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Community health and CAFOs: what are the research studies 
telling us?
Annette M O’Connor, BVSc, MVSc, DVSc, MACVSc.

A review was conducted to evaluate the approaches 
currently being used to study the impact of ani-
mal feeding operations (AFOs) on the health of 

neighboring communities. The review panel consisted on 
veterinary epidemiologists and rural community health 
specialists. The purpose of the review was to evaluate 
the studies currently available on the topic and provide 
the livestock industries with better guidance about future 
research and funding directions i.e. what studies have 
been conducted and most importantly, in the near future, 
what type of studies and research questions should be 
given priority.

An extensive search of the literature was used to identify 
as many studies as possible reporting associations between 
AFOs on the health of neighboring communities. Start-
ing with a single review paper on the effects of AFO’s on 
community health, the bibliography was hand-searched. 
Relevant papers were identified from the bibliography by 
title. The abstracts of presumptive relevant papers where 
then reviewed to determine if this paper was relevant. At 
this preliminary stage of the search a relevant paper was 
considered to 1) describe a primary research, review or 
opinions and 2) report an association between measures 
of community health and proximity of that community 
to animal feeding operations (AFO). The bibliographies 
of these papers were then searched and more relevant re-
search was indentified. This process was repeated until it 
became apparent that we were not extending the scope of 
the current literature was achieved. Next, four databases 
were searched for papers relating to AFO’s and community 

health. The four databases were PUBMED, CAB, Web of 
Science, and Agricola. Time limits or language restrictions 
were not used. The search was created using keywords 
and title words from papers identified by the hand search. 
Synonyms of the keywords were also used to make the 
search terms. The search strings were designed to combine 
“community health” terms AND “animal agricultural” 
terms. The search terms were expanded until a large 
number of citations (> 1000) were returned. The combined 
electronic and hand search identified 1532 citations. After 
two reviewers independently screened the 1532 cita-
tions to identify primary research about animal feeding 
operations and human health, 92 citations remained in 
consideration. Although numbers were not recorded, the 
search was overly sensitive primarily because of the use 
of the term “confinement” which captured articles about 
prisoners and patients with mental health issues. After a 
second screening 16 articles which describe the primary 
research studies that described community health and 
proximity to AFOs remained in the review. The majority 
of 76 papers excluded in the 2nd evaluation described oc-
cupational health issues associated with animal feeding 
operations. Of the 16 articles, 14 articles were published 
in English, while 2 were published in German and these 
were translated. The presentation will present a summary 
of the study designs used, populations studied as well as a 
discussion about the internal and external validity of the 
research projects identified. 




