Essential
Freshwater package
Synthetic Nitrogen Fertiliser Use
Guardianship of our waterways:
What the new rules and regulations mean for you

For more information visit
ecan.govt.nz/essential-freshwater

Synthetic nitrogen
fertiliser application
Restrictions now apply to the application of synthetic nitrogen fertiliser on pastoral land.
In August 2020, the Government released the Essential Freshwater package. The package includes, among other regulations,
the National Environmental Standards for Freshwater 2020. These new standards introduce essential environmental
protections for a consistent approach to improving environmental outcomes nationwide.
Under the Essential Freshwater package, the amount of synthetic nitrogen fertiliser that can be applied to pastoral land
cannot exceed 190 kilograms of nitrogen per hectare per year (kgN/ha/yr), with a limited exception for annual forage crops.
Resource consent is required to exceed this limit. All farmers must record fertiliser use and dairy farmers are required to
report this to Environment Canterbury each year. This brochure details the benefits and requirements of recording and
reporting your synthetic nitrogen fertiliser use.

Looking after our waterways
When it is carefully managed, fertiliser is a useful farming tool.
However, fertiliser use can also contribute to nutrient loss into soil
and waterways, impacting on water quality and instream life.
Nitrogen can cause a range of adverse effects on the ecological health
of waterways, and on the suitability of water for recreation and as a
drinking water source for people and livestock.

How to report your synthetic
nitrogen use
Dairy farmers are now required to report their annual synthetic
nitrogen fertiliser use to us. This report is to cover the period from 1
July–30 June and is to be submitted by 31 July each year.

Nitrogen losses are generally highest under intensive farming systems.
To address this, the National Environmental Standards for Freshwater
2020 sets a cap for fertiliser application at the level considered to
provide an appropriate level of pasture response while reducing the
impact on waterways.

What is the limit?
The fertiliser limit, or ‘cap’ is 190 kg/ha/year of synthetic nitrogen,
although farms already applying lower levels of nitrogen from
synthetic nitrogen fertilisers should continue to do so.
Synthetic nitrogen fertiliser is any substance (whether solid or liquid)
that is more than 5% nitrogen by weight and is applied to any plant
or soil as a source of nitrogen nutrition for plants. It does not include
composts, soil treatments or fertilisers that are derived from plant or
animal waste, or residues that are minimally processed (e.g. composted,
mixed, dried or palletised). It does not include dairy effluent.

Which farms does the cap apply to?
The cap on synthetic nitrogen fertiliser use only applies to pastoral
land use, which is defined as “the grazing of livestock”. This does not
include grazing on the stubble of a crop that has been harvested after
arable land use.

Information for each contiguous land holding:
• Name / label (give a name or number for each land parcel)
• Total area in hectares (If you have only one contiguous land holding,
this will be the same as total farm area; if you have more than one
contiguous land holding, the sum of total areas should be the same
as the total farm area.)
• Geospatial boundary
• Grazed land area (in hectares)

You can submit your data through the National Online
Reporting Tool. The major fertiliser suppliers Ballance
and Ravensdown have also developed tools you can use to
record and report your synthetic fertiliser use, through the
MyBallance and HawkEye programmes.

• Grazed forage crop area (in hectares)
• Grazed non-forage land area (in hectares)
• Ungrazed land area (in hectares)
Synthetic nitrogen cap calculation:
• Reporting year (e.g. 2022)
The following four can be calculated using the Ballance or HawkEye
tools, or our Excel calculator.

What you need to record and report:

• Grazed land nitrogen application rate

This report will need to include the following information for
the contiguous landholding:

• Grazed non-forage crop application rate

Contact information:
• Full name
• Contact phone number
• Email address
Farm information:

• Grazed forage crop application rate
• Ungrazed land application rate
• Confirmation that less than 190kg of synthetic nitrogen fertiliser
per hectare has been applied to grazed pasture
Fertiliser application:
• Fertiliser name and manufacturar

• New Zealand Business Number (NZBN)

• Day of application

It applies to the farm as a whole, and by hectare. The 190 kg N/ha/
year application rate cap applies:

• Farm name

• Percentage of nitrogen in fertiliser

• as an average over the entire pastoral land area (i.e. grazed area); and

• Dairy company name

• to each hectare (excluding land used to grow annual forage crops).
Where the limit applies at the hectare level, this can be calculated
based on the average of the paddock.
‘Other’ pastoral use land refers to any land, including crops grown
for the purpose of being harvested, where some grazing occurs during
the year even though grazing may not be the primary land use.
The period of pastoral use land begins with planting, including
the first fertiliser application or, if the area is to be used for grazed
pasture, after mechanical harvest. The period ends when the grazing
ceases. Synthetic nitrogen use is capped throughout this period but is
not capped between the end of grazing and harvest.
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• Dairy supply number
• Total farm area (in hectares)
• Total effective area (area farmed, in hectares)
• Geospatial boundary (Add a geospatial shape file of boundary.
Depending on how your data is submitted you may be able to select
the geospatial area on a map.)
• Receipts for fertiliser purchases:
• supplier’s name

Environment Canterbury is currently working with other regional
councils and industry on a system to collect this data as efficiently
as possible for both the Council and farmers.
Farms which already have a resource consent for the use of land for
farming still need to comply with these rules restricting application
of synthetic nitrogen fertiliser.

Thank you for making a difference
We appreciate that these new regulations regarding fertiliser use are
a lot to understand and to report on. Most farmers already know that
effective fertiliser use is simply good business and are working hard to
protect local waterbodies. We recognise and applaud those that have
already made changes to meet these new requirements.
For those who haven’t yet addressed this, thinking carefully about
synthetic nitrogen use, and its impact on the environment, will bring
positive action and results. Restoring and protecting the health of
our waterbodies is good for everyone – your business, your local
community, and your environment.

Top tips for effective nitrogen use
Now’s a great time to look at how you can reduce nitrogen use
while maximising pasture growth, production, and profit.
Maximise the benefits of applying your fertiliser by:
Testing the soil for levels of essential nutrients.
A soil test costs much less than applying unnecessary
fertiliser, and can indicate trends of the effects your
fertiliser application is having on soil nutrients and acidity.
Applying fertiliser in appropriate conditions, rather than
before heavy rainfall, or to saturated, pugged or
compacted soils.
Addressing factors that may limit pasture growth such
as soil fertility, pH, weeds, irrigation, pasture species
and drainage.
Optimising conditions for clover growth
Having a monthly nitrogen fertiliser budget and plan,
and monitor it.
Considering nitrogen fertiliser in the same way you would
think about using a feed supplement, to inform your
decision-making about when to apply it.
Talk to your local industry body for plenty of helpful tips
to further reduce your fertiliser use.

• date of purchase
• item description
• item unit purchased (kg)
• Dairy effluent consent number														
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Important note

Talk to your Zone team

This guide does not represent the full detail of the
Government and Environment Canterbury rules that
could apply to your activity. For more information
visit ecan.govt.nz/essential-freshwater.

We have expert staff to provide localised assistance
and advice regarding land management, consents
and compliance. For support in your local area, give
us a call on 0800 324 636. We can arrange for your
local land management advisor to pop out for a
chat, or to catch up with you online or via email to
help sort things out.

Need a hand?
We know there is a lot to think about in the new
Essential Freshwater package. If you’re not sure
where to next, or how to apply for your resource
consent, check out our website or give us a call.
We’re here to help.

Names and contact details are also available at
ecan.govt.nz/farmers-hub

Industry support
Farming industry bodies and some fertiliser
companies provide assistance to farmers. They also
have useful information on their websites, which can
be a great place to start for industry-specific advice.
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