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FACTORY FARMS: ARSENIC

C

hicken, pork, and turkey are among the most heavily
consumed meats in America. From 1966 to 2000,
annual chicken consumption rose 253 percent, from
32.1 to 81.2 pounds per person.1 But did you know that chicken
contains arsenic?

WHAT IS ARSENIC AND
WHY IS IT IN MY CHICKEN?
Despite many risks, FDA approved arsenic-containing feed
additives for animals in the 1940s, and they are still widely
used in chicken, turkey and swine production2 to promote
weight gain, improve feed efficiency, change meat pigmentation, and for disease prevention and control.3
Why? Chicken production has changed significantly since the
1940s. The relentless drive to produce more animals in less
time, with less space, and at lower cost lies behind the routine addition of antimicrobial drugs such as arsenicals to
animal feed. Almost all chickens are now raised in broiler
“houses”, which typically hold 25,000 to 30,000 birds. A
modern broiler “farm” generally has 2 to 6 such houses.
Inside, animals compete for space, food, and water; breathe
contaminated air; and live in their own waste. Overcrowding
and poor sanitation significantly increase the chances of outbreaks of disease in these large chicken operations.

that it can easily convert to inorganic arsenic and even low
exposure levels currently found in contaminated food, drinking water, and the broader environment can cause cancers.4

HOW MUCH ARSENIC
IS IN MY CHICKEN?
The truth is that FDA does not know. FDA has approved
hundreds of kinds of arsenic use; yet it does not monitor the
usage of these drugs in animal feed. Unfortunately, there is no
public data to quantify the amount of arsenic given to poultry, yet an estimated 70 percent of broiler chickens are fed
arsenic-containing compounds at some point in their lives.5
Until the Institute for Agriculture and Trade Policy (IATP) conducted its own tests in 2004 and 2005, FDA’s Food Safety and
Inspection Service (FSIS) rarely inspected chicken for arsenic.
When it did, FSIS examined chicken livers, not muscle meat,
which is what most people consume.6 IATP tested more than
150 supermarket packages of raw chicken and “fast food”
chicken sandwiches and nuggets, and found that fully 55% of
“raw chicken” products and 100% of “fast food” chicken product samples revealed detectable levels of total arsenic.7 These
results strongly suggest the use of arsenic in poultry feed
leads to arsenic in chicken.

ENVIRONMENTAL IMPACTS OF ARSENIC
Arsenic exists in two forms: organic and inorganic. Inorganic
arsenic is a known human carcinogen. It can contribute to
cancers, heart disease, diabetes, birth defects, decline in
intellectual function, and can decrease a body’s virus
response. Organic arsenic—the form in animal feed—was
once considered safe at low levels, but recent studies show
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Arsenic is an element and neither degrades nor disappears.
Therefore, it can readily migrate through soils, underlying
groundwater, and into the air.8
Arsenical use in poultry production has indirect human and
environmental impacts. Billions of chickens raised in the U.S.
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generate billions of pounds of waste, where arsenicals pass
nearly unchanged. Waste can be used as fertilizer to croplands,
but still contains arsenic which leaches into groundwater.
Poultry litter containing arsenic is also fed to beef cattle.
New practices have developed to address the massive
amounts of waste generated by factory farms. Arsenic-laden
poultry litter is now converted into fertilizer pellets and used
for crops, home landscaping, gardening and golf courses.9 It
is also burned as a biofuel, releasing arsenic into the air.
These practices open up entirely new avenues of arsenic
exposure and public health concerns.
Routine arsenical use in animal feed likely adds to the already
significant public health burden from arsenic-contaminated
drinking water supplies, fertilizers, treated wood products,
and arsenical pesticides used on crops.10

REGULATION ON ARSENIC
IN ANIMAL FEED
Acknowledging the lack of science supporting health or safety standards for arsenic, the European Union has never
approved its use in animal feed,11 has warned children and
consumers of the risks of arsenic in food, and recommended
that dietary exposure to inorganic arsenic be reduced.12
Conversely, while federal agencies have demonstrated that they

example, in 2009 EPA reached an agreement with organic
arsenical pesticide manufacturers who then withdrew their
products from the market and EPA withdrew its approval for
these pesticides.13 In contrast, in June 2011, Alpharma (a division of Pfizer) announced it would voluntarily suspend sale of
Roxarsone. At the time, FDA commented that Roxarsone
raised concerns of a “completely avoidable exposure to a carcinogen,” yet still did not withdraw its approval.14
The most efficient solution is to simply ban the use of arsenic
in the U.S. With such great health risks, making the well-being
of their citizens a priority gives the U.S. plenty of reason to
ban it. States like Maryland have already passed legislation
limiting arsenic sale and use. There is no reason FDA cannot
do the same thing for arsenic in animal feed as the agency
did for arsenical pesticides.

TAKE ACTION!
Get involved in our campaign
against factory farms. Visit our website
for the latest action alerts and news at
www.centerforfoodsafety.org

can act to curb arsenic uses, FDA has so far failed to do so. For
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