
Iowa has 12,000 farms wit h beef feedlots, and while the
m aj o rity are less than 100 head capacity, th e re are approx i m a t e-
ly 200 that are lar ge CAFOs and appr oximat ely 1000 that are
medium CAFOs. Currentl y fewer than 35 feedlots have N P D E S
p e rmi ts. The sta te and the indust r y are wo rking to bri n g mor e
feedlots int o regulator y compliance. Iowa DNR is collabor ating
w i th Iowa Cattlemen, Extension and NRCS to develop and perm i t
Òinnovativ e technologiesÓ under the alt ernativ e performance
sta n d a r ds section of the new CA FO regulations. A central element
to the effectiveness of these technologies is superior manag e-
ment. An environmental management system (EMS) is a sys-
tematic producer -driv en plan, implement, check and impr ove
method to addr ess and manag e high priority envir onmental
aspects of the operation. IowaÕs cooperativ e initiativ e to devel-
op and im plement a feedlot environmental management compliance assessment aims to
meet the needs of both producer s and regulator y agencies. The project also pilo ts a training
process, as Iowa has few thir d par ties qualif ied to assist producer s wit h completing permit
applications and adop ting effective methods for protecting air and water quality .

Ag EMS:
The Iowa Experience Speaking of EMS

ÒThis program has totally changed

the way we think about env i ro n m e n ta l

stewardship. Instead of waiting fo r

DNR to fo rce us to make ch a n ge s

after a problem, we work to identify

priorities within a budget and proac-

tively begin to address these needs

in an ord e rly fashion Ð always fo c u s i n g

on the greatest environmental b a n g

for the buck and always making

i mp rovements month to month .Ó

ÑIowa beef producer

Appr oaches
Working with the Iowa Beef Center, the pilo t project
developed an assessment tool for non-per mitt ed
feedlots (under 1000 head) that was tested for con-
sistency of results by multiple teams of extension
staf f on a single feedlot. A draf t of the assessment
tool was also used at 12 field days with beef and
dair y cattle producers. The f ield days focused on
management strategies as well as design of open
feedlots and manure management structur es. The
pilo t project is in the process of developing an EMS
for the Iowa State Univ ersity Beef Nutr ition Farm. 

Iowa beef producers were invited by Iowa State
University Extension Livestock Field Specialists to
att end inf ormation and training sessions on EMS.
Producers repr esented feedlots with 200-8000 head
capacity . Thir ty-eight producers representing 35
operations attended four 2-par t workshops in Mar ch
and Apr il, 2003. Follow up sessions were held on-
farm with individuals or in small group meetings.

The curriculum for the project was built around an
EMS Guidebook developed by the Univ ersity of
Nebraska. The fir st day of the program aimed to
introduce producers to the concept and essential
c o mponents of EMS and t o ch a n ges in env i ro n m e n ta l
regulations im pacting feedlots. 

Before the second day of the workshop, producer s
had comp l eted their  env i ro n m e n t al policy sta te m e n t s ,
as well  as a comp l ete fe e d l ot assessment  in conjunction
w i t h a th i r d par ty ( a Pro ject  Coord i n a t or  and/ or
E x tension  Engin eer).  Pro d u c e rs had  al so used th e i r
poli cy sta tement  and comp l eted assessment to ident ify
pr ior ity issues.

The second day of the wo rkshop began with  pro d u c e rs
shar ing policy statements and assessment findings
wit h other par ticipants. Workshop att endees devel-
oped actio n pla ns for their ope rations, with  tim elin es,
m e a s u rable objectives, and docum entation 



requirements for each pr ior ity identif ied during the
assessment. Producers also established standar d
operating procedur es and emergency action plans
wit h responsibilities assigned according to pr ior ities
identif ied during the assessment. Finall y, workshop
par ticipants discussed procedur es for addressing
objectiv es in their action plans that included ch a n ge s
to the physical plant as well as changes to manag e-
ment practices.

Jim Ve n n e r, Project Coord i n a t o r, visited all o f the fa rm s
to discuss and observe one-on-one how the producer
had progressed wit h his or her EMS. Key points of
discussion included: planning, document ation, and
measur ing improvement. Two small group meetings
were held on farms to share ideas between farmer s
on how they were using their EMS to addr ess pr iority
issues in their operation.

Results t o Dat e

Participants were surveyed in November, 2003 on
their prog ress and attitude toward their EMS. Nine ty
p e rcent  of the part icipants responding plan to continue
working on their EMS. Two-thir ds regular ly refer to
thei r  pol icy sta temen t for direction and mo st have
s h a red i t  with oth e rs inside and outside of their  
o p e rat ions. Appr ox i m a t e ly 75 percent have deve l o p e d
w ri t t en action plans for pri o r ity issues and are fo l l ow i n g
these plans to reach their objectiv e. A lar ge major ity
of the par ticipants sought professional advice and
have made changes to im prove their physical plant,
management practices, and document ation as it
relat es to envir onmental per formance of their feedlot
because of this program.

Lessons Learned
¥ One-on-one or small group on-farm education is 

essential. Initial lar ge group meetings were effective
in introducing the prog ram, however individual 
on-site consulting proved to yield greater results
regarding the producer sÕ operations.

¥ Producer s will customize print ed materials to f it
their far m, but need an effective frame work to star t
from. While we do not want to present a Òcheck the
boxÓ appr oach, some form of an EMS templat e is
helpful in getting producer s star ted. 

¥ Document ation tools must be kept as concise and
s i mple as possible. Pro d u c e rs have a limit ed amount
of time to  devote to paper wo rk and are more will ing
to complete document ation if it can be per formed
qu i ck l y. The EMS cannot be cost ly in  tim e or re s o u rc e s
if it is to be adop ted and successful.

¥ Leverage is helpful. Producers under the more regu-
l a to ry pre s s u re we re most inte re sted and coopera t i ve .
These were the ones that could see an immediat e
p ay- o ff from EMS. Un re g u l a ted pro d u c e rs appre c i a te d
the prog ram, but not the paper work.

¥ Producers have a strong stewardship pr inciple and
the policy statement helps them quantify and
implement these principles and share their views
wit h others.

¥ Voluntar y programs that provide producers wit h
the education and tools to identify and addr ess
environmental pr iorities can af fect environmental
performance more quickly than mandat ory or 
regulat ory programs alone.
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EVALUATION RESULTS

Producer response to a survey nine months after initial
EMS workshop: Continuing with EMS: 19 producers

¥Com pleted policy statement : 91%
¥Shared policy statement wit h others: 60%
¥Re fe rred to policy sta tement in previous 3 months: 73%
¥De veloped action plan to addr ess a prior ity: 77%
¥Com pleted one or mor e pr iorities: 81%

Percentage increase in the number of farms that have
or plan to implement the following practices as a result
of their EMS:

¥Anal yze manure for nutr ients: 100%
¥Change manur e application location or rate: 58%
¥Built clean water diversions: 120%
¥Built solid settling structur es: 200%


