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Farmer Understanding of Water Quality 

and Catchment Hydrology

Introduction
Pesticides and fertilisers applied to agricultural land can cause 

diffuse pollution when they are transported by drainage water; 

potentially affecting downstream drinking water supplies. Water 

companies are required to remove pollutants with such 

processes currently being expensive. Some pesticides such as 

Metaldehyde are especially difficult to remove. The UK drinking 

water limit for pesticides is 0.1µg/l yet pesticides are regularly 

detected in the Loddon and Thames at levels exceeding this 

standard.

Figure 1: Effluent from water treatment.

Affinity water are working on a project in the Loddon catchment 

on how to improve drinking water quality. They aim to reduce 

pollution through catchment management by working in 

partnerships with farmers and other land owners. This project 

aims to support this work by designing a questionnaire that 

could be used to evaluate farmer understanding of water quality 

and catchment hydrology, by evaluating knowledge of 

University of Reading BSc Agriculture Students. 

Methods
To investigate the level of hydrological knowledge held by 

farmers within the Loddon catchment, an initial survey that 

included basic and complex hydrology, pesticide and farmland 

management questions was designed. After development, 

version 3 of the survey was distributed to 50+ agricultural 

students, who had experience of different farming systems 

(Figure 1).

Figure 1 Types of agriculture present on survey takers farms

The data were analysed in order to find correlations between 

e.g. the type of agriculture that occurred on a survey taker’s farm 

and the level of knowledge they demonstrated. A focus group 

was also held in order for the survey to be further developed.

Key Findings 
• Survey takers that worked but did not live on a farm scored 

better on average than those that lived on a farm.

Figure 2 Response to question ‘’ Porosity refers to the amount of 

pore, or open space between soil particles which water and other 

solutes can flow through. List these soil types in order of porosity 

(highest to lowest): Clay, Sand, Gravel and Silt.“

• Figure 2 shows the level of knowledge shown on a question 

concerning porosity, with students who worked but did 

not live on a farm doing better than those who lived on a 

farm.  

• When responses to question in Figure 2 were broken down 

by farm type, students with an arable farming background 

scored higher than beef/diary background.

• One of the students stated that they ‘don’t do the spraying’, 

perhaps representing a common practise of hiring an 

agronomist to deal with the scientific side of pesticide use.

Wider implications and future work 

Our findings highlight the need to understand the 

agronomist’s potential involvement with farmer’s 

understanding of hydrology as farmers sometimes ‘don’t’ do the 

spraying’.   Another survey looking at the relationship between 

farmer knowledge and whether an agronomist is used would 

be useful. 

Better appreciation of farmer understanding of water quality 

and the role of the agronomist can help to inform 

development of training and catchment management 

interventions.  

0.56

0.58

0.6

0.62

0.64

0.66

0.68

0.7

0.72

0.74

0.76

Overall 10+Years Work Only

M
e

an
 S

co
re

Type of Farmer

Farmer Knowledge

Acknowledgements

We would like to thank the Agriculture Students for completing the survey 

and taking part in the focus groups; Alison Bailey and Joanna Clark for their 

help during the project; and Jack Davidge for designing the project logo.

Contact information

• Department of Geography and Environmental Science, University of 

Reading, RG6 6AH

• Email: adamless.x3@gmail.com | j.m.clark@reading.ac.uk

mailto:adamless.x3@gmail.com
mailto:j.m.clark@reading.ac.uk

