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Energy Vision’s forthcoming report, Putting New York’s Or-
ganic Waste to Work, shows how anaerobic digestion (AD) 
of organic wastes to produce renewable natural gas (RNG) 
is essential for the State to meet its climate goals, improve 
public health, and expand the economy. NYS has enact-
ed ambitious greenhouse gas reduction policies under 
the 2019 Climate Leadership and Community Protection 
Act, but they fall short in addressing the biggest source of 
methane – the waste sector. 

Methane is a “climate super pollutant” whose environmen-
tal impact is 84-87 times greater than carbon dioxide over a 
20-year period, and rotting organic wastes generate near-
ly triple the methane (34%) than the State’s oil and gas in-
dustry does (12%). To stave off the worst effects of climate 
change, we must cut methane emissions significantly in 
the next few years. Fortunately, we can turn the continu-
ously generated streams of food waste, manure, wastewa-
ter, and landfill gas from liabilities into assets.

We know the path forward: converting that organic waste 
through AD into RNG. RNG is the lowest carbon fuel avail-
able and a proven commercial option today using existing 
technology. RNG is deeply carbon net negative when pro-
duced from food waste, manure, or wastewater, meaning 
that more greenhouse gases are captured during the fu-
el’s production than are released when it’s transported and 
consumed. 

New York State currently has around 200 sites with opera-
tional anaerobic digesters, mostly using dairy manure, but 

it has vast potential for more from all sources of organic 
waste. With the right laws and regulations in place, Ener-
gy Vision has calculated that building ~20 new food waste 
digesters, ~20 digesters at wastewater plants, and ~260 
dairy manure digesters would cut New York State’s meth-
ane emissions by 15%. Meeting that potential could equate 
to approximately 8,000 new jobs across the ~300 new 
projects and around $3.4 billion in capital deployed, a sig-
nificant portion of which is expected to come from private 
capital markets and federal funding through the Inflation 
Reduction Act. 

Only about a dozen of New York’s current AD sites upgrade 
the resultant raw biogas into RNG, although many more 
could viably do so. According to Energy Vision’s calcu-
lations, the State’s RNG capacity today is just over 5% of 
its achievable potential of 44.4 million MMBTU/year. That 
much RNG could replace approximately 320 million gallons 
of diesel, which is enough to power 32,000 refuse trucks 
per year – enough for more than 15x the number of garbage 
trucks in NYC or about one sixth of refuse trucks nation-
wide.

And using RNG to displace diesel – the dirtiest, high-
est-carbon fuel now powering heavy-duty vehicles – means 
big decreases in two health-threatening air pollutants: a 
90% drop in nitrogen oxides and a 60% drop in particulate 
matter. This would prevent a significant number of hospi-
talizations and premature deaths, especially in environ-
mental justice communities like the South Bronx where 
diesel traffic is concentrated. 

Energy Vision Report Spotlights How NYS Can Achieve Its Vast RNG Potential
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Implementing two critical policies (both complementary to 
the State’s upcoming Cap and Invest program) would accel-
erate the expansion of AD infrastructure and RNG use in 
NYS and all the associated benefits:

1.	 Lifecycle carbon accounting, which measures all 
greenhouse gases associated with a fuel or en-
ergy source, from production and transportation 
to end-use, rather than just the emissions from 
vehicle tailpipes and smokestacks in the State. 
It’s the gold standard used by the federal govern-
ment and other states with ambitious climate laws. 

2.	 A Clean Fuel Standard, a state-level program in which 

producers selling low carbon fuels in that state earn 
valuable credits that high carbon fuel producers must 
purchase. Virtually no government funds are spent on 
implementing these standards; instead, the high car-
bon fuel producers are actually paying for the expand-
ed use of clean fuels. California, Oregon, and Washing-
ton now have Clean Fuel Standards and several other 
states are considering this proven approach.

As RNG scales up in NYS, it is also vital to monitor pipelines 
in real time and stop any methane leaks. For the sake of the 
climate, public health, and the economy, it’s time for the 
Empire State to put its organic waste to work.

Letter From The Founder
The Time to Act is Now

By Joanna Underwood

		     It is dizzying to see our world steadily 
heating up (this September was the hot-
test globally on record) and our environ-
ment being increasingly destabilized. As 
huge slabs of ice calve off of Arctic for-
mations, as wildfires flare across Europe, 
in Hawaii, and across Canada, as floods 

ravage the Midwest, as hailstorms batter Texas, California – 
the list of climate extremes and natural disasters goes on 
and on. As this news pours out, many are either in denial or 
are throwing up their hands and feeling hopeless. But there 
is hope – and it’s our job and mission to make it real. 

Because of the pressure of advocates and the ingenuity of 
visionary entrepreneurs, engineers, and businesses, many 
of the technologies enabling us to meet the climate chal-
lenge are here now. The question is: Will our human com-
munity rise to the occasion? Will we recognize that the 
blanket of heat-trapping greenhouse gases accumulating 
in our atmosphere, largely as a result of fossil fuel use, is 
destroying the environmental conditions that have made 
our planet a flourishing place for so many life forms? Will we 
commit to change and actually see it through? 

At Energy Vision, we are proud to have identified and to be 
promoting one of the critical strategies available today. 
When you read in this issue of EV News about the anaer-
obic digester in Buffalo, New York which is capturing the 
methane biogases emitted by food wastes from farms, food 

processors, restaurants, and grocery stores so they don’t 
escape (and then refining them into a clean energy and fuel 
source), you are learning about a strategy that every city 
and community in this country can adopt. And these facil-
ities are a great investment because once the infrastruc-
ture costs are covered, the organic wastes are a free local 
resource and one that will expand as the population grows. 
The international scientific community has clearly articulat-
ed the reason why such facilities are crucial worldwide. It is 
because methane, one of the most powerful climate-warm-
ing gases – 84-87 times more potent than CO2 on a 20-year 
timeframe – must be cut 30% in just the next 7 years if we 
are to avoid “runaway climate change.” What’s that? As the 
oceans continue to warm they won’t be able to absorb as 
much carbon, and as our polar ice masses melt they release 
trapped methane and won’t reflect as much sunlight, all of 
which will accelerate climate change to more and more 
disastrous levels. 

The US goal is to cut our greenhouse gases 80% by 2050. 
But that long-term goal risks making us complacent. The 
world’s scientists have laid out the risks. We know there are 
strategies to adopt today and more will become available. 
The key is to act NOW. The public policies described for New 
York State in our lead article can spur that action. But those 
policies require citizens to voice their support and to speak 
out locally for strategic action and investments – in solar, 
wind, geothermal energy, etc. and in anaerobic digestors to 
turn our country’s organics from a climate liability to a cli-
mate asset. 

What is needed is not a secret. Every anaerobic digester 
built, every solar panel installed, and every coal-fired pow-
er plant closed brings us closer to humanity’s shared goals. 
That’s what the clean energy revolution is all about.

For more information on Energy Vision membership or physical copies of EVNews and other publications, contact: 
Michael Lerner, Dir. of Research & Publications | 138 E. 13th Street | NY, NY 10003 -- Email: lerner@energy-vision.org
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EV Takes NYS Leaders on a Tour of 
Buffalo AD Facility
Buffalo, the second-largest city in New York, sits at the east 
end of Lake Erie and is perhaps best known now for the Buf-
falo Bills. But it is also a city with lots of histories and firsts. 
In 1886, it was the first city in the US to have electric street-
lights. The Hotel Buffalo was the first in the world to have a 
private bath in each hotel room. Buffalo has been called the 
City of Parks because it has a vast system of parks built by 
renowned landscape artist Frederick Law Olmsted. Buffalo 
is also the hometown of New York’s first woman governor, 
Kathy Hochul.

Buffalo now has another distinction: it was home to the 
first food waste digester in NYS, one of around 70 nation-
wide. This facility processes 45,000 tons of food waste a 
year from farms, food processors, restaurants, and grocery 
stores, turning it into two valuable products. One is a clean 
fuel, made from the methane-rich biogas emitted by the 
decomposing organic waste that now powers the plant as 
well as 900 homes and businesses. The other is soil amend-
ments, made from the “digestate” left after gas capture, 
which enriches more than 1,000 acres of farmland.

Since NYS leaders need to see this technology and to un-
derstand the contribution it can make to the State’s future, 
Energy Vision hosted a tour of the Buffalo Regional Digester 
in September in partnership with Generate Upcycle, a busi-
ness within Generate Capital that builds, owns, and oper-
ates anaerobic digestion (AD) facilities across North Ameri-
ca and Europe. (Generate Upcycle bought this digester from 
Ohio developer Quasar and renovated it.) Energy Vision is 
also planning tours this fall of the Newtown Creek waste-

water plant in Brooklyn and of another facility in Auburn, NY.

According to NYS Senator Sean Ryan, who attended the 
tour, “It was very informative to see how a digester really 
works firsthand. This strategy can make a big difference in 
diverting our wastes from landfill.”

New York State generates over 3 million tons of food waste 
a year, much of which now goes into landfills. But a law that 
came into effect at the start of 2022 now requires busi-
nesses and institutions that generate at least 2 tons of food 
scraps per week to donate the edible portion and send any 
remaining food waste to organics recycling facilities. The 
latter includes the Buffalo digester and four other regional 
ADs that accept food scraps as well as 60 compost sites. 
The US has set a goal of redistributing the 50% of discarded 
food that is edible by 2030, with the first priority for human 
consumption and the second for animal feed. 

But the other 50% need not be “waste” either. While New 
York State’s Food Donation and Food Scraps Recycling Law 
is a good start, if the State steps up its game to divert the 
edible half of all discarded food by 2030, it could beneficial-
ly process the other inedible half with ~20 new-build an-
aerobic digesters. These ADs alone could produce enough 
RNG to power over 20,000 New York homes or businesses 
that cannot be readily electrified, or enough vehicle fuel 
to displace 15 million gallons of high-carbon, health-dam-
aging diesel in bus or truck fleets. And thousands of tons 
of high-quality soil amendments from digestate would be 
available to fortify the state’s agricultural lands.

With the launch of our new report, Putting New York’s Or-
ganic Waste to Work, we hope to see many more ADs in the 
coming years like the commendable Buffalo digester. 

EV’s Joanna Underwood along with members of the Generate UpCycle team at its Buffalo AD facility. 
Elected officials and staff from western NY participated in the educaitonal August tour.
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A New EJ Initiative in East Harlem
As a founding member of the newly formed Manhattan East 
Side Environmental Justice Consortium, Energy Vision is 
collaborating with community organizations to bring en-
vironmental justice to a disadvantaged community in the 
heart of New York City.

The Consortium’s inception owes much to the leadership 
of Taina Traverso, a prominent figure in the East Harlem 
community, in partnership with the Metropolitan Hospital, 
which hosted an environmental justice symposium on May 
25th. The symposium served as a hub for diverse stakehold-
ers – environmental organizations, environmental justice 
groups, academics, and public representatives – whose 
common concern is to improve the community’s quality of 
life through cleaner air and empowering residents to have a 
greater say in local environmental matters.

At the symposium, Energy Vision conducted a workshop on 
how the community can take advantage of the nutrient and 
energy value of the organic wastes now being disposed of 
as garbage. We offered a comprehensive urban farming and 
organic waste-to-energy project proposal that promises to 
put organic wastes to beneficial use, invigorate communi-
ty participation, stimulate urban farming, facilitate skills 
training, and create jobs. One of the project’s key goals 
would be to significantly reduce truck traffic, as organic 
waste would be put to use onsite rather than hauled away. 
This would mean cleaner air for the community, which is 

the Consortium’s top priority and a vital goal for residents’ 
health and well-being.

A Dual Approach: Bottom-Up and Top-Down

EV’s approach to environmental justice is dual-pronged. We 
actively engage with policymakers and private sector enti-
ties to clarify the commercial and cost-effective options 
for the community to cut greenhouse gases, reduce truck 
traffic, and convert truck fleets off of highly polluting die-
sel fuel. We also recognize the importance of a bottom-up 
approach to decision-making – ultimately the communities 
most affected must make the changes that suit them best, 
based on their cultural values and unique needs. 

This bottom-up approach encourages stronger participa-
tion in environmental decision-making processes. Initial 
reactions to our proposal have been very positive, and we 
look forward to working with community members and our 
Consortium partners to tailor the details to East Harlem’s 
specific needs.

The Road Ahead

The Manhattan East Side Environmental Justice Con-
sortium’s next steps include mapping out how the group 
will function and assessing the existing programs of each 
member. At its December meeting, the goal is to agree on a 
firm plan for moving forward. We encourage Energy Vision 
members who would like to learn more or may have ways of 
supporting this initiative to be in touch.

Energy Vision Expands Its Team
Energy Vision is delighted to welcome Michael S. Lerner and 
Cailean Fraser Press as the two newest members to join our 
staff in recent months. They bring significant skills, knowl-
edge, and passion that are already expanding EV’s impact, 
with much more to come.

Michael S. Lerner happily “re-
turned home” to Energy Vision 
in April 2023 as Director of Re-
search and Publications, after 
first interning with EV back in 
2011-2012. He is a passionate en-
vironmentalist and outdoorsman 
who wants to make big, tangible 
strides in advancing the ener-
gy transition. Michael is a sharp 

writer and strategist with a career spanning journalism, the 
private sector, and the non-profit sector.

He holds a B.A. and M.A. in political science from NYU. As an 
Energy Vision intern, Michael worked directly with Joanna 
Underwood to co-author the 2012 report “The City of Surrey, 
BC: Setting the Pace for Sustainable Transportation,” about 

the first organic waste to RNG for use in local refuse trucks 
implemented in a major city in North America. 

Cailean Press comes to Energy 
Vision as a half-time Develop-
ment Associate, with a back-
ground in writing, promotion, 
and filmmaking – where her goals 
have been to tell meaningful hu-
man stories and advance social 
change. She is an Emmy-nomi-
nated and multi-award-winning 
filmmaker, and her films have 

been seen at festivals including the Tribeca Film Festival, 
the Woodstock Festival, Cinequest, and the Montreal Just 
for Laughs Film Festival. She was selected by Glamour Mag-
azine as a “top female director to watch.” 
 
In a freelance capacity, she has managed social media ac-
counts and worked on marketing campaigns for clients in-
cluding Ronnybrook Farm Dairy, Stoutridge Vineyards, the 
United Way of Dutchess County, and Primrose Hill Schools. 
She also served as head researcher and writer for an immi-
gration law firm, generating reports in support of asylum 
seekers and others applying for immigration status.


