
 
 
FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE 

Egg industry under pressure from new environmental 
campaign group to clean up rivers 

• River Action launched to engage with major agricultural suppliers and producers to clean up 
supply chains.  

• Group’s first campaign targets the reported role of the egg industry in ecological deterioration 
of the River Wye.  

• In its first intervention, the group has written directly to the CEO of the UK’s largest egg 
producer Noble Foods to request answers to a number of critical questions.  
 

18th February: New campaign group River Action launches today to call on major agricultural 
producers to reduce their adverse environmental impact on the UK’s rivers. The group plans to call 
directly on major agricultural suppliers and producers to take responsibility for the impact of their 
supply chains. The group is chaired by Charles Watson and has recruited an advisory board of 
environmental experts and campaigners, including former Environment Minister Lord Benyon, Ben 
Goldsmith, George Monbiot and Feargal Sharkey. 

The group has formed in response to concerning evidence that reveals the declining state of many of 
the UK’s rivers, including data from the Environment Agency in 2020 that showed for the first time no 
river in England met quality tests for pollution. Specifically, River Action is seeking to fill the vacuum 
created following recent reports in which the Environment Agency has confirmed that it does not have 
the ability to enforce environmental regulation across the agricultural sector and evidence that since 
the introduction of the farming rules for water in 2018 there has not been a single penalty enforced 
on any of the hundreds of proven agricultural polluters. 

The River Wye is one example of a river that has experienced a decline in ecological and chemical 
health, to the extent that Natural Resources Wales has disclosed data showing that 60% of the Wye is 
in ecological crisis. There is now a growing body of evidence suggesting that a significant cause for this 
deterioration is nutrient-rich run off of chicken excrement from an increasing number of poultry farms 
around the headwaters of the Wye (please see notes to editor for further details).  

As a result of these recent reports and coverage, River Action’s first focus is the egg production 
industry in the River Wye catchment. As the largest egg producer in the region, Noble Food has been 
contacted by River Action. Noble Foods is the producer of the UK’s leading egg brand, Happy Egg.  

In a letter to Noble Foods CEO, Duncan Everett, River Action has requested the company to do the 
following:  

• Provide details of the mitigation processes that Noble Foods has implemented on its owned 
egg production sites to prevent nutrient run-offs. 

• Share details of the environmental standards to prevent nutrient run-offs within Noble 
Foods’ procurement policies that third party egg producers must adhere to. 

• Quantify the amount of money Noble Foods has invested in run-off mitigation measures 
over the last 12 months and what capital expenditure is allocated going forwards. 

• Provide details of their reported work to remedy pollution with the Wye and Usk Foundation: 
what this comprises; what the likely outputs are and when they will be implemented. 



 
 

• State whether supplying major UK supermarkets eggs from an area where poultry farming is 
linked to environmental degradation  contravenes of the environmental standards expected 
by those major customers. 

• In the context of the issues surrounding nutrient run-offs, give evidence of the policies and 
practices implemented to support Noble Foods’ claim that they “strive for sustainability in 
all that [they] do”. 

• Justify the omission from Noble Foods’ recent ‘Environmental Sustainability Programme’ of 
any reference to arguably the most significant environmental issue facing the business – 
ecological damage done by nutrient run-off of chicken excrement into river systems. 

• Supply a copy of Noble Foods’ Environmental Report with immediate effect.  
 

Commenting on the launch, campaign founder and Chairman Charles Watson said: “It was with shock 
and disbelief to see the Environment Agency (the very regulatory body tasked to protect our rivers) 
admit recently that it was unable to monitor agricultural pollution – and that no penalties had been 
imposed on a single one of the hundreds of proven polluters. It is in this absence of effective regulation 
that we have launched River Action. Specifically, we believe that the time has come for the large agri-
businesses that procure product from our farmers and supply our retailers to assume their fair share 
of the responsibility for cleaning up agricultural pollution. These are often large profitable business – 
who without exception proclaim publicly their commitment to responsible and sustainable business 
practices. River Action intends to hold them to account.” 

River Action Advisory Board member Richard Benyon added: “It is clear that urgent action is needed 
to reduce the impacts of agriculture and food production on our rivers before it is too late. As 
consumers and investors become increasingly environmentally aware, food companies need to step up 
and take responsibility for the practices of those in their supply chain. Businesses have a real 
opportunity to stop profiting at the expense of the natural environment and instead support their 
suppliers in implementing affordable nature-based solutions, which can allow farming and nature to 
coexist.” 
 
River Action Advisory Board member George Monbiot added: “Britain’s rivers are dying before our 
eyes. Every single one is polluted, yet agricultural waste continues to be washed into them without any 
effective regulation or punishment for the parties responsible. The result is an ecological catastrophe, 
with the once-clear Wye now increasingly subjected to algal blooms caused by regular run-off this 
nutrient-rich pollution.  The impact on plant, fish and insect life is appalling. While this is a desperate 
and often overlooked crisis, it’s not an irresolvable one – politicians and polluters must take action 
now.” 

ENDS 

Notes to Editor  

About River Action  

River Action is a new environmental campaigning organisation that aims to tackle river pollution 
resulting from UK food supply chains by placing direct pressure on major agricultural suppliers and 
producers. The group was founded and is chaired by Charles Watson and is guided by an Advisory 
Board which currently comprises:  

• Richard Benyon 
• Ben Goldsmith 



 
 

• George Monbiot 
• Feargal Sharkey 
• Isabella Gornall 
• James Macpherson 
• James Wallace 

 
A number of additional appointments to the advisory board will be announced shortly. 

River Action is currently in the process of registering as a Charitable Incorporated Organisation.  

For further information and updates on River Action, please visit: www.riveractionuk.com  

About the River Wye  

The River Wye is the fifth longest river in the UK, passing through the Welsh borders before joining 
the Seven Estuary. It is widely acknowledged as one of the UK’s most iconic rivers, hosting a range of 
wildlife, including the Atlantic salmon. There has been a range of coverage documenting the River 
Wye’s decline and the impact poultry farms have on the increase in algal blooms:  

• According to the calculations of the Campaign to Protect Rural England (CPRE) Shropshire, as 
of July 2020, in the counties of Shropshire, Herefordshire and Powys there are 500 farms with 
a total of 1,420 intensive poultry units/sheds, containing over 44 million birds. 

• In a public statement, Wales Environment Link writes that sites producing 6,000,000 birds 
have been approved in the Wye catchment in the past five years alone. This is believed to 
have led to a two-fold increase of phosphate levels in the lower Wye in the past six years. 

• It was reported last summer in the UK national press that “Chicken excrement rich in 
phosphates and other chemicals gets spread on the ground around sheds and is being flushed 
into the river, causing deadly algal blooms to spread. And the problem is becoming increasingly 
severe as more and more free-range poultry farms are built near the 134-mile-long river. River 
plants such as ranunculus are being suffocated, oxygen is taken from the water, and the river’s 
brown trout, chubb and barbel are dying off”.  

• Campaign for the Protection of Rural Wales has also said it is concerned by the impact on the 
Powys landscape of large poultry units. 

• A report by Natural Resources Wales published in December 2020 provides a comparison of 
phosphorus concentrations in the Wye against targets and indicates widespread failures, 
some of them large in magnitude. 14 water bodies passed their targets, 28 failed and three 
were unknown. The largest failures were the Wye near Newbridge, the Cammarch, Clettwr 
Brook, Mithil Brook, lower Irfon, Garth Dulas and the three water bodies in the Llynfi 
catchment.  

 

Contact 

For all press and media inquiries, please contact Amy Hammond at Seahorse Environmental – 
ahammond@seahorseenvironmental.co.uk. 

 

 


