Dirty Delaware Project to Turn Poultry Slaughterhouse Waste
into Pipeline Grade Methane

A dirty new project in Delaware threatens to lock the Delmarva region into fossil-fueled climate chaos
while propping up factory farms. A company called BioEnergy Dev Co (BioEnergy) has entered into a 20year contract with Perdue Farms to construct a $7 million anaerobic digestion system for so-called
renewable natural gas (RNG).1 But RNG is just a greenwashed, cleaner-sounding name for biomethane,
or processed biogas that can be delivered in pipelines. 2 So, it’s no surprise that Bioenergy, a global
company backed by private equity, has also teamed up with Chesapeake Utilities to flood its natural gas
system with biomethane. 3 This is the first time Chesapeake Utilities has looked to add biomethane to its
network. The plan also includes pouring millions of dollars into gas tanker trucks to carry the biomethane
to the 500-mile Eastern Shore Natural Gas pipeline network in Maryland. 4
It seems like a win-win for Perdue and other factory farm conglomerates that want to continue
unsustainable and devastating methods of raising livestock and for energy companies like Chesapeake,
because biomethane could either diversify their portfolios or keep their assets from becoming stranded.
But ultimately, this plan poses a huge threat to local communities, environmental justice, and the fight to
stop climate chaos more broadly.
The Proposal
The contract between BioEnergy and Perdue was completed in November 2019 for an initial 15-year
term, with an option to extend another 5-years. Perdue’s composting facility was purchased by BioEnergy
in February 2020. BioEnergy is also in negotiations with other major poultry processing companies,
including Allen Harim, Mountaire, Amick, and Tysons, for similar projects in the Delmarva.5
The proposed digestor would be equipped to receive and process 250,000 tons of poultry litter (manure
waste), poultry slaughterhouse sludge (known as DAF because of the dissolved air flotation system the
produces it), and other organic wastes. 6 DAF is one of the most common poultry processing wastewater
treatments used in more than three-fourths of all slaughter plants. 7 The site is also slated to have an onsite wastewater treatment plant and composting facility.8 BioEnergy intends to sell digestate from the
anaerobic digestor as an “organic soil conditioner” 9
What exactly is DAF?
Dissolved air flotation (DAF) is a wastewater processing unit used in a variety of industries, including the
food industry. It “pretreats” food processing waste by reducing the amount of suspended solids, fats, oils,
and greases.10 The DAF operation separates contaminants from the liquid waste stream which results in
a concentrated “float” or “sludge.”11
DAF is a form of flotation treatment, which means it relies on the “buoyancy of gas” to lift contaminants
present in the liquid waste stream to the surface. 12 Before being injected into the DAF unit, a chemical
coagulant helps cluster raw wastewater solids together and a chemical flocculant is added to help large
particles float more easily. Once the chemically treated wastewater is in the DAF, small air bubbles stick
to the flocculated contaminants like starch granules or coagulated blood and they float to the surface. 13

The sludge is skimmed from the DAF unit for disposal. Various disposal methods range from land
application to anaerobic digestion. 14
The Digestor
DAF-sludge can be used in anaerobic digestion because it has a high oil and grease concentration, which
are high in organic matter and have a lot of energy potential.15 But digestors are typically expensive and
not feasible without significant public funding and incentives. 16 And they produce neither clean nor safe
energy, because of methane combustion emissions, leaks, accidental manure spills and explosions. 17
The prefix “bio” before biogas doesn’t make it clean — it’s still comprised of methane (the primary
constituent of fracked gas) and other pollutants. 18 Methane is nearly 90 times more powerful a
greenhouse gas than carbon dioxide over a 20-year period.19 Plus, burning biogas releases CO 2 and
other poisonous gases, including nitrogen oxides, ammonia and hydrogen sulfide. 20 On top of this, the
transport of biogas and materials to and from digesters still uses massive amounts of toxic diesel fuel. 21
These digesters do not solve animal waste problems, and they do not reduce phosphorus or nitrogen
levels in manure. Manure still needs to be managed through practices such as field application. 22
Health and Safety Issues
Digester operations are also riddled with safety issues. For example, one farm in the UK was the site of
two separate digester spills, which spewed toxic black sludge onto acres of farmland — killing more than
50 farm animals — and into a nearby stream.23 The sludge even reached neighboring farms and racked
up thousands in damages.
Moreover, air pollutants from these operations disrupt daily living — especially of the predominately
Black, Hispanic and Indigenous residents in the communities in which they are often sited — contributing
to stress and anxiety, mucous membrane irritation, respiratory conditions, reduced lung function and
blood pressure elevation. 24 Biogas construction and production will also bring its own pollutants and
emissions — from the exhaust generated from the use of heavy equipment and vehicles, to the potential
odors that will come with the transport of manure and other material used for digestion. 25
The placement of digesters in already disadvantaged communities will only exacerbate the existing
environmental degradation facing vulnerable populations around the country. And this is exactly the case
with BioEnergy’s project.
Environmental Injustice
Polluting facilities have long been disproportionately
located near disadvantaged communities, including
lower-income areas and communities of color that face
higher pollution burdens than their more affluent and
whiter neighbors. These communities often lack the
resources or political power to prevent the arrival of
unwanted polluters. 26 Polluters count on that power
disparity in their site planning.
For example, in Seaford, Delaware, people of color make
up about 32 percent of the population within the 3-mile
radius of the proposed anaerobic digester. While this is a
similar racial composition to the rest of the state, it’s
starkly different from the rest of Sussex County, which is

Figure 1: Environmental Injustice: Racial Composition of
Population Around Site, County and State

Figure 2: Environmental Injustice: Population in Poverty Around
Site, County and State

17 percent people of color. Likewise, more than a
third of the population within the 3-mile radius lives
below the poverty line, compared to 12 percent of
Sussex County (see Figures 1 and 2). And over
half of the households within the 3-mile radius of
the facility have incomes below the state and
county median household income, with nearly 30
percent of those households earning $25,000 or
less a year and 15 percent bringing home under
$15,000.27 All this suggests an environmental and
economic injustice.

This Project Must Be Stopped
If approved, this factory farm biogas scheme would accept waste from states across the region and
entrench factory farming by creating a market for its pollution. Simply put: it is an environmental, climate,
and environmental justice disaster in the making.
Last year, BioEnergy tried to push their proposal through the Sussex County Planning and Zoning
Commission without a proper application or any public involvement. A coalition of activists stopped them.
But now, BioEnergy needs an amended "conditional use" permit approved by the Commission and then
the Sussex County Council to build the anaerobic digestor.
The Sussex County Council must deny BioEnergy its conditional use permit, which would lock Delaware
and the Delmarva region into decades more of methane and factory farm pollution.
Endnotes
1

Tabeling, Katie. “Chesapeake Utilities, Bioenergy DevCo reach renewable energy deal.” Delaware Business Times. June 4, 2020; “Chesapeake,
new operator of Perdue plant launch program to convert chicken droppings into natural gas,” Delaware Business Times. June 4, 2020.
2 Haines, Deanna. SoCalGas/SDG&E. “Getting the facts on renewable natural gas.” Presented at 2 nd Annual AGA-EPA Natural Gas STAR/Methane
Challenge Renewable Natural Gas Workshop & Exhibit. Fort Worth, Texas. October 23, 2018 at 13.
3 Delaware Business Times (2020); Tabeling (2020); “Bioenergy DevCo secures US $106 million to grow North American AD market.” Bioenergy
International. August 13, 2019.
4 Tabeling (2020).
5 Duffield Associates. Prepared for Bio Energy Devo. “Recycling Analysis.” December 2020 at 1 and 2.
6 Ibid. at 1; Duffield Associates. Prepared for Bio Energy Devo. “Resource Recovery Facility Plan of Operation.” December 2020 at 8; Cox,
Jeremy. “A chicken waste piles up on Delmarva, a ‘solution’ stirs controversy.” Bay Journal. February 26, 2021.
7 Abboah-Afari, E and B.H. Kiepper. “Membrane Filtration of Poultry Processing Wastewater: I. Pre-DAF (Dissolved Air Flotation.” Applied
Engineering in Agriculture. Vol. 28. No. 2. 2012 at 231.
8 Duffield Associates. “Recycling Analysis.” (2020) at 1; Duffield Associates. “Resource Recovery Facility Plan of Operation.” (2020) at 8.
9 Duffield Associates. “Recycling Analysis.” (2020) at 3.
10 Tozke, Dennis E. Applied Technologies, Inc. Food Industry Environmental Conference. “Handling and Disposal Practices for DAF Float.” 1991 at
Abstract; Steele, Carl P. “Food Processing Waste Conference. Elimination of DAF Sludge Disposal Through Resource Recovery.” 1989 at 297 and
298.
11 Steele (1989) at 297.
12
Tozke (1991) at 335.
13 Ibid; Steele (1989) at 298.
14 Steele (1989) at 298; Tozke (1991) at 342 and 343.

15

Woon, Sabrina and Maazuza Othman. 2012 International Conference on Clean and Green Energy. “Anaerobic Digestion of Meat Wastes.”
IPCBEE. Vol. 27. 2012 at 36; HD Pty Ltd. Meat. Prepared for Livestock Australia. “A review of waste solids processing with energy capture
technologies.” PRENV.027. December 2003 at 13.
16 EPA AgStar. “Funding On-farm Anaerobic Digestion.” September 2012 at 1.
17 Flesch, Thomas K. et al. “Fugitive methane emission from an agricultural biodigester.” Biomass and Bioenergy. 2011 at 3927; Verburg, Steve.
“Blast destroys roof of troubled biodigester near Waunakee.” Wisconsin State Journal. August 6, 2014. Great Lakes FN 5
18 USDA et al. “Biogas Opportunities Roadmap.” August 2014 at 6; Jørgensen, Peter Jacob. (2009). Biogas — Green Energy. Denmark: Faculty of
Agricultural Sciences, Aarhus University at 4.
19 Jackson, Robert B. et al. “The depths of hydraulic fracturing and accompanying water use across the United States.” Environmental Science &
Technology. Vol. 49, Iss. 15. July 21, 2015 at 2051.
20 Kuo, Jeff. California State University, Fullerton. “Air Quality Issues Related to Using Biogas From Anaerobic Digestion of Food Waste.”
February 2015 at 2; Sharvelle, S. and L. Loetscher. Colorado State University. “Anaerobic Digestion of Animal Wastes in Colorado.” May 2011 at
1 and 3; Whiting, Andrew and Adisa Azapagic. “Life cycle environmental impacts of generating electricity and heat from biogas produced by
anaerobic digestion.” Energy. Vol. 70. 2014 at 181, 184, 187 and 191 to 192.
21 California Environmental Protection Agency (CalEPA). “Central Valley Dairy and Co-digester PEIR — Notice of Preparation/Initial Study.”
ESA/209481. March 2010 13 .
22 Michigan Department of Agriculture et al. “Frequently Asked Questions About Anaerobic Digesters (ADs): Operation Advantages and Funding
Opportunities.” ND at 6; Liebrand, Carolyn Betts and K. Charles Link. USDA Rural Development. “Cooperative Approaches for Implementation of
Dairy Manure Digesters.” Research Report 217. April 2009 at 4; Informa Economics. “National Market Value of Anaerobic Digester Products.”
Prepared for the Innovation Center for U.S. Dairy. February 2013 at 51; Carreira, R. I. “How far can poultry litter go? A new technology for litter
transport.” Journal of Agricultural and Applied Economics. December 2007.
23 Rose, David. “The great green guzzler con: Monster digesters are meant to guzzle up waste and churn out eco-friendly energy… but they are
fed with CROPS, produce pitiful levels of power, cost YOU £216 m in subsidies and HARM the environment.” Daily Mail. December 31, 2016.
24 Wing, Steve and Jill Johnston. The University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill. Department of Epidemiology. “Industrial Hog Operations in
North Carolina Disproportionately Impact African-Americans, Hispanics and American Indians.” August 29, 2014 at 2 and 7.25
CalEPA (2010) at 12 and 13.
26 Wiygul, Robert B. et al. “Environmental justice in rural communities.” West Virginia Law Review. Vol. 96, No. 40. Winter 1993/1994 at 3;
Malin, Stephanie A. and Kathryn Teigen DeMaster. “A devil’s bargain: Rural environmental injustices and hydraulic fracturing on Pennsylvania’s
farms.” Journal of Rural Studies. Vol. 47, Part A. October 2016 at 278 to 280; U.S. Commission on Civil Rights. “Environmental justice: Examining
the Environmental Protection Agency’s compliance and enforcement of Title VI and Executive Order 12,898.” September 2016 at 13; Cusick,
Marie. “Don’t frack the rich? Comment puts focus on environmental justice.” NPR StateImpact Pennsylvania. June 6, 2016. 7
27 U.S. EPA. Enforcement and Compliance History Online (ECHO). Detailed facility report for 28338 Enviro Way, Seaford, Delaware. Available at
https://echo.epa.gov/detailed-facility-report?fid=110016705252#demographics110016705252. Accessed June 2020; U.S. Census Bureau.
QuickFacts. Delaware. Available at www.census.gov. Accessed March 2021; U.S. Census Bureau. QuickFacts. Sussex County, Delaware. Available
at www.census.gov. Accessed March 2021.

