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he business plan for the proposed 

Seneca plant calls for selling 175,000 tons (dry weight) of this material each year for such uses 

(http://www.senecachamber.org/pages/advocacy/).  That is enough to support 40,000 head of 

cattle.  Note, though, that it is very expensive both in terms of dollars and energy use to dry the 

brewer’s grain, and so it almost certainly would be sold as wet material.  Generally, the 

economics of transport dictate that we brewer’s grain be used within 20 miles of the plant.  This 

means the plant may well encourage the creation of new confined animal feedlot operations 

(CAFOs) within 20 miles at the scale of 40,000 head of cows/cattle. 

 

Our EPA advisory committee issued a report in December 2007 stating that the 

development of such CAFOs posed a significant water quality threat to the Mississippi River 

basin and Gulf of Mexico.  The risk is also very substantial to Seneca and Cayuga Lakes.  Some 

of the detailed reasoning as to why is available in the EPA report, and also in an extension of that 

http://www.eeb.cornell.edu/howarth/
http://www.senecachamber.org/pages/advocacy/


 

 

 2 

which has resulted in a peer-reviewed journal paper published today (Simpson, T. W., A. N. 

Sharpley, R. W. Howarth, H. W. Paerl, and K. R. Mankin.  2008.  The new gold rush:  Fueling 

ethanol production while protecting water quality.  Journal of Environmental Quality, volume 

37, pages 318-324).  Coincidently, the National Public Radio news this morning also ran an 

extended piece on the proliferation of CAFOs near new ethanol plants. 

 

CAFOs of appropriate scale can be fine in a community.  And I want to stress that I am in 

no way opposed to farming.  My wife and I own and live on 93 acres of farmland (actively 

farmed), and this abuts a medium-sized CAFO;  for dairy farms, this means they have between 

200 and 699 cows as defined by the State Department of Environmental Conservation and by the 

US EPA (http://www.dec.ny.gov/permits/36895.html).  For the past 22 years, I have considered 

them to be good neighbors.  I also grew up next door to such a farm in New Hampshire in the 

1950s and 1960s.  This scale of farming is a desirable aspect of rural life, in my opinion. 

 

However, CAFOs can also have tens of thousands of cows or cattle, and I suggest that we 

not encourage this level of intense industrial agriculture in the Finger Lakes without very close 

scrutiny.  The proposed ethanol plant is likely to serve as a magnet for massive CAFO expansion 

between Seneca and Cayuga Lakes.  What becomes of the waste manure?  Regulations are still 

not well developed, and as much as possible of the manure seems likely to spread on local 

farmland.  The manure from cows and cattle fed on brewer’s grain is unusually rich in 

phosphorus.  At least some of this phosphorus – perhaps much – will flow into our lakes.  And 

both Seneca and Cayuga lakes are phosphorus sensitive. 

 

These issues deserve much closer scrutiny.  I urge you to use your power in pushing for 

that scrutiny as well as much more thorough and publicly open evaluation of the potential 

consequences of the plant.  

 

Thank you,  

 

Robert W. Howarth, Ph.D. 
      David R. Atkinson Professor of Ecology 
       and Environmental Biology 
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