
Do Whatcom Dairy Farmers Pollute? 



Washington State  
Department of Ecology says:  

Yes! 
And is writing massive and 
expensive new regulations  

to stop the supposed pollution.

Whatcom family dairy farmers say: 

 No! 

And the new regulations will hurt 
water quality and the environment 
by driving family dairy farmers out 

of business.



So, who is right?

The future of our community and others around the state depends on the 
answer. 

If dairy farmers are forced out, they will be replaced by other land uses 
that are more harmful to the environment and water quality. 

That’s why this matters to you, not just farmers.



There are 48,000 cows in Whatcom County. 
They poop. A lot. 

What happens to that manure provides the answer.



Nitrogen in 
manure 
makes the 
plants grow. 
Nitrogen is 
converted to 
nitrates in the 
soil and is 
picked up by 
the plants.

(The nitrates in leafy vegetables are one main 
reason why they are so good for you, especially 
your heart. http://www.prevention.com/food/
healthy-eating-tips/nitrites-and-nitrates)
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If more 
nutrients are 
applied than 
can be used 
by the plants, 
the excess 
goes deeper 
into the soil.
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In wet, rainy 
weather a 
little of the 
excess 
nitrates can 
go all the way 
into ground 
water. 

That’s a 
problem. N
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The federal standard for nitrates in 
groundwater is 10 parts per million.  

Excess nitrogen adds to the naturally 
occurring nitrates in groundwater.



In the “olden days,” prior to 1998, farmers were not 
aware of the risk and applied nutrients any time of 

the year, even in rainy conditions. 

With the 1998 Dairy Nutrient Management Act, 
everything changed.



Now farmers apply nutrients as needed by plants and 
don’t apply in wet, rainy weather. 

Manure lagoons were an important part of the solution. 
Nutrients were stored so they could be applied at the 
right times in the right amounts.



Going beyond regulations, farmers invested millions of 
dollars in proactive solutions, such as the bio-gas 
digesters that turn manure into energy and other 
valuable products.

Bio-gas digester at 
Edaleen Dairy



Now Ecology 
says the 
lagoons pollute 
the groundwater. 

What was once 
the solution is 
now the cause 
of pollution, they 
say. 

But are they right?



Lagoons 
constructed to 
federal standards 
have a clay liner. 

The cured manure 
at the bottom 
provides a seal 
that is up to ten 
times greater than 
the clay alone. 

Clay liner

Cured manure seal

Source: Natural Resources Conservation Service, USDA



Manure
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Ecology says that 
the nitrogen in the 
lagoons leaks into 
the groundwater 
and pollutes it. 

They admit they have no proof but will 
require farmers to do extensive ($$$) 
soil testing to prove it. 



Manure

Soil testing has 
been done under a 
large lagoon in 
Yakima. 

There were high 
levels of nitrates at 
one and two feet. 
Below three feet 
the levels were at 
or below natural 
levels.
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The higher level at nine feet is not from the lagoon, but 
likely from field application with heavy rain or irrigation 
many years earlier.



“Lagoons, like corrals, may store 
significant amounts of nitrogen either in 

a sludge layer at the bottom of the 
lagoon or in the subsurface below the 
lagoon. The organic nitrogen stored in 

the sludge layer or the lagoon is 
potentially stored there for long periods 

of time (years to decades) while the 
lagoon is operating.”  

p. 148 UC Davis 2012  
Nitrates in Groundwater Study

These findings are 
consistent with the 
largest study of 
nitrates and 
groundwater.  

The amount of nitrogen 
leaking from lagoons is 
very, very small and is 
trapped in the lagoon 
bottom or in the soil 
immediately below.

  “In total, we estimate that the semi-permanent storage of 
organic nitrogen below and within the bottom of dairy 
lagoons is…about 3/4 of one percent of the total estimated 
N [nitrogen] excreted by dairy cattle since the late 1960s, 
when lagoons began to be constructed.”  
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Source: WA State Department of Ecology

High nitrates have 
been in Whatcom 
groundwater for 
over 40 years 
according to 
Ecology. 

Since 2005 trends 
show improvement 
in nitrate levels 
despite major 
contributions from 
other land uses, 
particularly urban 
growth.
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(Near large dairy and near Canadian Border)

The biggest 
improvements 
seem to be at 
test sites near 
large dairies, 
such as this one 
north of Lynden 
near the 
Canadian 
border.



Soil testing, massive scientific studies 
and water quality testing all show 
dairies are not polluting the water. 

For unproven pollution, our state 
wants to put dairies out of business.

Farm for Sale
Development Potential



For more information and to learn 
how you can help protect the future 

of farming and our community: 

www.whatcomfamilyfarmers.org 
info@whatcomfamilyfarmers.org

http://www.whatcomfamilyfarmers.org
mailto:info@whatcomfamilyfarmers.org

