The impacts of farming on the environment

(From a Ministry for the Environment Discussion paper 1997)

Water quality is one indicator of environmental health. The water quality of a stream reflects, and is a measure of, the health of the catchment. However, there is no single measure of water quality; “good” or “poor” water quality depends on the uses and values of the water. 
Water is subject to many potentially incompatible uses, and degraded water quality can increase the level of conflicts among water users.

Farming, like any business, involves applying a variety of inputs to existing resources to produce a variety of outputs. Some of these outputs are the desired products of the production process and allow the farm to be economically and socially sustainable. 
However, the production process for farming typically results in water runoff that is contaminated by nutrients and chemicals from the farm. In sufficient concentrations, these may degrade the environment.
A report  released by the Ministers of Agriculture and Environment concluded that

intensively farmed parts of New Zealand were characterised by poor water quality. The report highlighted the following concerns.

· Intensive dairying areas were found to be typified by rivers and streams in “poor” condition. 
· The most common problems are excessive nutrient concentrations, high

            suspended sediment levels and widespread faecal contamination.

· The quality of many rivers declines progressively on moving down river.

· Nutrient concentrations (particularly dissolved inorganic nitrogen and/or dissolved reactive phosphorus) are often excessive in lowland river reaches in agriculturally developed catchments and, in reaches where other environmental factors are favourable, profuse aquatic plant growths occur occasionally or frequently.

· Baseflows in the lower parts of agricultural catchments are often turbid with high suspended sediment concentrations.
In addition to these issues, tangata whenua throughout the country have expressed concerns about the impacts of agricultural activities on water quality. As a general guide, the types of issues that Maori may be concerned about include:

• effects on the uses and values of water. To the tangata whenua, water has special spiritual and life sustaining properties which may be affected by the presence of agricultural contaminants;

• effects on the uses and values of special areas and resources, such as waahi tapu (“sacred places”), mahinga kai (food resources), and areas of cultural significance (e.g. marae); 

• effects on the role of tangata whenua as kaitiaki, or guardians, of their environment.
Economic Issues

Not only does agricultural runoff have significant adverse impacts on aquatic systems, but the decline in farm resources (such as soil and nutrients) will render the farm less economically sustainable. Low water quality increases the costs of water supply for stock and for rural and urban residents. It may also result in animal health problems.
 Although New Zealand’s water quality is good compared to much of the world, there is no competitive advantage in being average if we are trying to sell our “clean, green image”.

Further difficulties may arise when others bear the costs associated with farming activities, such as the loss of agricultural, recreational, ecological, or cultural values. For example, a mussel farmer may not be able to export shellfish because bacterial concentrations in the growing waters are excessive — while it may be the pastoral farmer upstream who degrades the water, it is the mussel farmer who incurs the costs.
