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Growing revenue
Today’s agriculture is more than crops and livestock. Farmers also make money
from value-added products and renewable-energy production.
armers used to buy seeds in the spring and sell the harvest in fall. Those who raised livestock
followed a similar schedule. It was a simple system that created the state’s No. 1 industry,
which the N.C. Department of Agriculture and Consumer Services says contributes about
$84 billion to the economy annually. But the world has become complex and expensive.
Available to support North Carolina farmers are five of the six world leaders in biotechnology, including
Germany-based BASF Corp. Research Triangle Park is home to BASF’s North American Crop Protection
Division as well as the N.C. Biotechnology Center. The center awarded $1.4 million in grants last year
to universities and bioscience companies. New paths to a healthier world also can lead to new revenue
streams for farmers using the raw materials that they already have on hand. This section explores
three of them.
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Pig power
Hog waste gives farmers headaches. Fortunately, technology
that turns it into electricity and income is bringing relief.

C

orporate livestock producers
face one big problem: disposing of their animals’ waste.
It’s especially true for those
raising hogs, whose size and dietary
preferences create large amounts of
noxious manure. Thankfully, technology
offers a solution.
Hog farmers have long known that
adding select microorganisms to animal
waste can convert it to biogas. That can
fuel electricity generation or be refined
into natural gas. These efforts were smallscale until about 10 years ago, when a
sweeping state energy bill required
publicly owned utilities to convert a
portion of their portfolio to renewable

energy. Bladenboro farmer William
Storms and Raleigh-based AgPower
Partnership LLC are turning waste
from nearly 30,000 pigs into about
7,900 megawatts of electricity for
Raleigh-based North Carolina Electric
Membership Corp. each year. When
the $5 million project went online in
2013, it was the state’s largest swine
waste-to-energy project.
Boulder, Colo.-based Carbon Cycle
Energy LLC is developing the country’s
largest anaerobic digester in Warsaw. It
will treat hog, agricultural and food waste,
producing 290,000 megawatts of electricity each year. That’s four times what all
existing swine waste-to-energy projects in

North Carolina produce. The biogas
derived from the giant digester will be
upgraded on-site and injected into the
natural-gas supply. The company broke
ground on the $100 million project in
December 2016, and production is
expected to begin this fall.
North Carolina offers plenty of
opportunities for these projects. It has
more than 2,100 permitted hog farms.
According to the U.S. Department of
Agriculture, in 2015, North Carolina’s
$2.2 billion in hog sales was second in
the U.S. Duplin and Sampson were the
top two hog-producing counties in the
state that year and the top two in the
country in 2012.

PROVIDED BY FOUR COUNTY EMC

Swine waste-to-energy projects, such as this one on William Storms’ farm in Bladenboro, are growing larger, thanks in part to
clean-energy requirements.

34

B U S I N E S S

N O R T H

C A R O L I N A

North American agriculture
is firmly rooted in North Carolina.
Farmers across America look to North Carolina to discover what’s possible.
At BASF, we’re investing $2 million daily in agricultural solutions to help
farmers increase yields and crop quality. And our 2,000 North American
employees help them get the most out of every acre. We’re proud to
call Research Triangle Park home to our North American crop protection
headquarters and global bioresearch center. Learn more at agro.basf.us

©2017 BASF Corporation. All rights reserved.
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North Carolina’s $2.2 billion of hog sales was No. 2 in the country in 2015, according
to the U.S. Department of Agriculture.

North Carolina has the most swine
waste-to-energy projects in the country.
The latest is between Wilmington-based
biogas specialist Optima KV LLC and

Charlotte-based Duke Energy Corp., the
country’s largest utility. The project will
use captured methane to generate electricity at two power stations. Gas from

anaerobic digesters on farms will be piped
to a centralized location where it will be
purified and injected into the natural-gas
system that feeds the plants. “Our on-farm
digesters will integrate with and support
the farmers’ existing operations,” Optima
KV Partner and Concept Designer Gus
Simmons said in a statement.
Gas processing will take place in
Duplin County. When operational this
summer, it will produce as much as
11,000 megawatts of electricity. “By
centralizing the gas processing, we can
take advantage of cost efficiencies and
provide carbon-neutral fuel for Duke’s
existing power plants,” Simmons says.
“It’s a great benefit for the environment
and for the economy.” Its process is
considered carbon neutral because it
removes as much greenhouse gas as it
creates. The Environmental Protection
Agency says agriculture contributed 9%
of greenhouse gas emissions in 2014.

Sutton Family of
Wayne County, NC

SEE HOW we CARE.
People love pork. But when biting into a juicy, tender and flavorful bite, many
consumers are unclear where and how pork is produced. That’s about to change.
www.ncpork.org

#RealPigFarming takes you inside real pig farms across the country to meet real pig farmers
and hear their story. Learn about the practices and facilities they use to ensure the
well-being of their animals and produce quality pork in a responsible manner.
We’re showing the world how #RealPigFarming works. Follow the
conversation on Facebook and Twitter, or visit www.porkcares.org to learn more.

©2017 We Care Initiative. This
message funded in part by America’s
Pork Producers and the Pork Checkoff.

We know it’s all about Growth
Our agribusiness attorneys have the industry knowledge and experience to
provide insightful solutions for today’s varied legal landscape. We serve growers
across the state with workforce issues, help researchers patent cutting-edge
agronomic products, and support businesses as they interact with the North
Carolina General Assembly. Our North Carolina roots run deep, and we help
our clients reap the benefits.

Asheville | Greenville | New Bern | Raleigh | Wilmington
1001 College Court, New Bern, NC 28562

wardandsmith.com | 800.998.1102

We are 96 attorneys, 46 paralegals, and 103 staff supporting our clients from
five offices throughout North Carolina. As our firm continues to grow, we remain
committed to our collective mission: Dedication to each and every client.
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Atmospheric methane absorbs the sun’s
energy, raising temperatures. The more
that’s released, the more it contributes
to climate change. “We see continued
advancement in this technology in North
Carolina,” says David Fountain, Duke’s
North Carolina president. “This project
has environmental benefits and is costeffective for our customers.”
Waste-to-energy projects have other
benefits. Their anaerobic digesters, for
example, reduce manure odors and the
complaints they produce. Farmers can sell
the electricity produced to a utility or use it
on the farm, so they have to purchase less.
The North Carolina Pork Council
says partnerships between hog farmers,
operators and public utilities add sustainability to the industry. The trade group’s
CEO, Andy Curliss, says several more
initiatives are underway in eastern North
Carolina. Loyd Ray Farms, an 8,600-head
finishing farm in Yadkinville, hosted a
pilot project involving Duke University
and Duke Energy that evaluated manure
digesters. As an “early adopter,” the farm
helped identify many lessons learned
regarding design and operation.
The project, which became operational in 2011, was the first to generate
Renewable Energy Credits. They can be
sold to other companies, which use them
to meet environmental regulations. For
the first 10 years of this project, Duke
Energy receives all RECs and Duke University receives all carbon credits. It produced
360 RECs the first year and now generates
about 600 RECs — the equivalent of
about 600 megawatts — per year.
“We want to see this industry
continue to grow and are encouraged
by the number of new projects being
developed in North Carolina,” Curliss
says. “How we manage hog waste is an
important issue in North Carolina, and
the state’s strong support of renewable
energy provides our farmers with a
promising alternative.”
— Suzanne Wood is a freelance writer
from the Triangle.

PORT OF Problem Solved.
Welcome to the ports that are ready to handle your shipping needs. North Carolina Ports is
dedicated to finding logistics solutions for you. We offer unmatched flexibility and customization
in cargo handling. And, we find unique answers for containerized cargo and non-standard cargo
like bridge girders and wind turbines. Best of all, we’re always ready to answer your questions.
How ready? Just give us a call, and we’ll show you how we can help your business succeed.
1.800.218.3454 / NCPorts.com

PORT OF PROGRESS
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Planting renewables
Leases for solar and wind farms pay better than those for
crops. That makes them an easy pick for farmland owners.

F

armers form strong ties to their
land, especially parcels that have
remained in one family for
generations. So they search for
income to ensure its upkeep. Some lease
land to other farmers. Others try agritourism, inviting the public to experience their
farms through fee-based activities ranging
from pumpkin picking to weddings. A
growing number are leasing to companies
that install solar or wind farms.
Helen Livingston and her brother Tom
own a 300-acre farm in Robeson County.
Helen says it has been in their family “longer
than we can trace.” So she was intrigued
when Charlotte-based Birdseye Renewable
Energy LLC, which has developed more
than 400 megawatts of solar in North
Carolina and Tennessee, approached her
about leasing acreage to Chapel Hill-based
Strata Solar LLC. Its 1 gigawatt of installed
solar capacity, with 3 more on the way,
makes it one of the country’s top five solar
providers. The best land for solar farms is
flat and less than a mile from a power
substation, says Jackson Naftel, Strata’s
director of development. Once the company
and landowner sign a contract, he says the
process — from seeking N.C. Utility
Commission approval to generating power
— takes 18 months to three years.
Last year, 47 acres of Livingston land
that was once planted with cotton began
producing 5 megawatts of electricity from
a solar array. Charlotte-based Duke Energy
Corp. buys the power from Strata, who
pays the Livingstons. While contracts
vary, solar leases can earn landowners
from $500 to $800 per acre annually,
compared to about $100 per acre for

40

B U S I N E S S

N O R T H

crops. And Strata must restore the land
for agriculture if a lease is not renewed.
Helen says the revenue ensures the
next generation of Livingstons will have
the farm. But equally important to her is
the opportunity to be a solar pioneer.
“For us, the excitement is about bringing
solar to the area. I think that solar is here
to stay.”
Family farms aren’t the only landowners reaping rewards from hosting solar
and wind projects. First Baptist Church of
Mount Olive received 80 acres of farmland
from devoted congregant James Everette

Joyner in 2003. Its trustees were tasked
with protecting it while deriving benefit
for the church. Birdseye contacted them in
2011, proposing a solar-farm lease. Like
the Livingston family, church trustees
were receptive to the idea after hearing its
bottom line. Today the land is home to
Wayne County’s first solar farm. “This is
just what God has brought to us, and it’s
become a part of who we are,” Dennis
Atwood, First Baptist’s pastor, told the
Goldsboro News-Argus in July. “We’re
going to keep riding that as long as God
puts it before us.”

PROVIDED BY DUKE ENERGY

Flat fields are perfect for arrays such as Duke’s Dogwood Solar farm in Halifax County.
Farmers typically see more money from these leases than from ones connected to agriculture.

C A R O L I N A

SAVE WHAT?

Save up to 35% on agricultural energy costs. Yes, really. By investing in energy-efﬁcient
equipment like lighting, variable speed drives and compressors, you can cut energy costs while
increasing productivity. And we can help with our new Smart $aver agricultural rebates.
Make the move to greener pastures at duke-energy.com/save35.

WWW.DUKE-ENERGY.COM/SAVE35
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on the other hand, pay more. But
each acre used for solar panels,
which shade the ground, is one
fewer for feeding a growing world
population. The vertical nature of
wind turbines allows farming to
continue around their bases, but
that doesn’t mean they are issue
free. Their opponents point to
quality-of-life issues, such as disrupting beautiful views and wildlifesafety concerns.
Strata has built more than 125
PROVIDED BY NC SUSTAINABLE ENERGY ASSOCIATION
It’s not only the money from the solar farm on
solar farms in North Carolina, but
her land that excites Helen Livingston. It also is
the industry’s impact on agriculture
the chance to be a renewable-energy pioneer in
is still small. Less than 1% of the
eastern North Carolina.
state’s farmland is used for solar
farms, according to Raleigh-based
North Carolina Sustainable Energy
Clean-energy leases do give agriculture
Association. There are two wind projects
leaders reason to pause. Sluggish commod— one built and one proposed — in three
ity markets mean landowners have to lower
agricultural lease prices or risk not receiving northeastern North Carolina counties.
Seattle-based Amazon’s farm has more than
any income. Renewable-energy companies,

100 towers. The Timbermill project, which
is under development by Charlottesville,
Va.-based Apex Clean Energy, faces stiff
opposition from many. Its turbines would
rise nearly 600 feet, taller than Amazon’s.
The N.C. Department of Agriculture is
helping farmers who want to learn about
renewable energy opportunities. It shared
information on state, federal and private
renewable-energy programs at a session
after its 12th annual Agribusiness Forum
in Raleigh in February.
Solar leasing has a bright future. “North
Carolina has been one of the fastest-growing solar-installation states in the country,”
says Strata’s Naftel, who expects the trend
to continue. While Strata and other solar
operators have typically built 40-acre,
5-megawatt projects, they’ll likely seek
approval for installations totaling nearly
400 acres.
— Suzanne Wood is a freelance writer
from the Triangle.

Powering a growing North Carolina.
North Carolina’s electric cooperatives were created 80 years ago to serve farming communities building infrastructure to support an industry that has long been the backbone of our state.
Today, North Carolina’s 26 electric cooperatives power the lives of 2.5 million people in communities
from the mountains to the coast. Beyond providing electricity, we’re driving investments to build
stronger communities in the rural areas we serve. Learn more at ncelectriccooperatives.com.

#

1 in the nation*

Supporting 4,000 local jobs with $52 million
in Rural Economic Development Loans and
Grants since 2012.
Powering and empowering the people and communities we serve.
*#1 in the Department of Agriculture’s rural development programs
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Raise a glass
Spirits uncork revenue for the distillers that make them
and the farmers who grow their ingredients.

J

eremy Norris’ family has owned its
Johnston County farm since the early
1800s. By the time he was a boy, the
family had sold all but about 30 of its
original 400 acres. His grandfather, Leonard
Wood, planted them, selling the produce at
his stand on N.C. 50 near Benson. Despite
that business’s success, those missing acres
gnawed at Wood. So he began buying them
back, when he could, about 25 years ago. He
quickly realized that it would be a long time
before crops paid for them. But he had an idea.
Wood believed the farm’s location, near
Interstate 40, was ideal for bringing tourists
to a moonshine distillery and museum. His
would be a nod to his bootlegging relatives
who hid stills on the property. Norris agreed.
He is owner and master distiller at Broadslab
Distillery LLC, the manifestation of his
grandfather’s dream. It’s in its sixth year and
annually produces about 12,000 bottles of
clear whiskey — he calls it “shine” — as well
as oak-aged whiskey, apple-infused brandy

and rum. The brand is sold at Alcoholic
Beverage Control stores statewide and the
distillery, thanks to liquor laws that were
loosened in 2015.
North Carolina has more than 70
distilleries. Although that’s fewer than its
more than 100 wineries and more than 170
craft breweries, Scott Maitland, president
of Statesville-based Distillers Association
of North Carolina, says there’s likely to be
more. He says distilling is growing at a
faster rate than the state’s craft-beer
industry, and he should know. Before
opening Chapel Hill-based TOPO Organic
Spirits, he owned and operated TOPO
Brewery, which was the state’s fifth craft
brewery when it opened in 1996. Distilleries may be reaching critical mass more
quickly than breweries, but owners face
more restrictive permitting rules and
higher taxation. “If we were given [legislative and tax] parity … we would see the
same growth.”

PROVIDED BY BROADSLAB DISTILLERY

Broadslab Distillery near Benson turns grain grown on the owner’s family farm into whiskey. It
provides additional revenue and a way to honor the family’s bootlegging heritage.

Most farmers are unlikely to begin
distilling operations. “It’s not cheap, and it’s
not for the faint of heart,” Maitland says.
But that doesn’t mean farmers can’t benefit
from them. There’s a growing need for grain,
especially red winter wheat, which thrives
in North Carolina soil and is preferred by
distillers. “Ninety-nine percent of beer in
North Carolina is made from ingredients
grown outside of North Carolina.” He wants
to develop the industry’s supply chain, and
that will go a long way toward helping the
state live up to its potential as the “spirit
capital of the East,” he says.
Many of the state’s distilleries use
locally or regionally grown grain, fruit and
vegetables, while a handful do it all themselves. Broadslab, for example, grows,
harvests and processes its grain. Covington
Vodka in Snow Hill enjoys a short supply
chain, too. Its owners — sweet-potato
farmers Jim Burch and Bobby Ham — are
two of Snow Hill-based food processor
Yamco LLC’s owners. Johnny Barnes is the
third. Its signature product is asepticallypackaged vegetable purees made from sweet
potatoes, spinach, pumpkins, carrots and
other crops. Food manufacturers use them
in beer flavoring, energy bars and even ice
cream. But the trio wanted a sustainable
and money-making alternative to dumping
the leftover sweet-potato mash, says
Yamco General Manager Bill Heafy.
Fermentation created an option.
Yeast turns sugars in the sweet-potato
mash into ethanol, which could be burned
for energy or turned into spirits. Yamco liked
the latter, so it teamed with Michigan State
University researchers on a distilling pilot
M A R C H
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project, and they eventually produced
vodka. Blind taste tests at a Charlotte
culinary school were so successful that
Burch and Ham launched Covington in
2012. Named after the most common
variety of sweet potato grown in North
Carolina, it won the gold medal at the
World Spirits Competition in San Francisco
one year later. Heafy says sweet-potato
vodka has a mellower feel and “fattier” notes
than traditional white-potato versions.
Entering the spirit business for
Covington’s owners was easier than it
was for Broadslab’s Norris. They built a
distillery next to Yamco’s factory, so they
didn’t have to transport ingredients far. In
addition, much of the storage, refrigeration and other equipment was already
on-site. Although Covington is distributed nationally and sold online in states
where that’s permitted, the distiller is
focused on in-state sales. It’s available at
ABC stores and at the distillery. “We’re a

farmcreditofnc.com

top-shelf product,” Heafy says. “We’re
taking the low-and-slow approach.”
Covington costs $30 a bottle, though
Heafy stresses that spirits have a small margin
because of the labor, time and materials
involved. He says 20 to 22 sweet potatoes are
used to make each bottle. “We’re not losing
money, and we’re providing jobs, helping
farmers and the community.”
Norris is optimistic about the future.
He’s adding a farm-to-table restaurant at
the distillery. The Broadslab Grill House
will use locally produced ingredients when
it opens in April. Its whole-hog barbecue,
for example, will be sourced from his
father-in-law’s animals that graze on
Norris land. Although he enjoys the
business, the best part about the distillery is
that it enables him to be able to raise his two
sons on the farm that brought him so much
joy as a child.
— Suzanne Wood is a freelance writer
from the Triangle.

