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Multiple studies have shown that poultry operations are a source of water and air pollution. 

Although the North Carolina legislature rejected a 2019 proposal to study dry waste 

poultry operations in NC,1 notable research from other parts of the Atlantic Coast indicate these 

operations cause harm to the environment and surrounding communities. 

 

Sources of Pollution 

 Poultry litter is a mix of feathers, bedding, spilled feed, feces, and other waste. 

o This litter is often used as a fertilizer for growing crops, which may runoff into 

nearby surface waters, triggering algal blooms and the creation of dead zones.2  

o Due to chickens being selectively bred for meat production, increasing broiler 

weights have also caused an increase in manure.3  

o In 2009, the amount of poultry manure produced in Maryland and Delaware had 

the capacity to fill the U.S. Capitol Building nearly 50 times.4  

 If done improperly, mass burials of poultry flocks could leach into groundwater.5  

 In emergency situations, such as flooding or hurricanes, poultry waste and dead birds may 

be swept away from CAFOs into the surrounding landscape.6  

 

Water Quality 

 Bacteria such as E. coli and enterococcus, known to cause gastrointestinal issues and 

various types of infections, have been found in waterways on Virginia’s eastern shore, 

likely in part due to pollution from the area’s poultry CAFOs.7  

 According to a report from the Environmental Working Group, North Carolina’s poultry 

operations outweigh swine in terms of nitrogen and phosphorus tons per year.8  

o A similar conclusion was drawn by the NC Department of Environmental Quality, as 

poultry operations produced more pounds of phosphorus and nitrogen than either 

swine or cattle.9  

 Further down the production line, poultry slaughterhouses often release high amounts of 

nitrogen into the environment. 

o These processing plants may also pollute groundwater sources by spraying their 

waste on fields, rather than discharging directly into rivers or other surface waters.10  

 

Air Quality 

 Ammonia (NH3) emissions have a dual impact on the environment, as they not only affect 

air quality, but they also deposit back onto the surface. 

o This deposition leads to further nitrate pollution in places like the Chesapeake Bay, 

where farms are densely concentrated.11  

 Other emissions—indirect and direct—from poultry operations, such as carbon dioxide 

(CO2), methane (CH4), and nitrous oxide (N2O), contribute to global climate change.12  

 The EPA is currently conducting the “National Air Emissions Monitoring Study” on air 

emissions near animal feeding operations, including dry-waste poultry farms.13  
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