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What Is a CAFO?

By Gemma Alexander

 MAY 24, 2023   meat production

Factory farms tend to move in and out of the public consciousness. People
become briefly alarmed at news of antibiotic-resistant bacteria or epidemics.
But they continue to purchase inexpensive meat at the grocery store as
headlines change to other topics. CAFOs, the official term for industrial-scale
meat-growing facilities, have serious implications for animal rights,
environmental pollution, and even environmental justice. Although CAFOs
produce nearly all meat eaten in America, consumers can find better options.

What Is a CAFO?
CAFO stands for concentrated animal feeding operation (or sometimes confined
animal feeding operation). In a telling detail, the National Pollutant Discharge
Elimination System, rather than the FDA, legally defines CAFOs.
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xIt defines CAFO as any animal feeding operation where:

Animals are kept and fed for 45 days or more in a 12-month period, and
Crops or vegetation are not sustained during the growing season over any
portion of the facility.

CAFOs are categorized by the number of animals maintained, without regard to
density, and by the method of wastewater discharge.

The first CAFOs developed in the 1950s to grow chickens. The practice spread to
the pork and beef industries in the 1970s even though the EPA identified feedlots
as point sources for pollution in the 1972 Clean Water Act. CAFOs became
standard by the end of the 20  century. By 2011, four companies produced 81% of
cows, 73% of sheep, 50% of chickens, and 60% of hogs eaten in America. CAFOs
have only become more concentrated since then. Some species, like beef cattle,
spend only a short period in confinement before slaughter. Others, like chickens
and pigs, may spend their entire lives confined.

Humane Issues
CAFOs can harm the health and welfare of both animals and people. Proponents
argue that confined animals receive consistent, quality feed and protection from
weather extremes. But the size of confinement areas, which are regulated at the
state level, can be appallingly small. It may be hard to quantify the impacts of
boredom and stress from confinement, but they are real. Stress behaviors like tail
biting have resulted in the routine docking of piglets’ tails in American swine
operations. And stressed chickens engage in harmful feather-pecking behaviors
that commercial poultry farms prevent with the painful and much-criticized
practice of beak trimming.

Close contact in crowded quarters greatly increases the risk of infections. This
has led to the widespread preventative use of antibiotics (which are also used to
stimulate growth) in CAFOs. Overuse of antibiotics contributes to the
development of antibiotic-resistant pathogens, making outbreaks harder to
treat. It also increases the risk to humans, as many bacteria found on livestock
(such as Salmonella, E. coli, and Campylobacter) can cause foodborne diseases
in humans.
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Water Pollution
Most of the environmental issues associated with CAFOs are linked to the huge
amounts of manure that are generated in a relatively small space. A large CAFO
with 800,000 pigs could produce more than 1.6 million tons of waste a year.
That’s one and a half times more than the annual sewage produced by the city
of Philadelphia.

As evidenced by the regulatory structure, water pollution is the primary concern.
Cities have wastewater treatment facilities, but CAFO manure is collected in an
open lagoon, where solids settle to the bottom and decompose anaerobically.
The nutrient rich liquid layer is applied to fields as a fertilizer. Ground application
requires appropriate weather conditions and can result in overfertilization,
stormwater and groundwater contamination by nitrogen, phosphorus, and
pathogens. Lagoon failures release untreated waste into nearby areas.

Air surrounding CAFOs can be polluted with ammonia, hydrogen sulfide,
methane, and particulate matter, all of which present human health risks to
farmworkers and nearby residents. Because CAFOs are geographically
concentrated, a few communities are disproportionately impacted by them. The
environmental justice impacts of CAFOs affect public health in mostly rural low-
income communities and communities of color.

Avoiding CAFO Meat
Most meat in the US is grown in factory farms. Of course, eating a vegan diet
eliminates the issue of sourcing animal proteins. But meat eaters can find
humanely raised meats and more sustainable meat choices. Some grass-fed
beef skips the feedlot on its way to your plate; sustainable turkeys are available if
you look hard enough; and you might even grow your own backyard chickens for
meat or eggs. If you can’t grow your own, getting to know your local farmer at the
farmers market or specialized butcher is the best way to source meat.

To help ensure that all meat is grown more humanely, let your representative in
Congress know that you support the Pigs in Gestation Stalls (PIGS) Act, H.R. 2939,
to ban gestation crates for breeding sows. Look up your state’s regulations and
contact your state legislators to support humane standards. Even if you live in a
state where CAFOs are not common, your state could, like Washington, ban the
sale of inhumanely grown products regardless of where the animal was grown.

advertising

Edit
window width : 1471 px

CLOSE

 

 

https://www.facebook.com/sharer.php?u=https://earth911.com/business-policy/what-is-a-cafo/
http://twitter.com/share?url=https://earth911.com/business-policy/what-is-a-cafo/&text=What%20Is%20a%20CAFO%3F
mailto:?subject=What%20Is%20a%20CAFO?&body=https://earth911.com/business-policy/what-is-a-cafo/
https://www.linkedin.com/sharing/share-offsite/?url=https://earth911.com/business-policy/what-is-a-cafo/&title=What%20Is%20a%20CAFO%3F
javascript:pinIt();
https://www.cdc.gov/nceh/ehs/docs/understanding_cafos_nalboh.pdf
https://content.ces.ncsu.edu/how-does-nitrogen-move-through-a-swine-farm-with-a-lagoon-sprayfield-system
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0022169422008733
https://earth911.com/business-policy/is-my-water-safe-to-drink/
https://qz.com/1394435/hog-manure-is-escaping-from-13-lagoons-in-north-carolina-after-florence
https://www.eli.org/events/effects-cafos-environmental-justice
https://www.publichealthpost.org/research/hog-gastro-illness/
https://earth911.com/home-garden/foodprints-for-the-future-earth-day-2020/
https://earth911.com/business-policy/humane-shopping/
https://earth911.com/food-beverage/shopping-for-more-sustainable-meat/
https://earth911.com/business-policy/greener-grazing-can-beef-become-sustainable/
https://earth911.com/how-and-buy/lets-talk-sustainable-turkey/
https://earth911.com/home-garden/5-environmental-benefits-of-backyard-chickens/
https://earth911.com/home-garden/backyard-chickens-101-getting-started-with-laying-hens/
https://earth911.com/inspire/earth-action-visit-farmers-market/
https://www.congress.gov/members/find-your-member
https://link.mediaoutreach.meltwater.com/ls/click?upn=vro0IWUvyduDCs0OnuWsI1bITFKRajJWVSSZClGGZjby4Yabuydah-2FqsY-2BWl2Vy7rBJei96oW0T9aPTKbMopCwz5QcG-2BeyMeCP71FsNcpe5oczCEyObHXl-2BFbptU-2FCAKNfIfOv7EvcqcSrLLhh7AzzIVIWyVTp-2F5xubLhRj-2F8mU-3DtR1g_P6On0TLkGgI-2FgIkpOHa7NWezk38pvtIGzkZ7VSnFqB4mfVY-2FqsSMuscVzjeeHEn-2BVk0vPSAfiLG07k3dlrSbZR0QLwF-2F5U3pmaikmm6cxza2a-2BeLPUx9g6e-2BYRxsifK02-2FrQ0e5SVeSI1VCZTbSArgFVd8-2BNVouIONAY0vP-2BZxMJpZEPSRlZ9pDZg1RkEeNkm-2FHbIWYaJnD1wsxTEEUOfV1-2BsnNgkzdnhWigiC9KvVlwXLRq72ohx0KtwIc8edYT-2Fc6fammZR7i6EUhh8I0KvO375Jf9IniyvjsuEmf9eGmlRIeuBX73pJKb5J0VCYdUL2R7fxmlFQ4XpdPWZ3NaT54WzuJh1X6xZJZhtlRCFTf5aZfKa0N4hR1iVlW1tbNFstztIEHlP-2BppxSAGsKH-2BrA-3D-3D
https://openstates.org/find_your_legislator/
https://earth911.com/wp-admin/post.php?post=362216&action=edit


xReading time: 3 mins

Best of Earth911 Podcast: Project
Censored’s Under-Reported
Environmental Stories of 2022

By Gemma Alexander

Gemma Alexander has an M.S. in urban horticulture and a backyard
filled with native plants. After working in a genetics laboratory and at
a landfill, she now writes about the environment, the arts and family.
See more of her writing here.
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