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The Energy Vision Team at the 17th Annual Awards Reception at Ramscale Studio Penthouse

Energy Vision’s 17th annual Leadership Awards Reception 
on October 12th was a hit! The event, held on a beautiful 
fall evening at the Ramscale Studio Penthouse in New York 
City, drew a full, lively crowd of 150 clean energy business 
leaders, environmental justice organizations, local politi-
cal leaders, and supporters. EV presented awards to three 
notable anaerobic digester projects that are processing 
food and agricultural waste into clean fuel and soil amend-
ments.

BioTown Biogas was the first awardee. A partnership be-
tween BioTown Ag and Green Rock Energy Partners, it ex-
panded the existing anaerobic digester facility on BioTown 
Ag’s Reynolds, Indiana farm into one of the largest on-farm 
digester operations in the world. The facility now process-

es food waste, manure, and other agricultural waste from 
around the region. It produces an estimated 42 million 
kilowatt-hours of renewable power plus enough renewable 
natural gas fuel to replace more than 3 million gallons of 
diesel per year.

The second awardee was Dickinson College Farm, locat-
ed a few miles from the campus in Carlisle, Pennsylvania. 
Once fully operational next spring, the digester will serve as 
both a hands-on learning resource for Dickinson students 
and as a replicable model for other small farms nationwide. 
The digester processes manure from a neighboring farm’s 
dairy cows, food waste from the College’s dining hall and 
local businesses, and spent grain from a local brewery. This 
eliminates manure runoff, avoids methane emissions, har-
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nesses the biogas, and generates renewable electricity to 
power the college farm and sell back to the grid.

The third award went to EMG International and American 
Fruits & Flavors (AFF). The two companies partnered 
to install EMG’s proprietary digester technology at AFF’s 
beverage factory in San Fernando, California to treat its 

high-strength wastewater. EMG’s system removes over 1.8 
million pounds of organic matter from the plant’s wastewa-
ter stream per year, reducing strain on the local municipal 
wastewater treatment plant and significantly reducing 
sewer surcharges. That organic waste is instead used to 
generate biogas, producing approximately 16,000 MMBTUs 
of renewable energy per year.

As EV President Matt Tomich said, “There are current-
ly 2,400 anaerobic digesters in the U.S., and more in the 
pipeline, but there is room for many more. Thousands of 
facilities could use this technology.” EV Founder Joanna 
Underwood concluded, “Every country in the world needs 
lower methane emissions, clean fuel, and a way to restore 
soils. Once the anaerobic digester infrastructure is in 
place, we get free, carbon-negative fuel and fertilizer from 
farms, businesses, and municipal wastewater, etc. These 
facilities will be crucial worldwide.”

Founder’s Column: What Can We Do 
Now to Limit Climate Change?
By Joanna Underwood

		      This year-end, it’s crucial to take stock of 
what progress we as humans have made 
in combatting global climate change, 
what more we must achieve going for-
ward, and how.

The COP28 climate summit that just 
wrapped up in Dubai included a unanimous commitment of 
the nearly 200 participating nations to accelerate the tran-
sition away from fossil fuels this decade, to triple renewable 
energy capacity by 2030 and, crucially, to slash methane 
emissions.

Scientists have made clear that our primary goal is to cut 
global methane emissions 30% by 2030. This greenhouse 
gas is 84-87 times more potent as a climate warmer than 
CO2. If we fail, the planet that we call home will experience 
“runaway climate change” – with wildfires, storms, droughts, 
glacial melting, and sea rise on a scale that threatens to de-
stroy life as we have known it. What we see even now with 
our own eyes makes clear they are right. Global tempera-
tures have risen 1.2 degrees Celsius from pre-industrial lev-
els and staying under a 1.5 degree rise is key. That means 
cutting all greenhouse gases 43% by 2030, and the crucial 
element is meeting the methane reduction goal.

The good news is that there is one commercially available 
strategy that can assuredly get us halfway to the 30% meth-
ane reduction goal by 2030: processing organic wastes 

through anaerobic digesters (ADs). Energy Vision’s latest re-
port, Putting New York’s Organic Waste to Work, made clear 
that our home state can do that by building 300 ADs for an 
investment of $3.4 billion, largely from private capital and 
federal clean energy funding. ADs typically take 2-6 years to 
build and have an average payback period of 2-5 years. Is 
$3.4 billion too much to pay? No. It’s a pittance compared 
to the $32 billion in damage to our State caused by Super-
storm Sandy in 2012.

ADs can be built across the country, capturing the methane 
from our massive streams of organic waste that are con-
tinually being generated. And the renewable natural gas 
(RNG) produced using this methane is the best fuel option 
for three economic sectors that cannot electrify effectively 
or affordably: old homes, heavy industries, and heavy-duty 
vehicles.

As climate disasters mount and humanity increasingly mo-
bilizes to take decisive action, our country must be able 
to proudly announce at the next COP summit the progress 
we are making toward meeting the 2030 methane climate 
goal. Whatever it costs will be well worth it compared to the 
costs of inaction.

We are deeply grateful to all of Energy Vision’s partners 
and supporters for enabling us to explore solutions to the 
climate crisis and in the process to have become a leading 
voice in identifying and advancing the anaerobic digestion 
strategy. While we will be assessing other fuels and energy 
options going forward, the role that ADs and RNG fuel can 
play right now is clear.

With best wishes for the holidays and for peace and prog-
ress in the new year.
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Founding EV Board Member Brendan 
Sexton’s Legacy Lives On

All of us on Energy Vision’s Board and Staff are greatly sad-
dened by the death of our founding board member, Brendan 
Sexton, in November.

When he was Commissioner of the NYC Sanitation Depart-
ment in the late 1980s, Brendan launched the first waste 
recycling program in the country and hired the first female 
uniform workers. He also purchased the first natural gas re-
fuse trucks when he realized that the exhaust from DSNY’s 
diesel-burning trucks was a recognized trigger for asthma, 
“a major killer of poor urban children.”

These trucks were experimental back then. But, Brendan 

said in testimony before the city council in 2018, “after two 
decades of development, not only do natural gas engines 
work as well or better than diesels but they can take advan-
tage of a fuel even cleaner than conventional natural gas. 
That is renewable natural gas made from organic wastes. 
We do not have to wait for electric battery technology to 
mature. Trucks powered with renewable natural gas are 
available off the shelf NOW, are competitively priced, and 
are increasingly the choice of professionals in the field.”

Brendan worked tirelessly with Energy Vision to advance 
the production of RNG fuel and the use of RNG-fueled 
trucks in New York State. His management skills and humor 
also helped us steadily grow our organization. We will miss 
him greatly.

Composting Versus Anaerobic 
Digestion: How Can Cities Choose?
New York City Mayor Eric Adams’ budget is proposing fund-
ing cuts to community compost operations, causing an out-
cry from community compost organizations and New York-
ers who diligently cart their bags of organic wastes to Union 
Square and other collection sites in the City.

In New York and elsewhere around the country, debates are 
underway with community composting and anaerobic di-
gestion often seen as competing strategies. But both are 
needed.
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Community composting provides many local benefits. It 
engages citizens to recognize how much waste they create 
and to become part of the solution while they help produce 
a product that improves local soil health. However, com-
munity compost sites release some amount of methane, 
depending on how the composting is done. The less airflow 
that gets into the decomposing organics, the more meth-
ane is emitted. Small-scale composting that is well-aerat-
ed produces very little methane, which is likely the case for 
most of the operations in NYC (and elsewhere).

By contrast, larger, commercial-scale compost sites (where 
organic wastes are often spread in large rows and periodi-
cally turned over) produce much more methane. According 
to NASA methane-monitoring satellite data from California, 
commercial-scale compost production facilities emit, on 
average, as much methane to the atmosphere as landfills. 
Landfills with no gas collection systems leak all their meth-
ane into the atmosphere, but even landfills with gas collec-
tion systems typically leak 30% of their methane, in some 
cases even 50%. The EPA’s goal is for landfills across the 
country to capture 70% of their methane emissions, mean-
ing 30% is being written off as unattainable/unrealistic.

By contrast, anaerobic digesters, whether large or small, 
capture almost all the methane from the organic wastes 
they process. A 2021 UK study found the average amount of 
methane leakage from digesters is 3.7%. At well-operated 
modern facilities it is as low as 0.2%. Digesters also have 
the advantage of producing two valuable products instead 
of one: biogas, which can be used to generate electricity 
or be upgraded to renewable natural gas (RNG) fuel; and 
high-quality soil amendments similar to compost from the 
leftover solids called “digestate.”

Community compost sites only handle a small fraction of 
the enormous volume of inedible food waste that cities pro-
duce. In NYC, for example, the Newtown Creek wastewater 
plant’s digesters process as much food waste in two days 
as the Lower East Side Ecology Center’s composting does 
in a year.

Optimally, cities, including New York City, can benefit from 
both. Anaerobic digesters can process the vast majority of 
cities’ food waste. Community composting plays an import-
ant role, too, while building citizen awareness and pride of 
participation in addressing one of the country’s major envi-
ronmental challenges.

Energy Vision’s latest report, Putting New York’s Organic 
Waste to Work, can be downloaded from our website. Print 
copies are available for $12.

EV Resumes In-Person Workshops
After a three-year hiatus due to Covid, EV relaunched its re-
gional workshop series on October 25th at SoCalGas’ Energy 
Resource Center in Downey, CA.

As at our 2020 workshop, there were close to 175 attend-
ees, including from industry and government. But unlike the 
2020 session, the base level of understanding has improved 
considerably. As a result, we spent much more time focus-
ing on policy – successes and shortcomings – and emerging 
technologies, including gasification/pyrolysis and hydro-
gen. Despite California’s clear leadership role in advancing 
solutions to cut methane and improve air quality, there 
is still ample work to be done there. Stay tuned for more 
in-person EV workshops in 2024.


