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California embraces an udder way to make electricity

SAN FRANCISCO 

August 10, 2007 11:52am 

•  ‘Cow power’ gets CPUC endorsement

•  Also opens the door to smaller, renewable, power sources

•  Updated at 12:33 p.m. with audio interview

California’s two largest investor-owned utilities -- Pacific Gas and Electric Co.

and Southern California Edison – have been told to buy electricity made

indirectly from manure on the state’s dairies.

The action this week by the California Public Utilities Commission (CPUC)

also orders the companies to pay a fair market price for power generated by

smaller renewable energy generators – those smaller than 1.5 megawatts.

“This is a tremendous victory for Californians, who will now have greater

access to clean, renewable energy generated by the state’s 1.7 million

cows,” says Ashley Boren, executive director of Sustainable Conservation.

Manure emits methane. Some Central Valley dairy farmers have already

begun capturing it in vast rubber bladders and using it to make on-farm 

power, taking them off the grid.

(Please see one of our earlier stories at:

http://centralvalleybusinesstimes.com/stories/001/?ID=2319 for details)

More than a dozen California dairies already have methane digesters to 

convert manure into electricity to power their own operations, and another 

dozen are in planning or under construction. 

These digesters are generating enough electricity to power about 3,000 

homes and offset about $2 million in energy costs to dairy farmers each 

year. 

If methane digesters were installed on all California dairies, they could 

generate enough electricity to power approximately 120,000 homes and 

strengthen rural economies, says Sustainable Conservation.

However, currently, dairy farmers can only utilize their methane-generated

electricity to power their own operations, so they size their methane digester

systems to produce only that amount of electricity – even if the system does
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not fully utilize all the manure they could cost-effectively capture at the

dairy.

Allen Dusault, project director for Sustainable Conservation, says the PUC’s

action not only will help increase sources of electricity but also help clean up

air pollution caused by methane from dairies.

(Mr. Dusault talks about the CPUC decision andf the opportunities it opens 

up for alternative energy in a CVBT Audio Interview. Please click on the link

at the end of the story to listen or to download.)

The CPUC’s ruling means that dairy farmers now have an economic

incentive to build methane digesters that utilize much more of their manure,

which means more renewable energy will be generated, more revenue will

reach dairy farmers and rural economies, and less manure will be at risk of

reaching the air in the form of the potent greenhouse gas, methane.

The implications of the ruling extend beyond the dairy industry to other 

small renewable energy generators. Any generator that is smaller than 1.5

megawatts and uses an eligible renewable technology, such as wind, solar, 

thermal, photovoltaic, geothermal, fuel cells that use renewable fuels, 

hydroelectric, municipal solid waste, landfill gas, or ocean, wave or tidal 

power can qualify under the new tariff, according to Sustainable 

Conservation. 

Drilldown

Click here to listen or download  (cow power.mp3, 4.32 MB) 
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