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Editor’s note: The Northwest Cooperative Development Center
(NWCDC) received funding from the Bullitt Foundation and
USDA Rural Development to explore the role of the cooperative
business model in emerging bioenergy industries. The Center
produced a study, Harvesting Northwest Bioenergy
Cooperatives; Mapping the Route to a Cooperatively-Owned
Future for Emerging Bioenergy Industries available on the web
(www.nwcdc.coop/Resources/HarvestingNWBioECoops.pdf), upon
which this article is based. It examines the past, present and future
role of cooperatively owned businesses in the budding bioenergy
industry. The conclusions are based on one year of research,
including interviews with existing co-ops, surveys of groups seeking
to form co-ops and a review of case studies and articles.

ioenergy presents the Pacific Northwest with
tremendous opportunities for cleaner energy
and economic development. It’s touted as
being the answer to a variety of regional
problems ranging from rural out-migration

to diminishing natural resources.
The Northwest is a region born through resource

extraction and now defined by a “post-industrial” economy.
The traditional economy of resource-based industries and
manufacturing are transitioning into a “new” economy of
high-value-added sectors, such as software and biotech. 

This economic transition has created new winners, but
also new losers. For example, Microsoft has created many
new millionaires while population and median incomes are
rapidly decreasing in many rural towns. 

The rise of a renewable energy industry has created hope
and promise that a rural renaissance is on the horizon.
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N o r t h west  Pa s s a g e
Co-ops could be trail-blazers for emerging
bioenergy industries in Pacific Northwest 

Cow manure on the Dan DeRuyter dairy in eastern Washington is being converted into enough methane to generate electricity
to light up more than 200 homes.  
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AD power suited to co-ops 
Anaerobic digestion (or “AD”) promises a niche solution

to a distinct set of problems, from energy production to
manure management. A well-recognized industry in other
parts of the world, AD is quickly becoming more feasible in
the Pacific Northwest because of technical advancements for
its cooler climate. A group of farmers in a local area with
large quantities of animal waste could realize economic
opportunities by forming an AD bioenergy cooperative. 

Cooperative ownership is well-suited to address specific
project needs, such as the initial high capital costs of digester
construction and the need for large quantities of manure. As
an industry, AD offers promising opportunities to form
synergies between multiple stakeholder groups, i.e., farmers
who need improved manure management and communities
that want clean waterways.

Woody biomass
The combustion of woody biomass for heat and power is

an established industry led by wood products manufacturers.
Innovation promises that new technologies, such as
integrated biorefineries, are likely just around the corner.
Because bioenergy production uses large amounts of
feedstock, a co-op of like-producing individuals (such as
straw-producing seed growers) could efficiently support such
a facility. Because of the sheer quantity of available resources,
woody biomass promises to play an increasing role in the
nation’s renewable energy portfolio.

America now has an opportunity to establish the future
direction of the bioenergy industry and what it will
accomplish for the nation. There will be costs and benefits,
no matter the direction. If we seek a bioenergy economy that
delivers on its promises to rural America, then we must
incorporate rural economic development priorities.

While every state in the Pacific Northwest is seeking to
accelerate the development of nascent bioenergy industries,
there is still much development to occur in order to have the
vibrant, regionally based industry people envision. 

Forms are constructed to channel the flow of manure at the DeRuyter Dairy methane gas facility. Although this operation is not
owned by a cooperative, this technology is well adapted for cooperatives to pursue.




