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Carcass Management Team Promotes Compostmg of Dead Animals

Dick WANNER
Reporter

EAST EARL, Pa. — A busload
of professionals with an interest in
dead farm animals spent the morn-
ing of Aug. 30, in a meeting room
at the Shady Maple Smorgasbord.
looking at slides of dead cows,
chickens, hogs and horses.

Then, they had lunch.

This group had paid scant atten-
tion to the yuck-factor of the morn-
ing’s presentations. They focused
instead on the economic, environ-
mental, aesthetic and political im-
pacts of on-farm mortalities, an in-
evitable life-and-death consequence
of farming with animals.

“Where there is livestock, there is
deadstock,” has become one of ag’s
newest catch phrases.

There was a time when render-
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ing companies would not only pick
up dead animals, but also pay for
the privilege. But economic factors
such as dramatically lower prices
for hides forced them to first stop
paying for carcasses, and then to
charge for picking them up.

That rendered rendering unaf-
fordable for farmers.

Although the ag community be-
moans the loss of the rendering op-
tion, the people who advise farm-
ers have given up beating that dead
horse.

There were about 60 of those ad-
visers gathered at Shady Maple to
talk about alternatives. The one that
stood out was on-farm composting.

In the afternoon, they visited
three Lancaster County farms
where composting has become the
preferred way to deal with mortali-
ties.
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Most of the people at the day-
long workshop hailed from Exten-
sion, conservation districts, NRCS,
USDA and APHIS, although there
were a few farmers in attendance.

Workshop leaders included Penn-
sylvania Extension educators Craig
Williams and Gregory Martin.
Also presenting were Jean Bonho-
tal, director of the Cornell Waste
Management Institute, at Cornell
University, Ithaca, N.Y., and Mark
Hutchinson, an Extension professor
at the University of Maine.

Hutchinson is also a director of
the Maine Compost School, the
country’s oldest and, by many ac-
counts, the most highly regarded
source of composting guidance and
training.

Bonhotal, Hutchinson, Martin
and Williams make up the Northeast
SARE Carcass Management Team.
The USDA’s Sustainable Ag-
riculture Research and Educa-
tion program funds much of
the team’s research and out-
reach.

Bonhotal started the morn-
ing’s presentations with a dis-
cussion of mortality disposal
methods. Burial, digestion,
incineration and landfill are all
options, but they’re not ideal,
she said.

Buried carcasses can pollute
groundwater, and if they’re too
shallow they can attract scav-
engers. Incineration is expen-
sive.

Shredding dead animals so
they’ll work in a methane di-
gester is a possibility, she said.
But a shredder is a capital ex-
pense, takes a lot of power to
run and a strong stomach to
watch.

It’s the rare landfill that will
accept dead animals, and the
ones that do charge a hefty tip-
ping fee.

Bonhotal said there are
businesses that collect dead
animals from farmers, but they
charge sometimes substantial
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Mark Hutchinson, holding the fork, got a few people to take a close
whiff of a freshly opened dead animal composting pile.

fees.

That leaves composting, and
Bonbhotal is a strong advocate of on-
farm composting, properly done.

Currently, she favors static, pas-
sively aerated piles for individual
animals, or windrows for multiple
deads.

Turning can speed the compost-
ing process, but it requires labor and
fuel, and it releases odors. A prop-
erly constructed and sited pile or
windrow draws air from the bottom,
providing oxygen for the heat-pro-
ducing organisms naturally present
in the carcass and the high-carbon
materials surrounding it.

Air moving through compost can
actually create “chimneys” from the

bottom of the pile to the top, where
outgoing air is rich in carbon diox-
ide.

A pile in the act of becom-
ing compost — it takes two to six
months — quickly heats to 140-160
degrees Fahrenheit, which kills the
pathogens in the carcass and the
material surrounding it.

Bonhotal and her fellow present-
ers repeatedly stressed the impor-
tance of airflow through the com-
posting material.

Like composting itself, the sci-
ence of composting is a work in
progress. Experiments by farmers
and researchers are encouraged and
welcomed, no matter what the out-
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come.

For one experiment that Bonhotal
tried during her 20-plus-year career
with Cornell’s Waste Management
Institute, she inserted pipes in the
bottom of compost piles to increase
airflow. So many flies crawled into
the pipes that the test was aban-
doned.

After Bonhotal’s presentation,
Williams talked about siting a com-
posting facility and told the group
about his work with farmers look-
ing for help in locating their com-
post operations.

High and dry is best, he said. A
level spot with a permeable surface
that can be scraped without too
much damage is important, as is
easy tractor access.

A leachate catch basin or filter
strips for runoff are necessary, and
there is debate within the compost-
ing community about whether or
not a roof is needed.

Hutchinson — who, before he
arrived at the workshop, was de-
scribed by one audience member as
“the god of composting” — talked
about his research and work with
farmers.

He said he believes that compost-
ing is absolutely the best way to
deal with mortalities. And while the
science of composting is complex
and constantly evolving, the practi-
cal aspects are understandable and
easy to apply.

A compost pile or windrow
should have 25-30 parts carbon to
one part nitrogen, which comes pri-
marily from the dead animal.

A 2-foot layer of wood shavings,
corn fodder or other porous mate-
rial — to allow for airflow —should
go under the animal, followed by 2
more feet of material on all sides
and on top. Easy enough, perhaps,
but Hutchinson showed slides of
many piles with protruding bones
and pictures of dogs digging into
piles.

Properly constructed, Hutchinson
said, a compost pile won’t give even
a hint of what’s inside to dogs, coy-
otes, skunks or turkeys.

In the afternoon, the group board-
ed a bus and toured three nearby
farms that were composting their
dead.

The first stop was the Earl Ray
Zimmerman farm in Ephrata. Zim-
merman raises 62,000 broilers at a
time, checks his houses daily and
puts dead birds in a solid concrete
stall with three closed sides and one
open side.

He piles the birds in the stall, oc-
casionally adds fresh litter from the
broiler and leaves the pile alone.
The chickens gradually disappear.
It’s a good system, Hutchinson
said, but the concrete walls limit air
movement.

Next stop on the tour was the
Brecknock Orchard in Mohnton.
The family-run 65-acre farm con-
sists of an orchard, a popular farm
market and two broiler houses.

Darryl Martin, who owns and
operates the farm with family help,
said that a few weeks before the tour
visited his farm, he installed a Ro-
toposter composting drum designed
to handle his dead birds, which he
had been stockpiling.

Although he had been using the
machine, he said not enough time

had elapsed for him to get any in-
depth operating experience.

Martin said he likes the ma-
chine’s small footprint and the fact
he can operate it at times when he
has no customers wandering around
the farm, which has a considerable
pick-your-own business.

The last stop was at a hog buy-
ing station owned by the Rotoposter
developer, Kurt Good, who owns
Good’s Livestock Inc. in Denver,
Pa.

The Brecknock Orchard Roto-
poster is the smallest of 10 models
available. With a 5-foot diameter
and 16-foot length, it can handle
1,000 pounds of dead chickens a
week.

The Rotoposter at Good’s Live-
stock is the firm’s biggest. With a
10-foot diameter and 40-foot length,
it can handle up to 10,000 pounds
of mortalities a week and turns dead
hogs into partially cured compost in
about two weeks.

Hutchinson said the material
coming from the Rotoposter needs
to sit for a month or two before it’s
completely cured, but that it can be
field applied any time.

Hutchinson said that in his many
years of composting work, he has
never made claims about the soil
nutrient value of composted ani-
mals. But, he said, the material is an
excellent soil amendment.

Six weeks before the tour, Good
made three composting piles out-
side the shed housing his Roto-
poster. One pile held a 450-pound
boar, one had two hogs with a com-
bined weight of 450 pounds, and
one held a 450 pound sow.

The piles were constructed ac-
cording to the guidelines developed

by the composting team, although
each pile used a different recipe of
composting materials.

On the day of the tour, Good
opened all three piles. There were a
few bones, some bits of hair and a
small slab of flesh, but otherwise al-
most no evidence that each pile had
once contained nearly a quarter ton
of pork.

After the tour, Ken Naples, who’d
made the trip to Lancaster County
from his farm in New York’s Finger
Lakes region, said he’d learned a
few things that would help him deal
with his own mortalities.

Naples and his wife, Rosemary,
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Kurt Good, owner of Good’s Livestock Inc., couldn’t find a good way to
deal with his swine fatalities, so he developed — and is now marketing
— the Rotoposter, shown behind him.

raise replacement heifers.

“It would cost us $3,000 or
$4,000 a year to have somebody
come in and take our dead calves
away,” he said. “Composting works
if you’re careful, and it doesn’t take
that much time.”

For more information on com-
posting,  visit  http://cwmi.css.
cornell.edu. Good can be reached
at rotaryposters.com.  Williams
is at jewl7@psu.edu, Martin at
gpm10@psu.edu and Hutchinson at
mhutch@maine.edu.

Dick Wanner can be reached at
rwanner.eph@Inpnews.com or 717-
419-4703.

Deadline Nears for Winter Wheat, Barley Insurance

New York farmers have until
Sept. 30 to sign up for winter wheat
and barley crop insurance.

Crop insurance includes prevent-
ed planting coverage and provides
some additional coverage when
weather — wet or dry — delays

planting beyond recommended
planting dates.
“Crop insurance can provide

farmers with an insurance payment
that covers their cost of production
when the weather is not on their
side,” said state Agriculture Com-
missioner Darrel J. Aubertine. “The
federal crop insurance program is
voluntary, and is the best option for

farmers who want to protect against
losses due to drought, flooding or
insect damage.”

In 2011, New York state farmers
purchased 603 winter wheat poli-
cies, insuring 64,801 acres for $14.3
million in coverage. This covered
54 percent of the crop planted last
year. For those with coverage, 174
separately insured units received
payments totaling $1.2 million.
There were 10,000 acres of winter
barley planted in 2011, of which
1,036 were insured.

Planting a cover crop this fall will
not adversely impact crop insurance
coverage for spring-planted crops,
due to action by the U.S. Depart-

PECIALS

ment of Agriculture to help farmers
produce more forage. Check with a
crop insurance agent for details.
Farmers can read the USDA’s new
guidance on cover crops and crop
insurance at www.rma.usda.gov/
news/currentissues/drought/.

months insured by the producer.
Crop insurance can only be pur-
chased from a licensed crop insur-
ance agent. USDA provides a listing
of all crop insurance agents doing
business in New York state on its

website at www.rma.usda.gov. A
print copy is available by calling
the New York Department of Agri-
culture and Markets at 1-800-554-
4501.

In addition, the pasture, hay
and forage rainfall index crop
insurance enrollment date has
been changed to Nov. 15 for
the 2013 growing season. This
crop insurance provides cover-
age against drought only, but
is a simplified program that
compares historical average
rainfall to the rainfall for the

THIS WEEK’S S

Used Houle Lagoon Pumps:

(1) 1998 32’ x 6” pump in very good condition &
(1) 2002 42’ x 6” in decent shape; both pumps have
loading pipes: $9,500 each
(1) 1999 42’ x 6” pump in good condition without
loading pipe: $10,500

1998 Houle 310 ith 3.1 tires, solid tank $12,000
* Also available - 1998 Houle 3150 w/23.1 tires,
very clean - $16,000

More spreaders, pumps and irrigation equipment on hand - Call us or check our website for complete listing.
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Calumet 3750 spreader
with 50x21-20 aircraft tires - Call Scott
* Also available - Balzer 3750, Better Bilt 3400,
Calumet 1650, (2) Houle 4300s

1991 1H Paystar 5000 with 1999 Houle 4,250 gal,
tank; 400 Cummins 13sp.; hydraulic pump on tank;

tank is solid: $25,000

SIS

www.midatlanticag.com

2006 Houle 3150 w/18.4 x 26 tires, 4-wheel
brakes, like new - Call for more info!
* Coming in - Very clean Houle 5250 -
Call Scott

Quarryville, PA
Chambersburg, PA

800-222-2948
GEA

GEA Farm Technologies

Also available - WIC 32’ pump for pit/lagoon
@ $5,000

2004 Jamesway 42’ pump
in very good condition - Call !

&

VVALMETAL]

Cadman

POWER EQUIPMENT

AerWay: )

Topsoil/Clean Fill

VERY GOOD Topsoil for sale. Unscreened,
bring your pickup truck or trailer.
$8 a ton plus tax. Clean Fill Available $3 per ton.
Open Mon.-Fri. SAM-5PM
Saturday 8AM-Noon

988 Houtztown Rd., Myerstown

717-933-4818
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Roasting corn increases energy availability 13%.
With high corn prices and cattle fed according to
energy needs, roasting costs are minimal compared

to the money saved by feeding less corn.

Call us today and discover the savings!

SCHNUPP’S GRAIN ROASTING, INC.
416 Union Rd., Lebanon, PA 17046

800 452-4004

www.roast-a-matic.com

(717) 865-6611
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