Northey’s hands: an op-ed.

On the one hand Iowa Secretary of Agriculture, Bill Northey, argues against the Des Moines Water Works lawsuit which wants to use the court system to try to clean up our water. Northey’s premise is that given time, voluntary measures will work. 


On the other hand and at the same time, Northey, apparently understanding the unlikely nature of voluntary only requirements meeting EPA mandated targets, is asking the EPA for a 20 year extension. 


Meanwhile with his virtual hand, Bill Northey receives a national environmental award: 

Iowa Secretary of Agriculture Bill Northey received a National Association of Clean Water Agencies (NACWA) National Environmental Achievement Award for excellence in Public Service.  Northey is the first state Secretary of Agriculture to receive the award.
NACWAs Public Service Award is presented to current or former elected or appointed public officials at the local, state and federal level of government who have demonstrated exemplary commitment and service to their community, the environment and to NACWA.

Northey was selected for this honor for his leadership in establishing and growing the Iowa Water Quality Initiative and for working in a collaborative manner with both point sources and nonpoint sources to improve water quality.  

“It is an honor to receive this recognition from such a distinguished organization that has a long history of working on water quality issues, Northey said. Our approach has always been to work together with point sources to address water quality, an issue we all care about. This award is an opportunity to highlight the tremendous work that has been done in Iowa and to showcase our leadership role nationally in addressing water quality.”


Um, what? Putting together the Iowa Nutrient Reduction Strategy (INRS) behind closed doors with only corporate ag and commodity groups invited to the table is collaborative? Asking the EPA for another 20 years to produce results highlights “the tremendous work that has been done in Iowa and to showcase our leadership role nationally in addressing water quality”? 


 Sorry Bill, but the same farmers with different crops and cropping systems could clean up our agriculture almost overnight. 

This intensive, petro-chemical, fossil fuel based, post WWII model of farming must produce pollutants – nitrogen, phosphorus, eroded topsoil, and toxic waste from confinements and feedlots – that make our soil, water, and air 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 industrial Green Revolution and CAFO agriculture considers “externalities.”


We can continue with this inherently polluting, soil losing industrial agriculture, or have Iowa’s farmers switch to a non-polluting, biologically benign and beneficial, soil building agriculture, that exists today and which would still meet our food and manufacturing needs.


What some of these non-polluting crops and cropping systems might look like:

1. edible perennial prairie grains for humans and animals – no chemicals, no runoff, no erosion, no yearly tillage, builds soil, provides habitat, exists today – scaled up for sale to farmers by 2020;

2. strips of perennial native prairie in all annual fields – 10% in strips stops 95% of soil erosion, builds soil, provides habitat;

3. prairie and grass based animal farming – no chemicals, no runoff, no erosion, builds soil, provides habitat;

4. industrial hemp – cover crop, no chemicals if used in crop rotations, used with strips, provides habitat, provides food and fiber, replaces many oil based manufactured products, revitalizes rural America with factories and processing plants, 350 year history as a crop in North America;

5. small grains, hays, fruits, and vegetables – used with strips, provides habitat, builds soil.


This current industrial model of agriculture is unsustainable and polluting. The biological organisms in our soil are being destroyed through years of chemical application. And through unsustainable erosion, even that polluted soil will someday be completely gone. What is at stake is our continued ability to feed ourselves.

We, and Secretary Northey, still have time to choose a different path. The political process could help make that choice. Cities, counties, and individuals can use their political capital to push for changes in the farm bill to promote sustainable cropping systems (re-perennialize agriculture) – rather than policies that encourage all-out commodity production and subsidize clearing of fragile and virgin lands as the current farm bill does.
