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Manure, pesticides taint Ohio waterways
By Spencer Hunt, The Columbus Dispatch
The number of cows, hogs and chickens on Mercer County farms has more than doubled in 20 years. And the 9.7 million animals produce more than 1.6 million tons of manure each year. Where does it all go? A lot of it is spread on crop fields, and some is washed by rain into area streams, many of which feed Grand Lake St. Marys, the largest inland lake in Ohio.

The result has been catastrophic. The 13,000-acre lake in western Ohio is on life-support, choked with toxic blue-green algae that are so poisonous that state officials warned visitors this summer not to swim, fish or boat in the water.

Farm pollution, including herbicides and pesticides, harms waterways in Ohio from Lake Erie to the Ohio River and nationwide from Chesapeake Bay to the Gulf of Mexico.

But few government officials seem willing to take on agriculture and hold farmers responsible for a toxic mess that costs taxpayers billions of dollars to clean up. Farming, environmental advocacy groups say, is politically untouchable.

In May last year, when the toxic algae at Grand Lake St. Marys were first noticed, state officials hoped the blooms would disappear and were hesitant to place blame.

But the algae returned this year with a vengeance and coated the lake with a blue-white scum that smelled like sewage and "looked like you could walk across it," said Brian Miller, an assistant state park manager.

Dogs died. People got sick. State officials are beginning to look at ways to reduce farm runoff in the area around the lake, but many locals say it could be too late.

"This could be the end for this lake," said Bill Goodwin, co-owner of the Kozy Kamp Ground, which offers camp sites and dock space to lake visitors. He said the algae have cost his business at least $100,000 this year.

    *     *     * 

Agriculture is frequently cited in government reports as the No. 1 source of water pollution plaguing U.S. waterways. It's not a new trend.

A decade ago, the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency listed farming as the leading source of water pollution in assessed rivers and streams.

Researchers believe that fertilizers that run off farms in northwestern Ohio are feeding vast blooms of toxic algae in western Lake Erie. And the U.S. Geological Survey lists Ohio farms among the top contributors to a 7,700-square-mile dead zone in the Gulf of Mexico.

It's an issue that challenges our perception of farming and water pollution, which many associate with factories and sewage-treatment plants. Those sources, however, have been heavily regulated for decades.

Joe Logan, the Ohio Environmental Council's agricultural-programs director, said most people's image of a small family farm centered on a barnyard with a few chickens, cows and pigs is woefully out of date.

Forced by market pressures that demand more production at low prices, many farms now specialize in large numbers of animals concentrated in small areas.

"It's an industrial style of agriculture that bears little resemblance to the true family farm," Logan said. "Almost everything about it is different, except for the fact that we still respect its independence and try not to regulate it."

Farmers and agriculture-advocacy groups say they have a vested interest in protecting their land and water. They need both to make a living and to provide an abundant, affordable food supply.

No farmer wants expensive fertilizer washing off fields into streams. It's the equivalent of flushing money down a drain, said Larry Antosch, the Ohio Farm Bureau Federation's environmental-policy director.

"You want to make sure you are maximizing your return," Antosch said. "If you put too much toward (fertilizer), you're wasting money."

    *     *     * 

To know the problem is to know fertilizers. In Grand Lake St. Marys, the sources are nitrogen and phosphorus, which are found in manure and commercial fertilizers used to help grow crops, including corn, soybeans and wheat.

Rain washes some of these nutrients into streams and lakes, where blue-green algae gobble them up. What's good for crops is good for algae.

There are no state or federal laws limiting how much manure, fertilizers or pesticides can wash off Ohio farms during storms. The Clean Water Act, first passed in 1972, focuses on industrial water pollution.

"Very few people, if any, were thinking about (farms)," said Ohio EPA Director Chris Korleski. "They were thinking of the pipe leading out from a factory with green goo dripping out of it."

The problem also is one of scope. It's relatively easy to trace water pollution to a factory, but it's much harder to track farm pollution, said Sean Logan, who directs the Ohio Department of Natural Resources. "Could you imagine trying to determine which farm and which field is contributing what percentage to the problem?"

But the issue extends beyond federal water protections. Ohio doesn't aggressively enforce current anti-pollution rules, nor does it actively look for problems farms might pose.

Natural Resources can order farmers to cut pollution if someone complains. But complaints are few and far between.

Soil and water districts statewide investigate about 80 complaints a year despite the fact Ohio has more than 75,000 farms. In the past five years, records show that the state has taken five farms to task for pollution.

The Ohio EPA is supposed to determine whether water is polluted. Though it regularly tests streams, the agency ignored inland lakes for years for lack of funding. The agency first learned about problems at Grand Lake St. Marys last year when the U.S. EPA shared its inland-lake water test results.

"It was a big surprise," Korleski said.

    *     *     * 

The Ohio Department of Agriculture regulates and inspects the state's 173 largest dairy and livestock operations, but it doesn't track how much manure is produced collectively by large farms and smaller farms.

A Dispatch analysis of U.S. Department of Agriculture statistics found that the number of farm animals has more than doubled since 1987 in Mercer County, where most of Grand Lake St. Marys is located.

The number of cows on farms there grew from about 45,300 in 1987 to 79,058 in 2007, the most recent year available. The number of hogs grew from 123,520 to 273,762; and chickens, from 3.9 million to 9.3 million.

The 1.6 million tons of manure these cows, chickens and hogs make each year are calculated using production estimates created by state rules for each farm animal but no longer used by the Ohio Department of Agriculture.

Kevin Elder, director of the department's livestock environmental permitting program, said his agency stopped making those estimates in part because they could be more than 30 percent higher or lower than what the animals actually produce.

Still, there is so much manure there that state soil and water experts believe that many farm fields are saturated and likely can't handle additional manure spread on top.

    *     *     * 

Although Grand Lake's pollution problem went unnoticed until last year, Lake Erie's algae have been tracked by researchers since the 1990s.

Researchers from Ohio State, Toledo and Heidelberg universities recently participated in a study commissioned by the Ohio EPA and released a report in May that tied the lake's growing algae problem to phosphorus that washed off thousands of farms in northwestern Ohio.

In July, monitors that Heidelberg University placed in the Maumee River detected 261 tons of dissolved phosphorus that the stream carried to Lake Erie. It was the most recorded since 1975.

"If you only look at tonnage, farming is certainly the major source of phosphorus going into Lake Erie," said Jack Kramer, a Heidelberg researcher.

The state says it's unconvinced that farms are the only problem, and it wants more studies.

Sandy Bihn, director of the Western Lake Erie Waterkeeper Association, said it's time to act.

"This is the greatest natural resource in the state of Ohio," Bihn said. "The warning signs are here. All we do is study, study, study."

    *     *     * 

As big as the problems are for Grand Lake St. Marys and Lake Erie, they are magnified a thousand times in the Gulf of Mexico.

Every summer, nitrogen from farm runoff helps boost algae blooms in the Gulf, creating an oxygen-depleted dead zone that this year stretches an estimated 7,700 square miles, said Nancy Rabalais, an ecologist and director of the Louisiana Universities Marine Consortium.

"That means there is 7,700 square miles of habitat that is unsuitable for fish, shrimp and blue crabs to live," Rabalais said.

Ohio ranks eighth among 31 states that send nitrogen to the Gulf, according to the U.S. Geological Survey. Fertilizers from farms supply 66 percent of that nitrogen, according to a January 2008 Geological Survey report.

    *     *     * 

The warning signs are still up at Grand Lake St. Marys while the state awaits results in two efforts to reduce the toxic algae.

At the same time, officials say, more area farmers are applying for voluntary, federally funded programs that pay to reduce runoff. About 30 percent of farms in the Grand Lake area are enrolled in at least one of those programs.

Some farms in the area have been doing this for years.

Paul Dahlinghaus points to an $80,000 barn he built last year to store cow manure. He received financial aid from the U.S. Department of Agriculture.

His 775 acres of corn and soybeans are surrounded by strips of farmland planted with prairie grasses. The grass, which another federal program pays him to plant in place of crops, is supposed to suck up manure and fertilizers that might otherwise run into a ditch that leads to Grand Lake.

"I lose a little bit of production, but I just feel better about doing it," Dahlinghaus said.

Likewise, Cooper Farms makes sure that most of the manure produced by its turkeys is used as fertilizer outside Grand Lake's watershed, farm spokesman Bill Knapke said.

But critics say voluntary programs aren't doing enough. And state officials say they have no idea what 70 percent of the estimated 450 farms in the Grand Lake watershed - the ones that aren't in the federal programs - do with livestock manure.

That's why the Department of Natural Resources will require most Grand Lake-area farmers to test their soils and create plans to manage their manure.

It marks the first time the state will mandate these farming practices.

"It's a problem we can no longer ignore," said Robert Boggs, who directs the Ohio Department of Agriculture. "We have to be very aggressive and assertive in our way of handling it."

Milt Miller, a bank sales manager and leader of Grand Lake St. Marys Restoration Commission, said the lake communities of Celina and St. Marys need a clean lake now.

"It's killing us," Miller said. "Why should there be any difference between an industry and a farm?

"Why can't they be held accountable?"

