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Cows could fuel 1 million cars 
 
D. Paul Venosdel 
Guest Comment 
 
California dairies churn out more than $4 billion in high-quality milk and dairy products annually, 
providing fuel for healthy, growing bodies. An exciting new study is fueling optimism that dairies 
can do more than fill cereal bowls and drinking glasses: they can be powerhouses of renewable 
energy to fill your car’s gas tank. 
 
A coalition of dairy, energy and environmental groups conducted the study, funded by USDA 
Rural Development in California, to determine the potential of using dairy manure to produce 
biomethane.  
 
The study, “Biomethane from Dairy Waste: A Sourcebook for the Production and Use of 
Renewable Natural Gas in California,” estimates that about 18 billion cubic feet of methane could 
be produced from the state’s 1.7 million cows, equivalent to 150 million gallons of gasoline.  
 
Biomethane is produced from the gas that forms when manure is processed in a methane 
digester and then upgraded to vehicle fuel quality. More than a dozen anaerobic digesters are 
operating or under construction on California dairy farms.  
 
Anaerobic digesters are enclosed vessels that use bacteria to decompose manure and other 
organic material and produce methane gas.  
 
Digesters can improve air and water quality, reduce greenhouse gas emissions, while generating 
energy and heat.  
 
USDA Rural Development has helped finance construction of digesters on dairy farms under a 
program known as the Renewable Energy and Energy Improvement Act.  
 
Created in the 2002 Farm Bill, Section 9006 grants have been awarded to a handful of dairy 
farmers to help them design, construct and operate anaerobic digesters. To date, the Bush 
administration has invested through this program nearly $45 million in 32 states. This year, the 
program was expanded to include loans.  
 
USDA Rural Development makes guaranteed loan funds for investments in renewable energy 
systems and energy efficiency improvements by agriculture producers and rural small 
businesses.  
 
These funds encourage agricultural producers and small rural businesses to create renewable 
and energy efficient systems.  
 
Renewable energy loans and grants from USDA Rural Development cover 25 percent of project 
costs for applicants who provide matching funds for the system. Eligible renewable energy 
systems include those that derive any form of energy from wind, solar, biomass, and geothermal 
sources.  
 
Small businesses can also receive funding for system improvements that result in greater 
efficiency in their energy use. Funding is available to all rural areas under a population of 50,000. 
 
Anaerobic digestion technology is nothing new. It has decades of proven success at several 
landfills around the country. Some anaerobic digestion facilities in Europe have been in operation 
for more than 20 years. Sweden has 20 biomethane plants that produce enough fuel to run 2,300 



buses.  
 
According to the study, there are 8.5 million cows in the United States, each producing enough 
manure to potentially generate about 30 cubic feet of biomethane daily. If used as a vehicle fuel, 
biomethane could power 1 million cars. 
 
Currently, some of the methane produced on dairy farms is used to generate electricity. As 
technology advances, market forces evolve and infrastructure is built, biomethane could become 
a viable vehicle fuel on the farm and/or for local sale and distribution. While popular television ads 
featuring California’s Holstein cows tout the quality of the state’s dairy products, these four-legged 
animals may become important sources of renewable energy — cow power to propel your four-
wheeler down the road.  
 
Clearly, as this study shows, the time is right for this technology to be more fully explored in 
California and in other dairy states, especially in light of the recent spike in fuel prices at the pump 
and a wave of new regulations aimed at California dairy farmers.  
 
Federal, state and local environmental regulations are dedicating change in how California dairy 
farmers manage manure to protect air and water quality.  
 
The history of California agriculture is marked with decades of change, technology, innovation 
and progress. The state’s farmers have risen to the challenge of producing abundant, affordable, 
high-quality food for a growing population and with responsible environmental stewardship.  
 
Strategies to meet these goals are being used successfully by the state’s dairy industry in 
partnership with USDA Rural Development.  
 
It makes perfect sense for USDA Rural Development to partner with dairy farmers and dairy 
groups to find creative solutions that build strong rural communities, clean, renewable energy and 
a better environment.  
 
USDA Rural Development’s Section 9006 grant program is one example of our dedication and 
commitment to address challenges in rural communities, which are the backbone of California’s 
economy.  
 
D. Paul Venosdel is the California state director for USDA Rural Development. 

  
 


