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Profiting Off Pollution: The 
Fertilizer Monopolies Cashing in 
on Iowa's Nitrate Crisis 
Nitrates, found in livestock waste and nitrogen fertilizers used primarily on 

corn and soy fields, are driving Iowa’s ongoing water and cancer crises.1 

Elevated nitrate levels in drinking water are linked to several cancers, birth 

defects, and the life-threatening condition called “blue-baby syndrome.”2 

Research finds that average nitrate concentrations are on the rise in Iowa’s 

drinking water in recent years, with disproportionate impacts on vulnerable 

populations.3 Nitrogen fertilizers are a major culprit in this—it is estimated 

that half of all applied synthetic nitrogen fertilizer runs off, contaminating 

both surface and groundwater.4  

Just a handful of companies dominate the consolidated nitrogen fertilizer 

industry. New Food & Water Watch analysis reveals how these companies 

are profiting off worsening pollution, on the backs of Iowans. 

In Iowa, fertilizer distribution remains high as voluntary efforts fail:  

• Iowa’s Nutrient Reduction Strategy was initially released in 2013 with the goal of reducing 

nutrient loading in waterways,5 but its reliance on voluntary pollution-reduction strategies has 

not curbed fertilizer distribution in the decade following. Between the 2014 and 2024 crop 

years, there was a 17% increase in total fertilizer tonnage distributed across Iowa. Between 

the 2014 and 2023 calendar years, there was a 25% increase in fertilizer tonnage. More 

anhydrous ammonia is being distributed during the calendar year, with distribution jumping 

21% since 2014.6 

 

• Notably, very little corn we grow directly feeds people, with most flowing into the factory farm 

system or to ethanol. In the 2025 crop year, 88.8% of domestic corn use went to these two 

uses, while 7.8% went into processed food additives. Just 1.8% went into cereal products.7 

Similarly, most US soybeans are used to produce animal feed.8 

 

• Iowa’s water crisis cannot be addressed without seriously tackling the industrial farm system 

that perpetuates this overuse of fertilizers and overproduction of feed crops for factory farms. 

According to a recent Polk County Water Report, up to 97% of nitrogen in the Raccoon and 

Des Moines rivers come from crop and livestock farming. This includes farm fertilizers (40%), 

nitrogen fixation from crops (primarily soybeans) (22%), atmospheric deposition (mainly from 

manure transport) (20%), and manure application on fields (15.5%).9 
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The nitrogen fertilizer industry is profiting hand over fist:  

• In 2023, the top four nitrogen fertilizer companies held a staggering 71% of the domestic 

nitrogen industry’s capacity and owned a majority of US production plants. Following the sale 

of Iowa's OCI NV fertilizer plant to Koch Ag & Energy that year, the capacity of the top four 

companies increased to 76%—indicating a highly consolidated industry.10  

 

• This comes amid a US 

Department of Justice 

investigation into potential 

price collusion between top 

fertilizer manufacturers 

and a US Federal Trade 

Commission antitrust 

investigation into the 

industry.11 

 

• The top two corporations, 

CF Industries and Nutrien, 

hold 39% and 16% of the 

production capacity, 

respectively. Between 2024 and 2025, the companies increased net selling prices on nitrogen 

fertilizers and ammonia, to fatten their profit margins.12 In that year, their combined sales rose 

just 6.5%, while profits jumped 88% (see Fig. 1). Together, they brought in $34 billion in 

revenue and $4.1 billion in profit in 2025.13  

 

• The increases are even more staggering when comparing Q1 of 2025 to Q1 of 2026. Total 

sales were up 19% while net earnings increased by 120%, amounting to $8 billion in sales and 

$815 million in profit in Q1 2026. When considering only their nitrogen sector sales, the 

companies sold less volume (-6%) but increased their gross margin by 30%. They made $3 

billion in sales and $1.1 billion in gross margins in Q1 2026 from their nitrogen sectors alone.14  

 

• The CEOs of CF Industries and Nutrien brought in more than $23 million combined in 2025. 

The top five highest paid employees at each of the two firms raked in $57 million combined.15 

 

• Koch Ag & Energy and Dyno Nobel Inc. hold the third and fourth positions for fertilizer 

production capacity, but as privately held companies, they are not required to report earnings 

to the US Securities and Exchange Commission. 

Meanwhile, fertilizer prices and fertilizer pollution are squeezing Iowans: 

• Between 1997 and 2022, the number of Iowa farms raising corn and soybeans fell by 29% and 

37%, respectively. Meanwhile, the number of large farms (those harvesting 1,000+ acres) 

raising corn and soybeans increased 276% and 252%, respectively.16 
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• Global prices for grain fluctuate significantly between years but often don’t cover production 

costs. The average US corn farmer failed to break even 19 out of the last 29 years (1997 to 

2025), while the average soybean farmer failed to break even 13 times.17 

 

• Fertilizer prices are consistently the highest input cost for corn farmers across the Heartland 

region, accounting for 37% of input costs in 2025. In 2025, the average cost per acre was 

$169.71, compared to $46.35 in 2000. Input prices have been steadily climbing over the past 

few decades. For soy farmers, fertilizer accounted for nearly a quarter of input costs in 2025, 

averaging $57.26 per acre, compared to just $8.31 in 2000.18 

 

• Now, fertilizer prices are ticking ever higher, squeezing average farmers. In Iowa, prices for 

anhydrous ammonia (a gaseous form of nitrogen fertilizer) have jumped from $721 to $1,088 

per ton since January 2025 (a 51% increase). Liquid nitrogen prices have increased even 

more, with farmers seeing a 64% jump from $357 to $583 per ton. Sold nitrogen fertilizer 

(urea) prices are up 60% since February 2025, going from $488 to $780 per ton.19 

 

• While inflation has increased 87% since 2000, fertilizer costs have jumped 266% for corn and 

518% for soy. The USDA anticipates corn and soy fertilizer prices to rise 16% more in 2026. 

This would bring costs per acre to a whopping $184.33 for corn farmers and $63.46 for soy 

farmers.20 

 

• Meanwhile, as nitrate loads overwhelm Iowa’s 

waterways, everyday Iowans are on the hook 

for pollution costs. Des Moines is forced to run 

one of the world’s largest nitrate removal plants, 

with a price tag of as much as $16,000 per day 

(see Fig. 2).21 These costs trickle down to 

ratepayers—from 2007 to 2024, Des Moines 

Water Works’ water rates increased 160%, from 

$2.30 per 1,000 gallons to a whopping $5.98 

per 1,000 gallons.22  

 

• Private well owners have little recourse for 

filtering out these contaminants and are left to 

purchase expensive filtration systems or bottled 

water if they want to drink clean water. While 70 

percent of households use water filters, only 10 

percent have one that removes nitrate, and 50 

percent supplement tap water with purchased 

water.23  
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