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Concentrated Animal Feeding Operations (CAFOs) and slaughterhouses are subject to a number 

of laws and regulations regarding their impacts to the environment. However, poultry operations 

in North Carolina are exempt from many of the policies intended to protect the environment and 

communities.  

 

Clean Water Act (CWA) 

 1948: The Federal Water Pollution Control Act passed as first U.S. water pollution law. 

 1972: The Clean Water Act established with an aim to eliminate point sources from 

discharging pollutants into U.S. waters. 

 The CWA lists CAFOs as point sources of pollution; however, the CWA does not categorize 

agricultural stormwater as a point source.1  

 

National Pollutant Discharge Elimination System (NPDES) 

 CAFOs are grouped as small, medium, and large according to the NPDES inspection 

manual. Beyond the size of their operations, small and medium animal operations must 

meet additional discharge requirements in order to be labeled CAFOs.2  

o Chickens raised for meat production, using a dry-waste system, are categorized as 

large CAFOs only after reaching a threshold 125,000 animals. That amount sharply 

decreases to 30,000 animals when the operation uses a liquid-manure system.3 

 CAFOs are required to apply for NPDES permits only when they discharge into U.S. waters. 

 The EPA currently requires that unpermitted CAFOs maintain nutrient management plans 

specific to their location.4  

 

North Carolina Regulations 

 In NC, dry-litter poultry operations are “deemed permitted” and only required to follow 

certain guidelines for waste management. Some major guidelines include:  

o maintaining waste management records for three years; 

o upholding a 100 feet buffer from wells and bodies of water; 

o not leaving stockpiled waste uncovered for more than 15 days; 

o not applying litter when there is precipitation.5 

 Unless a complaint is made through an online reporting tool, the NC Department of 

Environmental Quality has no way of knowing the locations of these farms.6  

o This tool can be accessed at: https://bit.ly/3dwUoHh 

 Senator Harper Peterson called for an amendment in the 2019 NC Farm Bill to study the 

health and environmental effects of dry-litter poultry operations.7 

o Sen. Peterson's proposal was not supported, and the 2020 Farm Bill that was signed 

into law further protects the industry’s agenda by hiding previously public records, 

as well as enabling expansion of hog farms while promoting biogas.8 
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