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Factory Farm Nation:
Maryland’s Factory Farm Problem

Maryland’s factory chicken operations are getting larger and continue to
produce extraordinary amounts of litter. Chicken litter is typically not treated
before being dumped into the environment, where it fouls rivers and streams,
pollutes drinking water, and fuels climate change.

Meanwhile, Maryland 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.
Maryland must ban new factory farms and the expansion of existing ones, and revamp farm policies
to build a food system that works for everyone.

Broiler Chickens on Maryland’s Factory Farms
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Maryland’s Chicken Farms Pollute the Air and Abuse Farmers

In 2022, at any given time, Maryland confined 36 million broiler (meat) chickens on factory farms.*
This is nearly 40 percent more than in 2002. And Maryland’s factory chicken operations are getting
even larger, with the average operation confining 179,000 birds at a time.

Maryland’s factory chicken farms produce enormous volumes of poultry litter (a mixture of manure,
feathers, and bedding).? In 2022, they generated an estimated 548 million pounds of poultry litter.
The manure content alone was enough to fill an Olympic-sized swimming pool each day. Poultry
litter is high in nitrogen and phosphorus, and its overapplication on fields can contaminate
groundwater, thereby polluting drinking water sources. Elevated levels of nitrate in drinking water

info@fwwatch.org SEPTEMBER 2024
202.683.2500 (DC)

510.922.0720 (CA)

foodandwaterwatch.org



Factory Farm Nation: Maryland’s Factory Farm Problem FOODANDWATERWATCH.ORG

are linked to the life-threatening condition known as “blue baby syndrome.”® Additionally, agriculture
is the leading human-caused source of nitrogen and phosphorus pollution in the Chesapeake Bay.*
Poultry litter contributes to this load, impeding efforts to restore this important estuary.®

Chicken farming is heavily concentrated on Maryland’s Eastern Shore, where communities live near
factory farms housing hundreds of thousands of birds at a time. Factory chicken farms make bad
neighbors, releasing foul odors that invade nearby homes and schools, even with the windows
closed.® They also release a slew of toxic pollutants — including ammonia, particulate matter, and
endotoxins — which irritate the respiratory system and are linked to lung disease. Poultry houses
also spread human pathogens and create volatile organic compounds that can harm the nervous
system and contribute to toxic ground-level ozone.’

The extreme concentration of factory farms in a region is all part of the poultry industry’s business
model. Ninety-six percent of broiler chickens sold in the U.S. are raised under production contracts.®
In these systems, growers do not own the birds but instead raise them under contract with
agribusinesses like Perdue and Tysons (the integrators), which lower costs by contracting with
multiple growers in the same region.® Agribusinesses shift many of the risks involved in raising
chickens (as well as the burden of litter disposal) onto the shoulders of growers.'? Integrators are
able to offer such one-sided contracts in part because of extreme market consolidation, with limited
numbers of integrators working with growers. Walking away is not necessarily an option when
growers accrue massive debt to keep up with contract requirements.*!

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:

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

e Research and funding to help current factory farms transition to smaller, more sustainable
crop and/or livestock systems; and

e Investment to expand local markets and build the infrastructure needed to help farmers
bring their products to market.

While we work toward these goals, Maryland must take immediate action by enacting a moratorium
on new and expanding factory farms. Maryland must also hold poultry companies accountable for
continuing to pollute the Chesapeake Bay with manure runoff, and stop the expansion of industry
scams like factory farm gas that only further entrench the factory farm model.
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