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Late last year, Wisconsin Environment issued a report on the political influence of the biggest 
agribusiness lobby groups over the Wisconsin state government. While citizens face 
contamination of their drinking water, closed beaches and algae-clogged or drying streams, 
agribusinesses and agribusiness-related organizations spent over $4.4 million lobbying in 
Wisconsin in the past five years. Environmental law enforcement is down. Permits for factory 
farming are up. 

We went to court last week to support Kewaunee County citizens who have waited for over two 
years to challenge the Wisconsin Department of Natural Resources' approval for an expanding 
industrial dairy's water pollution permit. Their effort to protect their drinking water is just one 
part of the public's growing awareness that our state's largest farms are producing waste on a 
scale that our land and water cannot handle. 

Below, Katie Siegner from Wisconsin Environment explains the impact of industrial farming has 
on communities and why we are at a tipping point with regulation of confined animal feeding 
operations. 

CAFOs do not make good neighbors 
--Katie Siegner, Clean Water Associate with Wisconsin Environment 

Visit Kewaunee County, neighbor to the alluring Door County, and you will pass shuttered 
downtown storefronts, algae-clogged beaches, and most likely a manure hauler or two. Stay a 
little longer and you might learn that 29 percent of the county’s wells are unsafe for drinking and 
property values are down 30 percent. If you’ve come to fish, you won’t see any trout these days, 
but if you take a water sample you’ll start to understand why: local water quality monitoring 
efforts show that roughly eight tons of phosphorus per year enters the Kewaunee River, creating 
3.2 billion pounds of algae. 

Northeast Wisconsin is home to the highest concentration of industrial livestock operations in the 
state, and 16 dairy confined animal feeding operations are sited right in Kewaunee County, 
making it a fitting case study for the threats that CAFOs pose to the environment and their 
neighbors. The vast amount of animal waste produced by the state’s largest farms is a threat to 
waterways and public health in the region, and yet local residents have no ability to turn them 
away. 

The dairy cows living on CAFOs in Wisconsin produce as much waste every year as 8.6 million 
people, more than one and a half times the population of the state, and much of this untreated 
waste is spread on area farm fields and runs off into neighboring lakes and streams when it rains. 
Manure runoff causes a host of well-documented problems, including toxic algae blooms, 
drinking water contaminated with nitrates or coliform bacteria, and an impaired habitat for 
aquatic plants and animals. Unlike the traditional use of composted manure for farming, CAFOs 
produce more manure than our land can reasonably use, turning fertilizer into pollution. 
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Despite this knowledge, CAFOs continue to proliferate and expand in Wisconsin with little effort 
on the part of the state government to require CAFOs to monitor surrounding water quality or 
address citizen complaints. Because of policies like the 2004 Livestock Facility Siting Law, local 
residents are often unable to stop a CAFO from becoming their neighbor. Worse, they are 
fighting an equally uphill battle to secure the state oversight necessary to make sure these 
industrial farms are abiding by state and federal clean water laws. Nutrient management plans 
are difficult to enforce without regular inspections, and Lynn Utesch, a Kewaunee County grass-
fed beef farmer, can cite plenty of instances where he has seen manure spreading in the rain, as 
well as other violations of these plans. When a problem isn’t being documented, it’s easy to say 
everything is ok. 

It is also easy to take something as basic as clean water for granted – until it’s gone. Residents in 
Kewaunee County can no longer count on clean water coming out of their taps, complicating 
everything from brushing their teeth to preparing a meal. No longer can they rely on selling their 
homes for a planned retirement. No longer can they take comfort in passing their homes on to 
their children. And no longer can children dream of staying in the area, building a home and 
raising a family. In places like northeast Wisconsin, the true costs of industrial agriculture are 
passed on to the whole community.   

Last week, citizens made front-page headlines in their effort to bring an expanding CAFO and 
the DNR to court after the state approved permits for the factory farm to manage its over 70 

million gallons of untreated animal waste. Citizens had to invest their own 
limited money, energy and time to simply ask the state to require Kinnard 
Farms Inc. to monitor the impact that this industrial dairy will have on 
water. 

We aren’t surprised that the state isn’t strong enough to enforce the law – 
the political influence and resource of the big agribusiness lobbyists is 
profound. We are surprised that the health threat of already-polluted wells in 
this CAFO-heavy region isn’t cause for public health and environmental 
officials alike to call for a state of emergency. We want to be proud of our 

agricultural heritage in Wisconsin. But no one should be above the law. And the most 
fundamental purpose of our state government is to protect the basic health and well-being of our 
people. 

If we want to protect our rural communities from these threats, Wisconsin has to take serious 
steps to bring the problems caused by CAFOs under control. Wisconsin Environment believes 
we need a renewed – and real – commitment by the DNR to monitor and regulate CAFOs as 
well as their impact on surrounding waterways. CAFOs do not make good neighbors, and it’s 
time our state acted to protect its citizens and its prized natural resources from the negative 
impacts of these operations. 
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