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Factory Farm Nation:  

Oregon’s Mega-Dairy Problem 
Oregon is raising more animals on factory farms than just five years earlier, 

producing unprecedented amounts of manure waste. 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. Oregon 

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

food system that works for everyone. 

Milk Cows on Oregon’s Mega-Dairies 

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

Oregon’s Factory Farms Harm the Environment and Rural 
Communities 

In 2022, Oregon had 98,023 milk cows living on mega-dairies (those with 500-plus head).1 This is 

60 percent more than in 2002. Over that same time, the average mega-dairy grew in size, and now 

houses over 2,000 cows — although the largest mega-dairies can confine tens of thousands.2 

Altogether, Oregon’s mega-dairies produced over 4 billion pounds of manure in 2022. This is 

equivalent to two-thirds of the human sewage produced by the entire state. It is enough manure to 

overflow 2.5 Olympic-sized swimming pools each day. 
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Oregon is also raising more beef cattle on fewer factory feedlots, as feedlot size expands. The total 

cattle on factory feedlots nearly doubled from 2002 to 2022. The average beef factory feedlot now 

confines over 13,000 head. In 2022, beef cattle on Oregon’s factory feedlots produced over 3 billion 

pounds of manure — equivalent to the sewage waste produced by half of Oregon’s human 

population.  

Untreated manure is often spread on farmland, and surplus manure can create runoff that pollutes 

soil and water.3 Moreover, manure management practices like liquid storage (common on mega-

dairies) can release significant amounts of methane, a powerful greenhouse gas.4 Factory farms 

release additional hazardous pollutants like ammonia and nitrogen oxides that worsen air quality for 

nearby residents. These factory farms have long been disproportionately located in low-income and 

non-white areas, creating an environmental justice crisis.5 In addition to these health hazards, 

residents near mega-dairies and other factory farms report foul odors and flies that keep them from 

enjoying the outdoors or even opening their windows.6 

Oregon Is Bleeding Family-Scale Dairies 

Nowhere is the shift from family-scale to factory operations more apparent than in the dairy industry, 

where consolidation occurred at a faster pace than in almost every other agricultural sector.7 

Smaller, family-scale farms are struggling to survive. Oregon had fewer than half as many family-

scale dairies in 2022 compared to 2002, and one-fifth fewer in 2022 compared to just 2017. The 

loss of family-scale farms harms rural communities, with the rise in factory farms linked to a host of 

social and economic declines, from higher poverty rates to out-migration.8  

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. 

While we work toward these goals, Oregon must protect the progress we have made to strengthen 

protections for local communities and water quality.9 Moreover, Oregon must take immediate action 

to further protect family-scale farms, rural communities, and our climate by enacting a moratorium 

on new and expanding factory farms. 
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