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Left Brian in the 
office near the 

digester, monitoring 
energy output. 

Right John with 
wife, Heather, and 

the “rest of the 
Fiscalini family.”

of the cow’s udder in the cheesemaking process. �e 

good bacteria�the �avor-forming bacteria�are still 

in the milk.”

And if the cows are comfortable, they don’t have as 

much stress, which can also a�ect milk quality. “A cow 

that’s under a lot of stress will likely have high somatic 

cells�white blood cells that we normally have in our 

body to �ght o� infection,” he says. A low somatic cell 

count is an indication of a healthy cow, and clean milk.

�e Fiscalinis’ a�ention to cleanliness makes for 

a good story, especially in light of the big-picture 

environmental impact of dairying in this part of 

California. Stagnant summer weather pa�erns with 

very li�le rain, along with the natural bowl shape 

formed by mountain ranges on three sides, help 

trap pollution in the Valley. A 2013 American Lung 

Association report ranks Modesto on its “worst” list 

for pollution, with the Valley’s 1,500 or so dairies 

contributing to the problem. In a much-discussed 

and disputed 2005 story, the Los Angeles Times 

reported that cows had passed cars as polluters in 

the Valley, and that the region had “some of the 

dirtiest air in the country.”

�ough dairy groups took issue, the Fiscalinis took 

notice. “We wanted to be progressive and proactive,” 

says John’s son Brian, general manager at the dairy.

A single dairy cow produces about 120 pounds 

of wet manure a day. Scale that up with Fiscalinis’ 

1,500-cow herd and you have a lot of … well, 

byproduct. So Fiscalini Farms began researching 

methane digesters to convert that waste into 

renewable electrical energy and reduce greenhouse 

gas emissions. �e savings looked promising too: 

methane to power the entire dairy, plus enough 

electricity to sell back to the grid to juice 200 homes.

�e idea seemed feasible. But here again, the 

execution … not so much. “We had a pre�y decent 

amount of di�culty ge�ing permits,” explains Brian, 

who says “the permi�ing and bureaucratic process is 

much slower in California.”

And then there was �nancing and �nding a 

company to undertake the construction process. �e 

Fiscalinis were able to tap into federal and state grant 

money, along with some local dairy industry funds 

to share in construction cost, “but we've paid the 

majority by far,” says Brian of the $2 million it took to 

get the �rst phase of the digester built.

Cost of Cleanliness
In 2009, the digester came online. A�er the 

Fiscalinis got all their initial permits in place, state 

air-control o�cials later said that methane digesters 

produced nitrous oxide pollution and required an 

overhaul to meet and exceed requirements. “We were 

required to meet certain air-board permits, which 

meant signi�cant additional investments for emissions 

standards,” Brian says.

Another challenge: Maintenance. �ey expected oil 

changes, general repairs, etc. Like a car on a hot day, 

the engines run and can overheat. “But our biggest 

problem,” Brian says, “has been sand accumulation. We 

don't bring sand intentionally onto our operation, but 

between soil type and feed, sand gets in.”

And sand, as it turns out, �nds its way into the two 

26-foot-tall tanks, and is abrasive to agitators and pumps. 

“�ere's no easy way to remove it from the towers,” 

Brian says. “We have to use a crane to clean it out.”

As “productive” as the dairy is at feeding the 

digester its “fuel,” the volume is not quite great 

enough. “Cows are already pre�y e�cient digesters,” 

says Brian, “so we have to add things other than 

manure to the digester.” So other stu��spoiled feed 

How They Work.
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com/digester 

to find out how the 

digester turns waste 

into energy.
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