
Kudos to Orlan Love for the Sunday Gazette article, “Farm Fertilizer Runoff Wreaking Havoc.”


But we will not correct the problem if we continue to assume that “agriculture” means annual row crops, and that farmers will curb runoff if we say “pretty please.”


The culprit is industrial agriculture, based on petro-chemical inputs and cheap energy. Nitrogen has always been in our rivers. Before World War II, most nitrogen in our waters was from animal and green manure, which had to break down before it could be used by plants.


With the Green Revolution and industrial fertilizers, however, that nitrogen is in the form of nitrates, which are readily available to algae and other plants. This nitrate nitrogen, unlike organic nitrogen, leads directly to the algae blooms and other problems in our surface waters.


Our solutions may actually compound the problem. The Great Lakes were becoming much cleaner 20 years ago, in part because of the elimination of phosphorus from detergents. But then, ten years ago, scientists began to see new and expanding dead zones.


The only obvious difference was the introduction of no-till cropping. Apparently a form of phosphorus – dissolved reactive phosphorus – washes off of no-till fields and into the lakes. Yet, no-till is considered a conservation measure.


Some try to justify the pollution coming from industrial agriculture with the excuse that “we need to feed the world.” But Pam Johnson, president of the Iowa Corn Growers Association, seemed more concerned about fuel than food when she recently testified before Congress that the ag economy would “be in a deep recession” unless the Renewable Fuels Standard was reauthorized.


The intensive, petro-chemical, fossil fuel based model of farming produces pollutants – nitrogen, phosphorus, eroded topsoil, and toxic waste from confinements and feedlots – that have made Iowa a toilet for industrial agriculture. But the rest of society, as rate payers of water and wastewater treatment systems, and as people who live with the health effects of this pollution, bears the cost of what this Green Revolution agriculture considers “externalities.”

Do we need an agriculture that pollutes in order to feed ourselves and supply our manufacturing goods? No.  


We could reduce pollution by using crops and cropping systems that exist today, which don’t need industrial fertilizers, herbicides or pesticides, that don’t need annual tillage or inputs, that hold water and soil on the land, and that still meet our food and manufacturing needs.


We have a choice: continue with this inherently polluting, soil losing, petro/chemical/industrial agriculture; or, switch to a non-polluting, biologically benign and beneficial, soil building agriculture.  


The political process could help make that choice. Cities and counties can use their political capital to push for changes in the Farm Bill to promote sustainable cropping systems – rather than policies that encourage all-out commodity production and subsidize clearing of fragile lands. To see those cropping systems and how to go about changing the Farm Bill, go to http://www.civandinc.net/  appendices D and G.


As people who put up with, and pay for, industrial ag’s pollution and flooding, we all have a dog in this fight. Through our joint and individual efforts, we can clean up Iowa.
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