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Manure: Threemile Canyon will pump methane to California
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Threemile Canyon Farms.
“It’s a highly valuable renew-
able fuel.”

Myers and others
described the system as a best
management practice for dair-
ies to reduce air pollution that
contributes to climate change
and provides a new revenue
stream in the face of low milk
prices. But environmentalist
opponents argue renewable
natural gas is an inherently
dirty energy source support-
ing unsustainable large farms.

“This is modern
farming’

The digester complex at
Threemile Canyon overlooks
rows of free-stall barns where
cows wait to be milked at
the 93,000-acre farm west of
Boardman.

Rick Morck, a consul-
tant and engineer who helped
design the digester, stood in
the control room where work-
ers monitor the production of
biogas 24/7. Every step of the
process is automated.

“This whole operation,
nothing passes through that
isn’t used, reused or opti-
mized,” Morck said.

It starts with flushing
manure from the barns,
which is done four times a
day. The sludge collects in a
large concrete lagoon, and
is then pumped through a
series of rotating screens to
remove most solids. From
there, it goes into settling
tanks known as clarifiers, and
finally to 30-foot-deep stilling
basins where anaerobic diges-
tion occurs.

The basins look like two
large half-inflated air mat-
tresses, capable of holding
a combined 15 million gal-
lons of manure. A thick vinyl
cover traps the harmful gas
emissions.

During the digestion pro-
cess, bacteria and micro-
organisms break down the
manure at 100 degrees over
23 days, giving off mostly
methane and carbon diox-
ide. It is currently used to fire
three generators capable of
producing up to 4.8 mega-
watts of electricity — enough
power for a city the size of
nearby Boardman, popula-
tion 3,329.

The remaining dried sol-
ids are also recycled to make
animal bedding, which has
the texture and feel of saw-
dust. It can also be used as a
nutrient-rich soil amendment.

Leftover liquid is reused
as clean water to flush out the
barns, starting the process
anew.

“It’'s really amazing,”
Morck said. “This is modern
farming.”

Tapping into the
pipeline
Earlier this year,

Threemile Canyon Farms
asked the Oregon Depart-
ment of Environmental Qual-
ity for permission to expand

and retrofit the digester com-
plex with new technology.

DEQ approved a modi-
fied air quality permit for the
facility in July, despite objec-
tions from 10 environmental
groups.

A third stilling basin is
now under construction at the
farm, which would add the
capacity for another 6 mil-
lion gallons of manure. With
the two other basins, it will
be able to handle all manure
from the farm’s entire milk-
ing herd.

More importantly, Myers
said, the farm is already fin-
ished installing new equip-
ment to convert the methane
to “pipeline quality” natural
gas, removing carbon dioxide
and other impurities.

Threemile Canyon part-
nered with Equilibrium Cap-
ital, a Portland investment
firm, on the $30 million proj-
ect. logen Corp., a Canadian
biotech firm, has marketed
the gas to companies that plan
to make transportation fuel.

Renewable natural gas, or
RNG, reduces carbon dioxide
emissions by 80% or more
compared to diesel, according
to the Coalition for Renew-
able Gas. RNG also quali-
fies for tax credits under the
federal Renewable Fuel Stan-
dard, further incentivizing
production.

Myers said the farm began
injecting natural gas into
an interstate pipeline in late
July. The line was extended
through Threemile Can-
yon in 2016 to service the
Carty Generating Station, a
440-megawatt natural gas
power plant south of Board-
man owned by Portland Gen-
eral Electric.

“When we gave them the
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Marty Myers, general manager of Threemile Canyon Farms,
and Rick Morck, who helped design and engineer the dairy’s
manure digester, look at new equipment that converts the
gas to “pipeline quality.” It will be sold to customers in
Southern California to make transportation fuel.

easement to do that, part of
the negotiation was we would
be able to tap into that pipe-
line,” Myers said.

RNG market

Renewable natural gas
has become an increasingly
attractive market over the last
five years, thanks to a combi-
nation of incentives and lower
electricity prices.

Craig Frear, director of
research and technology for
Regenis — a company based
in Ferndale, Washington, that
specializes in building and
operating digesters on farms
— said RNG has emerged
as a better value proposition
compared to electricity.

“These developers are
knocking on the doors of
dairymen,” Frear said.

Regenis built its first
manure digester in 2004 at
Vander Haak Dairy in Lyn-
don, Washington. Since then,
the company has built and
maintained 13 digesters in
Washington, Oregon, Idaho
and California.

Frear said business hit a
Iull between 2012 and 2016,
as drillers began extracting
more natural gas by hydrau-
lic fracking, which led to a
drop in gas and electricity
prices. Digester projects that
once earned 8-10 cents per
kilowatt-hour for the elec-
tricity they produced were
now lucky to get 5 cents
per kilowatt-hour, which
is near or below the cost of
maintenance.

“That was enough to
strongly curtail the electric-
to-grid business plan,” Frear
said.

Digesters can be costly.
The Environmental Protec-
tion Agency generally rec-
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The remaining dry solids from manure digestion are similar in feel to sawdust, and can be
used for animal bedding or as a soil amendment.

ommends farms have at least
500 cattle or 2,000 hogs for
them to be feasible. Construc-
tion costs are about $2,000
per animal, Frear said, which
quickly adds up to millions of
dollars, depending on size.

The industry looked
toward a new model. Due to
its smaller carbon footprint,
RNG qualifies as an advanced
biofuel under the federal
Renewable Fuel Standard, a
federal program that requires
transportation fuel to contain
aminimum volume of renew-
able fuels to help curb green-
house gas emissions.

Under the program, RNG
is eligible for biofuel cred-
its that companies can mar-
ket and sell. Individual states,
such as Oregon and Califor-
nia, also offer credits through
their Low Carbon Fuel Stan-
dard programs, adding to the
potential value.

Manure from hogs and cat-
tle can be particularly high-
value, Frear said, because of
its lower carbon index score.
On-farm digesters are actu-
ally carbon-negative, mean-
ing they divert carbon that
would otherwise go into the
atmosphere.

Frear said dairy gas can
fetch the equivalent of up to
20 cents per kilowatt-hour of
electricity — four times more
than the 5 cents earned by
electric-to-grid.

Potential for growth

Patrick Serfass, execu-
tive director of the American
Biogas Council, said there is
massive potential for industry
growth.

There are 2,200 biogas
systems in operation across
the country, including 250
farm-based digesters, 1,300
systems at wastewater treat-
ment plants, 80 stand-alone
food scrap digesters and 600
at landfills, Serfass said.

The American Biogas
Council, EPA and USDA pre-
dict there is enough capacity
to add 14,000 biogas projects.
That includes 8,000 farm
digesters.

“We have so much organic
material to deal with,” Ser-
fass said, pointing to 31 bil-
lion gallons of wastewater
every day and manure from

8 billion cows, chickens, tur-
keys and hogs.

“None of those numbers
are going down,” he said.
“We have to develop the
infrastructure to handle all
that material.”

Historically, digesters
were installed primarily to
reduce odor, Serfass said, but
the benefits they provide are
multi-faceted.

Digesters kill 99% of the
pathogens in manure and
wastewater while capturing
methane, a potent greenhouse
gas. Not only can the gas be
recycled as renewable fuel,
but the digested fiber is useful
as animal bedding and fertil-
izer, he said.

He pointed to Magic Dirt,
a company in Idaho that
makes organic potting soil
from digested fiber. Accord-
ing to the company, 10 cubic
feet of Magic Dirt seques-
ters approximately a third-ton
of greenhouse gas, and the
product is capable of holding
three times its dry weight in
moisture.

“We're trying to do a lot of
education to help farmers and
all of these sectors to under-
stand the many benefits that
come from a biogas system,”
Serfass said. “It becomes very
obvious about how beneficial
these systems are.”

A false solution?

Environmental groups are
wary of creating more biogas
systems, which they argue are
a “false solution” to climate
change and a ruse to build
more large farms.

Food & Water Watch, an
organization based in Wash-
ington, D.C., issued a five-
page report earlier this year
against producing biogas
from farm waste, calling it
“dirty energy.”

Burning  biogas still
releases carbon dioxide, the
report states, along with
smog-forming pollutants such
as nitrogen oxide, ammonia
and hydrogen sulfide, poten-
tially offsetting other green-
house gas reductions.

The report also raises con-
cerns about accidental leaks
from manure digesters, as
happened in July at the Port of
Tillamook Bay along the Ore-

gon Coast. A digester at the
port spilled 300,000 gallons
of liquid waste, some of which
entered a nearby storm water
pipe. All but a small amount
of digestate was recovered.

Oregon regulators tested
for bacteria in Tillamook Bay,
and found there was no public
health risk.

Tarah Heinzen, senior
attorney at Food & Water
Watch, said she worries
digesters producing RNG
will increase the country’s
reliance on “unsustainable
factory farms” that are signif-
icant polluters.

“Digesters are really only
technologically feasible,
much less economical, for the
very largest factory farms,”
Heinzen said. “It’s the con-
finement, and the liquid waste
storage, that leads to the large
amount of greenhouse gases
being emitted from this
industry in the first place.”

Serfass  pushed  back
against the claims, saying
digesters can make a farm of
any size more environmen-
tally friendly.

Frear, who also serves on
the American Biogas Coun-
cil’s Board of Directors, said
that while no one technol-
ogy can solve every environ-
mental problem, he believes
digesters are sustainable in
the long term.

“I personally believe cli-
mate change is a real and
imminent threat,” Frear said.
“Anaerobic digestion or pro-
duction of renewable natural
gas checks a lot of boxes.”

Myers, at Threemile Can-
yon Farms, said RNG pro-
duction does offer the dairy
some savings and revenue,
but not enough to encour-
age them to expand their
cow herd, even with lower
milk prices. He also expects
the value of tax credits will
depreciate over time as more
projects come online.

“It’s just an additional
adaptation by this farm to
increase our best manage-
ment practices and reduce
our emissions,” he said. “It is
really being driven by people
trying to reduce the carbon
footprint of their operations.
And they’re being encour-
aged to do that.”

DMYV: Real
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cer for Umatilla County, said
getting a passport takes some
planning, time and money.

“They have to fill out an
application and have to pro-
vide proof of citizenship,” he
said, such as certified cop-
ies of a birth or naturalization
certificate.

“There’s lots of different
scenarios,” he said, from
renewing an old passport
to updating a name change,
“so we have to ask a lot of
questions based on which
fits that person.”

Juveniles have to renew
passports every five years
and adults every 10. Pass-
port books cost $80 for
juveniles — 15 or younger
— and $110 for adults, and
passport cards are $15 for
juveniles and $30 for adults.
The cards are good for land
or sea travel into Canada,
Mexico, the Caribbean and
Bermuda.

“A lot of our locals who go
home for Christmas to Mex-
ico or truckers who go across
the border into Canada quite a
bit tend to have those cards,”
Churchill said.

And some folks, includ-

AP Photo/Ted S. Warren

A TSA worker checks an identification card at Seattle-Tacoma
International Airport in Seattle.

ing Churchill, have both.
That combo costs $140 for
adults and $95 for juveniles.
The U.S. State Depart-
ment only accepts checks
or money orders, Chur-
chill said, no credit or debit
cards.

Passports require photos.
Umatilla County charges $13
for that. The State Depart-
ment also allows the county
and other sites to charge a $35
fee for facilitating the process.
Churchill said the county
accepts multiple forms of
payment.

The routine waiting period
for a passport from the date

option on driver’s license could cost an extra $20

of application is six weeks.
There is an “expedited ser-
vice” option of three weeks
for an extra $60. And people
dealing with a life-or-death
emergency can obtain a pass-
port within three days. Chur-
chill said for locals that means
going to the passport agency
in Seattle.

Churchill said the county
this time of year sees a bump
in people wanting passports
for Christmas travel. The state
officials Tuesday urged Ore-
gonians to move now to obtain
passports rather than wait in
long lines next summer at one
of Oregon’s 60 DMV offices.

Vape: Brown announces temporary ban on flavored vaping products
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Legislature to consider.

Within three months,
Brown wants state agencies
to come up with plans with
respect to consumer warn-
ings about vaping, ingredi-
ent disclosure, testing vap-
ing products and improving
how vaping-related lung
injuries are reported by
health care providers to the
state’s health agency.

She also wants agencies

to develop plans to increase
access to federally approved
cessation services and plans
to set up a statewide pre-
vention and education cam-
paign to discourage vaping.

Brown also said she is
convening a special work
group to deal with vaping,
which will include represen-
tatives of various state agen-
cies, doctors, legislators and
policy experts in cannabis
and tobacco, as well as rep-
resentatives of the tobacco

and cannabis industries.

The Oregon Medical
Association, Oregon Nurses
Association and the Oregon
Association of Hospitals and
Health Systems said they
approve of Brown’s tempo-
rary ban.

“We strongly support the
Governor’s proposed regu-
latory, legislative and educa-
tional actions to address the
current health crisis around
vaping, including an emer-
gency ban on flavored vaping

products,” the groups said in
a joint statement Friday.

“We have known for
some time that vaping prod-
ucts — particularly those
that are flavored — threaten
to increase the number of
youth addicted to nicotine.
Given the increasing vap-
ing-related illnesses and
deaths over the last several
months, urgent action is
critical.”

Last week, Rep. Cheri
Helt, R-Bend, called for a

temporary ban on vaping
products to dig into the causes
of illness and death that have
resulted from vaping.
“Protecting young Ore-
gonians from the dangers
of flavored wvaping prod-
ucts is the right decision,”
Helt said in a statement Fri-
day. “I encourage the Ore-
gon Health Authority to go
further to understand and
ensure the safety of all vap-
ing products. Next year, I'll
seek bipartisan legislation to

protect the lives and health
of Oregonians who use vap-
ing products, including bans
if necessary.”

Oregon law doesn’t allow
sales of e-cigarettes or vape
pens to people younger than
21. But according to Brown’s
executive order, a growing
share of Oregon teens are
vaping. Thirteen percent of
Oregon 1lth-graders used
e-cigarette products in 2017,
in 2019, that share leapt to
23 percent.



