
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 

Risk Index Tool (RIT): Guidance on using the RIT to produce a risk 
assessment for farm plans 
  
The Risk Index Tool (RIT) is able to help farmers and farm plan developers understand the risk of 
nitrogen losses on farm. Like any tool or model, there are some limitations to the RIT for users to be 
aware of. This guidance document sets out information for RIT users to factor in when using the RIT 
for a Farm Environmental Management Plan (FEMP). At the end of the document you can find 
questions to answer to create a nutrient loss risk assessment for the FEMP and help inform your 
actions and priorities for the farm plan. 

Other contaminants 
The first iteration of the RIT only estimates risk for diffuse N loss and does not (at this stage) assess 
risk of losses of other contaminants. This means that additional assessment is required to inform 
Southland Farm Plans and make sure that phosphorus, sediment, and microbial contaminants are 
also considered. 

Versions 
The RIT is designed to evolve, so that it uses the best data and knowledge available at the time. 
Improvements will likely change risk scores. The RIT creators will release new RIT versions as 
knowledge and technical information change. Users need to clearly state within the farm plan, which 
version of the RIT has been used to undertake the assessment. This will help to understand any 
differences to results that might occur over time due to the RIT being updated. 

Production systems with rotations  
In context of the RIT, rotations are for a single grower or growing enterprise rotation schedule. The 
RIT requires one year of inputs to calculate a score. As vegetable and arable systems typically have a 
5–7-year rotation, RIT guides recommend users enter current rotation input values for the reporting 
year. This might mean that there are different risks in different parts of the rotation, and 
opportunities for farm plan actions that are not shown in the RIT output. 

How to treat mitigations and modifiers in farm plans 
The RIT produces a prepopulated list of mitigations and modifiers and users cannot add their own. 
This means some actions already taken on farm will not be accounted for in the RIT results if they 
are not included in the pre-populated list. Farmers and farm plan developers can make sure that 
actions already taken are recognised by including these actions in the risk assessment.   

How to treat score aggregation and discounting high risk areas 
The risk score aggregation method has the possibility of overly discounting a very high-risk area from 
a small fraction of the farm area. Implementation guidance suggests this could be mitigated if councils 
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provide more prescriptive guidance including criteria about how users define blocks and their location 
to water bodies. 

Farm plan developers should supply a land units map with the farm’s waterbodies present within the 
land units. If there is a block/land unit that has significantly more waterbodies and critical source areas 
present than other areas, this additional risk or inherent vulnerability needs to be stated clearly within 
the farm plan’s risk assessment. Actions that address that risk, should be clearly stated in the action 
plan. 

Catchment context and the RIT 
The RIT will show the risk of nitrogen loss from the farm, but farmers and farm plan developers will 
need to consider the risk of phosphorus, sediment, and microbial contaminants being lost in addition 
to nitrogen. The catchment context and Schedule X will show priorities for the catchment and inform 
both the actions to be selected and how to prioritise those actions. Key questions to factor in when 
thinking about the RIT outputs and the catchment context are:  

- Is nitrogen the contaminant of concern or something else?  
- Are there risks to specific sites, locations, or species?  

First generation FEMPs need to state within the risk assessment and action plan, the risks to sites and 
species of significance (and any other requirement of catchment context) should they be present on 
farm. At the time of certification, a certifier of farm plans needs to complete a separate consideration 
of catchment context requirements, outside of the RIT. 

 

What to do with the risk assessment  

The RIT is designed so that farmers or landowners can use the tool to understand their property risk 
of nitrogen loss. If a RIT is used in a FEMP a risk assessment needs to be included as part of the 
FEMP. The questions on the following page have been designed so that answers can form the risk 
assessment to go into the FEMP. Completing the risk assessment helps to make sure that the RIT 
results are considered along with other relevant information to inform the actions selected. It also 
helps to show a farm plan certifier the information that was factored in to selecting actions.  

 

 

 

  



Risk Index Tool: Assessment of nutrient loss risk 

All FEMPs need to include either a nutrient budget or a nutrient loss risk assessment undertaken 
using a nutrient loss risk assessment tool. Environment Southland has approved several models 
which are either nutrient budgets or nutrient loss risk assessment tools, which includes the Risk 
Index Tool. It is important that people preparing farm plans are aware that all models will have 
limitations and, while they can help to inform decisions, they do not contain all of the relevant 
information.  

The assessment which uses the Risk Index Tool also considers information beyond the Risk Index 
Tool results, to help people preparing farm plans factor the limitations of the model into decisions 
on actions. Environment Southland has prepared the questions below to meet the requirements for 
a nutrient loss risk assessment using the Risk Index Tool. It’s aimed at helping farm 
owners/operators complete the assessment themselves as part of preparing their farm plan. 

 

1. Look at both the ‘overall’ and ‘per hectare’ results in your Risk Index Tool report. What do 
they tell you about the risk of different parts of your farm and the activities you carry out, 
and how these activities could potentially be modified to mitigate those risks? 

 

 

2. The Risk Index Tool included mitigations and modifiers to recognise actions and practices 
already in place. Have you got any mitigations or modifiers in place on farm that aren’t 
included in the list of RIT mitigations and modifiers? How do you think this would change the 
risk of nitrogen loss? 

 

 

3. Are there any areas of risk you can think of that weren’t included in the Risk Index Tool? 
Critical source areas are a good example of risk factors that aren’t in the Risk Index Tool, and 
there could be risk of overland flow from a critical source area that the tool doesn’t identify.  

 

 

4. The Risk Index Tool only identifies risk of nitrogen loss. What information do you have about 
the risk of phosphorus, sediment, and microbes to water? 
 
- What are the contaminant transport pathways for the physiographic zones on farm?  

 
- Does nitrogen follow the same contaminant transport pathway as phosphorus, 

sediment, and microbes on the farm?  
 

 
- Thinking through the answers to the above questions, would the mitigations and 

modifiers identified in the Risk Index Tool for nitrogen also be helping to reduce the risk 
of phosphorus, sediment, and microbe loss through the same pathways? 



 

 

 

5. The Risk Index Tool is a snapshot of one year, and might not reflect risks that occur through 
rotations from year to year. Are there any risks that could arise through future rotations, 
and are there actions that could address those risks?  

 

 

 

 

6. The catchment context is important information to help identify actions and prioritise the 
timing of the actions. Does Schedule X in the catchment context show that the catchment is 
degraded for nitrogen, phosphorus, sediment, or microbes? Is there any other information 
in the catchment context that will help to inform actions for managing contaminants? 

 

 

 

 

7. Looking over both the Risk Index Tool report and the answers to the questions above: 
a. What contaminants should be the key focus for the catchment? 
b. What are the key risks on the property? 
c. Do you have any ideas about what actions to take to address the contaminants in (a) 

and the risks in (b)?  
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