




















 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 

ENERGY VISION TESTIMONY, February 25, 2019 
NY City Council Committee on Environmental Protection  

Hearing on Ints. 0984 and 1165 of 2018 
 

************ 
I’d like to thank the Committee and the Chair for the opportunity to testify. My name is Phil Vos, 
and I am Program Director at Energy Vision, a New York City-based national environmental non-
profit focused on commercial and cost-effective options for decarbonizing our economy.  
 
Wastewater treatment infrastructure is essential to the overall health and safety of New York City. 
In addition to ensuring our waterways are clean, this infrastructure offers other benefits that do 
not receive the attention they deserve.  
 
Further to the legislation under discussion, systems to help address the issues of sludge and 
biosolids odor, and of air quality— including greenhouse gas emissions—are already in place at 
New York’s 14 wastewater treatment plants. In many cases, though, these systems are in need of 
repair or upgrading. These are the plants’ “anaerobic digesters”— infrastructure that also helps 
address the City’s larger sustainability goals.   
 
Anaerobic digestion is the decomposition of organic materials in the absence of oxygen. At 
wastewater plants, sewage sludge is anaerobically digested in sealed vessels over a period of 
weeks. By the end of the process, the organic matter has been reduced in volume, its odor has 
been greatly reduced and it contains much lower levels of pathogens. The process also captures 
“biogas,” a methane-rich and versatile renewable energy resource.  
 
When it comes to air quality and greenhouse gas reduction, biogas capture is critically important. 
Biogas from anaerobic digestion of sewage is 55-60 percent methane—a GHG with 86 times the 
global warming potential of carbon dioxide in the near term, and as much as 30 times in the longer 
term. Uncaptured, this methane would escape into the atmosphere, accelerating the process of 
climate change.  
 
Wastewater treatment plants that capture biogas generally burn it onsite to produce heat and/or 
electricity; surplus gas is “flared,” or burned off. Unfortunately, 70% of the biogas produced by 
NYC’s 14 facilities is currently flared. This is partly because digesters at many of our plants are old 
and in varying degrees of disrepair, limiting the efficiency of biogas collection. In addition, beyond 
on-site combustion for electricity and heat, there are few uses for this “raw” biogas.  
 
With appropriate funding, however, there is a better option and significant opportunity for using 
New York City’s wastewater biogas resource: upgrade it to pipeline quality “biomethane.” 
Biomethane can be used for all the same things as conventional natural gas—heating and cooling, 
electricity generation, and vehicle fuel. But its GHG emissions are at least 50% lower on a lifecycle 
basis, and no drilling or fracking is involved.  



 

 

 
Biomethane made from NYC’s wastewater could be used to heat City buildings, or to fuel City or 
MTA fleets, greatly reducing GHG emissions from those sources, in support of our 80x50 
sustainability goals. It could also be sold to generate revenue for the City—as recommended in a 
2018 analysis by the Independent Budget Office.  
 
The Newtown Creek facility is a great example of what can be done. First, commercial food waste 
is being added to the digesters, which increases biogas production. Using excess digester capacity 
at our wastewater plants to ”co-digest” City-generated food scraps is a path toward the City’s 
“0x30” goal of reducing waste sent to landfills. Second, equipment to upgrade biogas is now being 
installed at Newtown Creek; once completed, biomethane from the facility will be injected into 
National Grid’s network for use by businesses, residents and vehicle fleets.  

 
Improving anaerobic digestion systems at our wastewater plants offers multiple benefits and 
opportunities: improving odor control; reducing GHG emissions by capturing methane; and 
reducing solid waste going to landfill. Upgrading the biogas captured by the digesters would 
provide a renewable source of clean energy that the City could use or turn into revenue. Revenue 
generated from the sale of biomethane could be redeployed to fund both “state of good repair,” as 
well as innovative wastewater infrastructure upgrades. 
 
To help meet the goals of the legislation under discussion and achieve other sustainability goals, 
we encourage the Committee to recognize the importance of upgrades to anaerobic digestion 
infrastructure at our wastewater plants, and to evaluate increased production of biomethane from 
captured biogas.  
 
Thank you, 
 
Phil Vos 
 
Program Director, Energy Vision 
vos@energy-vision.org 
646-207-3785  
www.energy-vision.org 
 
 
 
 






