Sinkholes and hog confinements in karst topography.  (a talk)  2-27-05

We live in a state where even though we know it is immoral to poison your neighbor, it is not illegal.

Geologic within Ecologic Argument (11-22-04)
The specific geologic argument: 


Sinkholes, a major feature of karst topography, besides appearing out of the blue, are a direct conduit to underground streams, rivers, springs and aquifers (which are our public source of clean drinking water).  Think of sinkholes as enablers of environmental disaster if there were a hog confinement pollution event close by.  Now, imagine our utter disbelief at finding out what the Iowa Legislature has done to the minimum separation distance laws in karst topography between hog confinements and sinkholes. 


Whether through stupidity or sheer malice the Legislature has trumped the original separation distances thusly:

        -“earthen structures” for manure storage at hog confinements (CAFO’s) are not allowed in karst topography because of sinkholes, so you must use an underground concrete pit beneath the building for manure storage.

        -if your confinement site is too close to a sinkhole in karst (minimum separation distance-1000 feet), you simply can't build it.

        -unless(!) you put an “earthen structure” above the ground next to your building, and then you can build right next to a sinkhole in karst topography.


Huh?  The absurdities are:


-an “earthen structure” not allowed in karst because of sinkholes, can be used in karst to build right next to a sinkhole if you are too close to that sinkhole.


-an above ground berm will contain any spills from an underground tank.


Much to the consternation of DNR upper level management, when apprised of this situation and upon deciding to enforce the original separation distances, their lawyers told them that because of the way HF 2494 (or 2493) was written, they could not enforce those separation distances.  The lawyers said the DNR would lose any suit brought by an operator denied the berm option.  Effectively there are no longer any separation distances between hog confinements and sinkholes in karst topography.  THE MOST SENSITIVE GEOLOGIC AREA OF IOWA IS NOW THE LEAST PROTECTED FROM POLLUTION CAUSED BY UNTREATED MANURE SPILLED OR LEAKING FROM HOG CONFINEMENTS.  Make no mistake, there is no biological remediation available in aquifers if there is a pollution event, and OUR PUBLIC WATER IS AT RISK.  


It gets even worse when the berm option is actually played out in construction.  The law for calculating how big an earthen berm (secondary containment) needs to be around a confinement building is:


“65.15(17)  Secondary containment barriers for manure storage structures.

Secondary containment barriers used to qualify any operation for the exemption provision in subrule 65.12(5) {the minimum separation distances-author} shall meet the following:


a.  A secondary containment barrier shall consist of a structure surrounding or downslope of a manure storage structure that is designed to contain 120 percent of the volume of manure stored above the manure storage structure's final grade.  If the containment barrier does not surround the manure storage structure, upland drainage must be diverted.”


By law, the berm must contain 120% capacity of an above grade (above ground) storage structure.  Somehow in karst, not only have we lost minimum separation distance to sinkholes, but the berm calculation is based on above ground storage, which is not allowed in karst, and 120% has become 50%.  If you carry out the calculation, because there is no above grade storage to multiply out, the answer always turns out to be zero. Again, this is a clearly absurd situation.


What really happens is even more bizarre and Orwellian.  The concept of “secondary containment” originally comes from the EPA’s regulation of the petroleum industry.  As originally understood, secondary containment meant ‘an earthen berm completely surrounding a set of tanks, large enough to contain 150% of the contents of the largest tank’.  That is what anyone historically associated with secondary containment will tell you it means.  Somehow when this was translated to hog confinements in karst, secondary containment now means a pit dug on one side of a building.  How this above ground pit is supposed to contain a spill from an underground tank is unknown.  How any spill is supposed to happen on only that one side of the building is unknown.  And, how something illegal in karst for manure storage because of sinkholes, namely an earthen structure, allows you to build right next to a sinkhole in karst is unknown.

Am I being Chicken Little crying that the sky is going to fall?  No.  If we know what has happened when we build waste storage in karst topography when no sinkholes are apparent (show pictures), then why would we be so stupid as to risk ruining our public water by sighting waste storage right next to a known sinkhole?
The general ecologic argument:

Recognizing the larger ecological problem being that we have adopted industrial technologies for agricultural use, it is a shame that petro-chemical/industrial agriculture is portrayed by corporate entities and some politicians as nothing more that what farming has always been.  Any defense of industrial agriculture, based on the notion that this is how agriculture has always operated in the past, is rendered moot because industrial processes, new to agriculture and never intended for use outside of strict regulation, have only recently been adopted for use in the unregulated area of agriculture.  In today’s confinements, versus farms of 50 years ago, we see diseases and deaths to both animals and humans because we are no longer dealing with manure spread to fertilize the soil, but are instead dealing with the poison gases hydrogen-sulfide and ammonia which are constantly generated from untreated fecal waste both in the confinement and in the storage pit or lagoon.  We have people working in a hazardous workplace ignorant of the dangers because agriculture has been, by law, exempted from the regulations which would educate and protect them.  People in the neighborhoods of confinements are in a similar situation as they are repeatedly told this is only a nuisance and do not have the protections from these poisons afforded all other citizens where similar circumstances exist.


I call your attention to the most recent studies on asthma in children where it was found that a shocking 55.8% of children living on a farm with a hog confinement had asthma.  And, to the recent measurements of ammonia haze in Iowa, where explanations of the sources of that ammonia conveniently left out the over 10,000 CAFO’s and open feedlots which constantly (24/7) spew ammonia into the atmosphere.  In pig-human equivalency only (without counting chickens, turkeys or cattle), it is like having 36 million Iowans shit in open trenches with no treatment required.  The ammonia haze in Iowa is truly a ‘haze of shit’.

There are hundreds of studies that have been done on the effects of hog confinements on people and animals over the last 45 years.  Ironically, because some studies to set human limits for gases were done on pigs, we know that animals are susceptible to the same diseases from confinements as people.  There may be an argument by some about the “good science” of those studies, but there can be no argument about the government’s own studies culling hospital records, pre- and post-confinement introduction into a community, which show clearly a tripling of those illnesses generally associated with exposure to hydrogen-sulfide and ammonia.  These are a direct result of the constant venting of those poison gasses into the neighborhood and the contamination of the sources of water.  Add to that, records which show human mortality from hydrogen-sulfide poisoning four times higher in Iowa in agriculture than in the wastewater industry, and a need for public health protection from confinements becomes obvious.


In logic, there is an argument: if a=b and b=c, then a=c.  If hog confinements and sewer pipes both are closed structures, if they both have untreated fecal waste in them, if that waste constantly generates the poison gases hydrogen-sulfide and ammonia, if the causes of diseases and deaths from those gasses are the same, if you need constant ventilation to survive in either a confinement or a sewer pipe, then confinements and sewer pipes are the same.  People are essentially eating pork raised in a sewer, and neighbors of confinements are living next to an unregulated poison producing technology.

Author’s note:

The above gives you the specific argument with regard to the Bluffton South confinement site.  This is the site which is next to the 125 year old St. Bridget’s Catholic Church, and which was originally denied because it was too close to a sinkhole.  This specific geological argument also has general applications.  All of karst will be like this.

In addition to St Bridget’s and its cemetery being downslope and downwind of this confinement, there are further watershed issues.  The subsurface tiles, that drain the land to the east of the confinement site, surface and run into a creek on a neighbor’s land.  The confinement’s surrounding fields surface drainage also runs into that creek.  That creek is joined by another creek which has its beginning in Falcon Spring, reputed to be one of the most pristine springs left in Iowa.  That spring’s watershed, because of the 380 acres being used to apply manure from this confinement, will also be impacted.  Those creeks end up in the Upper Iowa River.


The three general argument paragraphs lay out the larger general ecological argument that “it is not just farming as usual that people are dealing with, but with the transference of industrial technology (specifically in the case of CAFO’s wastewater technology), unregulated into agriculture.”  That argument can be found in greater detail if you go to www.oneota.net/~watsoncampaign and click on chapter 6, public writings agriculture.  This is an important argument in that it gives a structure to understand generally all the particular community problems when a confinement moves into the neighborhood.  It becomes not an argument about farming, but about industrial processes and their resultant poisons and how the community is affected by them.

With the above Iowa law and the resultant absurd conditions they create, let me welcome you to the world of CAFO’s in karst topography.  It would be nice once in awhile if the DNR would make people sue them in order to win the right to pollute, instead of private citizens having to sue to try to stop pollution, or after a pollution event has already occurred.  It would be even better if the DNR would admit the absurdities brought about by the berm option being applied in karst, and just enforce the original separation distances.  Actually, because of the dangers posed, the DNR and the Iowa Legislature should simply outlaw any CAFO’s in karst topography.


In every sector of America where fecal waste, constantly generating the poison gasses hydrogen-sulfide and ammonia, exists in a closed structure the federal “Confined Spaces Regulations” are the controlling laws, except in agriculture.  It is my contention and belief that if the federal “Confined Spaces Regulations” were applied to CAFO’s, as they should be, then, because of the conditions inside the confinement building, CAFO’s would not be allowed to be used in agriculture.  And, the environmental problems that CAFO’s now cause would cease to exist.  There are existing technologies available to raise chickens, turkeys, pigs and cattle besides CAFO’s and open feedlots; and wider use of those technologies would clean up our environment and coincidentally put many more farmers back on the land.  To make that happen is simply a matter of seeing the problems and solutions clearly, and political will.

