
At the World Pork Expo I was intrigued, but not surprised, to be answering questions from hog confinement operators that had to do with wastewater anaerobic digestion problems. This is intriguing because the State Legislature, the DNR, and pork industry officials do not recognize or admit that confinements are wastewater technology; that confinements need to be built to wastewater treatment specifications; or that confinement operators need to have a wastewater education. They don’t admit that confinements should be covered by wastewater regulations so that the operators and neighbors of these confinements will be educated and protected from these structures’ inherent poisons.

The anaerobic digestion problems described to me included foam containing hydrogen-sulfide, ammonia and methane bubbling up through the slatted floor from the waste pit, resulting in dead pigs and flash fires. This was happening to multiple confinements regardless of builder, corporate ownership, or feed content.

I contacted a wastewater operator, described the problems, and asked if he could suggest ways to alleviate those issues. He said yes. After receiving certain test results, he could balance out the waste in the pit to mitigate those issues. But, because these buildings were not built to accommodate anaerobic digestion, his solutions could not be implemented. The waste in the pit needed to be mixed in order to balance it out. This was impossible because mixing would cause even more hydrogen-sulfide, ammonia and methane to bubble out and be pulled up through the slatted floor by the exhaust fans into the level containing the pigs and on out into the neighborhood. So, because we have steadfastly denied that these structures are wastewater structures and because the DNR specifically details how they are to be built, operators have no way to deal with the problems caused by poorly operating anaerobic digestion; the end result being dead pigs and flash fires. 

If you call the Iowa Department of Agriculture and ask them if they regulate confinements they will tell you they don’t regulate any animal agriculture in Iowa. If you then call the Iowa DNR and ask them if they regulate confinements they will tell you yes they do, but that is somewhat of a misnomer. The DNR requires a Manure Management Plan from confinement operators but this only describes how they plan to spread the waste. The DNR also requires a Construction Permit which specifies how a confinement is to be built. But these specifications give rise to the problems mentioned above and do not result in a structure which allows anaerobic digestion problems to be resolved. 

The DNR will defend themselves at this point by stating that these facilities are designed for storage of waste only and not for treatment. But the DNR cannot suspend the laws of nature. Decomposition of this waste, generating poison and flammable gasses, will happen in these confinements just as it does in an anaerobic digester. Treatment problems in these confinements will be the same treatment problems found in the wastewater industry. This puts operators, pigs and neighbors in constant threat from poison gasses inside and outside the confinement. 

If you ask a wastewater engineer if he could design a workshop or office complex on top of an anaerobic digester at a wastewater plant complete with an open slatted floor above the digester with fans pulling up all of the poison gasses through the floor into the workshop or office and then out into the neighborhood, that engineer will tell you no. There are federal regulations, NFPA 820, which cite ventilation requirements to protect against fire and explosions which would not allow that to happen. Further, there are public health and safety liability constraints on the engineer which would not allow that to happen. And, there are the ‘OSHA Regulations’ which proscribe how long, under what conditions, and with what safety equipment and training people can be in a space containing those poison gasses. But that is exactly the structure proscribed to be built by the DNR in the case of hog confinements. And that is the exact structure which results in the problems brought to me by operators at the World Pork Expo. The DNR’s proscribed confinement structure endangers operators, pigs and neighbors; and does not allow for effective treatment strategies when gasses get out of hand. Because it is not regulated as a wastewater structure, the operators have no required education which would allow them to deal with these problems even if the buildings were designed correctly.

We need to begin to call a spade a spade. We need the DNR to stop specifying structures which will inherently cause disease, death, polluted neighborhoods and waste filled streams and rivers from poorly or completely untreated waste spread on fields. 


As a society, we should question what this industrial model of agriculture is doing to us, the animals, and the environment. We have turned most of our hog producers into virtual serfs through corporations financing and owning the buildings, the pigs, the feed, and even telling the producers when to market the pigs. Corporations externalize their environmental costs onto the farmers and the public by having the farmers own the polluting waste and the dead animals. We also expect producers to be wastewater operators even though they are saddled with wrongly designed buildings and no education as to how to deal with the inherent treatment problems these buildings engender. 

This is a starkly different reality from the World Pork Expo corporate spin trumpeting an environmentally friendly industry full of happy and successful producers.
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