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People and policies are the barriers to implementing

energy projects — not the science
Assessing the Benefits and Costs of Anaerobic Digester CHP Projects in New York State (ENER/CI 3e)

The Central Issue

Although several anaerobic digestion (AD), biogas utilization, and co-
digestion projects have been successfully commissioned in recent years,
many potential New York State (NYS) sites remain undeveloped or
underdeveloped. Despite significant financial and programmatic support
from the New York State Energy Research and Development Authority
(NYSERDA), relatively few NYS wastewater utilities move forward with
anaerobic digestion and biogas utilization projects.

Context and Background

The researchers sought to address the following questions:
B What makes AD projects attractive?

B What drives the economics of AD projects?

B Are sufficient benefit/cost analysis tools available and used by
wastewater utilities?

B Which risk factors are prominent and what are potential means to
overcome those risks?

B Can environmental benefits be monetized through incentives?

B Based on current conditions, what are the best financing/funding
approaches for municipal wastewater utilities pursuing biogas
utilization projects?

B Are there regulatory or other barriers that might be changed or
other features that the NYS government could employ to further
reduce hurdles to wastewater biogas projects?

Findings and Conclusions

The researchers found that these risks deterred wastewater utilities
from proceeding with combined heat and power (CHP) projects:

B Economic factors — Projects stalled from lack of economic feasibility.

B Biogas quantity — Concerns about whether they would have enough
biogas to ensure project viability.

B Staffing — Concerns about whether operations and maintenance
requirements would undermine project financial viability, divert staff
from other functions, or be higher than expected because of union
contract provisions.
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The regulatory entities and processes that affect biogas energy projects.

The lack of economic feasibility stemmed from electric power tariff
provisions that erode savings from energy projects (i.e., demand
charges, high fixed fees, and standby fees). States like New York can
pursue approaches to increase the value of biogas and maximize cost
savings through pursuit of favorable agreements with electric power
providers to optimize the savings realized through reduced electrical
consumption. They can develop a standard financial approach for

water resource recovery facilities (WRRFs) to evaluate the economic
viability of CHP projects, including environmental and social benefits not
readily monetized.

Management and Policy Implications

This research provides WRRFs an explanation of the complex network
of barriers to advancing CHP projects. It identifies the value of
collaboration in states where they set and approve the electric tariffs for
industrial users like water utilities. It emphasizes the importance for the
water service sector in each state to develop a coordinated approach to
inform and influence energy policies.
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