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OPINION

Collateral Damage

by NANCY L. UTESCH,  
KEWAUNEE C.A.R.E.S.

CAFOs. Concentrated Animal 
Feeding Operations. Sometimes 
people say Confined Animal Feed-
ing Operations. Where I live, in 
northeastern Wisconsin, we have 16 
CAFOs in Kewaunee County, sec-
ond only to our neighboring Brown 
County which has 20. Most of these 
operations have 5,000-10,000 ani-
mals living in the closed quarters 
of the confinement model. Of our 
16 CAFOs, 15 are dairy operations.   

Looking at the topography where 
we live, right below the “thumb” 
of Wisconsin, it’s 
hard to imagine the 
lack of forethought 
or planning that 
went into the pro-
cess of these me-
ga-operations and 
their expansions. 
At one time we 
were a community 
of thriving class 
1 trout streams 
and had the good 
fortune to live in a community 
along the beautiful Lake Michigan 
shoreline, dotting our community 
with beaches and breathtaking lake 
views — the literal gateway to the 
famous Door County, Wisconsin.

For a long time the community 
here has been tolerant of watch-
ing the things we hold dear be 
degraded. Our soils, water and air 
have been greatly compromised 
due to these mega-operations and 
their polluting wastes, measuring in 
the millions and millions of gallons. 

Saturated with manure, 79 per-
cent of our farmland is currently 
managed in what our Department 
of Natural Resources calls “Nutrient 
Management Plans,” designed for 
the land spreading of the volumi-

nous amount of waste generated by 
these bloated operations. Already 
under a siege of waste where we 
live, these mega-farms now seek 
to spray irrigate manure into the 
air we breathe here, yet another 
form of disposal for an industry 
bulging at the seams with waste. 
For years now we have had to hear 
ad nauseam of how these facto-
ries are “feeding the world.” Now, 
a tremendous producer of animal 
waste, the newest mantra we have 
to hear about is their “liquid gold” 
and how valuable it is to them and 
their crops. Liquid gold where I 
live is full of hormones, antibiotics, 

and barn cleaners 
and may include 
industrial and/or 
municipal wastes. 
Even too much of a 
good thing is bad, 
especially when 
“liquid gold” ends 
up in groundwa-
ter, wells and on 
our beaches caked 
with algae due to 
the “nutrient loads” 

deposited in our waterways and 
traveling to Lake Michigan.

The dispersal of harmful particu-
lates, under the guise of “nutrients” 
is wrong.  The reality of “drift” and 
“fugitive emissions,” which cannot 
be captured or controlled, put us 
all at risk for exposure to patho-
gens, viruses, bacteria and toxic 
chemicals to be ingested or inhaled, 
harming human health. We can-
not afford to use human beings in 
a study that has such blatant dis-
regard for human health and the 
rights we all have to breathable air.

Concerned rural residents get 
marginalized as anti-farming, or 
radical, even though many of them 
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farm and wrote a cover story about 
me and my farm in February 1997. It 
was in Carolina-Virginia Farmer maga-
zine in January 2010. The title of the 
article was “Tom Harris: an Innovator 
of a Mad Scientist?”

Three years ago, Archuleta spent 
another day with me. He was on his 
way to changing the soil with multiple 
cover crops. I had in my mind to 
change the soil in one year and keep 
it there with multiple cover crops. I 
am now doing this by putting carbon 
into the land. I met with Archuleta 
in December. He will be helping me 
with a new soil test. 

I have purchased several books 
from Acres over the years and the 
last two were about carbon. I am now 
neutralizing charging the carbon and 
have applied it to about 100 acres at 4 
to 8 tons per acres with great results.

Tom J. Harris
Littleton, North Carolina 

CLARIFICATIONS
Thank you for the excellent article 

on Animal Welfare Approved, includ-
ing our farm, in the February issue. 
There were a couple of things I’d like 
to clarify. It says on page 24 that we 
thought our chickens were suffering 
from a thiamine deficiency. It was ac-
tually methionine, which is an amino 
acid, while thiamine is a B vitamin. In 
the same paragraph, it says we looked 
for a certified organic meal “with fish” 
and none was to be found. It should 
say “without fish.” It is a bit confusing 
to use the word “meal” throughout 
this paragraph when what you mean 
is “feed.” 

Sharon Blick
Living Earth Farm
Eugene, Oregon

In the May issue “Natural Vet” the 
correct contact number for Dr. Sheaf-
fer is 888-327-6837.

SUBMIT A LETTER

Acres U.S.A. welcomes letters 
from our readers. Please email 
editor@acresusa.com or mail 
to P.O. Box 301209, Austin, TX 
78703. Please include your full 
name, town and state.

Trespass does 
not seem to 
be part of this 
gluttonous model’s 
comprehension.
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have rich backgrounds in farming. 
It has taken the further destruction 
of our roadways, considerable well 
contamination and plunging property 
values for the alarms to finally sound 
here in northeastern Wisconsin.  

While Wisconsin has hung out its 
shingle that “We are open for busi-
ness,” little is being done to protect 
our most precious natural resource of 
our state, our water — both its quality 
and quantity. Currently we are watch-
ing young families become displaced 
from their homes due to manure 
storage areas that span several acres 
in size — 76 million gallons worth — 
moving in and uprooting families who 
have been there for generations. The 
reality is, like a perfectly orchestrated 
play, the homes near the animal fac-
tories are forced to sell cheap to the 
owners of the operation, where dis-
enfranchised animal factory workers 
eventually live amid the health threats 
other individuals fled.

The industry claims that those who 
don’t support them can’t get used to 
this modernized farming that “feeds 
the world.” In fact, if you go to some 

of the community meetings on con-
cerns with this type of farming, you 
may most likely have one of these 
“ego” farmers, as we call them, tell 
you to look around at “all the hungry 
mouths in the room,” and that “no 
one should complain with a mouth 
full of food.”

Struggling to co-exist with this 
failing farm model, propped up on-
ly through the enormous taxpayer 
subsidies it receives, one thing be-
comes glaringly apparent. The animal 
“units,” disenfranchised workforce 
and our degraded soil, water and air 
where we live, are part of the parasitic 
relationship that this industrial mod-
el operates and exists upon. What’s 
yours is mine, and what’s mine is 
mine. No other industry has had such 
free reign and a glut of subsidized 
monies for their ventures, paid for 
by the very people victimized by its 
practices — the ultimate in having 
your cake and eating it too mentality 
… the only thing is, the forks reach far 
over onto others’ plates and spaces in 
their unstoppable appetite to seeming-
ly have it all. Trespass does not seem 
to be part of this gluttonous model’s 
comprehension.

The commodity of our community 
— our homes, livelihoods, families, 
future and health — are just collat-

eral damage for these mega-farms 
that leave the heavy external costs 
of their business, generating a glut of 
milk and cheese for the dairy state, 
with rural residents. Citizens are left 
high and dry by agencies and policies 
that do not serve their best interests, 
and leave them struggling to exist 
with these subsidized giants that seem 
to have an insatiable appetite for big, 
bigger, biggest in their race to the 
bottom. 

With virtually no oversight of these 
operations by our Department of 
Natural Resources, residents struggle 
to create education and awareness 
through literature, lectures and water 
monitoring. We have put up bill-
boards, blogged and tried to work 
within the failed system of our local 
departments, then the EPA, and when 
the photographic evidence and docu-
mentation is ignored by the regulat-
ing arm in our state — our Wisconsin 
DNR. While doing all that we can 
and petitioning the EPA for help, I 
was recently told that I probably need 
to take our problems to Congress. As 
a farmer, mom and citizen exhausting 
all avenues of addressing the mega 
problems that come from this broken 
model, I don’t have the ability to go 
to Congress, but feel that our local 
DNR and EPA should be able to ad-
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Kewaunee C.A.R.E.S. is working to educate Wisconsin residents about the numerous 
health hazards associated with CAFOs.
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Acres U.S.A. is the national journal of  
sustainable agriculture, standing virtu-

ally alone with a real track record — over 
35 years of continuous publication. Each 
issue is packed full of information eco-
consultants regularly charge top dollar 

for. You’ll be kept up-to-date on all of the 
news that affects agriculture — regulations, 

discoveries, research updates, organic 
certification issues, and more.

To subscribe, call

1-800-355-5313
(toll-free in the U.S. & Canada)
512-892-4400 / fax 512-892-4448
P.O. Box 301209 / Austin, TX 78703

info@acresusa.com

Or subscribe online at: 
www.acresusa.com
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dress the problems now spiraling out 
of control where I live.  

The CAFO community talks of be-
ing heavily regulated which is true in 
the books, but the reality is that they 
are not met with the enforcement 
and fines that are warranted for their 
abuses. Without the considerable dol-
lar amounts subsidized to destroy the 
beauty in rural America, these corpo-
rate farms would not have the funds to 
continue their seemingly unstoppable 
growth and the continuous burgeon-
ing problems that they bring to our 
communities.  

Living among this model of food 
production brings one intimately close 
with the bullying and intimidation of 
the producers of this commodity and 
leaves no desire to support them fi-
nancially through the purchasing of 
their products.

Mega-operators like to argue that 
they are still family farmers. For my-
self, I measure true farmers by their 
land stewardship ethics, their animal 
husbandry values and the importance 
they put on growing nutrient-dense 
foods in soils that are living. Morally, 
I look at the golden rule as well; a 
good neighbor and farmer cares about 
his community, his neighbors and 
the collective health of the common 
good.

Good farming should be good for 
everyone. Good farmers that I have 

known were often good mentors, with 
callused and dirt creased hands; work 
boots and denim; grease and sweat; 
pride with humility. It was a devotion 
to family, to the earth, to animals; its 
pace, slow and steady; the exhilara-
tion of good crops and good weather; 
and sometimes the cycle of devasta-
tion and loss. 

Farm managers differ from the 
stewards of old, and some of the gen-
tlest giants, in my eyes, who were part 
of the mysteries and delights that were 
brought forth and began to unfold 
every spring. My first fascinations of 
a small garden plot, of food grown 
and harvested from seed, of barns that 
smelled of animals, sweet alfalfa hay, 
leather, sweat and dung, all began 
my introduction to my personal love 
affair with this life that I love, this life 
of farming.

Those talking bottom line and larg-
est yield dismiss the happy barnyard 
nostalgia as foolish nonsense for red 
barns and romancing a lifestyle of old. 
The family farm was about having 
enough. Having enough for family 
and a few others to share the wealth 
of goods; to spend days working the 
land and handling animals you loved; 
animals that were named, and often 
spent their entire lifetimes on the farm 
… not animal “units.” The values of 
the family farm can’t be taught or 
explained to someone who doesn’t 

understand. There are some things 
that can’t be measured, and lie in the 
simple rhythm of days caring for the 
earth and animals.

There are times I can’t help but 
feel the blessed restfulness in a life of 
complete gratitude, like a prayer, full 
of such rich abundance. I am firmly 

planted here, 
the wealth of 
the ground be-
neath my feet. 
Farming is not 
a commodity. 
It is a rich life. 
It is looking 
into the eyes 
of those I love 
and knowing 
full well that 

the universe is held in a seed in the 
palm of our hands that we plant, to-
gether, in our relationships with each 
other, and the Earth that we embrace.  
It is the planting of a seed, not only in 
the ground, but in one’s heart.

Nancy L. Utesch lives in Kewaunee, Wisconsin, 
with her husband Lynn and two youngest sons 
Sam and Haakon. Guardians of the Field Farm 
raises 100 percent grass-fed beef. Utesch is one 
of the founders of the organization Kewaunee 
C.A.R.E.S. (Citizens Advocating Responsible 
Environmental Stewardship), which largely 
addresses the problems that living in a CAFO 
community bring.

NEED MORE  
INFORMATION?
Visit kewaunee 
cares.word 
press.com or 
mail Kewaunee 
CARES, P.O. Box 
84, Kewaunee, 
WI 54216. 


