Re: “Finding fixes for Nitrates” Register Sunday 9-13


It is true that during the first 9,940 years of our plant and animal agriculture there was nitrogen in our surface waters. But not much, and it was organic nitrogen not the recent manufactured synthetic nitrate nitrogen, used in fertilizers today, which is causing our problems. Organic nitrogen is hard to break down. Synthetic nitrate nitrogen is readily available for plant uptake. The use of nitrate nitrogen, and the amount used, are the major reasons for our recent nitrogen pollution problems. 


After WWII there was a perfect marriage of chemical companies needing some place to sell their bomb making nitrogen products, and Norman Borlaug’s Green Revolution’s need for massive amounts of nitrogen. A perfect marriage made in hell as it turns out, in that there is a sense in which the Green Revolution can be viewed as one of the most serious and sustained human-caused pollution events in history. We see it in Iowa every day now with our 23 million acres of corn and beans and their need for toxic fertilizers, herbicides, and pesticides to grow.

Norman Borlaug had 2 pillars to his agricultural program. At a time when there were fewer than 2 billion people on the planet, Borlaug said that no agricultural model would feed us unless we tackled our population problem. Borlaug early on was talking about the planet’s carrying capacity. That pillar of his program has languished. 

It is hard not to be a little skeptical about the effort to clean up our agricultural environment what with two new nitrate nitrogen manufacturing plants being built, one on the Mississippi and one on the Missouri. Local, state, and federal governments have gifted the two plants some $700 million dollars. (How’s that for one time spending, Iowa school children?)

This recent Green Revolution/GMO/confinement and feedlot model of agriculture has to pollute. It needs toxins to work and creates toxins as it works. That cannot be changed with this model. The question for the public then is: do we need this model of agriculture to feed ourselves and provide the raw material for our manufacturing needs? 

In the first 9,940 years of agriculture there were, and there are today, crops and cropping systems that foster a non-polluting, biologically benign and beneficial, soil building agriculture that would re-perennialize our agriculture with sponge-like root systems that would mitigate the flooding, erosion, and nutrient pollution problems caused by this recently adopted industrial model of agriculture.


A clean agriculture is pretty simple really. Here are five crops and cropping systems that would help us get there: 

1. strips of perennial native prairie in all annual fields – 10% of field in prairie strips stops 95% of soil erosion (let me say that again, 10% stops 95% of erosion along with the majority of pollutants), builds soil, provides habitat, sponge-like root system allows 7-13”/hr rain infiltration rate(rir). Why isn’t this low hanging fruit, which has been around for a few years, in the farm bill by now? And since farmers listened to land grant colleges and universities, extension agents, and corporate entities as to how they should farm, it is not their fault that we find ourselves here today. As such, the government (we) should pay for all prairie seed used in these strips.
2. edible perennial prairie grains for humans and animals – no chemicals, no erosion, no yearly tillage, builds soil, provides habitat, exists today – the first variety should be scaled up for sale to farmers by the 2020’s, 7-13”/hr-rir.
3. prairie and grass based animal farming – no chemicals, no erosion, builds soil, provides habitat, 3-13”/hr-rir, no confinements or feedlots with their toxic sewer gasses and antibiotic resistant organisms. (ag uses 80% of all US antibiotics – with no CAFOs, the need for the vast majority of that 80% is gone)
4. industrial hemp – deep rooted cover crop, no fertilizers if used in crop rotations, used with strips, provides habitat, provides food and fiber, replaces many petro-chemical based manufactured products, revitalizes rural America with factories and processing plants, 350 year history as a crop in North America, 3-7”/hr-rir. (George Washington and Thomas Jefferson grew hemp)
5. small grains, hays, fruits, and vegetables – used with strips, provides habitat, builds soil, 1-7”/hr-rir.

6. political will – personal courage.
To see this op-ed pictorialized, go to www.civandinc.net appendix G “Conservation Bandaids or Real Watershed Changes”. 
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