Water Quality in the Swine Republic

A retired University of Iowa water researcher, Chris Jones, explains that there has been enough rain in the first two weeks of May to fill Iowa’s rivers with nitrate runoff. Jones reports: “1.6 million pounds of nitrate-nitrogen are passing the Iowa River gaging station in southeast Iowa, *every day*. That’s the equivalent of 11 rail cars of anhydrous ammonia.”

Why is stream nitrate greater after a drought, which Iowa has experienced? “Because nitrate is accumulated in the soil by 1) lack of normal loss from crop fields to the stream network during dry years, and 2) poor nitrogen uptake by corn when moisture is in short supply.”

Jones reports that, “Iowa’s Department of Agriculture and Land Stewardship (IDALS), which could be more accurately named Iowa Department of Agriculture or Land Stewardship, tracks commercial fertilizer sales. For the 2023 crop year, 2.39 billion pounds of nitrogen were sold in commercial formulations. The overwhelming majority of this is applied to corn, and while it’s impossible to know exactly what that percentage is, I think I’m anchored in a pretty safe harbor by saying it’s at least 90%. From that, 90% of 2.39 billion is 2.15 billion pounds.

“USDA tracks how many acres are planted to corn in Iowa and other states. In 2023, that was 13.1 million acres in Iowa. 2.15 billion pounds divided by 13.1 million acres is 164 pounds per acre. Using Iowa State’s N rate calculator, the recommended amount of nitrogen for corn grown in rotation with soybean is 146 lbs/acre and for corn grown following corn it’s 184 lbs/acre. Based on that, you might be inclined to say most Iowa farmers are well aligned with recommendations. But let me remind you that there are two guys in this elevator, one named Commercial and the other one named Manure, and when one of them farts, it’s impossible to know who done it because they’re both pretty flatulent.”

Jones as well as other researchers estimate “that manure comprises about 40% of Iowa’s nitrogen inputs” on agricultural land. Fertilizer plus manure adds up to about 300 pounds of nitrogen per corn acre in Iowa, which is well above the recommended amounts. Jones explains, “During dry years the surplus nitrogen applied by farmers gets banked in the soil. Then when the rains come, soil moisture acts like a lance on a pus-filled boil” and excessive amounts of stream nitrate flow into Iowa’s rivers.

“More than a few university faculty have been helping the nitrogen-selling industry sweep the over-application of nitrogen under the rug for 30 years at least. These people are a disgrace to what it means to be a scholar and a public servant. And yes, I get there is pressure from university administrators who want agribusiness giants to advertise at sporting events and pay for new buildings and labs and drinking fountains and such, but when an entire state’s water is polluted with nitrate and human health effects seem increasingly likely every day, these people do not deserve our respect or our sympathy.” 

Chris Jones, “Wash, Rinse, Repeat,” May 15, 2024, https://riverraccoon.substack.com. The Library of Congress has included  Jones’ book, The Swine Republic: Struggles with the Truth about Agriculture and Water Quality, in its list of 56 “Great Reads” for 2024. Erin Jordan, The Gazette, May 14, 2024, https://www.thegazette.com/agriculture/swine-republic-makes-library-of-congress-great-reads-list/. 
