Dairy Straits
by Max Watman
April 17, 2015 – The Ogallala Aquifer, which irrigates 40% of the grain for America’s grain-fed beef, may run dry within decades.
I’ve often imagined the domestication of animals as a kind of contract between us and them.  It seems as if it’s a pact set up to proliferate or protect both species.  Dogs promised to make us better hunters, or wake up faster than we do when we’re threatened.  We bequeathed them our scraps.  Horses asked for a safe place to live and health benefits in return for carrying us on their backs.  It’s a backroom covenant, and it seems to have gone down pretty well.  Cows, though, perhaps should have driven a harder bargain.  Wait, run that last bit by me again—what’s going to happen?
For the individual steer about to be stunned, it doesn’t seem like a good deal.  For the herd, however—for the continuation of cowdom—our arrangement is aces.  93 million cows live in America.  Protected by humans from predators (and now infectious diseases), cattle are our partners in world domination.  They outweigh us.  If you start tallying the acreage and resources dedicated to them, it certainly seems they occupy a position of privilege.
From the evidence presented in “Cowed” by Dennis Hayes and Gail Boyer Hayes, our combined affect on the environment and each other is trouble.  The methane produced by manure and burps, to choose just a single aspect of the fix we’re in, “doesn’t stay in the atmosphere nearly as long as carbon dioxide does,” but it’s far better at trapping heat.  “So over the course of a century, methane contributes more to warming than does carbon dioxide.”
And that’s just the start.
In “Cowed” we read about ozone forming in lagoons of manure and irritating our lungs; pathogens, hormones, and endocrine disruptors invading our food supply—a grab-bag of threats that seem destined to do us in.  “80% of all antibiotics sold for all purposes in America,” the authors tell us, “are given to healthy animals in factory farms to improve feed efficiency, prophylactically guard against disease, and promote growth.” This practice breeds bacteria resistant to antibiotics.  Many fear that we are rushing toward an era in which hang nails and scrapes will again become potentially fatal.
This is an odd book.  At times, it reads more like a collection of pamphlets, white papers, and Power Point presentations.  In the chapter “Got Milked?” we read sub-chapters on lactose intolerance, whether or not the calcium in milk actually helps our bones, germs and chemicals in milk, and the story of an exemplary dairy farmer.  Some of the sections are very small.  “Don’t be fooled by the word ‘natural’ on a cow product” begins one such section.  2 paragraphs later, we’re done.  That doesn’t make it any less convincing.
Most of the text concerns the physical or environmental effects of our over-reliance on cattle—including the “cruelly diminished” lives of the cattle themselves.  But the book also sounds a metaphorical theme: “Our cows are a reflection of who we are as a people.  The image in the mirror has grown disturbing.”
To be precise, the bovine image in the mirror is that of humans as mindless consumers of resources.  Consider this: In the middle of America, beneath the topsoil of Nebraska, Texas, Kansas, Oklahoma, Colorado, Wyoming, New Mexico and South Dakota is the world’s largest aquifer, called the Ogallala.  It supplies, according to Mr. and Ms. Hayes, “nearly 1/3 of all the groundwater the entire nation uses for irrigation.  1/5 of all the agricultural products in the United States, and a full 40% of the grain for grain-fed beef, are grown with Ogallala water.” It is a lot of water.  But we’ve already used up 2/3 of it.  “Many geologists expect most of the Ogallala to run out of water in 25 to 30 years, and perhaps run out of ‘usable’ water as soon as 2020.”  This is the kind of needle-dragged-across-the-grooves revelation that makes people want to grab their family, put the dog in the car, and head for the hills.
But there’s wiggling in that sentence: “many … most … perhaps … usable.”  A devil’s advocate might suggest that, if one hedges that much, perhaps the argument is being steered toward a foregone conclusion.  The authors, I suspect, would cede that point, then move on to the next damning piece of evidence, such as quoting one calculation that it “now takes the Earth 1 year and 6 months to regenerate what we use in a year.”
One of the key conundrums with being human is that we expect tomorrow to be much like today.  Most of the time, it’s true.  The machine you built yesterday will work tomorrow.  You’ll wake up to find that you are pretty much the same person you were when you went to bed.  This makes it very hard for us to internalize information such as: If you keep pumping out water, there won’t be any water left.
Just because we figured out how to grow 93 million cows and feed everyone cheap beef doesn’t mean that it was a good long-term plan.  The Hayeses present new directions, but seeing the blueprint is not building the house.  What’s more, these pages are full of sentences such as “But even if implemented to their fullest practicable extent, these good practices can only modestly reduce the environmental problems caused by keeping many cows.”  That one happens to be about eating organic, locally grown food, but it could be about any number of waste management, land management, or food management practices.
Our problems seem to verge upon the insurmountable.  The Hayeses have made a valuable contribution to the study of where we—and our cattle—are headed.  One way or the other, tomorrow will not look like today.
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