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UK Rivers – Intensive chicken farming and the River Wye 
 

 
Paul: 
The first time I came to the Wye was fishing with my dad as a kid and I was blown 
away by its beauty. 
Narrator: 
The adult salmon may not feed the river, but the young fish do. After two years 
as fry, the little salmon change. They are now known to fishing folk as Parr. 
Paul: 
Back then, everywhere you looked there was an abundance of life. And it was 
surrounded by the sounds of nature. But sadly for this beguiling river, things have 
changed dramatically. 
Newsreader 1: 
Beneath the surface, all is not well. Parts of the Wye have been overwhelmed by 
pollution, with devastating consequences. 
Man: 
The River Wye turned lime green. It should be clear. It was absolutely shocking. 
Newsreader 2: 
But a major source of river pollution from agriculture, with the Wye one of those 
badly affected. 
Paul: 
Many of the upper stretches of the Wye are being affected by problems linked to 
intensive farm. I'm meeting up with an old fishing mate, who has witnessed the 
many woes of the Wye. He's someone I've fished with many times over the years. 
John Bailey. 
John: 
Paul Whitehouse. 
Paul: 
Look at you in the river already. You didn't wait for me, did you? 
John: 
Well, I never know when you're going to arrive. 
Paul: 
Haha, that's a good point. 
John: 
You've missed absolutely nothing. Are you going to get your chesties on? 
Paul: 
Urgh. 
John Bailey is somebody I'm very close to. He certainly knows his stuff about the 
River Wye and has fished the Wye for probably 40 years but he's really young. 
Ooh. Straight in. 
Bit slimy, isn't it? 
John: 
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If I brought you here ten years ago, we'd be dive bombed by swallows, swifts, 
stilts, sand martins, there would have been swans in their scores on here. It would 
be carpeted as far as the eye could see with luxuriant waving weeds. 
Paul: 
Ranunculus. 
John: 
Yeah, ranunculus. Look at it now. 
Paul: 
So, we've got a tiny bit of weed there. Look. There's an even tinier bit just there. 
It's like a blade of grass, isn't it? 
John: 
A blade of grass in a desert. If we pick up a stone, here, any one will do. You know, 
so. 
Paul: 
Oh yeah, yeah. 
John: 
So, so you've got this, you've got this green-y silt algae all over it. 
Paul: 
I can see John, it's everywhere is right. It's right the way across the river. 
John: 
Back in the 90s, these gravels would've been polished like diamonds. 
Paul: 
It's just been carpeted, hasn't it? 
John: 
Carpeted with growth. Why? I think it's definitely fertiliser. 
Paul: 
Right. 
John: 
It's an overloading of nitrates, phosphates. 
Paul: 
The biggest source of the sludge on this riverbed is farming, and it works a bit 
like this. The animals we intensively rear for food, produce a lot of poo and filth, 
Richard the Third's, you know what I mean.T 
This stuff is full of nutrients like phosphate, so farmers spread it to grow grass for 
livestock and crops for us. When it rains, these nutrients can end up in the river 
and it all starts to go a bit Pete Tong. T 
The algae go mad for the stuff and grow like no one's business taking over the 
river and killing off other life. 
John: 
It has a disastrous effect on how the river looks and of course, very many 
summers, uh, this just runs like pea green soup. You know, the algae growth is 
horrendous. 



© BBC Bitesize for Teachers 2026 3 

There have always been phosphates on their land and hence in the river. It is just 
a fact that they are approaching 20 million chickens, 20 million chickens in the 
Wye catchment. 
Paul: 
That's more than the population of Belgium. 
John: 
It is a huge amount. A huge amount of poo has to be got rid. 
Paul: 
You're witnessing the decline of a thing of majestic beauty. 
John: 
It is to all intents and purposes, mate, dead. 
Paul: 
The demise of the Wye has angered many locals like John. Much of this anger is 
directed at the intensive chicken industry, which has exploded across the country 
in recent years to satisfy our need for cheap food. 
I've crossed over the border into Wales, following the Wye up to its higher 
tributaries. The Ithon flows directly into the Wye and is a river plagued by high 
levels of phosphate pollution. 
Using my vast brain, I'm pretty sure we must be in agricultural territory because I 
just saw some cows. The Ithon Valley has a high concentration of our feathery 
friends. 
The chicken run, the chicken run. Old West Ham chant there. Yep, that's it. 
Hello, Sharon. 
Sharon: 
Hello, Paul. How are you? 
Paul: 
I'm good, thanks. Sharon runs one of the many farms in the Ithon Valley, rearing 
sheep, cows and a lot of chickens. Sharon's got a lovely pile of chicken poo ready 
to be inspected. 
Sharon: 
Yeah, so here's our pile of poo. 
Paul: 
Let's get upwind of it, shall we? 
Sharon: 
This is some of the litter that came out, some of it has already been spread, but 
this, this is not that old, hasn't been there that long. So let me just show you the 
consistency of it. 
Paul: 
Smells a bit cheesy. My problem with it is that there's so much of it. If he gets into 
a river system and is causing the problems that phosphates do, it promotes algal 
growth and that is not good for anyone or anything. 
What if there's a torrential downpour overnight? 
Does it not then start to run off into the ditches and into the streams? 
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Sharon: 
Right, so the whole point of it is, is because, because it's so solid and, you know, 
you've demonstrated that with the chunk that you had, that it doesn't wash away 
that easily. Also, we are not allowed to place these heaps anywhere near to 
watercourses. 
Paul: 
Sharon's fields border and the Ithon, and so the careful spreading of the chicken 
muck and is crucial. 
Sharon: 
So what we've got here is what is known as a buffer strip. 
Paul: 
Yeah. 
Sharon: 
So if you stand about there and look back up and you can look in that direction as 
well. I think you can start to pick out a sort of a line. 
Paul: 
Yeah, I can see a very well defined line actually. 
Sharon: 
Ok, so anything that we apply to the ground is not allowed to be less than three 
metres from the rivers. 
Paul: 
See, that seems quite close to me, Sharon. I mean, who decides that? 
Sharon: 
Well that, that was, that, that's a Welsh Government directive. 
Paul: 
You can see all the stones, but there is a level of sediment. To me the riverbed 
looks dead, you know. 
Sharon is clearly trying to reduce the farm's impact on the river, but her job is 
made tougher by the relentless demand for cheap food here in the UK. 
How many birds do you have here at any one time? 
Sharon: 
40 thousand birds in each house. Maximum. 
Paul: 
And how many houses have you got? 
Sharon: 
Three. 
Paul: 
Right, so you have 120 thousand at any given time. And what does that mean 
over a year then? 
Sharon: 
We would have about seven crops a year. 
Paul: 
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Right, so that's nearly a million. That's a lot of litter, essence, poo. What can be 
done about that? Because it is causing problems in the river, isn't it. 
Sharon: 
Yes, so although in this area there might be an excess of nutrients because of all 
the livestock in the area, in other areas of the country that's not the case. 
Could that litter and farmyard manure be transported across the country to 
where it's needed, to where they're buying chemical fertilisers? 
Unless you're going to have that sort of the system into, it has to concentrate in 
an area because that makes the environmental impact of hauling things around 
less. 
Paul: 
Agricultural pollution is definitely had a part to play in the decline of our rivers. 
The millions of chickens that are in and around the Wye Valley are bound to have 
an effect on the environment, obviously. 
However, when you meet somebody as engaging as Sharon, you realise that the 
individuals involved are doing their level best to try and come up with solutions. 
The drive for cheap food is a real issue for our rivers, adding to the pollution 
problems caused by water companies, industry and us. 
 


