
		

	

 

 
 

MEMORANDUM 
 

 
  
FROM: Deborah Johnson 
RE:  USGS Water Quality Study 
DATE:  June 24, 2015 
 
 
The North Carolina Pork Council has completed a preliminary review of the United 
States Geological Survey (USGS) Scientific Investigations Report “Surface-Water 
Quality in Agricultural Watersheds of the North Carolina Coastal Plain Associated with 
Concentrated Animal Feeding Operations.”  
 
Released Tuesday, the report was especially significant for the N.C. Pork Council 
(NCPC) because it did not show any exceedances of state water quality standards in 
any of the sampled watersheds, including those with hog farms. While the USGS noted 
that some surface water around large swine and poultry farms shows differences in 
water quality, none of the findings suggest these differences are impacting either the 
health of local streams or humans using those streams. 
 
That said, and contrary to the view taken in a USGS news release distributed in the 
wake of the report, the NCPC believes the design and data collection of the study were 
flawed from the outset, creating the likelihood of unreliable conclusions. 
 
In late 2014, the NCPC engaged Geo Solutions, Ltd. to evaluate the research design 
and data used in the USGS study. William Showers, Ph.D. is the firm’s chief scientist 
and a researcher in the North Carolina State University’s Marine, Earth & Atmospheric 
Sciences Department. 
 
Geo Solutions, Ltd. released an assessment of the USGS study several weeks ago, 
based on an examination of the research design and data collection embedded in 
preliminary results made available on the USGS website about seven months prior. Dr. 
Showers had doubts about the efficacy of research even at that point and reported: 
 

1. The most significant predictor of water quality in streams is the amount of wetland 
acreage in a watershed, not the number of animals located there. 
 

2. Data and study limitations (in the USGS study) prevent any meaningful correlation 
between surface water quality and the swine population in Eastern North Carolina. 
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In response to the USGS’s final report on Tuesday, Dr. Showers dismissed the USGS’s 
effort to arrive at meaningful conclusions. He said, “The goal of this work appears to 
look for significant differences in water chemistry associated with the presence or 
absence of animal agriculture in rural, agriculturally-dominated watersheds, but instead 
the data shows watershed water quality in these areas is dependent upon the size and 
quality of river buffers." 
 
Dr. Showers and his associates have now had an opportunity to further examine the 
findings of the USGS report. A preliminary review from Geo Solutions Ltd. serves as an 
important addition to this industry response from the NCPC and is attached to this 
memo. 
 
While disappointed with the USGS study’s shortcomings, the NCPC believes that some 
useful information can be gleaned from the work. As an example, the USGS’s study 
demonstrated clearly that the examination of water quality is an exceedingly 
complicated issue, and that many variables impact our surface water. 
 
We particularly support the study’s finding that land use, soils, buffers and management 
practices all combine to influence the safety of our water streams. We will use the 
USGS’s study to collaboratively improve efforts our farmers are already making to 
protect our environment. 
 
 

 


