Dear Editor,

I agree with the president of the Iowa Pork Producers that the current bio-security system of Iowa hog confinements is inadequate. (“We must do more to protect our farms from terror threats” DSM Register 7-10-17) You see, it seems we can’t keep any of the dangerous toxic sewer gasses, antibiotic resistant organisms, and other harmful constituents of confinement waste (so-called valuable manure) inside the confinements. 


These toxic, lethal, human health and environment damaging gasses and organisms must be vented out into the surrounding neighborhoods in order to keep the pigs inside healthy and alive. This dangerous pollution blown out of confinements, called an externality by corporations, is left up to neighbors, the environment, and taxpayers to deal with.


Confinements don’t just stink. Hydrogen-sulfide causes central nervous system and digestive system problems in neighbors of confinements, and can be lethal to both pigs and people. Ammonia causes respiratory and other diseases including asthma, especially in children. Ammonia forms a cloud over Iowa which comes down on us in rain events and is a major factor in the new acid rain, nitric acid rain, causing damage to the environment that is similar to the old acid rain scourge.


Methane is an explosive and greenhouse gas which causes confinement fires and is thirty times worse for climate change than carbon dioxide. Antibiotic resistant organisms from confinements, including MRSA, harm human health and beneficial soil organisms. If you are already colonized with MRSA, you are more likely to get a MRSA infection when you go into a hospital environment. And, by harming beneficial soil organisms these antibiotic resistant organisms interfere with the natural nutrient uptake cycle of plants. 

In the wastewater industry, through understanding the causes of diseases and deaths from these gasses, regulations and design standards no longer allow normal human workplace proximity to places that produce these toxic sewer gasses. Entry into these types of “confined spaces” is strictly controlled through the federal OSHA Confined Spaces Regulations. People are protected from these toxic sewer gasses by regulations in every sector of America except in agriculture. Neighbors suffer, but we are told this is the safest and healthiest way to raise pigs. A confinement can be seen as a poorly designed and poorly operating wastewater anaerobic digester; or if you wish, an outhouse on a massive scale. 


Over the last 25 years, I have been to many county meetings talking about or protesting hog confinements. The only place that I can recall hearing farm and rural women cry as long and as hard as I have heard women cry at these meetings is when I was a combat Marine in the rice paddies of Vietnam where we were destroying farm women’s crops, their farms, killing their farm animals, and their farmer husbands, fathers, brothers, and sons. 


Worrying about a fifteen year old piece of cave writing out of Afghanistan purporting to use bio-weapons against US agriculture, while ignoring the current ongoing onslaught of rural neighborhoods and communities from the harmful, lethal, and apparently legal, pollution from hog confinements, seems a little like the pot calling the kettle black.
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