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 Controlling odors on the farm is not as difficult as you might 
think.  All odor abatement plans, no matter how complicated, 
follow four basic odor control strategies:

Prevent  the creation of odors.
Alter strong odors to less intense odors.
Capture odors so they do not escape to the surroundings.
Disperse odorants once they leave the farm.

Prevention
 Rotting manure is the number one source of farmstead 
odors. Manure is food to bacteria, and bacteria give off odors 
as they digest manure.  You can reduce odors by preventing 
bacteria from growing in manure. Methods to reduce bacterial 
growth include  killing bacteria with disinfectants, adding lime 
to raise manure pH, and keeping manure dry.
 It is hard to completely stop bacteria from growing. Ma-
nure is just too good a meal for them to pass up.  A second 
prevention strategy is to move waste away from trouble spots 
before bacteria can begin to grow.  For example, flushing raw 
manure from buildings means fewer odors are released into 
the building by rotting manure.
 Changing animal diets may also reduce odors.  Odors 
released by manure containing large doses of  nitrogen and 
sulfur are particularly strong smells.  If we reduce nitrogen and 
sulfur content of feed, we might prevent creation of  nitrogen 
and sulfur odors in manure.

Alteration
 The second strategy for controlling odors is to change 
strong odors given off by decaying manure into weaker odors.  
Sometimes a second batch of bacteria are used to alter strong 
odors.   For instance, raw manure settles to the bottom of a 
lagoon. Bacteria in the lagoon digest the raw manure and 
release strong-smelling liquids. The smell will improve if an-
other group of bacteria, living above the sludge, convert the 
odorous liquids into odorless gas.

Strategies to Control 
Farmstead Odors

 Chemicals are also used to alter farm odors. Oxidants 
convert organic matter to odorless gases.   Counteractants 
bind to odorous chemicals and weaken their smell.  Masking 
agents are not usually effective on the farm. Masking agents 
do not alter odors; they merely try to hide them. The smell of 
manure is a strong odor, and trying to cover up the smell of 
manure with a stronger scent just adds to its power.

Capture
 A third strategy is to keep odors from escaping to the 
surroundings.  In other words, trap and hold odors before 
they can leave the place they are created.   Hydrogen sulfide 
is a strong smelling gas associated with manure. Hydrogen 
sulfide also sticks to iron. If you pass manure odors through 
a filter made of iron filings, hydrogen sulfide will stay with the 
iron and not escape to the surroundings.
 Some of the most effective filters not only capture but 
alter odors as well.  Living filters — sometimes called biofilters 
— trap odors, then use bacteria to eat the trapped odors. 
Biofilters can operate for a long time without having to be 
replaced.  The earth around us is a living filter.  Raw manure 
worked into the soil is held on silt and clay particles.  Soil 
microbes digest manure odors before they can escape to the 
air. 

Dispersion
 The last strategy uses the wind to disperse odors once 
they leave the farm. Plans that include separation distances 
between farms and residences rely on dispersion to dilute 
farmstead odors before they reach the neighbors’ nose. Trees 
strategically placed on the farm help the wind mix and dilute 
odors.
 You cannot always count on the wind to disperse odors, 
though.  On calm nights, heavy farmstead odors are carried  
to low spots in the landscape by gravity.  You must fall back 
on other strategies (prevention, alteration, and capture) to 
reduce odors during windless periods.

Oklahoma Cooperative Extension Fact Sheets 
are also available on our website at: 

http://osufacts.okstate.edu
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The Oklahoma Cooperative Extension Service 
Bringing the University to You!

•	 It	provides	practical,	problem-oriented	education	
for people of all ages.  It is designated to take 
the knowledge of the university to those persons 
who do not or cannot participate in the formal           
classroom instruction of the university.

•	 It	utilizes	research	from	university,	government,	
and other sources to help people make their own 
decisions.

•	 More	than	a	million	volunteers	help	multiply	the	
impact of the Extension professional staff.

•	 It	dispenses	no	funds	to	the	public.

•	 It	is	not	a	regulatory	agency,	but	it	does	inform	
people of regulations and of their options in meet-
ing them.

•	 Local	programs	are	developed	and	carried	out	in	
full recognition of national problems and goals.

•	 The	 Extension	 staff	 educates	 people	 through	
personal contacts, meetings, demonstrations, 
and the mass media.

•	 Extension	has	the	built-in	flexibility	to	adjust	its	
programs and subject matter to meet new needs.  
Activities	shift	from	year	to	year	as	citizen	groups	
and Extension workers close to the problems 
advise changes.

The Cooperative Extension Service is the largest, 
most	 successful	 informal	educational	 organization	
in the world. It is a nationwide system funded and 
guided by a partnership of federal, state, and local 
governments that delivers information to help people 
help themselves through the land-grant university 
system.

Extension carries out programs in the broad catego-
ries of  agriculture, natural resources and environment; 
family and consumer sciences; 4-H and other youth; 
and community resource development. Extension 
staff members live and work among the people they 
serve to help stimulate and educate Americans to 
plan ahead and cope with their problems.

Some characteristics of the Cooperative Extension  
system are:

•		 The	 federal,	 state,	 and	 local	 governments							
cooperatively share in its financial support and 
program direction.

•	 It	is	administered	by	the	land-grant	university	as	
designated by the state legislature through an 
Extension director.

•	 Extension	programs	are	nonpolitical,	objective,	
and research-based information.
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