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Disclaimer: The opinions expressed herein are our own and do not necessarily reflect the views
of The Johns Hopkins University.

RE: Gordon County Moratorium on Livestock Operations

Dear Members of the Gordon County Board of Commissioners,

We are researchers at The Johns Hopkins Center for a Livable Future, based at the Bloomberg
School of Public Health in the Department of Environmental Health and Engineering. The
Center engages in research, policy analysis, education, and other activities guided by an ecologic
perspective that diet, food production, the environment, and public health are interwoven
elements of a complex system. We recognize the prominent role that food animal production
plays regarding a wide range of public health issues surrounding that system.

We have been contacted by Gordon County, Georgia residents about the county’s moratorium on
the approval or permitting of livestock operations. We understand that the county has a high
density of broiler chicken operations (with an inventory of 9.6 million broilers in the county in
2012), and that there are several additional facility construction applications for broiler
operations that have been approved and are expected to move forward once the moratorium is
lifted. In response to concerns of county residents and in an effort to serve as a resource, we have
summarized the primary public health concerns associated with industrial food animal
production (IFAP), focusing especially on broiler production. An annotated bibliography is
provided on pages 5-13.



Summary of Public Health Concerns Associated with IFAP

The primary public health concerns related to IFAP include: infections resulting from the
transmission of harmful microorganisms from IFAP operations to nearby residents; respiratory
problems resulting from increased exposure to air pollution from animal operations; and multiple
negative human health impacts due to increased exposure to ground and/or surface waters that
are contaminated by manure from IFAP operations. These concerns are described in greater
detail below.

Disease Transmission

The poor conditions characteristic of IFAP operations, such as crowding, present opportunities
for disease transmission among animals, and between animals and humans. '* Those living near
IFAP operations are vulnerable, especially if they live in close proximity to multiple operations,
and may have an increased risk of infection from the transmission of harmful microorganisms
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from operations via filth flies or contaminated air and water.

Of additional concern is exposure to pathogens that are resistant to antibiotics used in human
medicine. Administering antibiotics to animals at levels too low to treat disease (non-therapeutic
use) is common practice in many IFAP operations to promote growth or prevent disease. This
practice fosters the proliferation of antibiotic-resistant pathogens. Resistant infections in humans
are more difficult and expensive to treat® and more often fatal ° than infections with non-resistant
strains. A large body of evidence provides support that antibiotic-resistant pathogens are found in
IFAP operations that administer antibiotics for non-therapeutic purposes '’ and that such
pathogens are also found in the environment in and around production facilities, specifically in
the litter ' and on flies. "

Manure runoff from IFAP operations can introduce these harmful pathogens into nearby water
sources. ' Land application of manure presents a pathway for pathogens contained in the manure
to leach into the ground or run off into recreational water and drinking water sources, potentially
causing a waterborne disease outbreak. '' This is of particular concern for the approximately 16%
of Gordon County residents who rely on private wells for drinking water and household use '*;
private wells are not routinely monitored by government agencies to ensure safe levels of
pathogens.

Air Pollution
Community members living near IFAP operations also face increased exposure to air pollution

from these operations, which can cause or exacerbate respiratory conditions including asthma

1316. and bronchitis, and allergic reactions. '® Air emissions from poultry IFAP operations include
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particulates, volatile organic compounds, and gases such as ammonia. ™



Contaminated Ground and Surface Water

The transition to large, high-density, confined animal feeding operations that tend to be clustered
near processing facilities over the last several decades has resulted in the concentration of animal
waste over small geographic areas. '’ Although animal manure is an invaluable fertilizer when
used in moderation, waste quantities of the magnitude produced by IFAP operations represent a

public health and ecological hazard through the degradation of surface and ground water
resources. '

Manure from these operations can contaminate ground and surface waters with nitrates, drug
residues, and other hazards, *'® and studies have demonstrated that humans can be exposed to
waterborne contaminants from livestock and poultry operations through the recreational use of
contaminated surface water and the ingestion of contaminated drinking water. '° Exposure to
elevated levels of nitrates in drinking water is associated with adverse health effects, including
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cancer, birth defects and other reproductive problems, '°*2%**% 1920 and

19,26

thyroid problems,
methemoglobinemia.

Nutrient runoff (including nitrogen and phosphorus) has also been implicated in the growth of
harmful algal blooms, '*” which may pose health risks for people who swim or fish in
recreational waters, or who consume contaminated fish and shellfish. Exposure to algal toxins
has been linked to neurological impairments, liver damage, gastrointestinal illness, severe
dermatitis, and other adverse health effects. ***°

We hope that this description of public health concerns associated with IFAP is helpful. Through
our research, we know that local agencies can face many barriers in addressing issues associated
with IFAP operations due to narrow regulations and/or limited resources for monitoring impacts
to public health and/or the environment. ***' We are attaching a copy of a local ordinance that
establishes health, safety, and welfare regulations for IFAP operations as an example of
measures that have been taken by other local governments. Please do not hesitate to contact us if
you have any questions.
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