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> SOUTH CHARLESTON, Ohio - For three years Ohio regulators did not,

according

> to this story, know what was going on inside the long white barns of the

> state's largest cattle farm.

> They didn't know the farm was storing uncovered piles of manure, stacked

> higher than a basketball hoop, on a cement slab outside.

> Or that rain was washing some of that waste into the nearby Little Miami,

a

> national scenic river.

> They didn't know about Ohio Feedlot Inc. even though its 9,000 cattle

> generated about 131,000 tonnes of manure a year, almost double the amount

> produced by Dayton's 166,000 residents.

> The story says they didn't know because the owner didn't tell them.

> Regulators didn't discover the long-closed Clark County feedlot had

reopened

> until a prospective buyer contacted the Ohio Environmental Protection

Agency

> to see whether the 74-hectare farm met state regulations.

> Jim Simpson, an Ohio EPA supervisor in the agency's Dayton office, was

> quoted as saying, "We couldn't keep up with the large farms. They just

kept

> coming and snowballed us and that's what happened with that feedlot."

> The story says that livestock farms across America have gone the way of

> Wal-Mart and the retail industry, building superfarms at the pace Wal-Mart

> and its discount cousins build superstores.

> But the supersizing of livestock farming, while revolutionizing food

> production in America, has overrun regulators, caused untold harm to the

> environment and public health, created an uproar over the treatment of

> animals and squeezed many small farmers out of business.

> Chicken houses the size of two-car garages have given way to prefabricated

> metal buildings longer than a football field with tens of thousands of

> chickens inside.

> Hogs are kept indoors in metal-gated pens on concrete slats, a thousand

> animals under one roof.

> Fifty years ago, the average egg farm in Ohio had fewer than 100 birds;

now

> it has close to 10,000.

> A single operator, Buckeye Egg Farms, has 14 million chickens spread over

> four counties.

> Giant companies like Tyson Foods and Perdue Farms are contracting with

> farmers to expand operations and eliminate overhead. For farmers, the

choice

> has become painfully simple: Get bigger or get out.

> Large livestock farms are one reason Americans can buy a dozen eggs for 99

> cents, a gallon of milk for $2, a pound of bacon for $3 and a rib-eye

steak

> for under $5.

> But they are also the reason school bus driver Bernadine Edwards has to

> close her farmhouse windows even in the dead heat of the Kentucky summer.

> She is surrounded by 82 chicken houses packed with two million birds.

> They are the reason Ron Osterholm, a health official in Cerro Gordo

County,

> Iowa, successfully pushed for a year-long ban on livestock expansion in

his

> county.

> The story says that a nine-month Dayton Daily News examination traced many

> problems on large farms to lax standards, uneven enforcement and rules

that

> vary from state to state.

> The newspaper travelled to 11 states and the Netherlands, and compiled a

> comprehensive database of megafarm regulations in every state. The

> examination found:

> Megafarms are rapidly replacing small and midsized livestock farms.

> Government  statistics show megafarms grew 47 per cent from 1982 to 1997,

> while small and midsized farms declined 25 per cent.

> Put another way, about 2,600 megafarms replaced 339,000 smaller farms.

> State after state is overhauling megafarm regulations, but operators can

> still go years without facing inspections, must violate rules repeatedly

to

> risk harsh penalties and are exempt from many environmental standards.

> Half the states don't require megafarms to meet air-quality standards and

> just three states enforce limits on toxic gas from large farms.

> Megafarms increasingly operate like factories yet skirt federal government

> standards designed to protect the public and the environment from

industrial

> pollutants.

> Don Stull, professor of anthropology at the University of Kansas, was

quoted

> as saying, "Yes, we are getting cheap food, but we're being sold a bill of

> goods. If we look at the real costs -- costs to the environment, costs of

> the loss of the family farm and costs to rural communities -- what price

are

> we really paying for that?"

> David Holcomb, a poultry farmer near the Arkansas-Oklahoma border, was

> quoted as saying, "A lot of people are trying to take the big farms down

> with all this factory farm crap. We feed the nation. We give it the

cheapest

> and safest food we have ever had. And yet so many people want to destroy

> us."

> Farmers also bristle at criticism that animals are mistreated on large

> livestock farms.

> "What's good for the health of the chicken is usually good for the

farmer's

> pocketbook," said Marcus Rust, whose family runs Rose Acre Farms of

Seymour,

> Ind., the nation's second-largest egg producer.

> Most high-rise egg houses pack up to eight chickens to a cage, with each

> bird allotted a space roughly equal to half a sheet of notebook paper.

> But Rust said cages are healthier for chickens because farmers can control

> the birds' diets.

> The U.S. federal government on December 13 is expected to announce

stricter

> rules for governing megafarms.

> Under drafts of the proposed rules, the US EPA would require that more

farms

> be permitted and that they be inspected more frequently.

> The rules also would prohibit the spreading of manure and wastewater

within

> 30 metres of surface water, and would require large meat-producing

> corporations to share environmental responsibility with the farmers they

> employ.

> A spokeswoman for the US EPA said the agency would not comment on any

> findings in the Dayton Daily News story, citing the pending announcement

of

> the new rules.
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