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Catchment Phosphate  Levels 

Another possibility is the incredibly
dry spring we’ve had has meant
phosphates (and other nutrients)
have not been flushed into the
watercourses as they were during the
winter. While the lack of rain might
have been a positive in this facet, the
prolonged low water levels will have
caused salmon smolts considerable
difficulty in their downstream
migration, let’s hope smolt survival
remained at a reasonable level. 

Through March and April, we had
considerably lower phosphate levels
across the Usk catchment than we
saw during the winter. This could be a
result of changing agricultural
practices from the winter to the
spring. 

There were still the usual areas which had phosphate levels higher than we’d
ideally see, below 0.15mg/l. These included the middle-to-lower Tributaries; The
Gavenny, Clawdd brook, Berthin brook, Olway brook, Rhiangoll and the Nant y
Wilcae. While the phosphate levels in these areas were higher than directive
guidance/what we would like to see, they are considerably lower than they have
been. As the summer approaches and water temperatures rise, it is important
these nutrients remain at reasonable levels to avoid excessive algae growth and
eutrophication in the lower Usk and its tributaries. 

https://wyeuskfoundation.org/our-work/catchment-systems-thinking-cooperative-castco/
https://wyeuskfoundation.org/our-work/catchment-systems-thinking-cooperative-castco/
https://castco.org/
https://castco.org/


https://wyeuskfoundation.org/our-work/catchment-
systems-thinking-cooperative-castco/

 https://castco.org/

March & April 2025
Citizen Science Mini Report

Catchment Nitrate  Levels 

Similarly to phosphate, nitrate levels were lower across the Usk in March/April
compared to winter levels. These often come from the same sources so this
pattern would be expected. Due to the nature of the nitrate strips, where our
findings from waterblitzes have shown the strips have poor resolution at lower
nitrate levels, we are really looking for areas which have averaged greater than
2mg/l of nitrate over a time period. This means a nitrate strip test has come back at
5mg/l during that time period, which we have found tends to be pretty accurate
from our waterblitz results. Despite the poor lower-level resolution, this is still
extremely useful information as it is it at levels approaching and above 5m/l of
nitrate in the river that are cause for concern. 

As you can see from the table above there were few sites at this level of nitrate
during the last two months, the majority of which were on the Clawdd brook. This
tributary scored at the top of both the phosphate and nitrate table, so there is
clearly an input of nutrients into this tributary causing more issues than anywhere
else on the Usk currently. 
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Catchment Ammonia Levels 

With the lack of rain over the last two months, there has been little to no change
on any of the Usk catchment in terms of turbidity. We will only take note of
turbidity if it becomes higher than 50NTU which you can see from the graph
above, it did not, with any real concern coming at levels above 100NTU. In fact,
almost all the watercourses in the Usk catchment remained at 12NTU, the lowest
possible turbidity reading with our equipment. 

While clearly, we do not want turbid, dirty water, this shows just how little water
there has been in the Usk this spring. Low, clear water causes the journey time of
salmon smolts to be increased dramatically and means they are far more
vulnerable to fish and bird predation which causes the huge in-river survival
losses which I alluded to earlier. 
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Ammonia pollution is usually seen in the form of large spikes of ammonia from
wash-off of wastewater, manure, fertiliser and the likes. It does not last long in the
environment as it is quickly converted to nitrite/nitrate by nitrification, however,
while it exists as ammonia it is very toxic in high levels. We would only begin to
take note of ammonia levels greater than 0.5mg/l with real concern coming at
levels above 1mg/l. The line graph above shows levels did not exceed 0.5mg/l on
any Usk watercourses over the last two months. This will be due to no wash-offs
occurring with the lack of rain, meaning less nutrient will have reached the river
and that the majority of excess ammonia from the previously mentioned sources
will have converted to nitrate before reaching the river. 

Catchment Turbidity Levels 

Making sure that people count at the heart of the river recovery
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