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Overview 
The poultry industry rules the roost in North Carolina. According to the U.S. Department 

of Agriculture, chickens raised for meat production in NC are the #1 farm commodity in terms 

of income, making close to 4 billion dollars in 2018 alone.1 On the national level, the state is #2 

in turkey production and #4 for chickens. Where are these poultry operations located? Who is 

keeping tabs on this industry? What are the risks for people’s health and the environment? And 

how are communities impacted when this industry moves in next door? 

These questions are central to Bird’s-eye View, a three-part report series that aims to 

bring together research on the impacts of today’s industrialized poultry production system. Part 

I, Eye on Industry, looks into the farmers and employees who raise and slaughter chickens on 

the behalf of a few major companies. Part II, Monitoring Pollution and Health, examines the 

different risks to people’s health and their environments where poultry operations are located. 

Finally, Part III, Envisioning a Just Poultry System, digs deeper into the potential harm this 

industry may have on communities already burdened by disproportionate, cumulative impacts. 
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Part I: Eye on Industry 

From chickens to turkeys to eggs, poultry products are an important part of today’s food 

system. Until the 1920s, chicken meat was mainly a secondary product of households raising 

hens for their eggs. As the 20th century progressed, chicken rose in popularity, becoming one of 

the most consumed meats in the United States.2 After World War II, companies like Tyson and 

Pilgrim’s Pride started using a system of  “vertical integration” to place almost every part of the 

production process under their own, total control.3 The resulting industry—composed of only a 

handful of mega-sized companies—grew to overtake small, independent poultry producers, 

monopolizing the market to create what we see today. 

 
Figure 1: Diagram of the “farm-to-table” life cycle of a broiler chicken. 

 

Contract-Bound Farmers 

Poultry farmers are known as growers and are responsible for raising chicks until they 

are large enough to be shipped off for processing. Growers are under contract to a poultry 

company (e.g. Tyson, Perdue, Mountaire, Pilgrim’s Pride) and required to follow specific 

standards to raise the birds. To keep their contracts, growers are expected to pay for the setup 

to build poultry houses and upgrade requested technologies. Often, these changes require 

hefty loans that are sometimes secured through property liens, adding significant pressure on 

the grower to maintain or increase their profits. This burden places farmers in a difficult 

position, as they risk losing their homes, farms, and livelihoods. 

To add on to an already challenging occupation, contracted farmers are paid based on a 

“tournament” system. When their flock is picked up from growers and sent to slaughter, the 
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birds’ quality and quantity are measured. The amount growers are paid depends on that 

appraisal. Essentially, contracted farmers compete with one another for higher pay, as whoever 

produces “better” animals will be paid more at the expense of the other growers’ paychecks. 

Advocates of this system say that it is a fair way to ensure farmers meet companies’ quality 

standards, encouraging hard work through competition, and framing payments beyond the 

contracted base rate as “bonuses” (see Figure 2).4  

 

Figure 2: National Chicken Council infographic on the tournament system used to pay poultry growers.5 

Opponents, on the other hand, say that contracted growers have no control over the 

quality of the chicks and feed they receive from the integrating companies (also known as 

integrators) in the first place, which could influence final earnings. Farmers may end up losing 

money on a flock if significant mortality occurs or the cost of raising the chicks outweighs the 

paycheck. The debt incurred from loans may also siphon away profit and challenge a grower’s 

financial stability. Several farmers have spoken out about the unfairness of the tournament 

process, leading to documentaries, news features, and even a U.S. Department of Agriculture 

(USDA) rule under the Obama administration to reform the tournament system by establishing 

ranking criteria for the integrators to follow.6 In Under Contract, a documentary about poultry 

farmers, a grower describes how this tournament impacts contractors: 

“How many people, that live in America, dread going to the mailbox to get 
their check? If you’re a chicken grower, this has happened numerous times. 

And it all kind of boils down to opening that envelope.”7 

While these contracted growers may be the owners and operators of their farms, 

making them “family farms,” their contracts to poultry companies create an unbalanced 

working relationship. According to the 2017 USDA Agricultural Census, 96% of farms and 
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ranches in the U.S. are family owned,8 and in North Carolina, 85% of farms are family 

operations.9 These statistics appear to suggest that America supports a heritage of family 

farmers to produce our food, conjuring images of red barns, mixed livestock, and idyllic 

pastures. While this may be true for some family-owned operations, this initial assumption is 

clearly not the norm in today’s increasingly industrialized food system. In the case of poultry 

operations, family farms may simultaneously be factory farms.10 Growers are contracted to 

follow industry standards, which are producing bigger birds, with more waste, at greater costs, 

modifying what could have been reasonably sustainable operations. While the integrator 

supplies the inputs, the grower is the one who must deliver the product and deal with bird 

mortality and waste, the riskiest aspects of the business. 

 

Industry Employment 

Before the fully-grown chickens can be processed into packaged meat for the grocery 

store shelf, they must be collected from a concentrated animal feeding operation (CAFO) and 

transported to the slaughterhouse. Each step of this meat production process contains dangers 

for workers. Research on the Canadian poultry industry found that unhealthy amounts of 

dust—filled with bacteria, particulate matter, ammonia, and other contaminants—were 

common in CAFOs.11 Air exposure to toxins released from bacterial cells, known as endotoxins, 

was a particular concern in the report, as workers may develop a “toxin fever,” with symptoms 

such as headaches, nausea, and respiratory issues.12 

In a study of western North Carolina poultry processing plants, chicken catchers were 

interviewed regarding their working conditions. This demanding job involves capturing the 

chickens in CAFOs and loading them onto trucks for shipment. Interviewees reported electrical 

hazards, low lighting, and intense physical strain, among a variety of other risks on the job. 

Substance abuse among interviewees was reportedly common. A similar study documented 

dermatological concerns for those employed by poultry processing facilities, as many were 

found to have skin diseases associated with the harsh working conditions, leading to a 

decreased quality of life.13 The poultry processing industry is also the leading source of 

occupational finger amputations in the U.S., putting workers into the vulnerable position of 

risking their health and safety for a paycheck.14  

These occupational hazards are further amplified by the threat of disease. Since poultry 

livestock are often raised in unsanitary, cramped conditions, these birds may carry and spread 

pathogens to humans. Viruses such as the Bird flu, or the 2009 outbreak of Swine flu, put both 

human and animal lives at risk. Not only do CAFOs present the perfect breeding ground for new 

diseases, workers in the meat industry are exposed to these animals with little protection. 

The reality of a disease outbreak was quickly made apparent by the spread of COVID-19. 

This novel coronavirus traveled across the globe, infecting millions and killing hundreds of 
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thousands. In the United States, agricultural workers, especially those in the poultry industry, 

have been some of the people hardest hit by the virus. A lack of social distancing, personal 

protective equipment, and sick leave all contributed to the disease’s spread in meat processing 

facilities. In an August 2020 research brief published by Oxfam America, poultry employees 

from across the nation spoke about their experiences working through the pandemic. One NC 

worker stated: 

“The company doesn’t care about the health of the workers. They’re barely 
improving conditions after many of us tested positive at work, and some of 

our co-workers died.”15 

 These plants have been labeled as “critical infrastructure” and ordered by the federal 

government to remain open.16 Subsequently, several poultry facilities were issued waivers by 

the USDA to adjust line speeds from 140 to 175 birds per minute, an increase that could 

become a permanent change for all operations if the industry succeeds at influencing the USDA. 

These increased rates simultaneously increase the risk for accidents and injuries, placing a 

strain on workers’ bodies, ultimately showing companies’ choice to favor profits over the 

wellbeing of those they employ. 

 

An Issue of Justice 

Despite the need to produce enough food to feed the public, industrial agriculture 

comes with a high cost to those who work and live near these operations. Not only do farmers 

and poultry workers have to deal with unjust working standards and occupational hazards, but 

the neighbors of CAFOs and slaughterhouses suffer too, as poultry production can pollute their 

communities. Often these nearby neighborhoods are already comprised of vulnerable 

populations, such as immigrant laborers, low-income residents, and People of Color, making 

this concern an Environmental Justice issue. 

In order to better support these Environmental Justice communities, it is necessary to 

understand the potential the poultry industry has to harm the air, water, and natural resources 

people depend upon to live. Part 2 of Birds-eye View will cover the types of environmental 

pollution and health effects associated with the poultry industry. 
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Part II: Monitoring Pollution and Health 

North Carolina has a long, proud heritage of farming; in fact, agriculture and 

agrobusiness together are the leading industry in the state.17 There is a lot of good that comes 

from farming, and we all certainly depend on farmers to put food on our plates. But feeding 

communities doesn’t have to mean polluting communities, and when pollution goes 

unchecked, that’s when we need to take a look at the systems that are in place. Industrialized 

poultry production contains a variety of opportunities for pollution and health risks, ranging 

from chick hatcheries to transportation to the byproducts of slaughter.18 Degradation of the 

water and air is of major concern, alongside several risks to the wellbeing of nearby 

communities. Current practices for managing concentrated animal feeding operations (CAFOs) 

are simply not enough to prevent harmful contaminants from entering the water or for 

protecting local air quality.19 In this second installment of Birds-eye View, we give an overview 

of the environmental pollution and health impacts associated with poultry operations, along 

with the federal and state policies related to these issues. 

 

Water Quality 

For water pollution, perhaps the biggest area of concern is the handling of poultry 

manure, particularly the waste of broiler (i.e. meat) chickens. This manure is usually in the form 

a dry “litter,” a mixture of feathers, bedding, feces, and other waste and is often used as 

fertilizer for crops. Research by the nonprofit Environmental Integrity Project has shown that 

broiler chickens have been gradually increasing in size nationally.20 In essence, not only are 

there thousands of birds in each CAFO, but the bigger the bird, the more waste it produces. A 

recent statistic published by another national nonprofit organization, the Environmental 

Working Group, illustrates that a year’s worth of poultry manure produced from three North 

Carolina counties—Duplin, Sampson, and Robeson—weighs 4,500 times the Statue of Liberty.21 

Where does all this waste go, and what can be done to alleviate its impact?  

While poultry litter can be a valuable asset to farmers, it must be used responsibly to 

avoid pollution. This litter contains various potential pollutants, many of which could 

contaminate drinking water supplies.22 These contaminants include, but are not limited to: 

excess nutrients, pathogens, antibiotics, naturally occurring growth hormones, heavy metals, 

and pesticides.23 The over-application of litter may result in leaching and runoff into local water 

sources. Poultry manure is strongly recommended to be covered and placed on an impervious 

surface, in order to control its release into the environment.24 Nevertheless, improper storage 
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is a common occurrence, especially in states like North Carolina where regulations are 

minimally enforced.25 

 

Figure 3: Aerial photograph of uncovered manure piles outside poultry CAFO barns in Cleveland County, NC. 

Despite storage concerns, poultry litter is regularly touted for being an important 

organic fertilizer, as it provides a wide range of nutrients to plants. Nitrogen and phosphorus, as 

well as micro-nutrients such as copper, manganese, and iron, are fertilizers that crops can use 

to support growth.26 The problem is not the nutrients themselves, but their overabundance and 

improper ratio for plant uptake. While many farmers use poultry litter for its nitrogen benefits 

to crops, applying based on nitrogen needs can mean over-applying phosphorus, which is not 

only bad for the soil but can decrease crop yields.27 Moreover, this over-application increases 

the potential for nutrient runoff into nearby waters.28 As a result, eutrophication and algal 

blooms may occur (see Figure 4). These blooms can negatively impact ecological and human 

health: algae decrease the dissolved oxygen in water, killing aquatic life, while some also create 

toxins that can cause rashes, stomach illnesses, respiratory problems, and neurological issues.29  

 

Figure 4: Illustration depicting the eutrophication process from fertilizer runoff and leaching (Image: Earth How).30 
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In a 2017 analysis done by the NC Department of Environmental Quality’s Division of 

Water Resources (NCDEQ-DWR), the amounts of plant available nitrogen (PAN) and phosphorus 

(specifically orthophosphate) were calculated for all counties in the state.31 Each county was 

categorized into a river basin and compared for their percent change of nutrients and poultry 

inventory between 1992 and 2014 (see inventory changes in Table 1). This data shows a general 

increase in the amount of poultry being raised for sale, with some river basins, such as the 

Broad and Lumber rivers, experiencing massive poultry growth since 1992. Importantly, NCDEQ 

concluded that in 2014, poultry operations produced more pounds of phosphorus and nitrogen 

than swine or cattle.32 This finding helps legitimize similar claims made by other researchers, 

such as Environmental Working Group’s report “Under the Radar,” which states that “there is 

4.8 times more nitrogen waste from poultry than from pigs and 4.1 times more phosphorous 

waste from poultry than from pigs.”33  

 

Table 1: Changes in poultry inventory from 1992 to 2014, categorized by river basins in NC.34 

In addition to these reports, several peer-reviewed articles have been published 

regarding the pollution of water through the waste produced in CAFOs. In a 2015 article on 

industrial swine and poultry operations, data was gathered and analyzed from the Stocking 

Head Creek watershed in NC’s Cape Fear River Basin, with the authors concluding: 

“The magnitude of industrial livestock production indicates that not only are 

immediate watersheds severely polluted but the collective impacts of the numerous 

subwatersheds draining CAFO-rich areas contribute to major ecosystem impacts far 

downstream as well.”35  

A more recent, 2020 study of the Cape Fear River watershed supported this conclusion, as 

researchers found that the region’s swine and poultry CAFOs were greater contributors to 

nitrogen pollution than other forms of agriculture, and that under certain hydrological 

conditions, this nitrogen could be found far downstream from these operations.36  
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Beyond surface waters, a 2018 statistical analysis of NC well data concluded that areas 

with high leaching capacity—such as coastal soils—and dense populations of agricultural 

operations have the highest levels of groundwater nitrate pollution.37 If drinking water were to 

be contaminated with nitrates, several health impacts could occur as a result. The most well-

known danger is methemoglobinemia, commonly known as “blue baby syndrome,” which can 

occur in infants who ingest nitrates, such as through food or the water used for formula milk. If 

left untreated, the illness may result in a coma or death.38 A 2018 review of nitrates in drinking 

water also linked exposure to “colorectal cancer, thyroid disease, and neural tube defects,” as 

well as a risk factor for gestational, reproductive problems such as spontaneous abortions and 

prematurity.39 

Further contaminants include heavy metals, pesticides, antibiotics, bacteria, and 

hormones, all of which pose a threat to human health.40 In particular, antibiotics—used to 

prevent disease and increase growth—and pesticides—used to kill insect larvae in poultry 

bedding—can leach into water sources.41 After new regulation from the FDA in 2017, antibiotic 

usage has been drastically reduced in broiler chicken and turkey production;42 however, 

antimicrobial resistant bacteria like campylobacter—a pathogen associated with digestive and 

neurological disorders—may remain in the environment even years after ceasing the 

antibiotic’s administration.43 Research suggests that the increased presence of campylobacter 

in highly concentrated poultry operations is connected to the greater occurrence of diarrheal 

infections in nearby communities.44 Other bacteria such as E. coli, coliforms, enterococcus, and 

staphylococci have also been sampled in poultry litter in the United States.45 

 Additionally, while hormones are not used to increase poultry growth in the U.S., 

poultry litter does contain naturally occurring hormones, including estrogens and 

testosterone.46 Depending on how the litter is cleaned out from facilities, higher concentrations 

of these hormones may be released into the environment,47 potentially affecting surface waters 

through runoff.48  

 

Air Quality 

Much like water pollution, the air pollutants from CAFOs have garnered a fair share of 

attention and research, partly because of noxious odors and other noticeable impacts. CAFOs 

have been shown to emit ammonia, hydrogen sulfide, and carbon dioxide.49 Poultry manure is 

also a source of methane and nitrous oxide.50 Emissions such as ammonia (NH3), hydrogen 

sulfide (H2S), and particulate matter (PM) have all been studied in relation to the poultry 

industry.51 Ammonia, known for being a pungent irritant,52 is a frequently cited air contaminant 

of chicken farms that can settle on water as nitrates through atmospheric deposition, adding to 

any existing nitrate pollution.53 Malodor is likely the most obvious issue; it directly impacts the 
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quality of life for nearby neighbors. Research has shown that the noxious scents emitted from 

swine operations are linked to psychological difficulties, including stress and low moods.54 

Respiratory issues from these emissions may affect neighboring communities as well. 

This concern was a feature of the 2019 documentary Right to Harm. In the film, Sonia Lopez, a 

resident of Tonopah, AZ, speaks about her family’s deteriorating health, particularly regarding 

her son’s asthma, due to their home’s location close to a large egg laying operation and a 

financial inability to move away.55 A study on community acquired pneumonia (CAP) diagnoses 

for patients of a Pennsylvanian health system found that “residing closer to more and larger 

poultry operations was associated with CAP, a cause of significant illness and mortality.”56 

Concerns over animal-originating, respiratory viruses for those living near poultry and swine 

CAFOs also led to a recent pilot epidemiological study in NC, which reflects the large-scale 

threat of airborne exposure to poultry CAFOs and a current lack of knowledge on the topic.57 

Other concerns include exposure to endotoxins through the dust from poultry bedding and 

litter,58 as well as greenhouse gases that contribute to climate change.59 

More research is needed on the airborne environmental and health impacts of all 

CAFOs. In November 2020, the Environmental Protection Agency is set to release draft models 

for ammonia, hydrogen sulfide, and particulate matter from broiler and layer poultry farms, as 

part of the results from their “National Air Emissions Monitoring Study.”60 The data from this 

study will be an important indicator of the potential for future regulations on CAFO emissions, 

as current regulations are severely limited,61 with progressive efforts such as Maryland’s 

“Community Healthy Air Act” failing to pass due to industry push back and a lack of support.62  

 

Outbreaks and Disease 

In addition to water and air pollution, the outbreak of diseases, both in humans and 

animals, is a large area of concern. Poultry operations have been found to be a source of pests, 

such as rodents and flies, for nearby residents.63 Flies are well known carriers of disease, 

including eye and enteric infections,64 and in an Ohio study on the presence of houseflies near 

laying hen operations, researchers have noted “significantly higher” amounts of flies near laying 

hen CAFOs, recommending these facilities not be built within 2 miles of residential areas.65  

In birds, the spread of avian influenza may cause farmers to cull their whole flocks. This 

is what happened in April 2020, when a flock of over 30,000 turkeys in South Carolina had to be 

euthanized due to the spread of avian influenza.66 After such losses, poultry carcasses must be 

dealt with, leading to the potential for pollution from a variety of disposal procedures. While 

methods such as incineration or composting are recommended, dead poultry may also be 
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buried in emergency situations.67 This method of disposal may contaminate groundwater 

sources depending on where and how the birds are buried.68 

Crises like an outbreak of bird flu are inevitable with the current factory farming system. 

In part due to climate change, emergencies such as diseases, hurricanes, and flooding are 

occurring more frequently. These situations present a threat to both people and the 

environment, especially when they happen near a CAFO or meat processing facility. Yet, there is 

still much denial from influential figures and rule makers. During a committee meeting in June 

2019, North Carolina state senator Tom McInnis declared in defense of the poultry industry: 

“We ain’t had no problems out of them, and I like fried chicken and had some on Sunday.”69  

A year prior to McInnis’ remark, Hurricane Florence swept through the state, flooding at least 

35 poultry operations, killing millions of birds, spreading their waste, and costing taxpayers “at 

least $11 million to dispose of poultry killed by the flooding”.70 The poultry industry may be 

perceived as harmless, but the actual risks of this form of animal agriculture are apparent when 

studied. Current practices and regulations mainly benefit the industry (See Appendix: Does 

Policy Protect Us?). Highlighted by the variability of these events is the critical need to 

implement preventative measures, rather than simply responding to tragedies. By doing so, we 

may better mitigate the impacts of the poultry industry, while also creating possible 

alternatives to reform our modern food system. 

 

Cumulative Impacts 

Alongside this multitude of environmental and health risks, poultry operations are often 

located near other sources of pollution. This burden of multiple, cumulative impacts is 

compounded for Environmental Justice communities, where residents may not have the 

resources to fight back against polluting industries. Part 3 of Birds-eye View will explore this 

topic in greater depth, documenting how factory farming disproportionately affects low-income 

and minority communities, especially in the Southeast.  
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Part III: Envisioning a Just Poultry System 

When it comes to healthy communities and clean environments, it would be untrue to 

say “what we don’t know can’t hurt us.” While the impacts of poultry production have been 

studied less than other polluting industries, this doesn’t imply that threats to health, the 

environment, and communities should be ignored. Additionally, when investigating such 

threats, Environmental Justice (EJ) is an important piece to consider. Those who live close to 

and work in the poultry industry may be disproportionately impacted low income and 

communities of color. Often such EJ communities may be facing compounded threats from 

other industries also operating in their backyards. We must examine what we know from 

existing research, look to examples of good practices, and listen to the folks who are directly 

impacted, so that we can build a system that is just for workers and neighbors alike. 

 

Environmental Justice and Communities 

The EJ movement helped expand the definition of “environment” to include where 

people “live, work, and play.”71 Pushed by the work of many community change-makers (e.g. 

activists in Warren County, NC; Dr. Robert Bullard; the first National People of Color 

Environmental Leadership Summit), the EPA responded by creating the Office of Environmental 

Justice in 1992. Today, the EPA recognizes EJ as “the fair treatment and meaningful 

involvement of all people regardless of race, color, national origin, or income, with respect to 

the development, implementation, and enforcement of environmental laws, regulations, and 

policies.”72 Environmental Justice encompasses a wide variety of approaches to improve the 

lives of those disproportionately impacted by environmental degradation, including those who 

have been harmed by today’s industrial animal system. 

From an EJ standpoint, factory farming is essentially unregulated, with potentially even 

less oversight in regions that have high percentages of low-income and non-white 

populations.73 This stance is supported by research on the swine industry in North Carolina. 

Many of the state’s hog CAFOs are clustered in low-income, minority communities.74 Whether 

the siting of these farms is intentional discrimination or simply “the path of least resistance” 

remains subject to debate.75 Regardless of intentions, the fact mains that the “Black Belt”—

where many formerly enslaved African Americans remained after emancipation from 

plantations throughout the South—consists of communities that lack the socioeconomic and 

political power to resist an influx of industrial farming operations.76  
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According to a 2014 North Carolina study, the “proportions of Blacks, Hispanics and 

American Indians living within 3 miles of an industrial hog operation are 1.54, 1.39 and 2.18 

times higher, respectively, than the proportion of non-Hispanic Whites.”77 Similarly, air 

pollution modelling of an eastern NC watershed found a positive correlation between racial 

minority populations and downwind ammonia concentrations from hog CAFOs.78 In Mississippi, 

one study found that “the majority” of the state’s hog operations “are located in areas with 

high percentages of African Americans and persons in poverty.”79  

While the swine industry has been the subject of many studies, research on the EJ 

implications of the poultry industry is gathering momentum. In 2013, a nationwide analysis 

revealed a positive correlation between the density of chicken CAFOs and African American 

populations on the county-level.80 This mapping of animal agriculture across the US displayed 

hotspots of chicken farms from the southeast to the mid-Atlantic (see Figure 5).81 In NC, a recent 

update to Environmental Working 

Group and Waterkeeper’s Alliance’s 

report “Exposing Fields of Filth” 

revealed that Duplin, Sampson, and 

Robeson counties have experienced 

a 31, 24, and 80 percent increase 

respectively in chickens and turkeys 

grown since 2012.82 Combined, this 

growth in poultry stock leads to an 

additional 260,000 tons of waste per 

year, on top of the manure already 

produced by the counties’ intensive 

hog and poultry industries.83 These 

counties in particular have high 

percentages of non-white residents, 

nearly double NC’s average, which 

places the cumulative burden of 

industrial agriculture on 

predominately communities of 

color.84  

The Chesapeake Bay area has also dealt with the negative effects of densely 

concentrated poultry operations for decades. In an April 2020 report published by the nonprofit 

organization Environmental Integrity Project, the Bay’s poultry industry is linked to both 

environmental pollution and human health impacts. The report documents the concerns of 

Figure 5: Hotspots of chicken farms from 2002 and 2007.11 



 
 

14 
 

community members, as they experienced degraded air quality, respiratory illnesses, property 

devaluation, and general frustration with the industry and government.85 One Virginia woman 

stated that her home near a poultry operation became unusable outdoors, along with  

respiratory problems and a difficult decision to move away from the area.86 In Pennsylvania, a 

homeowner faced a swarm of flies when an egg laying facility opened up nearby, dumping 

chicken manure into the fields behind his property.87 Another interviewee, a Maryland resident 

whose drinking water well became contaminated after a large poultry farm moved into the 

adjacent property, described the situation in relation to low-income communities: 

“…these huge operations and the companies that oversee them target the poorer 
counties because it’s easier to move more chicken houses in. There’s less 

opposition, because they say, ‘Hey, think of the tax dollars that are going to go 
into your county.’ Tax dollars are well and good, but the other costs – the 

environmental and social costs – are just too high.”88 

Comments such as this highlight the overarching environmental injustices at work when the 

poultry industry becomes your new neighbor. By accounting for socio-economic factors like 

race and income, systemic inequalities can be reduced or eliminated, ensuring fair, anti-

discriminatory practices when siting new poultry facilities. 

This logic was put into practice in Millsboro, Delaware, where a health impact 

assessment was issued when a poultry processing plant tried to enter a community already 

plagued by environmental pollutants.89 The assessment found that “the Harim Millsboro 

processing plant would contribute to air and water pollution, further worsening the health of 

residents, which has economic and health disparities when compared to the rest of the County 

and the state of Delaware,” and that “[n]ot only would this community be impacted by 

contaminants released from the new facility that can cause respiratory problems, 

developmental issues, and cancer, their health risks would also increase because they already 

suffer from environmental injustice.”90 Without issuing this study, the community would have 

been subject to yet another source of pollution. The Millsboro impact assessment emphasizes 

that because pre-existing burdens were already placed on this low-income town, a poultry 

processing plant would have only served to further damage their health and environment.  

In 2011, a similar assessment was made when the company Fibrowatt wanted to build 

three poultry litter power plants in three NC counties—Surry, Montgomery, and Sampson. 

Compared to the rest of the state, these counties all had low education levels and high levels of 

poverty, as well as a multitude of industrial animal operations.91 These litter incineration plants 

also increased the risk for community exposure to arsenic,92 as it was used as a poultry feed 

additive at the time.93 The nonprofit Blue Ridge Environmental Defense League ran a campaign 

in collaboration with groups of local concerned residents and the NC Environmental Justice 
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Network against Fibrowatt’s proposed construction project, pushing Surry County’s 

commissioners to reject the project and the company to abandon its own plans for 

Montgomery County.94 

 

Figure 6: Advertisement placed in the Sampson Independent on March 15, 2009.95 

On top of these specific studies, recent events have exposed other examples of 

environmental injustice in North Carolina’s growing poultry industry. Hurricane Matthew (2016) 

and Hurricane Florence (2018) both brought major flooding to North Carolina. These floods 

killed millions of chickens, floating their waste into nearby residential neighborhoods,96 many of 

which were low-income and African American communities in eastern NC.97 As hurricane 

seasons become longer and increase in rainfall intensity, similarly destructive events are more 

likely to occur, leading vulnerable EJ communities to bear part of the brunt of climate change. 

Many of these same communities also house the workers for the poultry industry. In 

addition to natural disasters, humanity’s increasing contact with animals through industrial 

agriculture, creates more opportunities for the spread of animal borne diseases to humans (e.g. 

Swine Flu, Ebola, and the Coronavirus) and the mutation of new viruses. As many have 
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experienced, the COVID-19 pandemic has functioned as a wake-up call, revealing a gaping hole 

in the food system that the federal government has failed to fill. During this emergency, 

President Trump signed an executive order to ensure that meat-processing plants stayed 

open.98 This decision put an entire workforce—consisting of predominately Hispanic and 

immigrant workers—at risk of exposure to the virus. The poultry industry has continued with a 

‘business as usual’ approach, pushing for increased production over health and safety efforts.99 

Workers reported how their companies neglected to give warnings about sick coworkers, 

provide protective equipment, comply with social distancing guidelines, or even acknowledge 

the deaths of fellow employees.100 This lack of caution for public health underlines how the 

industry’s priority is profit, with little regard for people and Environmental Justice principles. 

 

Cooperative Actions and Systemic Solutions 

With all these different risks to communities, the EJ implications of the poultry industry 

may seem overwhelming. From start to finish, poultry production can negatively affect the 

environment and human health. CAFOs alone pose significant pollution threats, yet they are 

only one phase of the production line. In a June 2020 law article on the EJ implications of 

poultry operation siting decisions, the author, Diana Stanley, cautions: 

“…from an environmental justice perspective, when a county accepts or courts a 
poultry complex it is not just inviting a simple factory building. A poultry operation 
requires a hatchery, a feed mill, and a processing complex. It also requires enough 

CAFOs in the area to raise the chicks. All of these components of the poultry industry 
combine for a severe environmental impact on the community around it.”101 

If a county can choose to allow the poultry industry access, Stanley encourages local officials to 

“ask a series of questions,” ranging from a review of applicable laws to a gauge of the local 

economy, in order to prevent harm to their communities.102 Since North Carolina is not a 

“home rule” state, local governments currently lack the authority to reject poultry 

operations.103 Still, when community members are actively engaged in their local governments, 

they may better be able to push back against the intrusion of factory farming operations.  

States have the power to determine how to approach the factory farming industry. One 

often mentioned example is Michigan, which essentially requires all CAFOs to get NPDES 

permits, in practice upholding more stringent EPA standards from 2003.104 Although this type of 

requirement would take tremendous effort to be implemented in North Carolina, the 

neighboring state of Virginia has a general permitting model that could be an approachable first 

step. Virginia requires “poultry operations that confine more than 20,000 chickens or 11,000 

turkeys” to register under the “VPA General Permit for Poultry Waste Management,” allowing 

for public knowledge of the locations of these operations.105 The Virginia Department of 
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Environmental Quality also implemented a “Poultry Litter Transport Incentive Program” that 

encourages poultry litter to be driven to areas that are in greater need of the fertilizer, rather 

than letting the manure oversaturate the soil in locations with high densities of operations.106 

While these efforts are still in need of improvement, they reflect a more progressive stance 

toward mitigating the effects of industrial farming on communities and the environment and 

should be examined as a feasible model for future reference and use in other states. 

Another option is just to say “no” to any new development of the poultry industry until 

the impacts of the current system can be properly studied. Calls for a nationwide moratorium 

on factory farming are gaining traction. In November 2019, the American Public Health 

Association issued a “Precautionary Moratorium” statement to support the cessation of new 

and expanding CAFOs.107 In December 2019, John Hopkins Center for a Livable Future published 

the results of a national poll on CAFO moratoria, with 57% of respondents in favor of more 

government regulation and 43% in favor of a countrywide ban.108 And since Senator Cory 

Booker introduced it at the end of 2019, the “Farm System Reform Act” has gained the support 

of other senators, along with over 300 stakeholder organizations.109 The bill would stop the 

creation of new CAFOs and phase out existing operations by the year 2040, replacing the 

current model with a more sustainable and fair animal agriculture system.110 

 

Building a Sustainable Future 

Now, more than ever, it is critical to look for better systems to provide the nation with 

food while protecting community members from harm. Recognizing the risks that the poultry 

industry brings to communities is the first step. Organizing to raise awareness of this issue is 

vital. Listening to individual narratives, such as those from Mountaire poultry plant workers and 

homeowners in Delmarva Peninsula, can shed light on the injustices already existing in our 

modern food system. Crises like the COVID-19 pandemic or Hurricane Florence, which have 

severely impacted communities associated with the poultry industry, should hasten 

preventative efforts from lawmakers. Ultimately, keeping the poultry industry from running 

rampant will require complex, cooperative solutions and can only happen if there is an ongoing 

united front against these impacts to the environment and human life. 
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Appendix: Does Policy Protect Us?  

A brief look into the policies that regulate the poultry industry. 

 

Clean Water Act 

The Federal Water Pollution Control Act was passed in 1948 as the “first major U.S. law 

to address water pollution”.111 Decades later, in 1972, this act was amended and commonly 

became known as the Clean Water Act, which aimed to eliminate “the discharge of pollutants” 

in the country’s ‘navigable waters’.” In the Clean Water Act, CAFOs are defined as a “point 

source” of pollution; however, the act further specifies that “[t]his term does not include 

agricultural stormwater discharges and return flows from irrigated agriculture”.112 Since then, 

CAFOs have been a widely debated topic, with their regulations specified over the years. 

 

NPDES 

 In terms of the EPA’s guidelines, CAFOs are grouped as small, medium, and large 

according to the National Pollutant Discharge Elimination System’s (NPDES) inspection manual. 

In addition to the size of their operations, small and medium AFOs must meet specific discharge 

requirements in order to be labeled CAFOs. Large poultry CAFOs are defined as follows: 

Table 2: NPDES guidelines for animal feeding operations to be labeled large CAFOs.113 

Since broiler chickens are usually produced with an “other than a liquid-manure handling 

system,” they are only categorized as a large CAFO when the operation has 125,000 or more 

animals. Other poultry, such as ducks or turkeys, are subject to lower head counts. 

Despite the clear-cut categorizations for CAFOs provided in the inspection manual, these 

operations are only required to apply for wastewater permits when they actually discharge into 

waters of the US. This is the result of the 2011 decision in National Pork Producers Council v. 

United States Environmental Protection Agency.114 A previous rule declared all CAFOs were 

required to have NPDES permits (2003), until it was later changed to CAFOs that discharge or 
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propose to discharge (2008).115 The 2011 ruling found the EPA only had the authority under the 

CWA to regulate those CAFOs that were actually discharging, rather than proposing or an 

assumed risk. Currently, the EPA requires unpermitted CAFOs to maintain “site-specific nutrient 

management plans that ensure appropriate agricultural utilization of the nutrients as specified 

previously under the 2003 rule.”116 For large, unpermitted CAFOs, runoff is only considered 

agricultural stormwater discharge “where the manure, litter, or process wastewater has been 

land applied in accordance with site-specific nutrient management practices.”117 

  

Role of the State 

The main issue for North Carolina is the lack of knowledge and transparency on the 

locations of dry-litter poultry operations. In NC, this type of CAFO is “deemed permitted” and 

only required to follow certain guidelines for waste management.118 Some major guidelines 

include: maintaining records of waste management for three years, upholding a 100 feet buffer 

from wells and bodies of water, not leaving stockpiled waste uncovered for more than 15 days, 

and not applying litter during “precipitation events” or “on land that is flooded, saturated with 

water, frozen, or snow covered.”119 For these “deemed permitted” operations, unless a 

complaint is made, the NC Department of Environmental Quality (NCDEQ) has no way of 

knowing where the farms are located,120 although Environmental Working Group and 

Waterkeeper Alliance have created a map of these operations. 

To further complicate matters, the state has “right-to-farm” statues that severely limit 

the nuisance claims nearby neighbors may file. In order for a nuisance action to be viable, it 

must be submitted by the legal property owner, within half a mile of the activity or structure, 

and within one year of the operation’s establishment or since a fundamental change has 

occurred.121 A “fundamental change” does not include changes of ownership, size, type of 

product produced, technology used, and more. These rules restrict many situations where a 

nuisance action may have been filed in the past. 

In essence, poultry production takes precedence over the wellbeing of local residents 

and workers. North Carolina’s “Civil Remedies for Interference with Property,” commonly 

referred to as an “ag-gag” law, until recently prevented people from entering “nonpublic areas 

of another’s premises” and capturing any footage or photographs.122 This law prohibited 

whistleblowers from documenting any wrongdoing from their employers, while also preventing 

organizations and individuals from setting foot into most agricultural operations. The statue, 

which was passed in 2015, has since been deemed unconstitutional under the First Amendment 

in a June 2020 ruling in the U.S. District Court.123 Not all lawmakers are opposed to change. Last 

year, NC Sen. Peterson proposed an amendment to the 2019 Farm Act to study the impacts of 

dry poultry litter operations; this proposal was struck down before it went to vote.  

https://www.ewg.org/interactive-maps/2020-fields-of-filth/map/
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