
While a nice story, Bill Northey and Chuck Gipp’s “On The Right Path” (Register 7-3-14) is fiction. Record nitrate levels in rivers are not fiction.

The Iowa Nutrient Reduction Strategy (INRS) is touted as being the vehicle to clean up Iowa’s and the Gulf’s waters. But the only part of that strategy that is regulated through the Clean Water Act, and therefore required to clean up its discharges, is the point source sector which only includes municipal and industrial wastewater treatment plants. This is Bill Stowe’s “rate payers” argument. Ag pollutes – you pay to clean it up through ever increasing sewer and water rates.

The courts have held that the Clean Water Act cannot be used to regulate non-point dischargers, which is agriculture. So the agricultural non-point part of the INRS is on a voluntary basis only. And as record high levels of nitrates in rivers show, voluntary is not working so well. 


It is known that 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. Rivers and streams were safe for human use. With the adoption of the Green Revolution and industrial fertilizers, however, that nitrogen is in the form of nitrates, which are readily available for algae and other plants. This nitrate nitrogen, unlike organic nitrogen, leads directly to the algae blooms and some of the other problems we see in our surface waters.


If we are going to continue mining our soil (two bushels of soil to produce one bushel of corn – the soil will be gone some day) to grow corn and soybeans (that is a debatable future), and if Gipp and Northey are actually serious about stopping nutrient pollution from coming off farm fields through flooding and erosion, then they should work towards getting the INRS’s STRIPS (10% of an annual field in native prairie strips stops 95% of erosion and therefore the nutrients attached to the soil particles) as a mandatory part of the farm bill. 

Also, there are crops and cropping systems that are available today that could be adopted today which would recreate a sponge-like landscape, re-perennialize our agriculture, without sacrificing our ability to feed ourselves or provide for our manufacturing needs. Those crops and cropping systems would foster a non-polluting biologically benign and beneficial, soil building agriculture that would mitigate the flooding and nutrient pollution problems caused by this recent industrial row crop model of agriculture. (to see go to www.civandinc.net appendix H)

The usual corporate ag apologist myth that is trotted out to justify growing corn and beans in Iowa, and the reason that we supposedly have to put up with this nutrient pollution, is that we feed the world. Hell, Iowa doesn’t even feed itself. We import 85% of our people food.  


If Gipp and Northey really want to clean up Iowa’s waters, they should lobby Iowa’s US legislators to change the farm bill to adopt existing crops and cropping systems, including the “low hanging fruit” STRIPS (10% prairie gets rid of 95% erosion), that would mitigate pollution and still raise people food. 

Understanding that farmers have only followed what land grant colleges and corporate ag interests have told them, and sold them, to do, prairie seed for that 10% of annual fields should be paid for by the US government. Farmers didn’t choose this industrial model. They didn’t understand the flooding and nutrient pollution that would be caused by adopting this recent industrial model. And, they shouldn’t be made to bear the cost of fixing it. We all should.


Right now some of us will be paying forever trying to deal with the problem (the Stowe argument). By changing the farm bill, we would all be paying for the solution.
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