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Agricultural production in the United States is in large part guided by the ethic of efficiency. The 

current agricultural model often encourages high output levels at the expense of the long term 

viability of the resources which produced them, and various policy and economic factors drive 

farmers to that choice. This practice of resource depletion contradicts the public’s sentimental 

notion that agrarians are the stewards who bear the responsibility of maintaining the resources 

needed to meet both present and future needs.   

In their broadest sense, good agricultural stewardship ethics, though present, play a largely 

subordinate role in shaping the values that influence how food is made. Producers, consumers, 

and regulators focus almost exclusively on the “bottom line” when formulating agricultural policy. 

This priority has brought the Concentrated Animal Feeding Operation (CAFO), monoculture, soil 

degradation, water pollution, and just about every other boogeyman that contradicts the 

sentimental notion that agricultural producers are best-placed to be the stewards of agricultural 

resources.  

Despite the environmental costs of the efficiency ethic, it is unwise to draw upon it a negative 

moral judgment. The effort to produce as much food as cheaply as possible is a laudable goal, 

even if it comes at the expense of some environmental degradation. As a value system, the 

efficiency ethic only deserves negative judgment when the true costs are in reality greater than 

they appear. At such a point the societal burden of production gained at the expense of 

environmental degradation can be called insidious or pernicious. Only then does it deserve 

rebuke. Essentially, when the true cost of environmental degradation is not reflected in 

Everyman’s price tag, a breakdown occurs in the feedback system that should otherwise inform 

the consumer of the true cost of her products and produce. Though many good things can be 

said about the system of ethics we now have, one that excels at making food widely available, 

there are many examples of this kind of insidious dishonesty that should cause moral 

reservations for anyone who eats. 

There can be no question that the driving imperative of our current system of industrialized 

agricultural production is efficiency. 

The historical analogies are clear: nearly every efficiency-increasing innovation in 

technology over the past 100 years that has been introduced into agriculture and 

widely adopted by agricultural producers has contributed to the industrialization 

and concentration of agricultural production. The predominant judgment on the 

part of the agricultural establishment (including farmers), as well as the implicit 

judgment on the part of consumers, has been that increased productivity, yields, 

and cheap and available food are the prime concern. Economics appears to 

dictate that this will be best (or only) achieved by high-tech, large-scale 

agricultural operations, so that technologies favoring this structure have been 

and probably will continue to be introduced into agriculture.1 

                                                 
1
  Jeffrey Burkhardt, Biotechnology, Ethics, and the Structure of Agriculture, in ETHICS AND AGRICULTURE: 

AN ANTHOLOGY ON CURRENT ISSUES IN WORLD CONTEXT 317, 321 (Charles V. Blatz ed., 1991) (footnote 
omitted). 
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The rightness or wrongness of efficiency as a guiding principle is irrelevant. But a morally just 

set of agricultural ethics should seek to harmonize the need to provide abundant nutrition with 

the need to communicate the true cost of such production, born forthrightly by all its consumers.  

Good stewardship should be synonymous with honesty. Good stewardship of the land means 

communicating to consumers the true cost of production so that they may all have an informed 

opinion as to how to balance efficiency and resource management. Current agricultural policy 

occludes this distinction. 

The Benefits of Efficiency Ethics 

Some very good things happen when the moral compass is calibrated to yield the most 

economic result. It is quite evident the efficiency ethic has fostered the cheapest food supply on 

Earth.2 Agricultural export is one of the strongest sectors of the US economy. If modern 

agricultural practice is judged solely by its ability to use scarce resources to drive down direct 

costs to the consumer, industrial agriculture yields beneficial results. 

The Downside of Up 

A purely capitalist system of agriculture does not by necessity include a feedback mechanism to 

reflect the true costs of its products. An efficiency ethic if unchecked will seek to shift some of 

the true costs of production away from the producer. Much of the environmental damage done 

by this system of agriculture is not often reflected in the price of the goods produced. A purely 

capitalist system does not always encourage this kind of accountability. Feeding people is a 

very noble goal, but the efficiency ethic accomplishes it in often disingenuous ways. At its heart, 

the efficiency ethic is therefore a noble but sometimes flawed moral framework for growing our 

food and fiber. 

Our system of agriculture is replete with examples of this kind of well-intentioned dishonesty. 

The CAFO is a stark example of the inherent duality of the efficiency ethic. As a result of 

CAFOs, consumers enjoy the low price protein created by an economy of scale. Yet the 

efficiency ethic plays a shell-game with the true cost of production. The CAFO perfectly 

demonstrates how neighbors, governments, the environment and, yes, even vegetarians, must 

by necessity bear the burden for their noxious consequences. 

The modern CAFO is the embodiment of efficiency. They require large investments of capital to 

fabricate. They also shrink a once pastoral activity requiring a large amount of land to much 

smaller area. Animals are protected from predators and disease by confinement within a 

designated area. Uniform feeding and genetics assures a consistent product taste and quality 

                                                 
2
  Food CPI and Expenditures: 2009 Table 97, ECON. RESEARCH SERV., U.S. DEP’T OF AGRIC., 

http://web.archive.org/web/20110309082420/http://www.ers.usda.gov/Briefing/CPIFoodAndExpenditures/
Data/Table_97/2009table97.htm (last visited Mar. 13, 2013) (accessed via the Internet Archive). [Editor’s 
note: this does not seem like a great source for this proposition – the name of the table is 
“Percent of household final consumption expenditures spent on food, alcoholic beverages, and 
tobacco that were consumed at home, by selected countries, 2009” – not to mention the fact that 
the page is no longer available. However, I was not able to readily find an alternate source.] 
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that most customers seem to desire. Applied science has halved the amount of time, and thus 

resources, required to grow a broiler chicken over the past 40 years. 

Yet these successes derive in part from producerʼ s ability to avoid some of the true costs of 

production. For every advantage of the CAFO, there seems to be a correspondingly bad side-

effect. Concentrating area also means concentrating waste to an extent that normal processes 

of biological degradation are over whelmed. Better control over health and diet also means 

nontherapeutic antibiotics and micronutrients in animal waste accumulate over time to unsafe 

levels. John Ikerd writes succinctly: 

The ecological costs of economic efficiency also have gone uncounted and thus 

largely ignored. Today, only the most diehard industrialists bother to deny that 

industrial farming has degraded the productivity of the land through erosion and 

contamination and has polluted the natural environment, including streams and 

groundwater, with chemical pesticides, fertilizers, infectious diseases and other 

biological contaminants from livestock manure.3 

The economic benefit to the supermarket consumer is in this sense somewhat illusory. 

Producers are given the regulatory allowance to shift value to the consumer at the expense of 

environmental degradation. Those costs are instead born by those living near the CAFO, by 

those using water resources for drinking or irrigation nearby, or by the public at large when 

things go catastrophically wrong and CAFO lagoons overflow. 

These hidden costs have been well documented. CAFOs are significant sources of local air 

pollution.4 The pollutants they produce are both particulate and chemical. Manure dust becomes 

wind-born. Gasses and vapors resulting from the biological decomposition of animal waste 

include high concentrations of ammonia, hydrogen sulfide and methane. Manure dust and 

volatile gasses pose common law nuisances to neighbors. . 

CAFO lagoons are in reality a way to defer the cost of industrial production. In economic terms, 

they are nothing more than repositories for the negative consequences of concentrated animal 

production that protect the consumer from the actual cost of production. The Pew Report on 

Industrial Production sums up what is contained in a typical lagoon: “Beyond nitrogen and 

phosphorus, waterborne chemical contaminants associated with [CAFO] facilities include 

pesticides, heavy metals, and antibiotics and hormones. Pesticides control insect infestations 

and fungal growth. Heavy metals, especially zinc and copper, are added as micronutrients to 

the animal diet.”5 

                                                 
3
 John Ikerd, The Economics of CAFOs & Sustainable Alternatives, MIZZOU (Oct. 7, 2009), 

http://web.missouri.edu/ikerdj/papers/Fairfield%20IA%20-%20Economics%20of%20CAFOs.htm 
(“Prepared for presentation at Annual Meeting of Jefferson County Farmers and Neighbors 
Inc., Fairfield, IA, October 7, 2009.”). 
4
 See CAFO SUBCOMM., TOXICS STEERING GRP. (TSG), MICH. DEP’T OF ENVTL. QUALITY (MDEQ), 

CONCENTRATED ANIMAL FEEDLOT OPERATIONS (CAFOS) CHEMICALS ASSOCIATED WITH AIR EMISSIONS (2006), 
available at http://www.michigan.gov/documents/CAFOs-Chemicals_Associated_with_Air_Emissions_5-
10-06_158862_7.pdf 
5
 PEW COMM’N ON INDUS. FARM ANIMAL PROD., PUTTING MEAT ON THE TABLE: INDUSTRIAL FARM ANIMAL 

PRODUCTION IN AMERICA 25 (2008), available at 
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Any other industry would have to deal with these concentrated compounds as a waste product. 

Ordinarily the associated costs would be passed to the end user. In CAFO production, they are 

merely sequestered. 

The Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) has a 30 year history of regulating CAFOs that 

discharge their waste into waters of the United States. Such discharge requires and National 

Pollutant Discharge Elimination System (NPDES) permit, which in theory forces the producers 

to pass on its cost to the consumer. In reality, the consumer is protected from many of the true 

costs of this sequestration. 

When CAFO lagoons overflow, they cause enormous economic consequences. A typical spill 

can lead to massive fish kills in nearby waterways6. Other consequences of such spills include 

contamination of drinking water or toxic algae blooms7. More often, contamination takes less 

spectacular forms, manifesting in soil leaching, surface runoff, erosion, and direct discharge into 

surface waters. These are treated as societal costs rather than production costs. This persistent 

transfer of cost is a direct result of the efficiency ethic. 

Not all of the harm of CAFOs is quantifiable simply in terms of tons of waste or pounds of 

noxious gas released. There are some who feel the CAFO forces livestock to live in conditions 

that are inhumane. The cost savings of CAFO production comes at the expense of their 

perceived suffering. This is an example of another kind of moral/ethical compromise, that of 

efficiency trumping humanity. 

Recently has the EPA taken regulatory steps to correct some of this burden-shifting behavior. 

In Waterkeeper Alliance, Inc. v. United States EPA,8 the United States Court of Appeals for the 

Second Circuit was asked to review some ambitious new rules promulgated by the EPA 

intended to more closely regulate CAFO effluents. The court determined that many of these 

rules fell outside the intended scope of the Clean Water Act and were thus beyond the 

regulatory authority of the EPA: 

We hereby vacate those provisions of the CAFO Rule that: (1) allow permitting 

authorities to issue permits without reviewing the terms of the nutrient 

management plans; (2) allow permitting authorities to issue permits that do not 

include the terms of the nutrient management plans and that do not provide for 

adequate public participation; and (3) require CAFOs to apply for NPDES 

permits or otherwise demonstrate that they have no potential to discharge.9 

                                                                                                                                                             
http://www.pewtrusts.org/uploadedFiles/wwwpewtrustsorg/Reports/Industrial_Agriculture/PCIFAP_FINAL.
pdf. 
6
 Charlotte A. Weybright, CAFO Manure Spill Kills Thousands of Fisk, BERRY STREET BEACON (Aug. 8, 

2008), https://berrystreetbeacon.wordpress.com/2008/08/08/cafo-manure-spill-kills-thousands-of-fish/. 
7
 JoAnn Burkholder et al., Impacts of Waste from Concentrated Animal Feeding Operations on Water 

Quality, 115 ENVTL. HEALTH PERSP. 308, 308-09 (2007). 
8
 399 F.3d 486 (2d Cir. 2005). 

9
 Id. at 524. 
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As a result of the decision, the EPA promulgated new rules10 which incorporate the courtʼ s 

guidance: 

First, [the EPA] revise[d] the requirement for all CAFOs to apply for NPDES 

permits and instead require[d] only those CAFOs that discharge or propose to 

discharge to apply for permits. . . . 

Second, the rule adds new requirements relating to NMPs [Nutrient 

Management Plans] for permitted CAFOs. . . . Under the new rule, permitting 

authorities are [now] required to review the NMPs and provide the public with an 

opportunity for meaningful review and comment on the plans. Permitting 

authorities are also required to include the terms of the NMP as enforceable 

elements of the permit.11 

The Waterkeepers decision and the subsequent EPA rules are a step toward reallocating the 

true cost of CAFO production back on to the consumer. Similarly aggressive steps are 

necessary to trigger the feedback loop between producerʼ s costs and consumerʼ s price. It is 

the efficiency ethic at work, but modified to force producers to place some of their production 

costs onto the consumer and off of environmental degradation. Proper stewardship demands 

that consumers be made aware of all the costs of their consumption so that they may either 

curtail their appetites or demand that the resources be dedicated to pay the true cost of 

sustainability. 

The EPA guidelines, however, fall short of affecting some of the unquantifiable consequences of 

CAFO production. Animal welfare, of course, is beyond the scope of the EPA’s regulatory 

authority. Animals raised in CAFOs will still be crammed together against their natural instincts. 

Alternatives to this unnatural state are best left to consumers who can opt out of factory farming 

with the right information provided by honest labeling and marketing that emphasizes humane 

animal treatment. Those who want to engage in this type of activity can create their own 

feedback loop between price and the qualities they desire in their products. 

Bulk-Commodity Monoculture 

The success of US agriculture is largely dependent on the bulk production of a narrow range of 

staple commodity crops like corn, soybeans, wheat, rice, and cotton. Production of these crops 

parallels some of the excesses of CAFO production, namely that of efficient production at the 

expense of tacit environmental degradation. Soil erosion and water pollution due to chemical 

run-off are the primary negative impacts of modern agriculture. Just as in protein production, 

these hidden costs are not reflected in the price paid by the consumer. 

                                                 
10

 See Revised National Pollutant Discharge Elimination System Permit Regulation and Effluent 
Limitations Guidelines for Concentrated Animal Feeding Operations in Response to the Waterkeeper 
Decision, 73 Fed. Reg. 70,418 (Nov. 20, 2008) (codified in scattered sections of 40 C.F.R. pts. 9, 122, 
412). 
11

 OFFICE OF WASTEWATER MGMT., U.S. ENVTL. PROT. AGENCY, CONCENTRATED ANIMAL FEEDING 

OPERATIONS FINAL RULEMAKING – FACT SHEET (2008), available at 
http://www.epa.gov/npdes/pubs/cafo_final_rule2008_fs.pdf 
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The consequences of intensive commodity cultivation have been well documented. Nutrient 

runoff can promote the growth of algae waterways, which can create hypoxic zones and fish-

kills. In order to be financially worthwhile, bulk production encourages the conversion of 

“unproductive land” to agricultural use. This encourages producers to convert prairie, forest, and 

wetlands to areas of cultivation. Such conversion comes at the expense of native species due to 

habitat destruction and displacement.  

Similar to CAFO production, these costs are hidden, not reflected in the price of the 

commodities sold to the consumer. 

The widespread use of chemicals in commodity agriculture is the most obvious example of 

these hidden costs. Producers of commodity crops contribute large amounts of pollutants into 

the environment, yet they are as a class exempt from the stringent permitting requirements of 

the Clean Water Act. As in the CAFO example, the controls imposed on polluters who 

participate in the NPDES program directly cause an increase in production costs. These added 

costs can either be mitigated through innovations or changes in agricultural practice, or they can 

be passed on to the end user. But because commodity producers are largely exempt from the 

permitting regime, the environmental impact of production goes unrecognized in the price of the 

goods purchased. 

This is poor stewardship in action. Federal subsidy encourages a vast scale of commodity 

production. Big yield equates with low commodity price per bushel. For farmers to grow enough 

of a given crop to sustain a modern farming enterprise, the yield is everything and they are 

driven by the pure efficiency ethic to increase yield in any way possible. Given the limits of 

contemporary technology, the most cost effective way to get the necessary yield is to use 

pesticides and fertilizers, which have a negative cumulative effect on the environment. Without 

some type of intervention, producers will continue to pass the associative costs of degradation 

onto society without acknowledgment. 

In the case of commodity production, application of the “polluter pays” principle would correct 

the stewardship deficit. A feed-back cycle is required between producers and consumers using 

the pricing system. Such price adjustment would either alter consumer behavior, encourage a 

change in agricultural practice, or stimulate innovation to mitigate some of the negative effects 

of the current system. 

There appears to be more scope for full cost internalisation to stimulate 

incentives to correct environmental damage and encourage innovation in 

pollution treatment, thus minimising long-term compliance costs. The relative 

absence of environmental taxes and charges and the dominance of incentive 

payments in OECD [The Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 

Development] countries, however, suggest that farmers in some countries may 

have retained broad implicit or “presumptive” rights in the use of natural 

resources. This has implications for the level and duration of compensation to 
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farmers for any diminution of those rights, and thus for decisions taken by 

farmers.12 

Internalizing costs through a fertilizer or pesticide tax, or a permit requirement to use them 

based on crop acreage, would mandate additional production costs to producers. They would 

also be impossible to avoid. Price adjustment would modify the efficiency ethic to allow 

producers to accurately communicate to consumers the cost of production. Some improved 

stewardship practices would be inevitable, and if increased cost to end-users could make 

innovation cost effective, it creates the potential for even better resource management. 

Abandoning commodity subsidies will not suffice to instill better stewardship practices. Some 

have argued that elimination of subsidies is the key to sustainability: 

Policy reform (in particular, the reduction or removal of commodity 

production-linked support) should enable market signals to determine a more 

efficient use of scarce resources and help improve environmental outcomes 

where it reduces production and environmental pressures. With policy reform, 

comparative advantage can be expected to lead to a different geographical 

distribution of production. It can also stimulate a different but more efficient 

pattern of specialisation and intensification of agriculture together with changes in 

the scale of production units and adoption of technologies, with follow-on 

environmental effects.13 

Such a move would be difficult politically. Even if it could be implemented, it might not result in 

reduced environmental degradation. Many commodity subsidies are structured as income 

support payments. If federal income support were withdrawn, producers might respond in 

unpredictable ways. They may plant less commodity crops or they may plant the crops they 

have less intensively. They may also respond to income instability by reacting in the opposite 

direction, by putting more acreage under chemically intensive cultivation. 

A much easier argument could be made against the indirect subsidy implicit in regulatory 

exemptions for agriculture. Agricultural producers have the ability to cause environmental 

damage for which they are not held accountable. A subsidy is any shift of economic benefits 

from society to an individual or related group. Subsidies can be enshrined in the law or the Code 

of Federal Regulations, such as those that mandate the structure of federal crop insurance or 

income support programs. Subsidies may also be much more discreet, such as a “free pass” on 

environmental compliance that allows producers to damage a common resource like air or water 

in exchange for personal enrichment. Discreet forms of subsidy function independently of public 

scrutiny. It is the implicit subsidy that makes poor stewardship practices possible at all.  

 

                                                 
12

 JOINT WORKING PARTY ON AGRIC. & THE ENV’T, ORG. FOR ECON. CO-OPERATION & DEV., AGRICULTURE AND 

THE ENVIRONMENT: LESSONS LEARNED FROM A DECADE OF OECD WORK 24 (2004), available at 
http://www.oecd.org/greengrowth/sustainable-agriculture/agri-
environmentalindicatorsandpolicies/33913449.pdf (emphasis omitted). 
13

 Id. at 28. 
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Conclusion 

In his essay on farmland stewardship, J.B. Ruhl attempted to use the dictionary definition of 

steward as a starting-point for a discussion of environmentally sustainable agriculture practices. 

He defined “stewardship” as  a “person who manages anotherʼ s property or financial affairs; 

one who administers anything as an agent of others.”14 It is good place to start, but is not 

complete description of the role producers should play in agricultural change. Producers are not 

just stewards. They are cultivators, entrepreneurs, and business folk. For them to profit in their 

self appointed task of providing abundant food, they need to follow an ethic that prioritizes 

efficiency. Some environmental degradation is inevitable. Efficiency alone, however, will not 

suffice to identify the costs unless it is tempered with principles of honest stewardship. 

Stewardship requires a constant analysis to identify the costs of degradation paired with an 

effort to properly apportion the costs to the right members of society. A good steward bears the 

responsibility to point these things out to consumers and policy makers. 

 

                                                 
14

 J.B. Ruhl, Farmland Stewardship: Can Ecosystems Stand Any More of It?, 9 WASH. U. J.L. & POL’Y 1, 5 
(2002), available at http://ssrn.com/abstract=1357691 
 (quoting THE RANDOM HOUSE DICTIONARY OF THE ENGLISH LANGUAGE 1868 (2d ed. 1987). 


