Hog waste lagoon at a farm in Chocowinity, NC

Hog Waste Lagoons in the Path of Hurricane Florence

Lagoons containing animal manure are common in states potentially affected by Hurricane Florence.
Hurricane conditions can cause lagoons to leak or fail, posing a threat to water quality and wildlife.

North Carolina is the nation’s second-largest pork producer, with much of that production taking place at industri-
al-scale farms.! Waste at these farms is often stored in lagoons, which are ponds filled with waste that has been mixed
with water.? These lagoons are often just simple pits separated from waterways by an embankment.? Spills can occur
when lagoons fail or overflow, or when hoses or pipes carrying waste leak.*

Waste lagoons are at greater risk of spilling during extreme weather events such as hurricanes. Hurricane Florence
is projected to affect major agricultural regions of North Carolina and neighboring states, where manure storage in
lagoons is common. Leakage from or failure of animal waste lagoons can pose a significant risk to water quality and
wildlife, as animal waste contains an array of dangerous bacteria and other pollutants.’®

Hurricanes Increase the Risk of Hog Waste Lagoon Spills

There is a high concentration of large livestock operations in eastern North Carolina, as well as parts of South Carolina
and Georgia.® Many of these operations lie in Hurricane Florence’s potential zone of impact.” Extreme weather events
like hurricanes increase the risk of waste lagoon overflows. In 1999, Hurricane Floyd resulted in the failure of at least
46 waste lagoons in North Carolina, resulting in the release of millions of gallons of waste that contaminated tributar-
ies of the Cape Fear, Neuse and Tar rivers.® In 2016, Hurricane Matthew caused the failure of at least 14 waste lagoons,
also in North Carolina.’

An Environmental Working Group analysis of satellite imagery in North Carolina found 4,145 waste lagoons in the
state, covering nearly 7,000 acres.” According to EWG’s analysis, 170 of those waste lagoons were within a 100-year
floodplain (from the North Carolina Flood Risk Information System). 136 waste lagoons were also within a half-mile of
a public water well.!!

Manure Overflows Harm Wildlife and Human Health

While the regular spreading of manure on cropland often pollutes nearby rivers and streams, the massive volume of
manure that lagoon overflows release into waterways all at once can have catastrophic impacts on wildlife. Ammonia
present in manure, as well as oxygen depletion resulting from discharges of large volumes of manure into waterways,
can kill fish rapidly.”” The waste stored in these lagoons can also contain pollutants that threaten human health - in-
cluding dangerous bacteria like E. coli, as well as additional pollutants such as growth hormones used on livestock;
antibiotics; chemical additives to manure; and animal blood."”
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North Carolina has hundreds of large animal feeding operations. Failure of manure lagoons at factory farms can put water-
ways at risk. Credit: North Carolina Department of Environmental Quality

Responding to Threats from Manure Lagoon Overflows

As Hurricane Florence approaches the Southeast, public officials should carefully monitor hog waste lagoons, and be
prepared to alert residents in the case of spills or risks to clean water. Residents who live near these lagoons should im-
mediately report any potentially contaminated drinking water, or any other evidence of overflows or leaks. In the long
run, the region should minimize the threat to clean water by shifting away from factory farming and imposing tighter
regulations on the storage and spreading of manure.
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