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Is a digester right for your farm?

MARK MOSER is an engineer who has worked with 40 digester start-ups in the U.S. and other coun-
tries, including Chile. Based in California, his company, RCM Digesters, is regarded as one of the
market leaders in implementing this technology. He has developed a scoring sheet to guide farm own-
ers thinking about a digester and sees these characteristics of successful projects.

v Design
“One of the biggest problems with digesters that haven’t worked have been poor design. It’s the difference be-
tween knowing what you’re doing and hoping you know what you're doing,” says Moser. “You just have to make
a thousand decisions, and each one has to be right. If one of them is wrong, it’s not going to work.”
v Equipment
“The next major cause of digester failures would be inappropriate or wrong equipment. You don’t want to have
to understand equipment that’s outside of what you normally do. If you put in a Caterpillar or a Ford engine, there’s
a mechanic under every tree for those, he says. “Microturbines are something that’s unusual, and the owner has
to learn everything about it. The key to success is keeping the generator running — it’s got to be easy.”
v Farm layout
“The digester needs to fit within the farm operation as opposed to being graphed on. Changing your farm to
fit a digester is sometimes not a successful approach,” says the digester specialist. “We spend a lot of time work-
ing with owners to make sure it fits — even fitting in the daily traffic plan. If you put the digester out back, it
tends to be forgotten. Not that it needs much work, but it’s like anything else, you need to keep an eye on it.”
v Serviceability
“In the long run, you need to know that there is someone who can support the digester. If something breaks,
and something always does because it’s equipment, where do you get the replacement parts or equipment? The
service ability of the unit is another key item for success.”
v Transition period
“It takes about three months from the time you first put manure in until an owner is trained,” he comments.
“The digester takes between five and six weeks to start up. While we are training, the owner needs to ask a lot
of questions — how this works, where that is, what this means, what that means? Invest time like you would for
a new milking system.”
v Time
“What I will tell everybody is reserve an hour a day. Get somebody at your place to look at the digester. If you
have a digester, you're going to need to check the temperature, look at the engine room, see if it has oil and
water, and so forth. If you notice a reading isn’t what it should be, find the problem and fix it.”
v Herd size
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