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Foung Hawj, Chair

Environment, Climate and Legacy Committee,
1150 Minnesota Senate Bldg

95 University Ave W

St. Paul, MN, 55155

RE: Testimony of the Natural Resources Defense Council Relating to Polluter Capture and
Oversight of State Actions to Regulate Environmental and Health Impacts of Nitrogen

On behalf of the Natural Resources Defense Council and its thousands of members and online activists in
Minnesota, we submit the following testimony outlining that the existing voluntary approaches to address
nitrogen pollution are insufficient by themselves and additional strategies are needed.

Nitrogen pollution has been a known issue to this body for almost 40 years.' The primary source is the
loss of synthetic nitrogen fertilizer from Minnesota’s croplands.? Nitrogen pollution now has a massive
footprint across Minnesota’s landscape, waterways, and the atmosphere arising from numerous factors
like vulnerable geology, fertilizer application decisions like overapplying or mistimed application, or
specific farm characteristics and practices.’

The impact of this pollution poses a significant risk to human health, environmental health and climate
change. When nitrogen fertilizer drains from fields to water sources, it does so mainly as nitrate, a major
contaminant in drinking water. Minnesota recognizes that drinking water sources with nitrates above 10
mg/L are a human health risk, in line with the EPA standard,’ and are associated with blue baby
syndrome, developmental impacts, cancers, and thyroid disorders.® Yet, the safe drinking water standard

! Bijay Singh and G.S. Sekhon, “Nitrate Pollution of Groundwater from Farm Use of Nitrogen Fertilizers — A
Review.” Agriculture and Environment 4 (3): 207-2 (Mar. 1979). https://doi.org/10.1016/0304-1131(79)90022-5;
Minn. Stat. § 103H.001 subd. 3; see also Minn. R. § 4717.7860, subp. 13, “Health Risk Limits Table.”

2 Minnesota Department of Agriculture, “Minnesota Nitrogen Fertilizer Management Plan,” (Addended Jul. 2019) at
33, https://www.mda.state.mn.us/sites/default/files/inline-files/NFMP%202015.pdf.

3 Minnesota Department of Agriculture, “Minnesota Nitrogen Fertilizer Management Plan,” (Addended Jul. 2019) at
33, https://www.mda.state.mn.us/sites/default/files/inline-files/NFMP%202015.pdf.

4 Maya Korb et al., “Too Much of a Good Thing: Overapplication of Nitrogen Fertilizer Endangers Human and
Environmental Health,” NRDC, (Sep. 2025) at 1, https://www.nrdc.org/sites/default/files/2025-09/too-much-of-a-
good-thing-fs.pdf.

540 C.F.R. § 141.62(b)(7); Minn. R. 7050.0221, subpart 2-4.

¢ Jean Brender, “Human Health Effects of Exposure to Nitrate, Nitrite, and Nitrogen Dioxide.” In.: Sutton, M.A., et
al. Just Enough Nitrogen. Springer. (2020) https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-58065-0_18; Samantha Ammons et
al., “Nitrate and Disinfection By-Products In Drinking Water and Risk of Ovarian Cancer.” Environmental
Epidemiology. 9 no. 3 (May 13, 2025), https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/40370528/; Mary Ward et al., “Nitrate
Intake and the Risk of Thyroid Cancer and Thyroid Disease.” Epidemiology 21 no. 3 (May 21, 2010): 389-395,
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC2879161/.



https://doi.org/10.1016/0304-1131(79)90022-5
https://www.mda.state.mn.us/sites/default/files/inline-files/NFMP%202015.pdf
https://www.mda.state.mn.us/sites/default/files/inline-files/NFMP%202015.pdf
https://www.nrdc.org/sites/default/files/2025-09/too-much-of-a-good-thing-fs.pdf
https://www.nrdc.org/sites/default/files/2025-09/too-much-of-a-good-thing-fs.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-58065-0_18
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC2879161/

is routinely exceeded among private and public drinking water sources throughout the state.” On top of
this, research now shows that exposure to nitrates at half the current safe drinking water level is linked to
stomach, colorectal and kidney cancer.®

Additionally, nitrates pollute the “land of 10,000 lakes”, its network of small streams, and far-reaching
rivers like the Mississippi. Minnesota Pollution Control Agency (MPCA) has concluded that nitrate levels
of more than 5 mg/L for cold waters and 8 mg/L for other waters are unsafe for aquatic life, although it
has not adopted a water quality standard based on this conclusion.’ Based on a report from 2013, these
limits are routinely exceeded in the state, with 41% of all tested rivers and streams exceeding 5 mg/L and
27% exceeding 10 mg/L."® Wildlife, fisheries, drinking water, and recreation sites are all threatened by
nitrogen contamination.'!

Nitrogen pollution is not just a water concern; it also contributes to climate change. Overapplication of
nitrogen fertilizer is the primary driver of nitrous oxide emissions in agriculture, a gas that makes up
almost 10% of all human-caused greenhouse gas emissions and simultaneously breaks down the ozone
layer.'?

This problem is not going away any time soon if Minnesota sticks to the status quo, which currently
consists of a network of voluntary programs to tackle this problem. The results from 15 years of these
approaches have been underwhelming. " Pollution in surface water has declined between 6-9% since
2014, far lower than the 20% goal set for 2025 and well below the 45% target for 2040.'*
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But there is a way for Minnesota to address this issue. It involves building outcome-based data collection
and reporting systems and adopting enforceable limits to provide clear guidelines that prevent pollution.
This approach will allow nitrogen fertilizer to be calibrated through a balance, to right-size application
and practices that prevent losses that result in pollution. This approach will also ensure that farmers can
maximize their profits by saving costs from unnecessary fertilizer use. '

California and the European Union already utilize field-scale data collection on application and losses to
set and track progress to interim water quality goals on a shorter timeframe than surface or groundwater
testing.'® This type of tracking is also already required in Minnesota for manure applications to cropland
and was recommended for fertilizer by Minnesota’s SE Nitrate Working Group.'” Further, individual
countries in the EU like Denmark, the Netherlands and Germany that have more intensive agricultural
areas and greater amounts of nitrogen pollution have successfully set stricter regulations that include
limits on all nitrogen application.'® California is considering similar limits this year.

Additional measures that both track nitrogen pollution and establish limits on overapplication and runoff
would allow Minnesota to finally stem its nitrogen pollution crisis.

Sincerely,
Matthew Kaplan, Maya Korb,
Senior Attorney, Soil Health Food and Agriculture Fellow, Soil Health
Natural Resources Defense Council Natural Resources Defense Council
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