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High energy prices are here to stay. How can cattle feeders cope?

It is a problem faced by
every business or consumer
in the nation—high priced
energy. Gasoline’s too high! Diesel’s
too high! Electricity’s too high! Don't
even mention natural gas.

Feedvards deal with all of these
inflated commodities. But the latter,
natural gas, probably creates the most
steam when the bill arrives from the
utility that delivers this essential form
of energy.

With feedyard natural gas bills that
boil over at five figures behind the dol-
lar sign, the cost of operating a feed-
vard in Cattle Feeding Country is the
highest ever. Even with a huge national
supply of natural gas available, energy
experts say the davs of natural gas
prices at sub-$5 per mcf (a price
cursed over and over not too long ago)
are likelv history.

High energy prices are also

impacting the availability of locally-
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grown feed grains. With higher costs
for running natural gas and electrical
irrigation pumps, many growers in
Cattle Feeding Country have switched
from corn to cotton. That is creating
even more demand for Midwest-grown
corn to be shipped to Texas, Oklahoma
and New Mexico feedyards.

However, feedyards in Cattle Feed-
ing Country are not unaccustomed to
challenges. Thev have used their inge-
nuity and innovative entrepreneur
skills to come up with answers to solve
those hurdles. Answers today may
involve fine-tuning feed mill equip-
ment or pooling with other feedyards
to hedge natural gas prices. There is
also talk of using a feedyard’s most
plentiful resource — manure — as a fuel

to run boilers to steam flake grain.

Some of these measures may pay off

and some may not. But many are being
explored by scientists at the Texas A&M

University Research and Extension

Center in Amarillo, as well as other
A&M locations, Texas Tech and other

universities and private companies.

HAVE ENERGY PRICES
TOPPED OUT?

That's the most common energy-
related question in Cattle Feeding
Country. “Probably not” is the answer.
With continued trouble in the Middle
East and greater global demand for
fossil fuels from China and other
countries, American businesses will
continue to see higher prices, says Bill
Thompson, vice president of market-
ing for Fowler Energy Co. in Austin.

“2005 was a tough vear for energy
prices,” says Thompson, whose com-
pany works with clients to assist in
energy purchases, transportation and
other means. “The summer of 2005
saw natural gas pretty high (in the §7
to $9 mcf range). Then we were hit by

Hurricane Katrina, and then Rita.
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(continued from page 12)

Energy Monster

The system being proposed by
Panda could work in a feedvard setting,
he savs, but it would require an
immense effort on the part of one or
more feedvards to devote lots of money
and manpower.

The technology is there for Panda to
do it, says Sweeten. But it is a complex,
24-hour system, one that needs a spe-
cialized staft to make it run.

The combustion svstem that
Panda will use is part of the “thermo-
chemical approach” to converting ani-
mal or plant biomass to fuel, says
Sweeten. There is also a slow process
known as anaerobic digestion, a sys-
tem similar to covered lagoons that
heat a liquid slurry to create methane
gas for energy.

Some large swine operations use
the covered lagoon system for energy
production as well as waste manage-
ment. However, depending on the
temperature, this svstem can require
30 to 60 davs or more to create suffi-
cient biogas to heat the digester effi-
ciently. And if it is shut down, it can
take long periods to bring the system
back into production.

“As far as energy production is con-
cerned, [ believe feedyards need to do
what thev do best, be a fuel provider,”
says Sweeten. “I don't see it for on-site
energy production.”

Consequently, the best defense that
feedyards have against high energy
costs, for now at least, is a good
offense—being as efficient as possible
in their use of natural gas, electricity
and other energy.

Fortunately, for feedyards and their
customers alike, TCFA has had several
programs in place for a number of vears
that help feedyards in Cattle Feeding
Country manage their energy costs.

To start with, Sweeten encourages

feedyard operators to review the TCFA
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energy management guidelines pro-
vided to Feedvard Members.

Then, feedvards should consider a
thorough infrared thermography
inspection of the feedmill to ensure
that electricity is being used as effi-
ciently as possible. TCFA pioneered the
use of infrared inspections for feed-
vards more than 15 years ago. That,
along with the energv guidelines, has
allowed feedvards in Cattle Feeding
Country to stay well ahead of the esca-
lating energy cost curve.

To stay there, Tommy Smith,
account manager for Xcel Energy in
Amarillo, points out that, “It is some-
times difficult to justify replacing
motors while thev are still working. But
with the fact that average energy costs
are escalating, feedvards should con-
sider replacing existing motors with
high efficiency motors. I strongly rec-
ommend it if vou see a chance for
mechanical failure. Also, keep an eye
out for obvious energv wasters, such as
outdoor lighting that has a faulty
photo cell and stays on 24 hours day.”

In addition, Sweeten recommends
reviewing the classic book, “The Feed-
lot.” which contains a wealth of infor-
mation on how to get the most out of
equipment, both in the mill and
throughout the feedvard.

In the end, there is no turning back
the clock to times when cheap energy
was not just expected, but considered
almost a right for consumers and busi-
nesses. But with the necessity for inno-
vation that high energy prices are
providing, don't close the book on new
technologies that could make manure
and other energy-saving methods a
reality in Cattle Feeding Country.

EDITOR'S NOTE—Larry Stalcup

writes on agriculture from his home base

in Amarillo. o




