
 
 
 

1 
 
 
 

Restoring the Balance to Michigan’s Farming Landscape 
 

 
Executive Summary 
 
Restoring the Balance to Michigan’s Farming Landscape explores how federal tax dollars 
create an uneven playing field for sustainable livestock operations in Michigan by 
overwhelmingly favoring grants of subsidies to polluting Concentrated Animal Feeding 
Operations or CAFOs. This white paper examines how one Farm Bill1 program, the 
Environmental Quality Incentive Program (EQIP), encourages unsustainable agricultural 
practices that threaten public health and the environment, while putting Michigan’s independent 
and local producers at a severe competitive disadvantage.  Since 1996, 37 CAFOs2 —more than 
15 percent of the 238 in Michigan -- have been cited for environmental violations, with 26 of 
those receiving fines and penalties totaling more than $1.3 million.  Yet from 1995 to 2011, 
owners and operators of these polluting facilities received more than $26 million in taxpayer-
funded subsidies. 
 
The white paper explores opportunities to reverse this inequity through the US Department of 
Agriculture (USDA) Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS) State Conservationist’s 
authority to change priorities set for EQIP in Michigan.  Today, priorities for EQIP funding 
heavily favor subsidies that benefit and allow for the creation and expansion of CAFOs, at the 
expense of sustainable livestock farms.3  With advice from the Michigan Technical Committee, 
the State Conservationist can restore the balance in the EQIP program by restructuring the NRCS 
ranking for funding agricultural practices so they increasingly support sustainable livestock and 
certified organic livestock farm practices instead of those specific to CAFOs. In addition, certain 
basic measures of accountability in the EQIP application process are needed to ensure funds are 
awarded to environmentally responsible farmers, such as listing citations for violation of any 
environmental or health-related laws; documenting compliance with state and federal 
environmental laws; and verifying successful completion of previously funded projects. 
 
Restoring the Balance also looks at several current EQIP-funded NRCS practices in Michigan 
and practices under the National Organic Program that are nominally intended to serve the same 
purpose, such as diverting contaminated water from surface waters.  In addition, the report 
includes case studies of Michigan CAFOs funded under NRCS programs for practices that 
appear to have directly caused or compounded pollution problems.   
 
                                                           
 
 
1  The Farm Bill is used here to refer to the federal statute reauthorized by Congress approximately every five years 
under a variety of names which includes agricultural subsidies and other programs.  
2 The 37 CAFOs here include those fined or penalized for environmental violations, plus those which were cited for 
“unpermitted discharges,” and is limited to CAFOs that received federal subsidies from Michigan’s NRCS office. 
Many other CAFOs were cited for other permit violations by the Michigan Department of Environmental Quality in 
this same period but are not included here, and not all environmental violations by Michigan CAFOs have been 
caught or cited by the agency.  
3 Several examples of this inequity are explored in the Appendices to this report. 
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The Less=More Coalition believes the findings in this white paper are the tip of the iceberg, and 
notes that Restoring the Balance is not a comprehensive analysis of the stark disparity in federal 
Farm Bill support for CAFOs versus sustainable livestock operations.  Sustainable livestock 
operations contacted by Less=More have not asked for, nor would all pursue, additional NRCS 
funding if the identified disparities ended.  However, leveling the playing field in order that 
clean, locally owned and operated livestock operations can compete on a fair and equitable basis 
against massive, often polluting, taxpayer-subsidized CAFOs should be the goal of everyone 
seeking to advance agricultural sustainability in Michigan.  
 
This paper was prepared by Less=More, a diverse coalition of organizations seeking to create a 
fair playing field for sustainable farms in Michigan.  The coalition believes that less support for 
polluting factory farms means a more sustainable, greener Michigan. Steering Committee 
members include: Beery Farms of Michigan, LLC, Center for Food Safety, Crane Dance Farm, 
LLC, Environmentally Concerned Citizens of South Central Michigan, Food & Water Watch, 
Greater Grand Rapids Food Systems Council, Groundswell Farm, Humane Society of the United 
States, Michigan Farmers Union, Michigan Voices for Good Food Policy, Michigan Young 
Farmers Coalition, Sierra Club Michigan Chapter and Socially Responsible Agricultural 
Project.   
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Restoring the Balance to Michigan’s Farming Landscape 
 

Taxpayer subsidies create an unfair advantage for polluting, industrial livestock operations  
over sustainable farms, but it doesn’t have to be that way. 

 
Agriculture is Michigan’s second largest industry, with over 50,000 farms and hundreds of 
thousands of people growing, selling and processing Michigan food products.  The diversity of 
crops grown in the Great Lakes State is surpassed only by California, and Michigan is one of the 
few states that could feed its population well from just the food grown in state.  Michiganders are 
increasingly seeking a more direct farm-to-table connection, with one of the fastest growing 
sectors of the agricultural community here coming from direct sales at farmers markets, local 
groceries and restaurants and through community supported agriculture.4 Commitment to 
ecologically and socially responsible local agriculture is an exciting trend that provides fresher 
food, conserves energy and stimulates the local economy by keeping food dollars in the hands of 
local producers. 
 
This trend toward sustainable agriculture has grown even though the top 10 percent of 
agricultural operations by size in Michigan received 71 percent of tax-payer funded federal 
subsidies distributed between 1995 and 2011.5  The state’s independent meat, poultry, dairy and 
egg producers face unfair competition from large-scale, industrial livestock operations that have 
expanded in Michigan during the past two decades.  Massive concentrated livestock operations 
receive substantial subsidy support, even when poor disposal practices of their chemical- and 
contaminant-filled wastes lead to pollution of water, land and air, and violations of state and 
federal environmental laws.6  This out-of-balance, tax-funded support happens at a time when 
many independent, ecologically and socially responsible farmers in Michigan are struggling to 
make ends meet.    
 
Factory Farms Versus Sustainable Livestock Operations 
 
Michigan is home to tens of thousands of farms that raise and sell livestock, dairy products and 
eggs7.  Of those operations, just 238 today are classified under environmental laws as 
Concentrated Animal Feeding Operations or CAFOs.  This type of animal warehouse is 
decidedly not “old McDonald’s farm,” and in fact, the law defines a CAFO as a livestock 

                                                           
 
 
4 The value of direct-to-consumer farm product sales was $58,537,000 in 2009, according to a report on Michigan 
food and agricultural systems released by the Michigan Department of Agriculture in October 2009. 
http://mi.gov/documents/mda/Michigan_Food_System_Profile_292926_7.pdf 
5 An average of $24,399 per operation per year, while the bottom 80% of producers received just $595 on average 
per year. From the Environmental Working Group website: http://farm.ewg.org/region.php?fips=26000 
6 Smaller operations also have problems with stewardship of natural resources and managing toxic discharges, but 
the environmental impact and federal subsidies are the greatest among the largest operations. 
7The US Department of Agriculture’s 2007 Agricultural Census reports Michigan had the following number of 
farms: 11,631 cattle and calf; 2,453 dairy cow; 2,930 hogs and pigs; 2,762 sheep and goat; 4,831 poultry and egg.   
http://www.agcensus.usda.gov/Publications/2007/Full_Report/Volume_1,_Chapter_1_State_Level/Michigan/st26_1
_040_040.pdf 
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operation that produces at least the equivalent amounts of animal manure to 1,000 beef cattle, 
700 dairy cows, 82,000 laying hens, 2,500 hogs, or other livestock.8 The law also defines a 
CAFO operation as a facility that confines its animals for at least 45 days each year in an area 
that is not vegetated. Most CAFOs look and operate more like a factory than a farm and the 
amount of waste produced is at least as much as the amount of human waste produced by 16,000 
people.9  CAFOs can hold the animals in open feedlots that have no vegetation or, more 
commonly, in barns where the livestock are often confined for their entire lives, never able to 
venture outside.   
 
The greatest environmental and health issues related to CAFOs arise from the concentration of 
the animals and the resulting concentration of the liquid and solid wastes produced by the 
animals.  CAFO wastes are considered fertilizers intended for application to farm fields. 
However, in addition to manure, CAFO wastes can contain substantial amounts of residual 
antibiotics fed to the animals (which has contributed to resistance in humans), chemicals used on 
the animals and in the facility, and a variety of additional contaminants.  
 
The use of water to wash waste into the open storage pits, or lagoons, at livestock operations 
leads to a cascading set of problems, including waste storage, waste disposal on the land, and the 
contaminated runoff from over-application and through drainage systems under fields. At a time 
when Michigan faces continued water quantity and quality issues, these CAFOs, aided by 
taxpayer dollars, continue to consume and poison millions of gallons of water each year in the 
course of operation.10 Air quality issues are also associated with emissions from CAFO barns, 
waste storage facilities and the spraying and application of wastes to farm fields.  While the 
animals are kept in facilities that use substantially less land than grazing operations, the amount 
of CAFO wastes produced requires the use of at least as much land for proper application and 
disposal purposes as is used by pasture-based farms. 
 
Under federal and Michigan water quality regulations, CAFOs are required to obtain National 
Pollutant Discharge Elimination System (NPDES) water quality permits because they are point 
sources for pollution.  Depending on the size of the facility, the state might require the company 
to also obtain a groundwater discharge permit.  Smaller operations designed and run virtually the 
same way might be required to obtain NPDES permits if the state or federal environmental 
agencies determine they have caused water pollution.  
 
There are no federal requirements for air pollution controls at CAFOs, however, and Michigan 
law exempts all agricultural operations from state air quality regulations if they use voluntary 
practices established under the Michigan Right to Farm law. The state law also bars nuisance 

                                                           
 
 
8 Regulatory Definitions of Large, Medium, and Small CAFOs: http://www.epa.gov/npdes/pubs/sector_table.pdf 
9 “Risk Assessment Evaluation for Concentrated Animal Feeding Operations,” US Environmental Protection 
Agency, Office of Research and Development, National Risk Management Research Laboratory, Cincinnati, Ohio, 
May 2004, page 23  
10 According to the US Environmental Protection Agency (EPA), both manure and animal carcasses contain 
pathogens (disease-causing organisms) which can impact human health, other livestock, aquatic life, and wildlife 
when introduced into the environment. Several pathogenic organisms found in manure can infect humans. For the 
EPA’s list, visit: http://www.epa.gov/agriculture/ag101/impactpathogens.html  
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claims regarding air pollution brought by neighbors if the Michigan Department of Agriculture 
and Rural Development determines that the CAFO is using voluntary, Generally Accepted 
Agricultural Management Practices (GAAMPs) developed under the Right to Farm Law. 
 
By contrast, sustainable livestock operations are designed and operated to work with the natural 
landscape and avoid heavy concentrations of animals that produce excessive amounts of 
contaminated waste.  These operations are often diversified, growing a variety of livestock and 
crops on the same land, allowing for beneficial interactions. “Sustainable agriculture” as defined 
in federal law11 means an integrated system of plant and animal production practices having a 
site-specific application that will, over the long term: 
 

· Satisfy human food and fiber needs. 
· Enhance environmental quality and the natural resource base upon which the agricultural 

economy depends. 
· Make the most efficient use of nonrenewable resources and on-farm resources and 

integrate, where appropriate, natural biological cycles and controls. 
· Sustain the economic viability of farm operations. 
· Enhance the quality of life for farmers and society as a whole. 

 
According to the National Sustainable Agriculture Coalition, “the basic goals of sustainable 
agriculture are environmental health, economic profitability, and social and economic equity 
(sometimes referred to as the ‘three legs’ of the sustainability stool).”12  For many groups in 
support of and farmers engaged in sustainable agriculture, additional criteria are used, including 
the importance of farms operating at an appropriate scale relative to the land and substantially 
contributing to the local economy.  
 
The Less=More Coalition defines sustainable agriculture  as a system that emphasizes 
stewardship of natural and human resources and is grounded in the principle that we must meet 
our present food needs without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own. 
Sustainable agriculture protects and improves the soil, conserves native biodiversity and habitats, 
and provides viable farm livelihoods as a consequence of food production. Sustainable farms are 
appropriate for the landscape and the local economy and produce safe, healthy food, treat 
workers with respect and animals humanely, and sustain communities.  
 
Because no separate standards for sustainability exist, when comparing practices used by CAFOs 
and sustainable operations, organic standards provide a useful surrogate. For clarity, it must be 
noted that farm sustainability and USDA organic certification are not the same thing. It is 
possible for an operation to meet federal organic standards and still be a CAFO that causes 
pollution.  In addition, many farmers using sustainable practices and who sell directly to 
consumers bypass the time-consuming, labor-intensive organic certification process altogether.  
 

                                                           
 
 
11U.S. Code Title 7, Section 3103 
12 http://sustainableagriculture.net/about-us/what-is-sustainable-ag/ 
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The rapid growth in the number and size of CAFOs in Michigan that began in the wake of the 
national farm crisis of the 1980s did not come about by chance.  Echoing the philosophy of Earl 
Butz, Secretary of Agriculture to President Nixon, pressure on Michigan farmers to “get big or 
get out” increased in the 1990s along with relaxation of state environmental requirements. Many 
livestock farmers have been encouraged to turn their operations into CAFOs by land grant 
university academics and extension services, livestock and agribusiness industry organizations, 
and state and federal agricultural agencies. During the 1980s Michigan was at the forefront of 
efforts to regulate pollution from large-scale operations, primarily through applying air pollution 
regulations. However, between 1991 and 2002 the Michigan legislature and state agencies 
relaxed or eliminated environmental regulations for CAFOs, arguing that they were non-
polluting facilities.  While all livestock operations were covered by the environmental regulatory 
exemptions, CAFOs benefited much more than other operations as they began to externalize the 
costs of their pollution to the community.   
 
The Disparity  
 
Since 1996, 37 CAFOS13 -- more than 15 percent of the 238 in Michigan -- have been cited for 
Clean Water Act violations, with 26 of those receiving fines and penalties totaling more than 
$1,386,713.14  From 1995 to 2011, owners and operators of these polluting operations received 
$26,137,921.29 in taxpayer-funded subsidies.15 (See Figure 1.) 
 

Figure 1: CAFOs with Clean Water Act Violations Receiving Subsidies in Michigan 
(Top 10 facilities with fines highlighted in yellow) 

  NPDES-Permitted CAFOs             Subsidies 1995-2011             Fines 1996-2011 

Maple Row Dairy  2,958,427.68  28,500 

River Ridge Farms/ River Ridge Dairy  1,682,050.30  24,400 

Bischer Farms  1,650,018.28 

Briggs Farms/ Briggs Farms Inc.  1,479,763.23  5,000 

Swiss Lane Farms/Swiss Lane Dairy  1,368,405.73  17,000 
Hartland Farms/ B&T family limited partnership/P& M family limited 

partnership  1,353,668.10  12,200 

Hass Feedlot 2  Albert/ Alan  1,290,680.96 

Bradford Dairy/ Bradford Dairy farms  1,284,062.00  24,000 

Packard Farms  1,245,770.72  8,000 

Walnutdale Farms/ Walnutdale Family Farms, LLC  1,213,546.46  70,500 

                                                           
 
 
13 The list of 37 CAFOs here include those fined or penalized for environmental violations plus those cited for 
“unpermitted discharges” and is limited to CAFOs that received federal subsidies from Michigan’s NRCS office. 
Many other CAFOs were cited for other permit violations by the Michigan Department of Environmental Quality 
(MDEQ) in this same period but are not included here, and not all environmental violations by Michigan CAFOs 
have been caught or cited by the agency.  
14 Derived from three lists--CAFO Query, Statewide CAFO Violations, and Closed Ag Enforcement--obtained 
through FOIA request to MDEQ; received in emails dated 2/2/12 from Lorinda Lehner, FOIA Liaison, Water 
Resources Division, Department of Environmental Quality, and 2/9/12 from Deana Mercs, Secretary of Water 
Resources Division of Department of Natural Resources and Environment. 
15 Subsidy amount from Environmental Working Group Farm Subsidy Database: http://farm.ewg.org/.   
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Kurncz Farms  1,106,293.00  5,000 

Steenblik Dairy Inc  1,104,118.39  13,724 

Berlyn Acres  1,002,187.64 

Schipper Poultry/ Calvin Schipper   756,597.00 

Ryzebol Dairy  625,998.69  15,945 

Petro Farms  562,464.00  2,250 

Southern Michigan Dairies‐CAFO/ Vreba Hoff I & II  498,582.00  773,800 

Herbrucks Hennery/ Herbruck's Poultry Ranch  419,431.00 

Mibelloon Dairy  409,405.51  45,344 

New Flevo Dairy/ Flevo LLC/ Waterland Farms  407,060.00  42,000 

Circle K Farms  385,218.34 

Aquila Farms   (Johannes Martinius Verhaar)    377,667.00  4,000 

Michigana Farms/ now VDS  Michigana Farm LTD. , Scotts  360,035.00  140,000 

Adam Farms  353,549.00  5,000 

Double Eagle Dairy  349,276.00 

Hoffland Dairy, Vanderhoff Haley Dairy  329,466.18  20,000 

Mericam/ Jelsma/ Waldron Dairy/ SMD III/Jan‐Willem Jelsma  247,939.58  49,500 

Laier Farms  234,059.00 

Henk de Vor Dairy  224,408.00  11,700 

Parisville Dairy  215,626.67  12,150 

Den Dulk Dairy  156,639.08  3,100 

Van Hoosear Dairy / Elwin/ also Crooked Creek  156,317.00  4,000 

Highland Dairy  96,982.56  21,600 

 Brookview Dairy/ Scenic View Freeport Dairy/ Freeport Dairy 76,137.19 
Beaver Creek  73,915.00  28,000

John Schaendorf Dairy  59,474.00 

EB Ridge Dairy  22,681.00 
            TOTAL     $26,137,921.29        $1,386,713 
 
A close look at one specific Farm Bill program, the Environmental Quality Incentives Program 
(EQIP), which is available to both CAFOs and sustainable livestock operations, shows that the 
EQIP priorities of the Michigan NRCS are heavily weighted toward subsidizing practices and 
facilities that benefit and allow for the creation and expansion of CAFOs, while under-
emphasizing funding that would help sustainable livestock farms.   
 
The disparity goes beyond simply the amount of funds flowing to CAFOs. Certain practices 
approved by NRCS for funding, such as waste storage facilities, actually increase the 
concentration of wastes and the likelihood of pollution from these operations, yet EQIP funds are 
disproportionately used to fund those practices. In addition, CAFOs that have environmental 
problems and violations often receive EQIP funds to subsidize practices and investments such as 
anaerobic digesters which are purported to mitigate the pollution caused.  This is in sharp 
contrast with non-agricultural industries where polluting operations are expected to bear the costs 
of correcting their environmental violations themselves, rather than receive subsidies to pay for 
complying with the law. In addition, the NRCS subsidy application does not ask applicants about 
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past or current citations for violations of environmental  or public-health laws, so EQIP funds 
have often gone to CAFOs that are violating these laws. 
 
In 2012, the subsidies authorized by the NRCS under EQIP included at least seven practices 
dealing with the large amount of waste generated by CAFOs that aren’t relevant to an organic or 
sustainable farm, and which include some of the largest subsidies available. For example, the 
cost subsidies for a single waste storage facility at one CAFO can be as much as $225,164, 
depending on its size and type. A total of more than $1,079,016 in subsidies (cost share in 
Michigan 75%)16 is available to CAFOs that is not an option for sustainable farms. The total 
amount available is potentially even higher because this figure does not include funds for roofs 
and covers over waste treatment or storage facilities, which vary depending on the square 
footage. So, sustainable farmers with little need for systems and structures to stockpile, transport 
and dispose of millions of gallons of liquified waste generated by thousands of animals had no 
access to almost $1.1 million in potential subsidies available to CAFOs in 2012 (See Figure 2.)   

 
Figure 2: A Sampling of Subsidies Available for Waste Mitigation from MI NRCS in 201217 

 
                                                           
 
 
16 From NRCS website: http://www.mi.nrcs.usda.gov/programs/eqip.html  A 75% cost share means farmer shares 
cost of practice with the government, in this case paying 25% of cost, while subsidy covers 75%. 
17 From the USDA Field Office Technical Guide, Typical Practice Cost, for Michigan: 
http://efotg.sc.egov.usda.gov/references/public/MI/Statewide_Typical_Practice_Cost_FOTG2012.pdf 
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Environmental Quality Incentives Program18 (EQIP)  
 
The Farm Bill is administered by the US Department of Agriculture (USDA), and much of the 
funding flowing to farmers is administered through the Natural Resources Conservation Service 
(NRCS).  The Farm Bill and the regulations adopted by USDA to implement its provisions set 
the basic framework under which these funds are distributed within each state. EQIP was created 
with the objective of optimizing environmental benefits from the expenditure of these tax-funded 
dollars.  One of the important objectives of the Farm Bill has been to incentivize good 
conservation and environmental practices to protect the soil, water and other natural resources. 
EQIP was created in 1996 to fund agricultural practices designed to improve conservation and 
environmental values, and more recently to help reduce the likelihood of violations of 
environmental laws. During each reauthorization, modifications to the Farm Bill have refined 
aspects of the program while attempting to maintain the fundamental purposes.  
 
At the national level, the USDA puts a priority on addressing the following environmental 
problems through the distribution of EQIP funds:   
 

· Impaired water quality;  
· Conservation of ground and surface water resources;  
· Improvement of air quality;  
· Reduction of soil erosion and sedimentation; and  
· Improvement or creation of wildlife habitat for at-risk species.  

 
These priorities are used by the head of the NRCS to allocate available EQIP funds to the 
agency’s state-level programs, overseen by State Conservationists. Because of its design and in 
recognition of the different challenges faced in different areas, EQIP can be different among 
states and even between counties in the same state.  From 1995 to 2011, Michigan agricultural 
operations received $80,609,431 in EQIP funds.19 

 
Decisions are made in three stages (Figure 3). The State Conservationist, a federal civil servant 
appointed by the USDA chief, pursues a two-step process for determining the distribution of 
EQIP funds within the state, with advice from a State Technical Committee. The Michigan 
Technical Committee20 is comprised of both governmental and non-governmental leaders 
representing agricultural interests as well as environmentally related disciplines. The committee 
is chaired by the State Conservationist, and he or she makes final decisions regarding program 
management and implementation of the Farm Bill programs and funds.  
 
During the first step of his or her decision-making, the State Conservationist identifies the 
priority natural resource concerns in the State that will be used to help determine which 

                                                           
 
 
18From NRCS website:  http://www.mi.nrcs.usda.gov/programs/eqip.html 
19 From Environmental Working Group website: 
http://farm.ewg.org/progdetail.php?fips=26000&progcode=totaleqip  
20 Description on NRCS website:  http://www.mi.nrcs.usda.gov/partnerships/mtc.html 
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applications will qualify for EQIP assistance. These priorities may include specific geographic 
areas, such as impaired watersheds, which will receive priority in the distribution of funds.  In 
Michigan, the Lake Erie watershed and the Saginaw Bay watershed have both been prioritized 
by NRCS.21 

 
After identifying the priority natural resource concerns, the State Conservationist, with advice 
from the State Technical Committee, decides how funds will be allocated, what practices will be 
offered, what the payment rates will be, the ranking process to be used to prioritize contracts, and 
which will be delegated to the local level.  These decisions by the State Conservationist set the 
parameters for the kinds of funding that will be made available across the state and have set up 
the competitive advantage given to CAFOs over sustainable livestock operations.  
 
Once the State Conservationist has determined these priorities, NRCS County or District 
Conservationists, with the advice of local work groups, adapt the State program to local 
conditions consistent with the priorities set at the state and national levels.  Decisions on specific 
applications for funds are made at the local level.  The discretion at the local level can also affect 
the fairness of distribution among specific farms, but the framework set by the State 
Conservationist ultimately has the biggest impact by defining what types of practices will be 
funded and at what rates.  
 
Unfortunately, our research finds no documentation of follow up by NRCS after funds are 
disbursed, and it is not clear whether or not all CAFO operations have spent their funds for the 
practice they received them for or if the subsidies served their purpose of mitigating pollution 
through a specific practice. The case study regarding the Bakerlads Farms Dairy CAFO 
(Appendix 11) provides an example of the apparent lack of accountability and follow-up on the 
use of EQIP funds.   
 
Figure 3: The NRCS Subsidy Decision-Making Process in Michigan 
 

 

                                                           
 
 
21NRCS Media Advisory, May 4, 2012: http://www.mi.nrcs.usda.gov/news/12%20NewsReleases/GLRI_Sign-
Up_5-4-12.html  
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Michigan EQIP Priorities Biased in Favor of CAFOs 
 
Over the last few decades, federal and state agricultural agencies, major agribusiness interests, 
and the agricultural programs at land grant colleges have increasingly encouraged livestock 
farmers to modify their operations to become CAFOs, despite the huge amounts of waste they 
generate.  CAFO proponents contend that industrialized operations are more efficient than 
traditional farms because they reduce labor costs through mechanization and concentration, 
allow closer monitoring of inputs and production, and substantially increase the number of 
livestock at each operation.  Agricultural research and teaching has been skewed towards 
increased concentration of livestock.  It is not uncommon to find farmers who have felt pressured 
to turn their operations into CAFOs despite their personal distaste for this way of raising 
livestock.  
 
Like many new technologies, the explosive growth of the CAFO industry got well ahead of the 
science on the safe disposal of the waste generated as well as food safety and environmental and 
health problems associated with these operations.  The aggressive push for CAFOs failed to 
account for the environmental challenges of livestock concentration and the sheer size of the 
operations, from drastically increased air pollution to millions of gallons of liquid waste.   
 
Rather than admit that the conversion of agricultural operations into industrial scale operations 
means they face many of the same problems as sewage treatment facilities or factories, CAFO 
proponents argue that voluntary programs and incentives are the best way to achieve pollution 
reductions from CAFOs. Paradoxically, CAFO proponents argue against regulations that would 
set an enforceable environmental bottom line while simultaneously advocating for incentives and 
subsidies that they argue will help mitigate pollution from these facilities.   
 
In fact, not only are several of the CAFO practices funded by EQIP actually contributing to 
pollution from CAFOs, the bias in favor of CAFOs versus pasture-based operations comes 
through clearly in the criteria for the 2012 funding cycle22. The appendices to this report explore 
several of the most extreme examples of this funding bias. For example, EQIP offers funding for 
the construction of waste lagoons (NRCS Practice 313) and the installation of field drainage tiles 
under farm fields (Practice 606—Subsurface Drains) where CAFO wastes are spread, both of 
which are practices sustainable livestock operations do not use.   
 
In addition, currently NRCS applications do not require an applicant to demonstrate compliance 
with current Clean Water Act National Pollution Discharge Elimination System (NPDES) 
permits or other legal requirements. Also, accountability regarding completion of funded work or 
projects is not built into the system, leading to some operations never completing funded 

                                                           
 
 
22Page 3 of USDA/NRCS Fiscal Year 2012 EQIP Guidance Document:  
 ftp://ftp-fc.sc.egov.usda.gov/MI/programs/EQIP/2012/FY%202012%20EQIP%20Guidance%20Document.pdf 
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activities or accounting for use of those funds.  Future funding under EQIP or other NRCS 
programs is not tied to reporting and compliance with requirements for previous subsidies.23  
 
What a Waste: Tax-Funded Lagoons 
 
One of the highest priced subsidies in EQIP is the cost share for the construction of waste storage 
facilities, or lagoons.  Under EQIP, CAFO operators in Michigan are eligible for a 75% subsidy 
of the cost to build new waste storage lagoons, with subsidies reaching as much as $173,656.  In 
2012, EQIP guidance for Michigan allowed for up to a 125% subsidy “of current needs” for 
lagoons for livestock operations that are expanding.24  
 
Lagoons are designed to hold waste washed out of the barns until it can be disposed of on farm 
fields, often for as long as six months. CAFO lagoons are not designed to treat the waste while it 
is stored but deterioration of the wastes in the lagoons can contribute to pollution problems.  
Swine CAFOs are generally designed with the hog barn built directly over a waste pit, requiring 
large fans to run all the time to ensure that the animals or people working in the barn do not 
suffocate from the toxins that off-gas from the concentrated waste. CAFO lagoons are a 
significant source of air pollution, and when the waste is spread on fields, emissions can cause 
significant air pollution for the local communities.  
 
Although waste storage funding is prioritized under EQIP, increasing the storage capacity for 
CAFO wastes rarely resolves pollution problems.  The lack of adequate waste storage facilities is 
usually tied to either too many animals or too little available land for proper disposal of the 
wastes, or both.  Increasing storage merely allows the operator to delay waste applications on 
frozen or snow covered ground, on growing crops, or in the rain.  
 
Yet, the storage of massive amounts of waste can create more problems in the long run by 
increasing the backlog of wastes to be applied during good weather without increasing the 
capacity of the fields to absorb the nutrients.  At least one Michigan CAFO had more than three 
years of waste stored on its operation when it went into bankruptcy.  In direct opposition to 
recommended practices, the new owners were allowed by the state of Michigan to dump on 
fields at rates well above the rate at which the waste could be added to soils for optimum plant 
growth, causing illegal discharges of pollution into surrounding waterways25.    
 
A CAFO seeking EQIP funding to build a lagoon must have a Comprehensive Nutrient 
Management Plan (CNMP), which documents “practices and strategies adopted by livestock 
operations to address natural resource concerns related to soil erosion, livestock manure and 
disposal of organic by-products.”26 CAFOs are eligible to receive federal funding to develop 
                                                           
 
 
23 Ibid. One example is the Hartland Farms CAFO in Lenawee County, which received subsidies in 2011despite 
failing to have an up-to-date CNMP, which NRCS rules require to receive subsidies.  
24 Ibid.  
25  Vreba-Hoff Dairies in Hudson had hundreds of violations of its NPDES permit and court orders before filing for 
bankruptcy and being taken over by Southern Michigan Dairies (SMD), a subsidiary of Rabo Agrifinance, in 
November 2010.  Since then, SMD has been cited for several violations. http://www.nocafos.org/violations.htm 
26 Definition from NRCS website:  http://www.wi.nrcs.usda.gov/technical/cnmp.html  
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these plans every five years, and may receive anywhere from $11,000 to $16,000 in support as 
well as being able to apply for funds to pay for the required Technical Service Provider who 
works with them to develop their plan.27 By contrast, under the 2013 EQIP Organic Initiative, 
organic operations wishing to qualify for EQIP funds are required to “develop and carry out an 
Organic System Plan (OSP) or carry out practices consistent with an OSP” but are limited to a 
maximum amount of EQIP funds of $20,000 per year, and $80,000 during a six-year period.28   

In this way, CAFOs are allowed under EQIP to receive almost as much funding just for their 
CNMPs as organic operations are allowed to receive in total for all EQIP-related projects.   
 
Taxpayer Funding For Voluntary Environmental Practices 
 
In addition, although the subsidies provided under EQIP are taxpayer-funded, many of the 
standards NRCS cites in awarding funds are voluntary guidelines that cannot be enforced.  The 
NRCS requires the lagoon described in the Comprehensive Nutrient Management Plan to be 
designed to specific standards in order to receive the subsidy.  However, the siting of lagoons, 
which is a critical factor in reducing air pollution, the potential for spills and discharges, and 
other environmental problems, is subject only to Michigan’s voluntary Generally Accepted 
Agricultural Management Practices (GAAMPs).  
 
GAAMPs, created under the Michigan Right to Farm law, are voluntary practices that are 
supposed to address environmental problems on agricultural operations, but in reality they make 
it easier for CAFOs to pollute. (See Figure 4.)  If a CAFO or farm is verified as being in 
compliance with GAAMPs, the operation qualifies for exemptions from nuisance claims brought 
by adjacent or nearby neighbors.  Michigan’s process of annually updating the siting GAAMPs29 
in 2012 was done by a 14-member committee that had just three environmental experts, one local 
government representative, and 10 representatives of the agricultural industry, agriculture 
agencies and academics from Michigan State University’s agriculture school or extension 
service.  
 
Once drafted, these voluntary practices are ultimately adopted by the Michigan Commission of 
Agriculture and Rural Development.  In recent years extensive scientific documentation about 
the health and environmental hazards posed from CAFO air pollution from production areas 
(lagoons, barns, etc.) and land application, as well as the importance of incorporating accurate 
environmental information into the GAAMPs has been submitted to the GAAMPs manure 
management and siting committees.  Nonetheless, the Commission and its advisory committees 
have failed to substantially strengthen these guidelines since they were first drafted under the 
Right to Farm law in 1999.   
 
                                                           
 
 
27 NRCS/USDA Document: Fiscal Year 2013 National Practice Payment Rates for Conservation Activity Plans 
funded through the Environmental Quality Incentives Program: 
http://www.nrcs.usda.gov/Internet/FSE_DOCUMENTS/stelprdb1049335.pdf 
28 From USDA/NRCS website, information on Organic Initiative: http://www.mi.nrcs.usda.gov/programs/eqip.html 
29 MDARD 2012 Generally Accepted Agricultural Management Practices Document: 
http://www.michigan.gov/documents/mdard/2012_FINAL_SITE_SELECTION_GAAMP_378548_7.pdf 
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One example of a problem routinely cited is that the voluntary practices defining the siting of 
lagoons and other structures in Michigan allow for what has been described as a “sacrifice zone” 
for air pollution around the facilities.  The 2012 Site Selection GAAMPs allow a CAFO operator 
to build a lagoon or barn within 600 feet of their property line even if there are as many as five 
non-farm residences in traditional agricultural areas and still be verified by the Michigan 
Department of Agriculture and Rural Development as in compliance and thus to be immune from 
nuisance claims brought by homeowners and neighbors. By treating new or expanding CAFOs as 
if they are the same as traditional agricultural operations, NRCS is subsidizing expansion and 
siting of new CAFOs in areas where substantial health and environmental impacts may be 
caused.   
 
In the 1980s the state of Michigan found that some CAFOs were violating the state’s air 
pollution act prohibition on nuisances. The Legislature later modified both the state air pollution 
act30 and the Right to Farm Act so that any agricultural operation verified as complying with 
GAAMPs was deemed immune from nuisance claims, undermining the prior protections for 
neighbors of CAFOs against nuisances31. In the early 2000s, the US Environmental Protection 
Agency (EPA) concluded that Michigan’s voluntary manure management GAAMPS were not 
equivalent to the water quality protections required under the Clean Water Act, as had been 
claimed by CAFO proponents. The EPA concluded that they could not be used to claim that the 
voluntary program of compliance under the Right to Farm Law was equivalent to proper 
environmental regulations that apply to all other industries.  Nonetheless, federal taxpayer dollars 
in the EQIP program use these voluntary manure management practices as acceptable criteria for 
demonstrating compliance with environmental protection objectives of the program.  
 
The funding of field tiles under farm fields intended to be used for CAFO waste application is 
another, even clearer example of the disconnect between EQIP priorities and environmental 
protections. Field tiles are conduit such as corrugated plastic tubing, tile, or pipe, installed 
beneath the ground surface to collect and/or convey drainage water. Starting in the early 2000s, a 
water monitoring program around CAFOs in Michigan showed that application of CAFO wastes 
to farm fields which have field tiles routinely results in direct discharges of CAFO wastes into 
surface waters of the state and nation32.   
 
A study at Bowling Green University in Ohio published in  2000 showed that the application of 
CAFO wastes onto farm fields with field drainage tiles could result in a discharge to surface 
waters in as little as 45 minutes33.  Despite the scientific evidence that field tiles are directly 
responsible for discharges of wastes into surface waters, installation of field tiles is still approved 
for funding under EQIP for CAFO operations.  
 

                                                           
 
 
30 Michigan Natural Resources and Environmnental Protection Act, Section 324.5501, 
http://legislature.mi.gov/doc.aspx?mcl-324-5501 
31 Michigan Right to Farm Act, Section 286.473 http://legislature.mi.gov/doc.aspx?mcl-286-473 
32Final report by Janet Kauffman and Kathy Melmoth, R.N., for 2001-2003  ECCSCM Monitoring Project of 79 
sites, 430 samples: http://www.nocafos.org/finalreport.htm 
33 From Soil Science Society of America Journal, 64:2103–2109 (2000): “Potential for Earthworm Burrows to 
Transmit Injected Animal Wastes to Tile Drains” by Martin J. Schipitalo and Frank Gibbs. 
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Figure 4:  

 
 
EQIP Funding for Sustainable Livestock Operations  
 
Under Michigan’s EQIP priorities, several categories of funding are potentially beneficial to 
sustainable livestock operations, particularly since the 2008 Farm Bill reauthorization, and 
organic standards are gaining more support.  Such practices as fencing to keep livestock out of 
waterways can be applied for by sustainable livestock operations.  However, in contrast to the 



 
 
 

16 
 
 

funding for waste storage facilities, the 2012 EQIP guidance for Michigan specifically prohibits 
seeking funding for operations to start a livestock grazing program or to assist with expansion of 
the acreage dedicated to grazing.34  
 
Leveling the Farm Field in Michigan 
   
Ending the unfair advantages provided to CAFOs through taxpayer subsidies is a critical step in 
providing an even playing field for livestock farmers who are working hard to produce good 
food on sustainable farms. Less=More, a coalition of groups seeking to create a fair playing field 
for sustainable farms in Michigan, recognizes there are many standards set at the national level 
under the Farm Bill that put sustainable agricultural operations at a disadvantage as well, but 
here in Michigan the NRCS State Conservationist is in a position to make the following changes 
to move this process forward. Less=More makes these recommendations: 
 

 Require CAFO applicants to list all citations for any violation of environmental or health 
related laws; 

 Require CAFO applicants to document compliance with state and federal environmental 
laws, including keeping up to date records and Comprehensive Nutrient Management 
Plans; 

 Institute accountability in the system through: 

o Requiring independent verification of whether operations complete the work as it 
was funded; 

o Withhold funds until all prior subsidized work is documented; 

o Require testing of the effectiveness of practices, both in general and in specific 
sites, with an independent scientific committee to review and approve practices 
authorized for subsidies; 

o Eliminate practices from EQIP funding that are not demonstrated to provide 
environmental benefits.35  

 Restructure the practice ranking system to invest the majority of EQIP funds into 
practices designed to achieve the environmental objectives of the program, including 

                                                           
 
 
34 Page 3 of USDA/NRCS Fiscal Year 2012 EQIP Guidance Document: 
 ftp://ftp-fc.sc.egov.usda.gov/MI/programs/EQIP/2012/FY%202012%20EQIP%20Guidance%20Document.pdf 
35 Examples of problem practices can be found in the Appendices of this report. 
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fully funding planning based on practices for traditional sustainable livestock and 
certified organic livestock farms; 36 

 Retrain District and County Conservationists in sustainable practices so that they can 
objectively assess proposed projects;  

 Make it a priority for local and district conservationists to reach out to sustainable 
farmers in their region and educate them about the funding opportunities available 
through the EQIP program; and 

 Streamline the paperwork for organic farmers applying for EQIP funds by allowing the 
use of some of their organic certification documentation in an EQIP application.  

Creating a fair playing field for sustainable farms in Michigan would benefit the state in many 
ways, and the State Conservationist has the power to do this. The steps outlined above will lay 
the groundwork for greater equity for sustainable farmers to compete with the large-scale 
concentrated livestock operations (CAFOs).  These changes will require that CAFOs be held 
accountable for their environmental compliance and whether or not they spent subsidies on the 
practices for which they were awarded.   These changes will begin to reprioritize the way we 
spend taxpayer money to more accurately reflect the growing interest of consumers in supporting 
local, sustainable farmers. 
 
Conclusion 
 
The goal of Restoring the Balance is to shed light on the inequity of taxpayer subsidy 
distribution in Michigan and to begin a conversation about how we can bring balance and 
fairness back to the farming landscape.  This report and appendices document many of the 
challenges faced by sustainable and organic farmers in a system that favors large-scale, industrial 
livestock operations, but it is by no means a complete examination.  It is the tip of the iceberg 
and meant to spark a statewide conversation about a vital component of Michigan’s economy 
that impacts the environment and our health.   
 
As a state still struggling to pull itself out of difficult economic times, it behooves us to do all we 
can to give ecologically and socially responsible local agriculture a chance to compete on equal 
terms with CAFOs and make Michigan’s agriculture more resilient and sustainable.  It is also in 
our state’s best interest to do all we can to protect our environment and public health for future 
generations. 
 

                                                           
 
 
36 Examples of practices required for organic farms can be found in the subsidy comparisons found in the 
Appendices to this report. 


