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Factory Farm Nation:  

Iowa’s Factory Farm Problem 
Iowa is ground zero for factory farms. The state confines one-third of factory-

farmed hogs in the U.S. and has more egg-laying hens confined on factory 

farms than any other state. Together, Iowa’s factory farms produce 300 

million pounds of manure each day — 25 times more than the state’s human 

population.1 This manure is typically not treated before being dumped into 

the environment, where it fouls rivers and streams, pollutes drinking water, 

and fuels climate change.  

Meanwhile, state and federal policies and incentives continue to prop up Big Ag’s factory farm 

model at the expense of family-scale operations, which are collapsing in alarming numbers. Iowa 

must ban new factory farms and the expansion of existing ones, and revamp farm policies to build a 

food system that works for everyone. 

Hogs on Iowa’s Factory Farms 

Source: Food & Water Watch analysis of U.S. Department of Agriculture 

Iowa’s Factory Hog Farms Pollute Our Water and Worsen Extreme 
Weather Events 

Up until the late 20th century, most hogs were raised on smaller, diversified farms. But significant 

changes in U.S. farm policy and growing corporate power transformed the way we grow crops and 

raise livestock, leading to an onslaught of factory hog operations across rural America, and 

especially Iowa.2 And Iowa’s factory hog farms continue to expand. In 2022, the average hog factory 

farm confined 6,868 hogs — twice as many as in 2002.   
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As each hog produces one-and-a-half tons of manure annually, their combined manure in a county 

can meet or exceed the equivalent weight in human sewage produced by entire counties or states. 

In 2022, hogs on factory farms in Washington County, Iowa produced 4.8 billion pounds of manure 

— 156 times as much the county’s human population, and more than all people in Iowa combined. 

Unlike human sewage, hog and other livestock waste is not typically treated, and is often sprayed 

on farmland.3 Iowa’s factory hog farms can generate more manure than can be sustainably 

absorbed by nearby fields, contributing to runoff that pollutes soil and water.4 

In 2021, American Rivers named Iowa’s Raccoon River, which receives overflows from hundreds of 

factory hog operations, one of the country’s “Most Endangered Rivers.”5 Extreme weather events — 

which are getting stronger and more prevalent in our changing climate6 — exacerbate this water 

pollution. In summer 2024, major flooding in the Midwest caused several manure lagoons to 

overflow into the environment.7  

Factory Farms Are Destroying Rural Communities 

The factory farm industry likes to claim that it supports rural communities and creates jobs, and to 

stoke fears about job losses — all while opposing rules and legislation that challenge corporate 

power.8 If these economic benefits were the case, rural Iowa should be brimming with wealth and 

prosperity. Instead, Iowa serves as a tragic case study in the social and economic harms associated 

with factory farm expansion.  

While factory farms expanded, the state shed its family-scale hog farms (those with fewer than 

1,000 head). In 2022, there were fewer than one-third as many family-scale hog farms compared 

with 2002. A previous Food & Water Watch analysis9 found that the Iowa counties that sold the most 

hogs and had the largest operations experienced declines in real median income and population 

from 1982 to 2017, as well as losses in wage jobs and local businesses that exceeded the state 

average. In fact, Iowa had over 40 percent fewer farm jobs in 2017 compared with 1982, with even 

greater declines in counties with the most hogs sold and the largest hog farms — despite the state 

collectively selling 2.5 times as many hogs.  

A growing body of research similarly links factory farm growth with declines in the economic and 

social well-being of communities, including higher levels of poverty and economic inequality, 

increased use of supplemental nutrition assistance, and out-migration.10 

We Can Fix Our Factory Farm Problem 

We need a complete overhaul of our federal farm policies so that they work for farmers and 

consumers — not agribusiness giants — while reducing livestock’s climate footprint. This must 

include: 

• An immediate, national ban on new factory farms and on the expansion of existing ones; 

• Research and funding to help current factory farms transition to smaller, more sustainable 

crop and/or livestock systems; and 

• Investment to expand local markets and build the infrastructure needed to help farmers 

bring their products to market. 
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While we work toward these goals, Iowa must take immediate action by: 

• Enacting a moratorium on new and expanding factory farms; 

• Passing the Clean Water for Iowa Act, which would ensure that pollution from existing 

factory farms is regulated; and 

• Stopping the expansion of industry scams like factory farm gas, ethanol, and carbon 

pipelines that only further entrench the factory farm model.  
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