Current Welsh law and how it relates to farming and food production in 21st century Wales
In 2019, the Welsh Assembly declared a climate emergency. Shortly afterwards the government produced a document ‘Prosperity for All, a Low Carbon Wales’. This includes a section on agriculture and its contribution to climate change. The document spells out the need for a change of practice: ‘Improving the efficiency of livestock production is about optimising production while reducing the impact on our natural resources.  It does not mean increasing animal numbers and intensifying farming.’
Another piece of legislation, the Wellbeing of Future Generations Act 2015, identifies seven main goals that will create a Wales fit for current and future generations to live in wellbeing. In relation to farming and food production, goals 1, 2 and 7 are of particular relevance.

Goal 1 describes an ‘innovative, productive and low carbon society which recognises the limits of the global environment and therefore uses resources efficiently and proportionately (including acting on climate change)’.
Goal 2 describes ‘a nation which maintains and enhances a biodiverse natural environment with healthy functioning ecosystems that support social, economic and ecological resilience and the capacity to adapt to change (for example climate change)’
Goal 7 describes ‘a nation which, when doing anything to improve the economic, social, environmental and cultural well-being of Wales, takes account of whether doing such a thing may make a positive contribution to global wellbeing’.
Powys Council stated in 2019 that climate change is an issue of ‘significant concern’ and that it would take steps to address it. Objective 4 of the Powys Local Development plan is to ‘support the transition to a low carbon and low waste Powys through all development’.
The State of Nature report 2019 makes it clear that changing land-use, due to the intensification of agriculture, is one of the biggest drivers of habitat loss and the crashing numbers of species -plant and animal - that were previously common. Some of the most vulnerable species in Wales are those associated with farmland, such as the curlew and black grouse. The UK as a whole is one of the most nature-depleted countries in Europe.

The report states that the need to ‘design a new system of farm support presents a unique opportunity to reverse these declines. It’s a chance to replace inadequate policies of the past with something that will help Welsh farmers and other land managers respond to today’s environmental challenge and contribute to the well-being of our own and future generations. We believe that using taxpayers’ money to pay farmers and land managers for delivering public goods like clean water, clean air, carbon storage and wildlife, while supporting sustainable food production, is critical to turning around nature’s decline.’
From all the above it is quite clear that agriculture has to change, and this has been recognised by councils, including Powys Council, and the Welsh Assembly.

Yet, bizarrely, Powys Council is still encouraging farmers to build IPU’s – Intensive Poultry Units, in the drive for diversification. At any one point in time there are over 7 million chickens locked up in IPU’s in Powys, yet more and more evidence is showing that intensive farming is adversely affecting the environment and human health. Powys Planning Dept routinely issues planning permission for IPUs without considering the cumulative effects and these can no longer be ignored.
Chicken manure is very concentrated and contains large quantities of nitrates and phosphates, which change the mineral content of soil, damage plants and animals and run off into rivers and ponds, polluting the water and killing aquatic life. 
Concentrations of air borne ammonia from chicken sheds, chicken ranges and manure-spreading are increasing, with mounting concerns about the potential adverse effects on human health. Huge trucks travel to and from the units transporting live and dead animals, waste and feed. The chickens, moreover, are fed on imported feed, mostly soya, the cultivation of which is driving destruction of rainforest in the Amazon. Cargill, who supply many of the UK IPUs, have been implicated in rainforest destruction and slave labour. 
The chickens are also routinely dosed with antibiotics, contributing to the current global epidemic of antibiotic resistance.
From a social context, IPUs typically only employ one person, usually a family member. They are far from the traditional idea of farmers as stewards and protectors of the countryside who also provide worthwhile local employment. Year on year, meat consumption is declining all over the UK, and these intensive developments will be redundant in a decade or two – so it is not in the farmers’ interest to rely on them for a source of income. 

The chickens, because they have such short lives, and so little exercise, are mainly fat and water, containing very little protein. They are not a nutritious option and the fact that they are sold very cheaply in supermarkets, and bought by people on low incomes, is an indictment of our society. Nobody should be driven to eat bad food because of poverty. If we are to have healthy, resilient communities, able to withstand the effects of climate change, and with the means for everybody to eat well without needing to spend a fortune, then farming must change. Already many committed farmers, in Wales and the UK generally, are trying to farm sustainably for the future. It is up to the Welsh Government, and individual councils, to support farmers to be able to do this.
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