no worries complying
with the current round
of nitrate legislation.

Instead of putting
up a slurry store near-
ly 20 years ago he
decided to install an
anaerobic digester to
manage the livestock
manure.

new installation paid

for itself within four years and has
brought massive benefits to his
farm business in terms of fertiliser
savings—they have not bought
any nitrogen for 19 years—and
improved crop growth. And it
will keep going for another 20
years—bringing 39 vears of free
heat to the farm.

His reflections from 20 years
ago sound most apt now. “In 1989
there was the threat of a lot of new
regulations concerning manure
storage and handling and so we
looked at various alternatives
and options,” explains Mr Lea
who farms with his son Lincoln at
Hill Farm, Breaden Heath, on the
Welsh/Shropshire border. “We
found that for the cost of putting
up a new slurry store we could
install an anaerobic digester.”

And so in 1989 they invested
£50,000 on the system—which at-
tracted a 50% grant—so the overall
cost was just £25,000. Six years
later they bought and installed a
second digester themselves for
£20,000, again with a 50% grant.
This is currently used for storage
but could brought into production

me aigeser wiut a
loader.

A gas pump simi-
lar to a vacuum pump
in the 105 cubic meter
digester agitates the
liquids and solids to
prevent any settle-
ment. The digester
contents are main-

He reckons the Dairy farmer Trevor Lea. tained at a tempera-

ture of 38°C.

The methane produced is
collected in a bell at the top of
the digester and used to heat
the digester. Surplus methane is
piped to the farmhouse and feeds a
Raybum which is used for cooking
and central heating. It also heats
hot water for the farmhouse and
the dairy.

The digestate flows out of the
digester and is pumped to a hold-
ing pit. Itis then separated and the
solids stored and liquid pumped
(with a 1HP pump) to a lagoon

ourt U growig
season. Most
of the solids are
spread in the
spring. “The
solids can be
spread on any
field without
any problems
because it is so well rotted down,”
says Mr Lea.

Water from washing the par-
lour and yards are kept separate
and not treated in the digester.
This is spread also with the umbili-
cal system. “This is much smellier
when spread because it has not
been through the digester,” he
notes.

The benefits brought by the
digester encouraged Mr Lea to
convert his 80-cow dairy unit toan
organic system in 1989. The farm
has been fully organic since 2001.

“We noticed straight away
that we were getting much more

The anaerobic digester has only been closed down twice in 19 years.

Slurry is scraped directly into the AD reception pit.

clover in the leys—which was a big
benefit because we have bought no
nitrogen fertiliser for 19 years,” he
says.

“Another advantage of the
digester is that the heat kills most
weed seeds, which is helpful on an
organic system. But one plant that
will survive is clover—another
benefit. I also think our cows are
healthier on the organic system.”

But there are some disadvan-
tages being organic. The organic
authorities will not allow outside
organic waste to be brought onto
the farm and digested. “A prob-
lem we also face is how much corn
we can afford to feed the herd,” he
says.

“High concentrate diets tend
to affect gas production and help
produce more methane.

“Managing the digester is not
a problem—you need to keep a
constant eye on it, so it is just like
looking after one of the animals on
the farm.”

The digester has only been
shut down twice since it was in-
stalled. “You can get a problem
with gravel coming off the cows’
feet into the vards,” he says. “We
bed cows on straw on top of a clay
bed but may try mats in the future
and see how we like them.”
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