study Results (Grieve Strategic for SWS - 2022) 
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Appendix 6 – WINEP Sludge Update (EA to the 
Water Industry - 2023) 
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