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On September 20th, Energy Vision convened a congres-
sional briefing on a vital topic: how the U.S. can meet its 
pledge to slash its emissions of the potent climate-warm-
ing gas methane at least 30% by 2030. About 40 people 
attended in person at the Congressional Visitor Center in 
Washington, D.C., with over 50 more watching the event 
live on Zoom. 

The focus of the event was Energy Vision’s recent report, 
Meeting the Methane Challenge, which provides the first 
concrete, data-driven roadmap for how the U.S. can reach 
the goal it made under the Global Methane Pledge (along 
with over 150 other countries). Congressman Jim Costa 
(D-CA 21), a longtime champion of sustainable agricultur-
al practices, water conservation and the use of anaerobic 
digesters (ADs) to capture methane from manure, cospon-
sored the briefing.

In her opening remarks, Energy Vision Founder Joanna Un-
derwood said, “it has taken a very long time to get to this 
moment. It’s been 45 years since international scientists 
first met on the topic of climate change. At last, we arrive 
here to discuss both a finally agreed upon international 
goal for tackling this challenge and a practical agenda for 
action – focused on methane reduction.” 

Congressman Costa then spoke about his supportive track 
record on climate and agriculture, his family farm-oriented 
values, and his priorities for the future. He places particu-
lar emphasis on promoting dairy manure ADs to cut meth-
ane and boost farmers’ income, as embodied in his bill, the 
COWS Act.

Dr. Ilissa Ocko, Senior Advisor to the U.S. Special Presiden-
tial Envoy for Climate, followed by discussing the role of 
methane in global warming and the importance of cutting 
this potent greenhouse gas quickly, which is very doable. 
She reiterated that cutting methane soon is the stron-
gest lever available to slow global warming in the coming 
decades, since methane breaks down rapidly in the atmo-
sphere and would not be replaced. 

Next, EV President Matt Tomich explained the findings of 
Meeting the Methane Challenge, authored by Energy Vi-
sion’s Director of Research and Publications, Michael Le-
rner. He said that fully implementing the New Source Per-
formance Standards set by the EPA this year for the oil and 
gas industry would cut methane by over 17% and that an 
expanded AD industry could get the U.S. to its 30% goal or 
beyond. 

Tomich emphasized that building 4,700 ADs, a cost-effec-
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tive technology, to process food waste and manure, would 
cut annual U.S. methane emissions 13.6% at a capital cost 
of $74.2 billion – with the vast majority of funding coming 
from the private sector. But in order to unleash that wave 
of private sector investment, the top immediate priori-
ty is for the federal government to provide greater clarity 
about AD/renewable natural gas (RNG) projects’ eligibility 
for incentives under the Inflation Reduction Act. Another 
valuable legislative action would be to expand the Renew-
able Fuel Standard’s incentives for use of low-carbon fuels 
from on-road vehicles (the only eligible category now) to 
also include trains, oceangoing ships, and planes. A 2-page 
summary of EV’s report with a list of important options for 
congressional action was provided to briefing attendees. 

Generate Upcycle Vice President for Policy Suzanne Hunt 
then gave an industry perspective about how substantial 
time and resources are necessary to plan, fund and carry 
out a digester project, and how the government could fa-
cilitate the private sector in advancing this critical work.

Lastly, Kevin Abernathy, the General Manager of the Milk 
Producers Council, underscored the California dairy in-
dustry’s enormous success in cutting methane through di-
gesters producing RNG. He noted that this has been by far 
the most cost-effective part of California’s entire methane 
reduction plan.

Afterwards, the speakers fielded questions from the 
in-person and virtual audience. One important point that 
came up repeatedly was the need for RNG projects to be 
granted access to gas pipelines so they can reach the 
growing markets for this clean fuel.

The event concluded on an upbeat note that by pursuing 
the methane mitigation measures that are available now – 
oil a nd gas industry regulations and ADs – we could meet 
the 2030 goal, setting a model for other countries. It’s an 
exciting time to be in the thick of this pressing D.C. policy 
debate!

 (L) At the 9/20 Congressional briefing (L-R): EV President Matt Tomich, event cosponsor Congressman Jim Costa, 
and EV Founder Joanna Underwood. (R) EV Director of Research and Publications Michael Lerner, author of 

Meeting the Methane Challenge, at the 9/20 Congressional briefing. 

Founder’s Column: No Time to Waste
By Joanna Underwood

With the visible rise of devastating 
storms, hurricanes, floods and wildfires 
across our country, it is clear that imme-
diate action on climate change is ur-
gently needed. Both government and the 
private sector must bend every effort to 
meet the US commitment to slash emis-

sions of the potent greenhouse gas, methane, at least 30% 
by 2030, as enshrined in the Global Methane Pledge. 

We are proud at Energy Vision to have analyzed just what 
industry action and technologies are needed to get us 
there in our report, Meeting the Methane Challenge, which 
we presented at our Sept 20th briefing for Congress (see p. 
1). And we are offering industry sectors, such as the waste-
water sector, guidance on how to cut their methane emis-
sions (see p. 3). 

Millions of Americans must both better understand the 
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EV Founder Joanna Underwood delivers her talk on climate 
change at the Osborn retirement home in Rye, NY.

climate crisis and be in a position to vote for public lead-
ers who will promote solutions. In addition to our outreach 
to Congress and widely publicizing the findings of our re-
search in the press, Energy Vision is reaching out to an 
audience that’s often ignored but of real importance – our 
senior citizens.

This month, I spoke at the Osborn retirement home of 600 
in Rye, New York on “Climate Change: What is it about and 
what can you do?” Seniors have seen many changes in their 
world with a population that has risen from just 2.5 billion 
when most of them were young to over 8 billion today, and 
many are concerned about the world they are leaving their 
children and grandchildren.

At my talk, one retired lawyer in his 90s posed probing 
questions and then said, “The climate crisis is clearly the 
greatest threat to our world. It will impact my children and 
grandchildren, and I want to be sure they get involved – in-
cluding in voting for political leaders who will take action.” 
One queried, “Yes, but will it really matter if our country 
takes action if other countries like Russia and China don’t?” 
My response, to which many nodded in agreement, was 
“Absolutely. While we may not be able to get other coun-
tries to act, we must act on our own values which can set 
an example – one that will inspire others.”

The retired population of our country is over 60 million – 
17% of all Americans, a proportion that is rising. They are 
also the largest segment of the voting population; 71% 
vote. And we have a positive message for them. We are 
seeing major growth in one of the clean energy industries 
that can do most to help us win the battle against methane: 
the “anaerobic digester” industry. These facilities trap the 
methane emitted by decomposing organic wastes and can 
refine it into a clean fuel: renewable natural gas (RNG). RNG 
can displace fossil fuels, especially the use of toxic diesel 
fuel in heavy-duty transport, and it’s affordable and scal-
able NOW.

We thank our members for the support that is enabling En-
ergy Vision to extend its outreach at a time when climate 
action is an urgent priority – and an exciting opportunity to 
build the millions of jobs our sustainable energy economy 
will need. 

EV Primer Shows Big Benefits for 
Wastewater Plants that Produce RNG
Energy Vision just released a user-friendly primer on 
renewable natural gas (RNG) production at wastewater 
plants: “Can Your Wastewater Plant Do More?” This guide 
poses a series of straightforward questions that will 
quickly allow officials and communities to see if their local 
wastewater plant is suitable for RNG production and what 
steps to take.

Hundreds of wastewater plants across the U.S. are viable 
candidates for producing RNG. Almost 30 wastewater 
plants nationwide have already done so, by upgrading 
the methane-rich biogas produced by their decomposing 
sewage sludge in anaerobic digesters (ADs) to RNG and then 
injecting it into existing natural gas pipelines. This RNG is 

then sold to end users in the transportation market or to 
the growing voluntary market of utilities and corporations 
that seek to decarbonize their operations. Either way, 
upgrading the biogas to RNG is a far more valuable use than 
flaring it, which unfortunately is still all too common.

About 475 large wastewater plants across the U.S. 
already have ADs in place, in part to prevent odor from 
the decomposing sewage. Of those, some 135 plants just 
flare their biogas, which causes air pollution and wastes a 
valuable energy resource. Over 200 other large plants with 
ADs use their biogas as boiler fuel, which is a productive use 
but often fails to match the climate and economic benefits 
of producing RNG. Using the biogas to generate electricity 
and onsite heat at the plant is relatively uncommon but 
is a significant step up from boiler fuel. RNG production, 
however, can deliver the largest climate benefits, especially 
if used to displace fossil fuels in hard to decarbonize (e.g. 
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difficult to electrify) sectors like heavy-duty transportation 
and heavy industry (e.g. steel and concrete). 

As the primer makes clear, starting with ADs is an enormous 
advantage on the road to RNG production, saving tens 
of millions of dollars and years of construction time per 
project. The average payback time for a wastewater plant 
retrofitting to produce RNG is just 5-7 years, which is 
relatively fast compared to most municipal infrastructure 
projects. 

Wastewater plant ADs are also ideal for mixing in or “co-
digesting” food waste with sewage sludge. This helps 
divert food waste from landfills, avoids major methane 
leakage from landfilled food waste and boosts the amount 
of biogas generated in ADs, increasing RNG production 
capacity. Wastewater plants also get paid to take in food 
waste, offsetting some retrofit costs and shortening 
the payback time. (Energy Vision’s 2023 report, Gotham 
Gas Goes Green, details the model “gas to grid” initiative 
undertaken in Brooklyn, NY.)

Energy Vision found that the 50 largest wastewater plants 
in the U.S. which already have ADs could potentially co-
digest 4.7 million tons per year of food waste, or 7.5% of the 
nation’s food waste. This would be an impactful and cost-
effective way to help meet the U.S. goal to cut methane 
emissions at least 30% by 2030 as well as municipal targets 
for diverting food waste from landfills.

Only 29 out of 475 Large WWTPs (5+MGPD) with ADs 
Currently Produce RNG

Number of 5+MGPD Plants
with ADs Upgrading Biogas to RNG (as of 2023)

29

Approximate Number of 5+MGPD Plants
with ADs Using Biogas for Heat and/or Power

310

Approximate Number of
5+MGPD Plants

with ADs Flaring Biogas
135

Source: Energy Vision estimates based on Argonne National 
Laboratory data and Department of Energy data

EV & Argonne National Lab’s 2023 Update 
Shows Strong Expansion of RNG Industry
Energy Vision recently released the 2023 update to its da-
tabase of U.S. RNG projects, showing continued strong 
growth last year and more to come. EV manages the data-
base in collaboration with the Department of Energy’s Ar-
gonne National Laboratory, tracking U.S. RNG production 
facilities where part or all of the output is used as trans-
portation fuel. 

The update found that by the end of 2023, there were 305 
RNG facilities in operation (up from 275 in 2022 and 230 in 
2021) as well as 126 under construction, and 111 in various 
stages of planning. Together that adds up to 542 projects 
of all stages, a figure that has increased by 33.8% from the 
2021 update.

As of year-end 2023, these 305 operational RNG facilities 
were able to produce enough fuel to displace nearly 843 
million gallons of diesel fuel annually. That much RNG could 
power 96,900 refuse trucks – more than half of all those on 
U.S. roadways. RNG production capacity grew 22% com-
pared to two years earlier. As more projects are announced, 

commence construction, and become operational in 2024, 
rapid capacity growth is poised to continue.

“While the expansion of RNG production in the U.S. docu-
mented in this assessment is an important step forward, 
we need to see much more if we’re to have a real shot at 
achieving the Global Methane Pledge,” said EV President 
Matt Tomich. “The US’s domestic RNG production potential 
is 7 to 12 times greater than current production. Continued 
growth in the U.S. RNG market could make this buildout 
possible.”

According to Energy Vision’s calculations, reaching full U.S. 
RNG production potential would generate enough fuel to 
displace over 25% of current U.S. on-road diesel demand 
(saving 10 billion gallons or more annually). Hitting that am-
bitious target would cut overall greenhouse gas emissions 
by an estimated 120 million metric tons (measured in CO2 
equivalent on a lifecycle basis) annually.


