Agri News Op-ed
Re the Jan 26 article on foaming (3-12)

With all the discussion and puzzlement over foam and flash fires in CAFO manure pits, researchers and CAFO operators may be overlooking the obvious. A CAFO manure pit is a de-facto anaerobic digester that produces methane, hydrogen-sulfide, phosphine, ammonia, and other toxic and poison gasses and compounds. There is no way around that situation when manure decomposes in a pit for months at a time.


Many variables could affect why foam forms on top of the waste in the pit, however: the animals’ diet; the proportional increase in the amount of manure being deposited in relation to the total volume of the pit as the pigs get bigger; the age of the waste; the water-manure ratio; the amount and kind of ventilation; barn cleaning chemicals; and other factors. But, the explosive methane and other gasses are created and present, whether they are in the waste, entrapped by foam, in the air of the building, or vented out into the surrounding neighborhood.


These facts were made clear in a 2009 study prepared for the National Pork Board by the Iowa State University Dept. of Agricultural and Biosystems Engineering. The report reviewed literature that cited CAFO fires from as long ago as 1969. Thus, it’s disturbing that no research has questioned the confinement technology that may lead to these explosions. 


That 2009 study also noted a correlation between the feeding of DDGs and the apparent increase in foaming. Some studies show a higher manure output from animals fed DDGs, which have fewer available nutrients for the pigs to digest than unprocessed grain. This results in more waste being deposited in the pit over time (the proportional problem), and that waste will have a higher organic loading. Both issues can lead to foaming, and both are realities that wastewater industry operators have dealt with for years. 

There may be no easy answer to the inherent CAFO problems of toxic emissions, fires, and foaming until we acknowledge that the technology being used is inappropriate. CAFOs mimic municipal/industrial wastewater facilities by collecting waste. But CAFOs, which are virtually exempt from regulations governing this fecal waste technology, do not treat the waste or contain the resulting gasses and pollutants. And, unlike the wastewater industry, CAFOs routinely place workers and animals in proximity to the hazards of anaerobic digestion. 

Methane can cause fires. Methane and other toxins are vented into the surrounding neighborhood. Untreated sewage is spread on the land. An attempt to suppress foaming does not address the issue that confinements are anaerobic digesters. Decomposing fecal waste in a closed space always creates these poison and explosive gasses. If you use this technology, you will get these problems. You simply can’t get around that fact.
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