Hog industry left 'in shock'

Caught off guard by moratorium on new barns
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Province is halting new or expanded hog barns until Clean Environment Commission determines if it is environmentally safe for industry to expand. 
 

MANITOBA'S hog industry reacted with surprise and dismay Thursday at the province's decision to halt temporarily the construction of new hog barns.

Farmers and industry officials said they were upset their sector was being singled out for blame when it's generally agreed that hog waste is responsible for only a tiny percentage of the nutrients that wind up in Lake Winnipeg.

"I think today the industry is in shock," said Karl Kynoch, chairman of the Manitoba Pork Council. "We weren't expecting this type of announcement to come out."

A spokesman for the OlyWest hog consortium, which is planning a $200-million hog slaughter plant in the St. Boniface Industrial Park, said Thursday his group is continuing to prepare for future Clean Environment Commission hearings on the proposal.

Guy Baudry said OlyWest needs more information before it can speculate what impact the announcement will have on the project.

"At this stage what we need to do first is understand what the implications of this announcement will be before I can speculate on that outcome," Baudry said.

On Wednesday, Conservation Minister Stan Struthers said the province is banning new or expanded hog barns until the Clean Environment Commission reviews all new initiatives and determines if it is environmentally safe for the hog industry to expand.

Hog production in Manitoba has soared to an estimated nine million hogs this year compared with two million in 1990.

The pork council, an industry lobby and research group, said Thursday the provincial government has "damaged a very sustainable and profitable industry."

"Hog producers have become the scapegoat for water-quality concerns," Kynoch said. "This will have a very negative impact, not only on our industry and the 15,000 people it employs, but on all other industries dependent on a vibrant agricultural sector and on Manitoba as a whole."

Selkirk area hog producer John Preun said any pause in barn construction will be a blow to the industry.

"If you put a moratorium on building new barns, certainly the (hog production) numbers in Manitoba will go down because there's aging facilities that will go out of business and not be replaced," he said.

The curtailment of new hog barns comes as the province is seeking approval for a series of regulations designed to protect Manitoba's water from phosphorus, a mineral found abundantly in hog manure, among other things.

They have set regulations requiring farmers to test their soil for phosphorus, and limiting how much fertilizer or manure can be applied on soils based on its existing content of phosphorus.

They also ban the application of fertilizers on buffer zones close to lakes and rivers and other bodies of water.

David Rolfe, president of Keystone Agricultural Producers, said he hasn't yet gone over the proposed regulations on phosphorus in detail, but he said creating buffer zones between the edge of a waterway and where manure or fertilizer can be applied isn't going to cause much grief for farmers.

"Most farmers don't farm right at the water's edge," said Rolfe.

Rolfe said it's a fallacy that farmers don't want to do their part to protect water quality.

"We live there, we drink the water," he said. "Where is the incentive to go out and make things worse?"

Meanwhile, Winnipeg city councillor Russ Wyatt isn't convinced the provincial government is sincere in its attempt to check the sustainability of the hog industry, because the province has been supportive of the construction of the OlyWest plant.

He said it's backwards to push for a new processing plant before checking to see if the industry is sustainable.

A government spokesman said the OlyWest application and the hog industry sustainability review will be undertaken by the CEC at the same time.
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