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Nitrogen pollution11

In the OECD a third of main rivers have phosphorus and nitrate concentrations higher

than, respectively, 0.2 mg P/litre and 2.5 mg N/litre (OECD, 2007a). In combination, these

levels contribute to algal growth in receiving coastal waters. Point source discharges to

surface water have been reduced in OECD countries, especially from industrial and urban

waste water systems, though the level of treatment (nutrient removal in sensitive areas)

could still be improved. In contrast, little progress has been made to tackle pollution arising

from agricultural runoff and other non-point sources of pollution. Similar to OECD

countries, non-OECD countries are expected to expand the share of houses connected to

sewage systems for public health reasons, though waste water treatment may only be

considered at a later stage. Many industrial sources are not yet equipped with/connected

to waste water treatment plants in non-OECD countries, thereby adding to the projected

total nutrient loading.

According to the Baseline, the global release of nitrogen compounds by rivers to coastal

marine systems (and associated risks of eutrophication of coastal waters) is projected to

increase by 4% to 2030. This masks differences between the OECD area, where some

improvement is expected, and other areas (BRIC, rest of the world) where the projected

increase is a continuation (though at much lower rate) of the trend observed in past decades

(Table 10.2). The highest increase in nitrogen pollution will be in the BRIC countries and, to a

lesser extent, in the rest of the world (outside the OECD area). There are, however, large

differences between sub-regions and countries. River nitrogen exports will decrease by 5% in

North America, 4% in OECD Europe and over 20% in Japan (agricultural land contraction) and

Russia (reduced atmospheric deposition). In contrast, river nitrogen exports are projected to

increase by 5% in Oceania, 3% in Brazil, 16% in China and over 40% in India. 

Nitrogen surplus from agriculture is projected to increase significantly in China and

India, while in the United States and OECD Europe it may decrease or stabilise, following a

marked increase in US voluntary agri-environmental incentive programmes and the

introduction of cross-compliance in EU agricultural policies (see Chapter 14 on agriculture).

There is a wide range in nitrogen surplus per hectare, driven by intensity and management

practices; highest surpluses occur in Asian regions and OECD Europe.

Figure 10.1. People not connected to public sewerage systems, 2000 and 2030
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Source: OECD Environmental Outlook Baseline.
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