MEETING THE METHANE PLEDGE
The US. can do more on agriculture
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INTRODUCTION

When the United States and European Union signed
the Global Methane Pledge in September 2021, it
shined a bright light on the urgent need to slash
emissions of this potent, short-lived greenhouse
gas.! By the COP26 meeting in Glasgow two months
later, more than 111 countries had joined the pledge.
By signing, countries agreed to cut methane emis-
sions (from 2020 levels) by 30% by 2030. Countries
agreed to an annual Methane Ministerial to assess
progress. In January 2022, US. Climate Envoy John
Kerry hosted 20 countries to follow up on the Global
Methane Pledge and called for each country to set its
own methane reduction plan?

The momentum to reduce methane emissions is both
exciting and daunting. While most of the attention
from the pledge focused on the fossil fuel and gas
industry, agriculture is the world’'s largest methane
source. Earlier in 2021, the Intergovernmental Panel
on Climate Change (IPCC) urged action on methane
because it is 80 times more potent than carbon dioxide
over a 20-year period, and it is more short-lived.? While
carbon dioxide can stay in the atmosphere for up to
1,000 years, methane only remains in the atmosphere
for 10-12 years. Global methane emissions have risen
steadily over the last century but have increased at
an accelerated rate since 2007, according to a recent
paper in Nature* By slashing methane emissions by
2030, the planet can see more immediate benefits for
the climate, while buying time for ongoing action to
reduce carbon dioxide.

==

The Biden administration announced its U.S. methane
plan during the Glasgow meeting. For agriculture-
related emissions, the plan relies almost exclusively
on various government grants and subsidies for the
controversial use of methane digesters on giant
manure lagoons created at large-scale dairy, beef
and hog operations. The use of digesters to capture
and produce manure-based gas, best understood as
factory farm gas, is opposed by many rural residents
around the country because of the residual pollu-
tion associated with these operations. More recent
evidence suggests the production of factory farm
gas is fueling consolidation in the dairy industry and
incentivizing large-scale operations to produce more
manure and ultimately new emissions.

To meet the U.S. commitment on the Methane Pledge,
there is much more the Biden administration can and
must do, from ordering the Environmental Protection
Agency (EPA) to set clear, absolute limits on methane
emissions for the biggest hog and dairy operations,
to expanding and improving farm conservation
programs, to updating trade and finance rules that
would help spur climate action. Congress can do its
part by reforming the next Farm Bill in 2023 to meet
the Global Methane Pledge by redirecting subsidies
and policies that currently drive factory farm methane
emissions toward more agroecological systems of
farming and animal production.

The U.S. commitment to the Methane Pledge should
also include a deeper reassessment of agriculture
and trade policy. U.S. Farm Bills, trade deals and weak
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regulatory oversight have propelled the continued
expansion of the factory farm system of meat and
dairy production. To reduce major sources of methane
in U.S. agriculture requires a comprehensive approach
that goes beyond a technical focus on reducing a
single gas. Instead, we must begin a transition out
of the damaging factory farm system in a way that
reduces greenhouse gases (GHGs) and other pollut-
ants, while supporting farmers and rural communities.
Such a transition must include reforming farm policy
and redirecting public investments into more agroeco-
logical systems of raising animals.

WHAT IS THE GLOBAL
METHANE PLEDGE?

The pledge commits countries to reduce global
methane emissions 30% (from 2020 levels) by 2030
“across all sectors” The pledge covers all methane
emissions, acknowledging that the gas accounts for
17% of global greenhouse gas emissions, primarily
from energy, agriculture and waste. The pledge
states in introductory language that the 30% target
is a global commitment, not a national country-level
commitment. But as one of the original signatories
and leaders behind the Global Methane Pledge, it
should be assumed that the U.S. and the EU would
meet at least the 30% reduction target by 2030.

The language in the pledge is noticeably different
when referring to energy versus agriculture. The
pledge state that “the energy sector has the greatest
potential for targeted mitigation by 2030.” For energy,
countries commit to focus “on standards to achieve
all feasible reductions” But for agriculture, reduc-
tions will be achieved “through technology innovation
as well as incentives and partnerships with farmers.”
The distinction is notable, particularly in a voluntary
pledge with no global enforcement mechanism. The
incentives-based agriculture language is in line with
the Biden Methane Plan for agriculture (see below)
and public statements made by U.S. Department of
Agriculture (USDA) Secretary Tom Vilsack. New stan-
dards will drive reductions in energy. Technology and
incentives for farmers will steer agriculture.

In addition, the countries commit to public, trans-
parent, up-to-date reporting on actions they have
taken to reach these commitments. The countries
resolve to “review progress toward the target of the
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Global Methane Pledge on an annual basis until 2030
by means of a dedicated ministerial meeting.”

WHAT'S IN THE BIDEN METHANE
PLAN ON AGRICULTURE

The Biden administration's US. Methane Emissions
Reductions Action Plan,® announced at the Glasgow
meeting, lays out a suite of policies and programs to
meet its methane reduction goal by 2030. The Biden
Plan directly targets the oil and gas sector, responsible
for 30% of the country’s methane emissions, through
EPA actions under the Clean Air Act.” The Biden Plan
also sets a goal of capturing 70% of methane emitted
from landfills, once again citing the EPA's authority
under the Clean Air Act to require the reduction of
methane emissions at the nation’s largest landfills.

For agriculture, the Biden Plan makes no mention of
EPA's Clean Air Act authority and instead focuses on:
1) “alternative manure management systems;” 2) the
“expansion of on-farm generation and use of renew-
able energy systems;” 3) the “development of a climate
smart agricultural commodities partnership initiative;”
and 4) “increased investments in agricultural methane
quantification.”

All four agriculture strategies are tied to the controver-
sial use of anerobic digesters to capture factory farm
gas from giant manure lagoons at large-scale dairy,
beef and hog operations. Factory farm gas is sent into
methane gas pipelines and branded as “renewable”
While some factory farm gas is captured, the manure
and associated air and water pollution linked to this
factory farm system remain in place. (See below for
more on factory farm gas.)

Here is a deeper dive into the four agriculture strate-
gies of the Biden Methane Plan:

1. ALTERNATIVE MANURE MANAGEMENT
SYSTEMS AND OTHER MANURE-REDUCING
PRACTICES — The Biden Plan states that the
USDA will work through the Natural Resource
Conservation Service (NRCS) to use conservation
programs like the Environmental Quality Incentives
Program (EQIP) to subsidize the new construction
and use of methane digesters on manure lagoons.
In 2021, USDA introduced a Climate Smart Agri-
culture and Forestry pilot program through EQIP
and particularly directed support to methane
digesters® The Biden Plan also mentions the

expanded use of the Rural Business Cooperative
Service, the Rural Energy for America Program
(REAP) and the AgStar program as programs it
will use to subsidize farmers’ construction and/or
use of digesters. This strategy would also support
the installation of lagoon covers and flares for
methane. The Biden Plan claims if the Build Back
Better Act were passed, additional resources
would fund “the equivalent of 500 farms installing
anaerobic digesters; 1,200 farms installing lagoon
covers with flares; and 250 farms installing solids
separators.” This strategy does include language,
almost as an afterthought, on the use of conser-
vation programs to help farmers transition to
pasture grazing of livestock — something existing
conservation programs already do through
supports for practices such as adding fencing or
perennial grasses.

2. PROMOTING ON-FARM RENEWABLE
ENERGY FROM METHANE — This Biden
strategy is essentially an advocacy campaign
through a new USDA-led public/private partner-
ship “to promote biogas policies, programs and
research.” USDA will establish an Interagency
Biogas Opportunities Task Force (included in the
2018 Farm Bill) to facilitate the collection and
use of methane for on-farm renewable energy
applications. USDA will deepen its engagement
with AgStar to promote biogas with biogas
companies, factory farm operators, universities
and trade associations. USDA will launch an advi-
sory committee to help expand the industry and
develop a communications strategy to highlight
success stories.

3. LAUNCHING A CLIMATE-SMART PARTNER-
SHIP INITIATIVE — USDA is taking %1 billion of
the Commodity Credit Corporation’s $33 billion
budget,® used to fund farm programs, to launch a
new initiative to develop a market for commodi-
ties based on their purported “climate benefits”
USDA will invest in identifying, measuring and
certifying climate smart practices, including
those that reduce methane. The new program
will include pilot projects that support the use
of methane digesters and prescribed managed
grazing. USDA has accepted initial applications
for the Climate-Smart Partnership pilot projects
in May and June."”
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4. INCREASED INVESTMENTS IN AGRICUL-
TURAL METHANE MEASUREMENT AND
INNOVATIONS — USDA will devote more
research resources toward methane reduction
strategies, including “feed additives and manure
management systems (digesters)” USDA will
pursue a “methane innovation agenda” that
includes USDA's Agriculture Research Service,
its Economic Research Service and National
Institute on Food and Agriculture. Also, USDA will
continue to partner with U.S. Dairy funded by the
dairy check off, a controversial tax on all dairy
producers that has been caught overpaying its
executives and favoring a factory farm system."
US. Dairy includes the Innovation Center for
U.S. Dairy and Dairy Management Inc. to reduce
methane emissions. Prior to becoming agriculture
secretary under President Biden, Vilsack headed
U.S. Dairy’s Export Council.

THE SCALE OF US.
METHANE EMISSIONS

Methane accounts for 10% of U.S. greenhouse gas
emissions, according to the EPA." Overall U.S. methane
emissions have declined 15% since 1990, with energy-
related emissions declining by 25% since 1990 and
industrial waste methane emissions declined 31%. But
the largest source of US. methane emissions, agri-
culture, has increased by 17% since 1990. Agriculture
now represents 37% of U.S. methane emissions.”
Livestock-related emissions have risen by 20% since
1990.

Methane is produced through the normal digestive
system in ruminants, mostly through burping and
through manure. The amount of methane emitted
depends on the animal, the type of feed and how
the manure is managed. The EPA publishes a Green-
house Gas Inventory annually, tracing U.S. emissions
going back to 1990. The data follows guidelines set
by the United Nations Framework Convention on
Climate Change."

The EPA calculates that enteric fermentation and
manure management represent 271% and 9.5%,
respectively, of total agriculture methane emissions.
Beef cattle account for 72% of enteric methane emis-
sions and dairy cattle for 24%. Enteric methane emis-
sions have increased 8.4% since 1990.
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Figure 1: U.S. Greenhouse Gas Emissions from Agricultural Activities, by Gas,

1990-2020

Source: United States EPA, https.//bitly/391vovi, accessed April 18, 2022.

When livestock manure is stored in manure lagoons
and liquified for spraying on fields, it also produces
methane. When manure is handled as a solid and
applied to fields, it produces much less methane. The
EPA identifies the liquid manure systems of large-
scale factory farm dairy and hog operations as major
sources of methane emissions and nitrous oxide
(@another potent greenhouse gas). Methane emissions
from manure management have increased 68% since
1990, according to the EPA. The EPA writes, “The
majority of this increase is due to swine and dairy
cow manure, where emissions increased 49 and 117
percent, respectively...In many cases, manure manage-
ment systems with the most substantial methane
emissions are those associated with confined animal
management operations where manure is handled
in liquid-based systems”® The EPA writes: “the shift
toward larger dairy cattle and swine facilities since
1990 has translated into an increasing use of liquid
manure management systems, which have higher
potential CH4 emissions than dry systems.”

The EPA GHG Inventory tells only part of the story.
Recent research indicates that emissions from hog
and dairy concentrated animal feeding operations
(CAFOs) are likely higher than estimated through the
EPA's modelling. The tracking of methane emissions
using satellites and airplanes found that livestock
emissions are consistently higher than EPA estimates,
somewhere between 39-90% higher."
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While emerging methane sensors have focused on oil
and gas, they will soon also include agriculture. For
example, Carbon Mapper is partnering with NASA
to track high methane sources in certain U.S. states
and is broadening its scope to include more states
and more up-to-date data, including for agriculture-
related sources. Such aerial imaging technology has
also raised questions about methane capture by
dairy CAFOs using digesters. University of California
researchers found “fairly persistent” methane plumes
from four San Joaquin Valley dairies using digesters.”
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Figure 2: U.S. Greenhouse Gas Emissions from
Manure Management, 1990-2019

Source: United States EPA, https.//bitly/3jM5AWd,
accessed April 18, 2022.

GET BIG(GER) OR GET OUT -
FACTORY FARM GAS EMERGES

“We used to joke about how funny it would be if we
could make more money off the poop than the milk.
And now we're essentially there.”

— California dairy farmer?®

While the Biden Methane Plan presents a rosy picture
of methane digesters on big dairy and hog operations
(the USDA/EPA biogas program known as AgStar
says there are currently 317 active digester projects
in the U.S."), the reality is more complicated and trou-
bling. Methane digesters to sell gas off-farm are enor-
mously expensive (around $4.2 million for a 2,000
dairy cow operation®), making them only financially
viable for the largest operations. A 2011 USDA report
under then Secretary Vilsack explained that public
subsidies for factory farm gas will largely benefit
large-scale hog and dairy operators.?’ With new align-
ments between big dairies and hog companies and
the methane gas industry, the exclusive beneficiaries
of this system have become even more clear.

There are several engines driving the use of methane
digesters. One of the most important is California’s
Low Carbon Fuel Standard (LCFS), with a goal to help
reduce emissions from the state’s transportation
sector by 20% by 2030. Factory farm gas grades well
under the LCFS scoring system, making it eligible for
credits (generally between $170-$190) under the policy.
The LCFS credits are often combined with a variety of
state and federal subsidies to make digesters more
profitable. According to a University of California at
Davis economist, dairy farmers tapping into these
public programs for digesters can generate up to
$2,827 per cow.*

The impact of California’s LCFS isn't limited to Cali-
fornia. Factory farm gas operations in other states
sell credits into the California market, including as
far away as New York.?® Even polluting dairies are
eligible. Earlier in 2022, Oregon’s Three Mile Canyon
farm was found to be violating the state’s clean air
laws in 2019 and 2020, even as it sold credits from
factory farm gas to California.>* Neighboring Idaho is
also building more big dairies and cashing in on LCFS
credits, with Shell Oil partnering with a 10,000-cow
dairy on a factory farm gas project.®
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Driving factory farm gas expansion in North Carolina
is a state requirement that 0.2% of the state’s energy
come from hog waste by 2023.%° This special favor
carveout directly aids global pork giant Smithfield, who
has partnered with energy giant Dominion Energy to
form the factory farm gas company Align RNG to
capture methane from hog operations and pipe it into
methane gas pipelines. Smithfield is building similar
factory farm gas operations connected to their hog
facilities around the country, from Utah to Missouri,
where they also tap into credits from California’s
LCFS to help subsidize the projects.?’

At the federal level, the national Renewable Fuel Stan-
dard allows factory farm gas producers to create and
sell Renewable Identification Numbers (RIN) credits
(similar to the LCFS) to fossil fuel providers to meet
their obligations under the RFS. The RFS is a national
policy that requires fossil fuel providers to use a
certain percentage of non-petroleum-based transpor-
tation fuel, heating oil or jet fuel.?®

With factory farm gas projects allowed to tap into
a laundry list of state and federal energy and agri-
culture programs, environmental advocates and
the dairy industry are raising new questions about
whether these programs are ultimately incentivizing
factory farm expansion and manure-related pollution.
What signals does this system send to farmers if the
methane from the manure pays as well or more than
the milk? “At that point, milk has become a by-product
of manure production,” reports the industry publication
Hoard’s Dairyman.?® Hoard’s points out, “The trend is
for fewer, larger dairy farms, and government energy
policy, while well-meaning, could have the unintended
consequence of driving additional consolidation in the
dairy farm sector”

Research by the Union of Concerned Scientists
(UCS) earlier this year confirmed that subsidies for
digesters far exceed the cost to capture the methane
in a digester, and that the subsidy is nearly as large
as the price the farmer was receiving for milk. UCS
concluded that this development gives major advan-
tages to large dairies over smaller dairies, creating
potential incentives to either consolidate production
or add cows to existing dairies to take further advan-
tage of the subsidies.*

There are already signs that policies promoting
digesters are incentivizing factory farms to expand
and produce more manure. In lowa, recently passed
legislation that allows dairies to expand beyond
the current 6,000 limit if they use a digester for all
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manure. Seven operations responded by expanding
their numbers of dairy cows.”

If cows are added to produce additional manure to
generate more factory farm gas, the gas can no longer
be characterized as a byproduct of milk production.
The manure instead becomes an intentional and addi-
tional pollution source that would not have otherwise
existed, and any leakage from the digester or pipeline
becomes additional methane pollution. Leakage from
biogas facilities and pipelines is estimated between
2-4% to up to 15% of total biogas production.®

Consolidation within the dairy industry into fewer,
larger operations follows a long-term trend. Low prices,
often below the cost of production, have plagued the
dairy industry for several decades, but particularly
over the last five years. Tens of thousands of small
and mid-sized dairies have been pushed out, while big
dairies have been caught price fixing® as they flood
the market. While the number of dairies declined, the
number of cows and milk production continued to
rise sharply.3* In 2021, the U.S. dairy herd reached its
highest number in 27 years.3®

RISKS RISE FOR RURAL COMMUNITIES

Around the country, rural communities are already
opposing the factory farm system for its water and air
pollution, the lowering of property values and quality
of life, the treatment of animals and the economic
harm to independent farmers. Advocates in multiple
states, like lowa, Maryland, Minnesota, Wisconsin and
Oregon, have called for moratoriums on new factory
farms. A 2019 national poll, with a specific focus on
major factory farm states lowa and North Carolina,
found that 80% of people are concerned about air,
water and health issues from CAFOs.*® Rural resi-
dents are also using the courts. In 2020, Smithfield,
after repeatedly losing in court, was forced to settle
multiple lawsuits from largely African American neigh-
bors, who said the air and water pollution from hog
CAFOs made their daily lives unbearable.®

The introduction of factory farm gas and associated
pipelines poses new public health and safety concerns
for rural communities. Methane is highly flammable
and explosive, and inhalation exposure can cause
short and long-term health risks. Methane digesters
and associated pipelines can leak and cause fires.®®
As the Biden Methane Plan admits, chronic pipeline
leakages and ruptures are a major source of methane
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emissions.* The Biden Plan also acknowledges that
“communities located near areas of high methane
production often face impacts from methane and
other pollutants that result in poor health outcomes,
reductions in property values, and decreases in quality
of life” and that “communities of color bear the brunt.”
This is certainly the case with factory farm operations
clustered in North Carolina and California.

Factory farm gas infrastructure threatens to double-
down on these risks by further incentivizing manure
production. In North Carolina, environmental justice
advocates have opposed the use of digesters on hog
farms that are already polluting largely Black and
Latinx rural communities.”® In early 2022, the EPA
launched a civil rights investigation into whether the
North Carolina Department of Environmental Quality
violated the civil rights of rural residents when they
approved four digesters for hog operations.” Waste
from these farms has already contaminated nearby
streams and rivers. The spray often blows onto neigh-
boring homes and passing cars. Factory farm opera-
tors often pump down the liquid in lagoons ahead
of major rainfall events to reduce the risk of lagoon
overflows. This practice results in the land becoming
oversaturated and the sprayed waste running off the
fields onto neighboring properties and streams during
and after the heavy rain events.

The giant factory farm manure lagoons required for
digesters are vulnerable to extreme weather events
and equipment breakdowns that result in manure
spills and water pollution.** Operations with methane
digesters are not immune from manure spills,*® most
recently leaking into waterways in lowa** and Oregon.*®
The lowa digester, which was operating without state
approval, was designed to send factory farm gas from
big dairies in lowa into pipelines to access credits in
California’s LCFS.*° Repairing broken digesters can be
dangerous for workers. Last year, a worker drowned
as he attempted to fix a broken digester on a one-
million-pound manure tank in lowa.”

Another concern for rural residents is the anerobic
digestion process itself. While the digester captures
some methane, it can increase the amount of
ammonia,*® nitrate and nitrite (all forms of nitrogen)
in the manure. The result is a more concentrated
ammonia and other forms of nitrogen in the leftover
manure that is then sprayed on neighboring fields.
Nitrate pollution leads to algae blooms in waterways.
Ammonia air pollution is associated with respiratory
issues. A National Academy of Sciences study attri-
butes 95 and 83 premature deaths in two counties
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with a high concentration of hog factory farms to fine
particulate pollution, resulting from ammonia emis-
sions.” When ammonia oxidizes it creates nitrous
oxide, a potent greenhouse gas.

FACTORY FARMS BORN FROM
US. FARM AND TRADE POLICY

The sharp rise in the factory farm system of meat and
dairy production since 1990 emerged from a series
of policy and regulatory choices. In the 1996 Farm
Bill, the U.S. ended the last vestiges of farm programs
that helped manage production to balance supply with
demand and ensure fair prices for farmers. The 1996
Farm Bill instead allowed farmers to plant as much
as they could (so-called Freedom to Farm) to target
expanding exports. The policy failed, prices for farmers
plunged, and now, the Farm Bill has a series of programs
(including revenue insurance) that pay farmers on the
basis of acreage yield when the market price drops.>’
The 1996 Farm Bill was designed to be consistent with
trade policy provisions in the North American Free
Trade Agreement (NAFTA) in 1994 and the formation
of the World Trade Organization (WTO) in 1995. IATP
opposed NAFTA as an attack on sustainable agricul-
ture*® The Clinton administration and most agricul-
tural economists sold all three policy actions to U.S.
farmers on the premise that expanded exports would
make them prosperous. As commodity prices dropped
for animal feed crops, often below cost of produc-
tion, the factory farm system took advantage. These
below-cost animal feed prices served as a subsidy for
factory farm meat and dairy operations,> giving them
a big edge over smaller or mid-sized operations and
pasture-based systems. The factory farm system is
increasingly dependent on exports. Nearly 30% of U.S.
hog production,®® 11% of beef® and 16% of dairy goes to
exports.®? While this system has worked well for global
meat and dairy companies, it has failed independent
farmers, rural communities and the climate.

A STRONGER METHANE PLAN

When it comes to agriculture, the Biden Methane Plan
could take much bolder steps that would provide a
clear, predictable path toward meeting the country’s
methane reduction pledge and responding to the
urgency of the climate crisis. Here are eight actions to
strengthen the Biden Plan:
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Methane Digesters Revisited

Much of the Biden administration's Methane Plan on agri-
culture is recycled from the Obama administration. In 2009,
then Agriculture Secretary Vilsack announced a partnership
with the dairy industry to reduce dairy industry GHGs 25%
by 2020. (The latest EPA Greenhouse Gas inventory shows
dairy emissions linked to enteric emissions and manure
management rising steadily since 2005).>° The basis of that
commitment was expanded funding, research and promo-
tion of manure digesters and a so-called “public private
partnership” with the industry.® Vilsack announced the
partnership at COP15 in Copenhagen, touting the benefits
of digesters: “Not only can we mitigate climate change but
we can also provide immediate local environmental benefits,
reduce U.S. dependence on fossil fuels, and provide a new
economic stimulus for the rural economy.”>?

In 2013, USDA Secretary Vilsack signed a Memorandum
of Understanding with Innovation of Center for US. Dairy
(funded by the dairy checkoff, a tax on dairy farmers to
promote the industry) that reiterated the USDA’s commit-
ment to digesters including a “roadmap to biogas”®® The
MOU served as a template for the Biden Methane Plan by
touting support from multiple USDA programs, including
expanding EQIP and REAP funding, technical assistance and
research, and helping to connect digesters to other energy

grids and pipelines.

In 2015, as part of President Obama’s Climate Action Plan,
Vilsack announced USDA's Building Blocks for Climate
Smart Agriculture and Forestry that set the nation’s first
measurable benchmarks in food and forestry to reduce net
emissions by 120 million metric tons per year. Part of that
goal was to install 500 digesters on livestock operations
(the same target named in the Biden Methane Plan to use
Build Back Better funds) through REAP and EQIP>*

From 2017 through 2020, Vilsack led the checkoff-funded
U.S. Dairy Export Council, also funded largely by Dairy
Management Inc,, to market the industry around the world,
including a public relations campaign that claimed a high
level of sustainability through creating biogas.®

At the 2021 Glasgow climate meeting, Vilsack returned
to much the same message on digesters. He announced
USDA'’s support for a new dairy industry initiative, this time
called Pathways to Dairy Net Zero, an initiative to reach net
zero dairy emissions in 30 years. Vilsack said, “Increasing
the rate of adoption of feed management, manure manage-
ment and digesters will be key to reducing greenhouse gas
emissions including methane.”®

1. THE EPA SHOULD TAKE STEPS TO LIMIT
METHANE EMISSIONS FROM LARGE-SCALE
DAIRY AND HOG OPERATIONS. In April
2021, IATP joined Public Justice and other family
farm and environmental justice organizations
in petitioning the EPA to set caps on methane
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emissions for the largest dairy and hog opera-
tions under the Clean Air Act®® The Biden Plan
includes actions to regulate methane for the
oil and gas sector and landfill sector under the
Clean Air Act. It has the statutory authority to
regulate methane emissions from these large-
scale factory farms. The EPA should begin to set
standards for methane emissions from hog and
dairy factory farms of more than 1,000 hogs and
500 dairy cows without access to pasture and
that use lagoons to store massive amounts of
liquified manure that is later sprayed on fields. In
addition, the EPA should set standards to reduce
emissions on new or expanding farm operations
that fit this category and to require states to set
specific methane emission limits for existing hog
and dairy operations that fit this category.

. REQUIRE ENVIRONMENTAL REVIEW FOR
GOVERNMENT GUARANTEED LOANS — The
Trump administration weakened the National
Environmental Protection Act (NEPA), one of
the nation’s bedrock environmental laws, by
creating an exemption for USDA and Small Busi-
ness Administration loans for new or expanding
factory farms.®* Factory farms apply for USDA or
SBA loans when they cannot get a loan from the
Farm Credit System or from a commercial bank.
Previously under NEPA, government backed loans
for factory farms had to undergo environmental
review, which includes the impact the proposed
operation will have on water, air and climate, and
gave community members an opportunity to
weigh in if they had concerns. The White House
Council for Environmental Quality is currently
reviewing the Trump administration’s actions to
weaken NEPA. The Biden Methane Plan should
reinstate environmental review requirements,
including for climate impacts, for loans backed
by USDA or SBA. This important step would help
ensure public resources aren’t used to increase
and accelerate pollution and methane emissions.

. INCORPORATE THE METHANE PLEDGE
AND THE PARIS CLIMATE AGREEMENT AS
BINDING MEASURES IN TRADE DEALS —
U.S. Trade Representative Katherine Tai has
publicly advocated for the integration of climate
commitments into trade deals. There are mecha-
nisms within the U.S.-Mexico-Canada Agreement
(USMCA) that allow countries to add additional
multilateral environmental agreements to the
trade deal. All three USMCA countries have
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signed onto the Paris Climate Agreement and
the Methane Pledge. Adding these climate-
related agreements to the USMCA, a legally-
binding trade deal, would reinforce these climate
commitments, send a message to global trading
partners and help protect climate action in the
three countries from climate regulatory related
trade disputes.

. REQUIRE COMPANIES TO FULLY DISCLOSE

METHANE EMISSIONS — The Securities and
Exchange Commission (SEC) has proposed new
climate-related financial disclosure rules, as part
of the SEC’s statutory mandate to ensure that
investors are protected against financial risks
undisclosed by companies seeking their invest-
ments.®® These rules should cover quarterly
posting of factory farm related supply chain
emissions (called “Scope 3 emissions” in the
Paris Agreement), including specific reporting
of methane. Without mandatory, uniform and
comprehensive reporting, meat and dairy compa-
nies can and do obscure their emission reporting
by excluding their supply chains (not counting the
cow or manure related emissions).®® To meet the
Methane Pledge, investors need more accurate
reporting from companies to assess climate risk.
The SEC can and should require Scope 3 climate
reporting from companies that specifically
includes methane emissions from the biggest
factory farms.

5. EXPAND AND REDIRECT CONSERVATION

PROGRAMS — Prior to the 2002 Farm Bill,
CAFOs were not eligible for funding from EQIP,
a program created to support specific farmer
conservation projects to create a pathway
toward greater conservation. Once CAFOs
became eligible, they started to access EQIP for
the management of their giant manure lagoons.
A National Sustainable Agriculture Coalition
analysis concluded that 10% of EQIP funds went
to CAFOs in 2019 and 11% in 20205” A recent
analysis by IATP estimated that over one-quarter
of 2020 EQIP dollars in the Midwest went toward
practices that supported factory farms. EQIP and
the more comprehensive Conservation Steward-
ship Program are enormously popular among
farmers looking for support for sustainable
practices, such as planting perennial grasses
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or incorporating managed rotational grazing
systems. Nationwide, only 31% of farmers who
apply for EQIP and only 42% of farmers who apply
for CSP are accepted. By removing CAFOs from
EQIP eligibility and expanding these programs to
meet demand, farmers can have more options to
be successful outside of the factory farm system.

. REDIRECT USDA GUARANTEED LOANS

AWAY FROM FACTORY FARMS — Many
new or expanding CAFOs cannot get traditional
financing from banks. Instead, they must turn to
USDA Farm Service Agency guaranteed loans.
USDA should prioritize loans for sustainable, agro-
ecological farming systems, not those expanding
the factory farm system that is driving methane
emissions. The next Farm Bill should ban the use
of FSA-guaranteed loans for these factory farms
and ensure greater access to credit for farmers
using sustainable, agroecological systems.

. REDIRECT PUBLIC PAYOUTS FOR FACTORY

FARM GAS — The Biden Methane Plan pledges
to spend significant public dollars through a
variety of programs, such as REAP, that would
put digesters on 500 dairy farms around the
country. The digesters producing gas for off-
farm pipelines require large amounts of manure
and only make sense for the biggest operations.
If those operations want to add digesters, they
should pay for them. The public payouts should
be redirected toward helping farmers transition
to different types of farming systems, including
well-managed pasture-based systems, and
support real on-farm renewable energy, such as
solar and wind.

8. PASS THE FARM SYSTEMS REFORM ACT —

The FSRA, with the support of over 300 groups,
places an immediate moratorium on new or
expanding CAFOs, with a phaseout of the biggest
CAFOs by 2040258 It launches a voluntary buyout
program for existing CAFO owners to help them
transition toward different farming systems,
including pasture-based systems. It also includes
tougher competition rules and mandatory
Country-of-Origin Labeling. The program provides
farmers with a predictable, resourced transition,
and if coupled with other Farm Bill programs, is a
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pathway toward a just transition away from the
high methane producing factory farm system.

CONCLUSION

When it comes to agriculture, the Biden Methane Plan
is too tentative and misdirected to achieve its emis-
sions reduction targets. The factory farm system
has largely evaded scrutiny of its greenhouse gases,
including methane. The reluctance to place appro-
priate limits on methane emissions from the biggest
operations and halt the numerous public payouts
that prop up the industry threatens to undermine
the credibility of the Biden Methane commitment.
Congress can take action in the next Farm Bill to
halt public supports for big factory farms and provide
a path forward for farmers to transition out of the
CAFO system. The Methane Pledge cannot be just a
promise. It needs action designed to bring the results
to which the country has committed. Right now, the
Biden Plan falls short. At this year's Methane Ministe-
rial, the Biden administration will have an opportunity
to strengthen its plan and serve as a model for 110
other countries also dealing with their agriculture-
related methane emissions.
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