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It has been known for decades that too high phosphorus (P) concentrations in surface water cause 

problems due to eutrophication, and also that agriculture can locally be a main contributor to this 

problem. When a government becomes aware of such a main contribution it will aim to reduce 

losses of P from agriculture via regulation, fees or subsidies. In an “ideal” situation the government 

asks researchers to propose mitigation options, and they will either develop these options 

themselves, or take an option developed by others and test and adapt it for local conditions. If an 

option is accepted by the government it can become part of regulation. However, deviations from 

this “ideal” situation are not uncommon.  

A first example is that agricultural policy may not accept a mitigation option that seems 

scientifically sound, because the consequences are considered unacceptable. E.g, a soil with a high 

P status connected to a water course is a risk for water quality. Lowering the P status by harvesting 

without P (or manure) application lowers the P status and reduces the risk. However, forbidding to 

further apply manure to soils with a high P status connected to waterways may create a manure 

surplus on farm, regional or even national scale. This can be a reason why the option is not 

implemented within agricultural policy. 

A second example is that an option that is applicable for a certain environmental issue is too simply 

copied for attacking another, without a preparatory scientific evaluation. A relatively small buffer 

zone along waterways where fertilizers and pesticides cannot be used will reduce a direct input of 

these agro-chemicals to water. However, assuming that a wider buffer zone of uniform width will 

be effective for reducing P loss from soils to water in all cases, is a strong simplification that will 

not be cost-effective in many cases. Nevertheless, buffer zones of uniform width are found in 70% 

of River Basin Management Plans. 

During the presentation examples will be given of the interaction between science and agricultural 

policy, based on experience in a number of countries. 


