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The spread of bird flu among poultry
and dairy farms has heightened some
health experts’ concerns that the proc-
ess of killing and disposing of poultry
infected with the virus may pose a risk
to humans and livestock.

Recent instances of farms dumping
carcasses in landfills and using meth-
ods to kill chickens that put workers in
close proximity to the virus show how
the process of getting rid of infected
birds could further spread the disease,
according to data obtained by Reuters
and interviews with officials and dis-
ease experts.

Extreme heat that made it difficult to
keep protective equipment on during
the asphyxiation by carbon dioxide of
chickens on a Colorado egg farm likely
contributed to five bird flu cases among
workers, the largest cluster of human
cases in the United States, the Centers
for Disease Control and Prevention said
this week.

The situation highlights the need for
systematic use of protective gear when
killing the sick animals, said the CDC’s
Principal Deputy Director Nirav Shah on
a Tuesday call with reporters about the
outbreak.

Workers killing chickens risk inhal-
ing the virus, Dr. Michael Osterholm, an
infectious disease expert at the Univer-
sity of Minnesota, said of the process.
The workers had mild symptoms in-
cluding pink eye and respiratory issues.

“Depopulation activities need to
clearly focus on protection for these in-
dividuals,” he said.

The Colorado Department of Agricul-
ture said in response to questions that
the method of killing birds is decided
jointly between the state, the farmer,
and the U.S. Department of Agriculture.

Bird flu has migrated to nearly every
U.S. state over the past 2.5 years. There

have been nine cases among poultry
and dairy workers since March, includ-
ing the Colorado poultry workers.

Further bird flu spread among live-
stock could increase the likelihood of
human infections, though the risk to the
general public is still low, officials from
the CDC have said.

About 95 million chickens, turkeys
and other poultry have been killed and
disposed of since February 2022, ac-
cording to USDA data obtained by Reu-
ters showing culling and disposal meth-
ods through late June.

Bird flu is fatal in birds and the gov-
ernment requires entire flocks to be
culled once the virus is on a farm. The
deadliest year was 2022, but nearly as
many chickens have been disposed of so
far in 2024 as in all of 2023, the data
shows.

The sick workers in Colorado, for in-
stance, were killing the birds with mo-
bile gas chamber carts, said Julie
Gauthier, an official at USDA’s Animal
and Plant Health Inspection Service, on
the Tuesday call.

The carts can typically accommodate

between a dozen and 50 birds and work-
ers asphyxiate them batch by batch,
Gauthier said.

A USDA spokesperson said the agen-
cy had reviewed the farm’s use of the
method as part of its response to the
outbreak.

More than 150 of the workers were
exposed to infected poultry, 69 dis-
played symptoms and were tested, and
five were positive, said AnneMarie Har-
per, communications director at the
Colorado Department of Public Health
and Environment.

Most chickens are killed by asphyxi-
ation either with portable chambers like
those used in Colorado, or by spraying a
firefighting foam on the birds or shut-
ting down ventilation to the chicken
barns, the USDA data shows.

A small number are killed with fire-
arms, by cervical dislocation, or other
means.

Disposing of the dead

Most of the culled birds are compost-
ed, either in chicken houses or on farms,

or buried, according to the USDA data.
To compost the birds, farmers cover
them in material like wood shavings,
maintain the compost piles at a high
temperature, and stir them occasionally
with farm equipment in a process that
typically takes several weeks.

So far, there have been no human or
livestock cases linked directly to dis-
posal of dead animals with avian flu.

Federal and state officials work with
farmers to determine the best disposal
methods, said John Clifford, a former
USDA chief veterinarian, now an advi-
sor for the USA Poultry and Egg Export
Council, an industry group.

It is safest to compost on site to avoid
moving the carcasses and potentially
spreading the virus, said Myah Walker,
compliance unit supervisor at the Min-
nesota Board of Animal Health.

In rarer cases, carcasses are trans-
ported to landfills, a process that can
meet some federal and state regula-
tions.

Michigan egg producer Herbruck’s
Poultry Ranch disposed of nearly 2 mil-
lion chickens between April 15 and June
8 in private landfills, according to USDA
data and Michigan state records of the
disposal process obtained by Reuters.

Herbruck’s declined to comment.
Just 3% of all poultry have been dis-

posed of in landfills since 2022, and the
Herbruck’s outbreak accounts for about
two-thirds of them, the USDA data
shows.

Soon after the Herbruck’s disposal, a
dairy farm near one of the landfills test-
ed positive for bird flu, alarming area
farmers. 

Even so, whole genome sequencing
showed the disposed Herbruck’s car-
casses did not cause the infection, said
Adeline Hambley, Ottawa County’s
health officer.

Wild birds have helped spread the vi-
rus between poultry farms and to other
species.

Brian Hoefs, the state veterinarian
for Minnesota, said he would not rec-
ommend disposing of dead poultry in
landfills.

“That’s the restaurant for scaven-
gers. It would be a recipe for disaster,” he
said.

Chicken culling, disposal raise concern
Health experts say
process could
spread bird flu
Leah Douglas
REUTERS

About 95 million chickens, turkeys and other poultry have been killed and
disposed of since February 2022, according to USDA data. MIKE BLAKE/REUTERS FILE

A federal appeals court on Thursday
blocked President Joe Biden’s admini-
stration from continuing to implement
a new student debt relief plan de-
signed to lower monthly payments for
millions of Americans.

The St. Louis-based 8th U.S. Circuit
Court of Appeals granted a request by
seven Republican-led states to put on
hold parts of the U.S. Department of
Education’s debt relief plan that had
not already been blocked by a lower-
court judge.

That ruling last month by U.S. Dis-
trict Judge John Ross in St. Louis had
blocked the department from granting
further loan forgiveness under the ad-
ministration’s Saving on a Valuable
Education Plan but had not blocked all
of the plan.

That plan provides more generous
terms than past income-based repay-
ment plans, lowering monthly pay-
ments for eligible borrowers and al-
lowing those whose original principal
balances were $12,000 or less to have
their debt forgiven after 10 years.

State attorneys general led by Mis-
souri Attorney General Andrew Bailey
subsequently last week asked the 8th
Circuit to block the rest of the SAVE
plan. The court did so through a one-
page order granting an administrative
stay.

Bailey on the social platform X

hailed the ruling as a “huge win for ev-
ery American who still believes in pay-
ing their own way.” He said the student
loan plan “would have saddled work-
ing Americans with half-a-trillion dol-
lars in Ivy League debt.”

An Education Department spokes-
person said it was assessing the rul-
ing’s impact, would be in touch with
any borrowers directly affected by it
and “will continue to aggressively de-
fend the SAVE plan.”

Biden announced the SAVE plan in
2022, alongside a broader $430 billion
program that would have fulfilled a
campaign promise by canceling up to
$20,000 in debt for up to 43 million
Americans. It was ultimately blocked
by the conservative-majority U.S. Su-
preme Court in June 2023.

The SAVE plan was slated to fully
take effect on July 1, though parts of it
have already been implemented.

The White House has said that over
20 million borrowers could benefit
from the SAVE plan. The Education
Department says that 8 million are al-
ready enrolled, including 4.5 million
whose monthly payments have been
reduced to $0. The Education Depart-
ment on Thursday said it had already
granted $5.5 billion to 414,000 bor-
rowers through the SAVE Plan.

The administration estimated that
the plan would cost around $156 bil-
lion over 10 years, but Republican state
attorneys general argue that its actual
cost would be much more.

President Joe Biden announced the SAVE Plan in 2022. The plan provides
more generous terms than past income-based repayment plans.
KEVIN LAMARQUE/REUTERS FILE

Appeals court blocks all of
Biden’s student debt plan
Nate Raymond
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A former Illinois sheriff’s deputy
pleaded not guilty to murder on Thurs-
day, according to court documents, one
day after he was fired, arrested and
charged in the fatal shooting of a 36-
year-old Black woman during a call for
help at her home.

Sean Grayson, 30, fired three shots,
striking Sonya Massey one time in the
face as she ducked for cover behind a
kitchen counter separating the two, ac-
cording to court documents. The shoot-
ing followed a verbal exchange about a
pot on the stove.

Massey, a mother of two teenagers,
had called police regarding a suspected
intruder in her Springfield home, said
Ben Crump, the prominent U.S. civil
rights lawyer representing the family. It
is the latest in a running list of high-pro-
file police killings of Black people, in-
cluding George Floyd, Trayvon Martin
and Roger Fortson, that Crump has
counseled.

“While nothing can undo the heinous
actions of this officer, we hope the
scales of justice will continue to hold
him accountable and we will demand
transparency at every step,” Crump said
in a statement.

A grand jury indicted Grayson, who is
white, on five charges, including three
counts of murder in the first degree, one
count of aggravated battery and one
count of official misconduct. 

He was arraigned in Illinois’ 7th Judi-
cial Circuit Court on Thursday and
pleaded not guilty to all charges. He was
jailed until his next court date on Aug.
26.

Grayson’s attorney, Daniel Fultz, did
not immediately respond to a request
for comment.

Grayson and another Sangamon
County sheriff’s deputy were called to
Massey’s home for a suspected prowler
at 12:50 a.m. July 6. About 30 minutes
later, Massey was shot.

According to the indictment, Massey
had placed a pot of possibly hot water
on the counter on Grayson’s instruc-
tions. Grayson was in the living room
when he then drew his firearm and
threatened to shoot Massey in the face,
prompting her to put her hands in the
air, say, “I’m sorry,” and duck for cover

behind a counter separating the two.
Grayson moved closer, yelled at Mas-

sey to put the pot down and opened fire,
the document said. He then activated
his body camera, though his partner’s
camera was activated upon arriving on
the scene. He is twice her size, accord-
ing to court files.

Grayson did not render aid and dis-
couraged the other deputy from provid-
ing help. 

The second deputy, who was not
named, stayed by Massey until medics
arrived. She was pronounced dead at St.
John’s Hospital.

The family has viewed body-camera
footage, which officials plan to release
on Monday with minimal redactions,
according to State’s Attorney John Mil-
hiser.

The shooting was investigated by the
Illinois State Police. The Sangamon
County Sheriff’s Office said on Wednes-
day it fired Grayson after the investiga-
tion found he did not follow proper
training and standards.

“With our badge we accept enormous
responsibility, and if that responsibility
is abused, there should be conse-
quences,” the office said in a post on
Facebook.

Illinois Gov. J.B. Pritzker said in a
statement Massey deserved protection
rather than being “gunned down.”

“My heart breaks for Sonya’s chil-
dren, for her family and friends and for
all who knew and loved her, and I am en-
raged that another innocent Black
woman had her life taken from her at the
hands of a police officer,” he said.

Ill. deputy arrested in
death of Black woman
Tyler Clifford
REUTERS

Donna Massey mourns the loss of her
daughter Sonya, who was shot and
killed by sheriff’s deputies on July 6,
during a protest in Springfield, Ill., last
week. THOMAS J. TURNEY/SPRINGFIELD STATE
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