Comments on IPP’s critique of the INRS

Although an adequate recitation of what is known, the Iowa Policy Project (IPP) critique of the Iowa Nutrient Reduction Strategy (INRS) could have used a contextual story, a discussion of the inherent inability of any regime to address some pollution avenues from this recent industrial model of agriculture, and suggestions as to where agriculture needs to go in the future. While pointing out deficiencies like “voluntary only” and no numeric testing, limits, or reporting of nutrient pollution coming off farm fields (in this particular case pollution is being called proprietary trade secrets that supposedly can’t be made public; really? pollution?), IPP’s critique seems to go along with the notion that the future of agriculture is corn and beans, and feedlots and confinements. If one assumes that this recent post WWII industrial model is the future of agriculture, even if agriculture is regulated at some point in the future, we will never get rid of nutrient pollution, erosion, and flooding.


As Bonnie Blodgett, Minneapolis StarTribune columnist, commented to me: “I do think farmers got fed a line of bull by Big Ag and are now being told it’s their job to correct a problem that can’t be fixed within the current ag model.” As Bonnie alludes to, as long as we use this corn and beans, confinements and feedlot model of agriculture, we will have unsolvable pollution problems.


There are a number of non-point ag pollution avenues that simply cannot be addressed with either the conservation practices that are in the INRS or even any new future regulations. In fact, some of the INRS anti-pollution conservation practices actually pollute themselves.


When anhydrous ammonia is applied to crop fields, much of that ammonia volatilizes into the air. That ammonia, along with the ammonia that is blown out of confinements 24/7 365 days a year, make up the Midwest ammonia cloud which is concentrated over Iowa. The Iowa DNR has had conversations about and knows that when it rains and the ammonia precipitates out of the air as ammonium nitrate, that amount of ammonium nitrate is a significant contributor to the EPA imposed limit where ammonia is no longer a nutrient, but becomes a pollutant in our surface waters. What in the INRS, or any new regulation, addresses this pollution avenue?

With the prevailing winds, that ammonia cloud flows east and is a major contributor to the new acid rain: nitric acid rain. Nitric acid rain is doing the same sort of damage in the eastern US as the original sulfuric acid rain did. How does the INRS, or any new regulation, stop this pollution avenue?

As the IPP report made clear, nitrogen put on fields that isn’t used by the plants and that doesn’t run off in rain events, still would not be stopped even if buffer strips were used because some of it flows down through the soil profile and into field tiles. That untreated and unused nitrogen flows into Iowa’s 880,000 plus miles of field tile which lead directly to our surface and ground water, and eventually into our aquifers. How does the INRS, or any new regulation, affect this pollution avenue? 

A long-term study of industrial nitrogen uptake, published in the online edition of the Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences, shows nitrates from agricultural nitrogen-based synthetic fertilizers could continue to leach into groundwater for at least 80 years after initial use. How does the INRS, or any future regulation, affect this time span pollution avenue?

It is known that organic nitrogen has always been in our surface waters. However, because the Green Revolution uses industrial fertilizers, today’s nitrogen is in the form of nitrate nitrogen rather than the historic organic nitrogen from animal and green manures. Even though organic nitrogen was in the surface waters, organic nitrogen needs to break down to be in a form that is available to plants. But the Green Revolution’s nitrate nitrogen is in a form that is readily available to algae and other biological organisms. This nitrate nitrogen, versus pre WWII organic nitrogen, leads directly to the algae blooms and other problems seen in our surface waters today. What in the INRS, or any new future regulation, addresses this new industrial form of nitrogen and its pollution avenue?


While the DNR contends confinements don’t need discharge permits for their fecal waste because they are zero discharge buildings, that is not true. Hog confinements actually discharge 100% of their waste (sewage actually) when it is spread on farm fields. And, that waste is no longer “valuable manure” but rather a brew of at least 130 toxic compounds that have cooked up into sewage during six months to a year in a pit directly beneath the animals, in a tank, or in a lagoon. Since this fecal hog waste is five times stronger (more polluting) than untreated human waste, and since there are always at least 15 million hogs in confinement at any one time in Iowa, this is like having 75 million people living in Iowa, collecting their waste, but cooking it instead of treating it, and then just dumping it on fields and calling it manure. That waste can then wash off the fields and into our surface waters during rain events. This is not, and never would be, allowed in the regulated point source sector. What in the INRS, or any new future regulation, addresses this pollution avenue?

A number of studies have shown that a new form of MRSA (an antibiotic resistant Staph infection) unique to hog confinement pigs, workers, and farm family members, can be acquired by people from simply being in contact with or in proximity to hog confinement waste spread on farm fields. How does the INRS, or any new future regulation, protect us from this harmful to human health pollution avenue?

The same “flowing down through the soil profile” process that we saw with the nitrogen from anhydrous is at work in field applied confinement waste, too. Because most of our rich organic biologically active topsoil is gone, and because the soil that is left has been drenched with chemicals for the last 50 years, that soil is not capable of treating much of the confinement waste. Hog waste that doesn’t run off in rain events and isn’t treated by the soil travels through field tiles and into our states waters. How can the INRS practices, or any new regulation, affect this untreated hog confinement sewage pollution stream going into tile lines?

Hog confinements, actually poorly designed and poorly operating wastewater technology, must exhaust the poison sewer gasses that are the continuous products of having anaerobic digestion taking place in their pits. Those sewer gasses, hydrogen-sulfide, ammonia, and methane, must be continuously vented out of the confinements into the surrounding neighborhoods or the pigs inside will die within 20 minutes. The resultant harmful human health effects for neighbors and the environmental damage from these gasses have been well documented. Along with our local lawsuit asking the EPA to regulate those poison sewer gasses through the Clean Air Act, we filed 177 medical and scientific studies showing detrimental human health and environmental effects from these gasses. If we continue to use confinements and feedlots, what in the INRS practices, or any new future regulation, would be able to affect the detrimental effects of these poison gasses?


Simply using no-till as a practice has resulted in new and expanding dead zones in the Great Lakes (and by extension, the Gulf of Mexico). It turns out that no-till releases “dissolved reactive phosphorus” from the soil. That phosphorus then runs into rivers and streams and then into the lakes leading to the dead zones and other problems we see in our waters (Toledo, Ohio’s drinking water problem in August of 2014). How does the INRS, or any new future regulation, affect this pollution avenue?

Pollutants from this industrial ag model are considered “externalities” by agricultural entities. The public is expected to bear the brunt of the cost, monetarily, human health wise, and environmentally, that these “externalities” bring. This is the basis of Bill Stowe’s “rate payer’s argument.” Ag pollutes the water and you pay to clean it up through ever higher water and sewer bills. As we have discussed, as long as we use this corn and beans, confinements and feedlot model of agriculture, we will always have unsolvable pollution problems.

Farmers have only followed what land grant colleges and corporate ag interests have told them, and sold them, to do. Farmers didn’t choose this industrial model. They didn’t understand the flooding, erosion, and nutrient pollution that would be caused by adopting this recent industrial model. And, they shouldn’t be made to bear the cost of transitioning to a new clean agriculture. We all should.


The IPP critique did not provide any suggestions about what kind of agriculture we could transition to that would mitigate nutrient pollution, erosion, and flooding. Thankfully, there are crops and cropping systems that are available today, that could be adopted today, which would recreate a sponge-like landscape and 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, erosion, and nutrient pollution problems caused by this recently adopted industrial model of agriculture. (to see go to www.civandinc.net appendix H)

Bob Watson     563-379-4147   bobandlinda@civandinc.net    www.civandinc.net 

Decorah, IA 
