Activists protest to end pig-waste pits

Group uses model of feces lagoon

Their piles of fake poop were banned and their baby pool full of hog waste didn't smell as bad as they had hoped, but environmentalists still sent a loud message to legislators at a rally Wednesday.

"Hey, hey, ho, ho, hog cesspools have got to go!" they chanted from their spot just behind the legislative building, demanding an end to the giant open pits that catch the waste of 9.5 million hogs in North Carolina.

The legislature is considering a bill that would outlaw new hog lagoons and provide money to help farmers convert to more environmentally friendly waste disposal systems. The bill passed the Senate and is awaiting discussion in the House.

North Carolina is the second-largest pork producer in the nation, with about 2,300 hog farms. Waste from the farms is typically collected in lagoons, then sprayed on nearby fields, and it is often cited by environmentalist groups as fouling water and air.

Representatives from two dozen environmental groups, who held the rally as part of a 51-hour campout on the Halifax Mall in downtown Raleigh, said the measure is overdue.

"I've been fighting for this for 18 years," said Don Webb, a former hog farmer turned environmentalist. "After 18 years, they're still stinking up our homes. They're still polluting the land, air and water and getting away with it."

To prove their point, rally participants created a small replica of a hog farm on the mall: two miniature barns and a lagoon crafted from a wading pool and a tarp. They turned off the pool's makeshift sprayer, similar to those used at many hog farms, to prevent any waste from running into the grass, said Rick Dove, a spokesman for the Neuse River Foundation.

The group also set up a display of fake pigs with piles of foam waste behind them, which police asked them to remove.

"Artificial poop too offensive. Can you imagine that?" said Dove. "Folks all over North Carolina have feces and urine sprayed on their houses, their cars, their clothes."

Their biggest disappointment, however, came when the legislative committee that was scheduled to vote on the bill Wednesday afternoon yanked it from the calendar.

Rep. Dewey Hill, a Whiteville Democrat who is leader of the House agriculture committee, said it was the third time that the Governor's Office staff has asked him to delay discussing the bill.

"The next time it's on there, we're going to hear it," Hill said, promising to bring it back up in two weeks.

George Givens, a legislative analyst working on the bill, said the governor's staff is trying to work out a companion bill that some say would reduce the environmental effects of existing lagoons.

That bill, which has the support of the pork industry, would allow pork producers such as Smithfield Foods to profit from collecting and selling the methane gas emitted from hog lagoons. The methane would be used to make electricity, and the bill would subsidize its price -- an expense that would be passed on to electric customers.

Those who gathered on the legislative lawn opposed the methane bill, saying it would encourage Smithfield, which controls the majority of the state's hog farms, to keep existing lagoons.

"All they've got to do is throw a tarp over the lagoon and capture the methane gas, and they're home free," Dove said.

Several people who live near hog farms in Duplin County, a center of hog production in the state, took part in the rally and campout. Violet Branch, of Warsaw, said a farmer sprays waste just a few yards from her home. "It's like rain," she said.

Branch, who gets by on disability insurance, said she was forced to pay to hook into the county water system after tests showed her well was contaminated. She said she can't sit outside or dry her clothes on a line, and that the smell makes her sick.

"A lot of people have talked about this for a long time and felt like there weren't any solutions," said Dothula Baron-Hall, who heads a Duplin County group formed to combat hog farms, the Rural Empowerment Association. "But now we have a little bit of hope." 
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