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OPINION 

Commentary: Anaerobic digesters 
would help state cut methane 
By Joanna Underwood 
Nov 21, 2023 

Developing offshore wind in New York is essential. But offshore wind won’t materialize soon enough to 
help cut methane by 2030, the target date in the state's Climate Action Plan to have reduced statewide 
greenhouse gas emissions by 40 percent of 1990 levels. 

Anaerobic digesters could help the state meet this goal. But we need more of them. 

https://www.timesunion.com/opinion/article/commentary-anaerobic-digesters-help-state-cut-18498820.php?IPID=Times-Union-opinion-centerpiece


Methane comprises 39 percent of the state's greenhouse gas emissions and has barely budged since the 
1990s. Massive organic waste streams emit a third of the state’s methane. Instead of allowing this 
methane to escape into the atmosphere, these digesters, which are sealed tanks, process the methane-
emitting organic waste into clean, renewable fuel and high-quality fertilizer. 
 
Yet Gov. Kathy Hochul’s 10-point plan to expand New York’s renewables portfolio largely ignores 
anaerobic digesters and instead relies heavily on offshore wind. 
Hochul's plan has many strengths, but it’s not strongly focused on cutting methane emissions, which 
needs to be the most immediate priority.  
 
Methane is a powerful greenhouse gas, 84 to 87 times more powerful than carbon dioxide over 20 years. 
It has already caused a third of modern global warming. The Global Methane Pledge, spearheaded by the 
United States and European Union and signed by 150 countries, commits to cutting anthropogenic 
methane emissions by at least 30 percent by 2030 worldwide, which scientists say is essential to avoid 
runaway climate warming. 
 
Hochul's plan leans into offshore wind, calling for nine gigawatts of it by 2035. She recently announced 4 
gigawatts of new offshore wind contracts. But it’s not clear if, when or at what cost offshore wind will get 
built. Meanwhile, developers have abandoned billions of dollars in projects off the coast of New Jersey. 
And, last month, 4.2 gigawatts of previously contracted offshore wind projects for New York state were 
effectively canceled when the Public Service Commission denied a steep price increase developers 
requested. Yes, those projects still could get rebid, but the episode underscores offshore wind’s uncertain 
timeline. It is unlikely new offshore wind will be online soon enough to help cut New York’s methane 
emissions this decade.  
 
Anaerobic digesters, on the other hand, can. 
 
They are simpler, cheaper, and faster to build than offshore wind, becoming operational in two to six 
years. They typically cost between $4 million and $50 million and pay for themselves within two to five 
years. This technology is proven and scalable now. There are already almost 200 such digesters in New 
York.  
 
According to a new Energy Vision report, 300 more could be built here. 
Combined, these digesters could reduce state methane emissions by about 15 percent, getting us halfway 
to the Methane Pledge goal.  
 
The other positive for anaerobic digesters is that they can refine the waste into renewable natural gas, the 
lowest-carbon fuel available today. When made in such digesters from agricultural waste, food waste or 
wastewater, more greenhouse gases are captured by producing renewable natural gas than are ever 
emitted by using it, which makes this gas net carbon-negative over its lifecycle. And as a road fuel 
displacing diesel, renewable natural gas not only slashes greenhouse gas emissions, it also cuts health-
damaging pollutants in diesel exhaust, including 90 percent of nitrogen oxides and 60 percent of 
particulates. 



 
Ultimately, this decision is not an either/or for New York. The state needs offshore wind, but we also 
need a diverse mix of renewable generation, including sources that can come online this decade. We 
specifically need more anaerobic digesters now to slash methane emissions and to reach New York’s 
climate goals. 
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