Turn -- Small farms are bad – they’re worse for the environment 
Nordhaus & Blaustein-Rejto 21 (Ted Nordhaus, the executive director of the Breakthrough Institute, Dan Blaustein-Rejto, the director of food and agriculture at the Breakthrough Institute, “Small Farms, Big Pollution”, , 6/2/21 – gm) 
A reader could be excused for concluding from Matthew R. Sanderson and Stan Cox’s criticism of our recent essay, “Big Agriculture Is Best,” that virtually all environmental impacts associated with the production of food in the United States and globally can be laid at the feet of “industrial agriculture.” But it is a definitional sleight of hand, not “empirical evidence,” as they claim, that does most of the work here. Sanderson and Cox define “industrial agriculture” so capaciously as to be basically synonymous with “agriculture.”
In the United States, that is arguably true. Most agricultural output—and hence environmental impacts—comes from large-scale, industrial production. Globally, it is not true. In both cases, there is no free lunch. Agriculture, unavoidably, has environmental impacts for the simple reason that growing food requires the conversion of forests, grasslands, and other ecosystems into fields whose biocapacity is then monopolized to produce food for people.
As human populations have grown enormously over the last two centuries, from about a billion people globally in 1800 to nearly 8 billion today, and as those populations have become wealthier and able to eat higher on the food chain, the impacts associated with food production have grown as well. But that has little to do with the prevalence of industrial versus nonindustrial agriculture. Instead, it reflects the basic realities associated with scaling agriculture globally to meet those enormous new demands.
Consider the negative impacts that nitrogen pollution from the American corn belt has had on the Gulf of Mexico. Most of that runoff comes from industrial farms for the simple reason that large-scale, intensive production is the dominant form of agriculture across the region. Shifting production to organic practices, though, wouldn’t much change the situation. Organic farms are typically associated with higher rates of runoff per calorie of food produced, even as they require more land. So unless total production were very substantially scaled back, a corn belt dominated by organic farms rather than conventional ones would require more land while having similar or even greater impacts on waterways and biodiversity.
Sanderson and Cox blame industrial agricultural in the corn belt not only for the dead zone in the Gulf of Mexico but for rendering “entire landscapes uninhabitable” across the region. Millions of Americans still comfortably living in such places would beg to differ. Yes, as Sanderson and Cox note, there are more hogs in the state of Iowa than people. So what? Insofar as the claim is relevant at all, it regards the question of why Iowa has so few people, not why it has so many hogs. And while the expansion of hog farming in the state in recent decades is attributable to industrial production methods, the decline of the human population is not, as large-scale rural outmigration has been underway in Iowa for over a century. As we note in our essay, rural depopulation has been much more the cause of the consolidation and industrialization of American agriculture than it is the result of those farming practices.
Sanderson and Cox similarly attribute the loss of topsoil across the region to industrial farming. But while it is true that a recent study found that lots of topsoil across the Midwest has been lost, that study compared present-day levels against a baseline that estimated the levels of topsoil in the region prior to its conversion to agriculture. The study did not estimate the contribution of current industrial systems versus earlier, less intensive farming practices across the region. Anyone even slightly familiar with the history of the Dust Bowl, though, can figure out that much of the region’s topsoil was lost long before highly intensive, mechanized agriculture became the norm.
Questionable claims keep coming. Sanderson and Cox attribute the 14.5 percent of global greenhouse gas emissions that result from animal agriculture to the scaling up of industrial agriculture. But a significant majority of greenhouse gas emissions associated with animal agriculture result from beef and dairy production. Around the world, only 15 percent of beef production is produced intensively. Moreover, most studies find that industrial animal production is less greenhouse gas intensive than alternative production systems.
Sanderson and Cox claim that industrial agriculture is responsible for choking air pollution in India. But insofar as agriculture is a major contributor to terrible air quality in Indian cities, it is due to small farmers who burn their fields after harvest, in part because they lack the assets and economies of scale to afford machinery that would eliminate the need to burn crop residues. They similarly claim that industrial farming is responsible for an increase in tropical deforestation in Brazil. In fact, deforestation rates in Brazil have fallen dramatically since the turn of the century thanks to both stronger forestry laws and more intensive and technological farming. The uptick in deforestation in the region in more recent years, on the other hand, appears to be driven more by smallholder farmers and ranchers who lack land tenure and access to fertilizer, seeds, and machinery.
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