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Dr. Aleta Borrud: State must take
further steps to protect drinking water

Findings from recent tests make the work to expand access to nitrate testing and
remediation even more urgent, to minimize serious health impacts from
agricultural pollution.
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As a retired physician and farm owner, I expect our government to
protect shared resources, like air and water, from harmful pollution.
That can mean telling individuals or industries engaging in harmful
practices that they must do things differently.
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For years, our government has failed to guard against agricultural
practices causing nitrate pollution of our groundwater.

Abundant evidence shows elevated nitrate in drinking water is a risk
to people, from developing fetuses to adults. Many people living in the
agricultural areas of southeastern Minnesota are exposed to harmful
levels of nitrates in drinking water, which is why the Environmental
Protection Agency, in 2023, directed Minnesota to take strong action
to protect our groundwater from further pollution.

It is now our obligation as a state to ensure that work continues,
whether the federal government plays an oversight role or not.

The nitrate level of 10.4 mg/L in drinking water has long been
accepted as the marker for elevated risk; however, long-term follow-up
studies show health risks begin below that level. The strongest
evidence comes from Denmark, which followed 1.7 million people over
three decades whose drinking water nitrate levels were known. This
demonstrated an increase in cancer with nitrate levels above just 3.87
mg/L, underscoring the urgency of nitrate contamination as a public
health issue.




Algae is seen in the water at the boat launch area at Chester Woods Park. Runoff from area fields spread
with manure may contribute to algae growth due to excess water nitrate levels.
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We also know that when nitrate is found in groundwater, other
harmful contaminants we don’t commonly test for, such as pesticides
and PFAS, are also likely present. That’s why nitrate is often described
as the “canary in the coal mine.” The U.S. government’s own research
bore this out when it tested household tap water from private farm
wells in northeast Iowa. While only 36% of samples had nitrate levels
above 10 mg/L, most samples contained numerous pesticides and
PFAS, the latter common in agricultural chemicals.

This makes the work to expand access to nitrate testing and
remediation even more urgent, to minimize serious health impacts
from agricultural pollution.

Minnesota took important steps to safeguard the health of rural people
following the EPA’s intervention, including expanding access to free
private well tests and water-treatment systems. These are critical steps
to address immediate public health needs. But the only truly
responsible answer is to prevent nitrate pollution of groundwater in
the first place.

A healthy farming economy and clean water do not have to be
mutually exclusive, and it doesn’t serve any of us when our politicians
try to divide us on these issues. As a retired physician, farm owner,
and advocate, I'm committed to the success of our farmers. But I also
want to know that water across our state is safe for everyone. There
are proven strategies to ensure both.

The Olmsted County Soil Health Initiative rewards farmers using
farming practices proven to limit nitrate contamination of
groundwater. Many have voluntarily adopted these practices, using a
range of initiatives to build up organic matter in the soil, including
allowing livestock to forage rather than being fed in feedlots. This
paper’s recent profile of Tom Finnegan’s farm provides another
wonderful example of this kind of farming practice.
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A crop of sunflowers grows on Tom Finnegan's farm in Austin, Minnesota, last month. Finnegan began
growing sunflowers to diversify his operation and restore the topsoil, but "quite frankly, the ROI (on
sunflowers) was better than corn or beans last year," he said.
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Minnesota has invested in cost-sharing and technical expertise to
promote soil health practices, but we need to go further to truly clean
up and protect our aquifers. While our state should expand incentives
for adoption, such as the gold standard program initiated by Olmsted
County, we also need commonsense regulations to ensure compliance
with practices we know will lower contamination of our groundwater.
This is especially important in areas of the state like the southeast
karst region and the Central Sands, where soils and geology make
groundwater more prone to contamination.

The state must also address the millions of gallons of liquid manure
created by dairy and livestock feedlot operations, a primary source of
groundwater nitrate pollution. The Minnesota Pollution Control
Agency is taking steps in the right direction. Last January, it adopted a
smarter and stronger General Feedlot Permit and is currently
considering updating the state’s feedlot rules. To be successful, the
new rules must at a minimum ensure that feedlots with more than 600
animal units — the minority of farms — follow proper manure storage



and land application practices to reduce nitrate pollution in the
environment, especially in high-risk regions, such as karst areas, rife
with sinkholes.

We have the right to demand our state government enforce
responsible farming practices and regulate industrial animal
operations to ensure that the costs of their operations are not exported
to the public in the form of chemical pollution of drinking water and
the loss of public recreation due to algae infestation and bacterial
contamination.

Let’s create a future that values both a healthy farming economy, and
clean water for all. Our health, our children’s health, and that of future
generations is at stake.

Aleta Borrud is a retired physician and 32-year resident of
Rochester.



