Diet Change Cuts Methane Emissions in Cow Burps
by Darren Gray
Aug. 4, 2015 - A team of Victorian and international scientists has found that a new additive included in a dairy cow's diet can cut the cow's methane emissions, when it belches, by almost 1/3.
The breakthrough, confirmed in a recent experiment, could eventually have significant ramifications for Australia's livestock industries, as scientists aim to cut greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions and tackle global warming.  With the dairy, beef and sheep industries responsible for 11% of Australia's GHG emissions, scientists are striving to reduce GHG emissions from agriculture.
The 30% cut in methane emissions was observed during a 12 week experiment in which the daily diet of hungry dairy cows received a minor, but beneficial tweak.  About 1 gram of the methane inhibitor 3-nitrooxypropanol, known as NOP, was added to the daily 28 kilogram of dry matter fed to each cow.  NOP is a methane inhibitor developed by the Swiss company DSM Nutritional Products.
3 scientists employed by the Victorian Government, Matthew Deighton, Peter Moate and Richard Williams co-authored the research.  It was led by Alex Hristov from Penn State University in the United States.  The cows were based in America.
The findings were published last week in the prestigious scientific journal, the Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences of the United States of America.
Dr Deighton, from the Ellinbank Center in West Gippsland, said the research findings were exciting on a number of levels.  "It's very exciting, because the dose required to achieve this mitigation is so small.  So, it really could be the silver bullet that we've been searching for.  Because we could achieve substantial reduction in methane emissions, without having to drastically change the diet fed on a farm.  We're only having to give them 1 gram of this stuff a day, which is a tiny amount," he said.
The cows receiving the chemical feed additive remained highly productive - producing about 46 kilograms of milk per day - and their milk production, milk composition and feed intake was not affected by it, he said.
"These results indicate that NOP is very likely to make a successful transition from science lab to farm, however will be contingent on approval by government regulators for use in food producing animals," he said.  "There's every indication from this work that NOP will allow the long-term suppression of methane in ruminant animals," he said
Asked how significant the finding was, he said: "It's a very significant advance in this area of research….  For greenhouse gas research, it's definitely a substantial step forward."
The cows studied in the research were fitted with a halter on their head, a saddle on their back and small gas canisters, which enabled the continuous sampling of gases emitted by the cows, including methane.
Dr Moate said the research breakthrough was a promising step towards the reduction of methane emissions from Australia's livestock industries.  "Methane is 25 times more potent than CO2 in its global warming potential.  That potency, combined with the fact that a dairy cow belches about 600 liters of methane each day, make the annual emissions of a cow similar to a family car, in terms of its effect on global warming," he said.
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