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Circled red are the areas which were affected by high phosphate and nitrate during May. These
were the lower Usk tributaries as well as the Gavenny, the Rhiangoll and the Honddu. There wasn’t
high turbidity anywhere across the Usk in May.
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Catchment Phosphate Levels 

May saw four sites on the Usk exceed an average of 0.24 mg/l of phosphate, which was the
highest average level found during March and April. The top two sites, on the Nant y Wilcae and
the Clawdd brook, were higher by a large distance. Phosphate, as a chemical, binds to sediment
and with the occasional short, but heavy, periods of rain we had in May, it looks like phosphate-
rich sediment was flushed into the river in these areas with high readings. This source of this can
be fertiliser, manure or wastewater, primarily, with urban runoff and industrial discharge also
being potential sources of phosphate pollution. 

More widely, the sites being flagged for high phosphate levels continued to be the usual suspects,
on the lower Usk tributaries. Although, the Ewen brook, a small tributary of the Rhiangoll, as well
as a feeder stream of the Honddu in Brecon were also flagged. The Rhiangoll and Honddu are two
of our worst performing middle and upper, respectively, tributaries during electrofishing surveys.
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Unlike phosphate, nitrate is not bound to sediment, meaning rainfall does not correlate with
nitrate levels in the river in the same way that it does with phosphate. Generally, nitrate will enter
a river consistently throughout the year, by slowly leaching through the soil, having originally
been absorbed by the soil from nitrate-rich fertiliser or manure. Otherwise, nitrate can enter a
river from a point source of pollution, like a sewage treatment work, often in the form of ammonia
where it will cycle through the nitrogen cycle into nitrate. Nitrate levels reported by citizen
scientists in May stayed fairly consistent with March and April, suggesting the source of this
nitrate is from the more consistent leaching effects of diffuse nitrate pollution rather than spikes
of nitrate that might be associated with a point source of pollution. 

Catchment Nitrate Levels 
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Watercourses with high nitrate levels in May were generally the same as those with high
phosphate levels, outside of the Gavenny, which is interesting. This could be a function of the
pollution source around the Gavenny, potentially nitrate-rich fertiliser or waste water which is
being treated more effectively for phosphate than ammonia/nitrate. It may also point to faster
draining soils, with nitrate leaching quickly through the soil and entering the Gavenny faster than
soil-bound phosphate which is more dependent on being washed in by rain.
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Turbidity continued to be very low across the Usk in May, owing to the continued lack of real
rain. 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 we do not want turbid, dirty water, this is now 3 months, from April to May with sustained
low, clear water during the salmon smolt run. Spring flows are essential to salmon smolt survival
and with smolt season now over, unfortunately, the chances of the 2025 smolt run having been a
success are very low. Previous tagging projects on the Usk have highlighted how much smolt
survival drops if spring flows are low and, with tagging having taken place again this year, we
should know by the end of the year how badly affected the smolt run was.
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Catchment Turbidity Levels 

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/

