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Sustainable Use of Livestock Slurry (SULS), anaerobic digestion (AD) and biomethane 

production are tools to manage pollution pressure, not solutions to eliminate it. 

Northern Ireland needs transition to a farming system that works within 

environmental limits.  

Northern Ireland faces a fundamental challenge to reduce phosphorus and ammonia 

pollution which are significantly higher than other parts of the UK and Ireland on a per 

hectare basis. This is largely due to the growth of intensive agriculture practices, and to a 

lesser extent inadequate wastewater treatment and other ecological factors. Despite having 

only 3% of the UK population and 6% of its land area, Northern Ireland is responsible for 

12% of the UK’s total ammonia emissions and is the only part of the UK to continue seeing a 

rise since 2005.  

High livestock densities and nutrient surpluses due to the significant use of imported 

concentrate feed and fertiliser, have placed sustained pressure on water quality, air quality 

and protected habitats. The Nutrient Action Programme (NAP) is designed to address this, 

but the scale of the issue means that no single intervention will deliver the necessary 

change. 

Initiatives such as SULS are an important part of this response, focusing on how slurry is 

collected, separated and managed at source. These approaches provide the critical first step 

in enabling better nutrient handling and underpin the wider use of technologies such as 

anaerobic digestion. 

AD and biomethane are increasingly being presented as part of the solution. NIEL supports 

their role as practical tools to reduce current agricultural pollution. By building on SULS-type 

approaches to separate slurry and stabilise organic wastes, these technologies can help 

reduce diffuse pollution at landscape scale, improve nutrient management and contribute to 

climate and energy objectives. They also offer a clear circular economy opportunity, turning 

waste into value while supporting farm viability and rural economies. 

However, it is critical to address the limitations of these systems. AD and biomethane do not 

remove nutrients from the system. Phosphorus is not destroyed in the process, and nitrogen 

remains in different forms throughout the process. Therefore, the by-product, digestate, still 

contains the nutrients that drive water pollution and ammonia emissions. While the process 



can improve how and where those nutrients are managed, it fundamentally redistributes 

rather than eliminates them. 

This means that the success of AD as a pollution mitigation tool depends entirely on what 

happens next. A clear, regulated end use for digestate is essential. This may include nutrient 

recovery, export to deficit areas, or conversion into inert products or standardised fertiliser 

products that can be used safely and efficiently. Without this, there is a real risk that nutrient 

pressures are simply displaced rather than reduced, undermining the objectives of the NAP 

and wider environmental policy. 

There are also legitimate concerns about unintended consequences. If poorly designed, the 

growth of AD and biomethane could create demand for dedicated feedstocks such as grass 

or maize, rather than relying on genuine wastes and by-products. This would risk diverting 

land away from food production and nature recovery, increasing fertiliser use and potentially 

worsening greenhouse gas emissions which is the position with many operational AD plants. 

We believe that the growing of crops to feed AD plants is unsustainable and ethically 

questionable, particularly in the context of global food security and local environmental 

pressures. 

NIEL’s position is that AD and biomethane should be firmly grounded in waste-based 

feedstocks, tightly regulated and aligned with environmental outcomes. They should not be 

used to justify or enable further intensification of an already high-pressure agricultural 

system. Instead, they should be deployed as part of a pragmatic, step-by-step approach to 

reducing nutrient surpluses and emissions. 

At the same time, it is important to recognise that these technologies are not a substitute for 

wider system change. Northern Ireland’s nutrient challenge is rooted in the scale and 

structure of agricultural production. While AD and biomethane can help manage that 

pressure more effectively, they cannot resolve it on their own. 

The long-term objective must be a more balanced and resilient agricultural system, one that 

reduces overall nutrient loads while supporting profitable, sustainable farming with adequate 

space for nature and the eco-systems on which we depend. SULS, anaerobic digestion and 

biomethane are tools to manage pressure, not solutions to eliminate it. They cannot replace 

the need to reduce nutrient surpluses at source and transition to a system that works within 

environmental limits.  

 


