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Co-Digestion 

Time to Hit the Pause Button 
Editorial by Joseph Favaloro, 

MWRA Advisory Board Executive Director 
   
My job as Executive Director of the MWRA Advisory 
Board is to protect our communities and their 
ratepayers.  In the course of achieving this, it is 
critical to pose questions and raise cautionary flags 
as the issues arise.  Co-digestion of food waste is one 
of these times. 
  
This article is not meant to be a referendum on co-
digestion but the recognition that there are many 
questions that the Commonwealth and the MWRA 
need to address before they move forward. 
  
As an organization, the Advisory Board has weighed 
in on co-digestion before.  The Advisory Board 
demanded that DEP/EPA provide a "get out of jail 
free card" in the event of an effluent quality issue 
caused by the pilot study.  DEP complied; we are still 
waiting on EPA.   
  
The Advisory Board also stated that the fundamental 
component of any MWRA involvement in co-digestion 
of food waste was that it be a significant source of 
revenue for MWRA ratepayers (answer unknown at 
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this time). 
  
There are many other questions and concerns, 
however, that warrant that the MWRA put their 
finger on the co-digestion of food waste "pause 
button" until questions are answered and issues 
resolved. 
  
What are these questions?   
  
Why should MWRA ratepayers bear any financial 
responsibility for a state initiative?  Clearly, the 
food waste ban is a state initiative, not an MWRA 
program. 
  
The state is providing $360,000 of the costs of the 
pilot program on Deer Island.  Those costs are more 
in the $700,000+ range.  Shouldn't the 
Commonwealth be funding 100% of their initiative? 
  
Has the state and/or Waste Management, Inc. 
developed a plan to mitigate impacts to 
communities that are affected by co-digestion?   
  
Last week hundreds of Winthrop residents, led by 
Speaker DeLeo, crowded into a school auditorium to 
raise their strong concerns on the food waste pilot 
initiative and its impacts on Winthrop (specifically, 
additional truck traffic).  Since then, the local 
newspaper in Charlestown, the site where the Waste 
Management Processing Center is located, has 
outlined community concerns as well.  This is a state 
initiative and the state, not the MWRA, needs to 
directly ease a community's concerns and/or mitigate 
their impacts. 
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Are communities, schools, institutions, hospitals 
and restaurants fully aware of the impacts the 
new state initiative will have on how they operate 
when they go into effect in six months? 
  
Clearly the success of any initiative must have an 
aggressive education component.  To date, this has 
been way under the radar screen. 
  
Has the state developed a monitoring or inspection 
plan to ensure that affected businesses are 
complying with state regulations?  Has the 
Authority/communities revisited sewer use 
regulations to safeguard their sewer systems?  A 
concern is that the intended result of removing food 
waste from landfills will have the unintended 
consequence of impacting local sewers of improperly 
disposed food waste directly into the waste stream 
to avoid compliance. 
  
Has the MWRA developed a cost-benefit analysis 
of actual tipping fees that would need to be 
received in order to recover the millions in 
necessary capital investment, the additional 
operating costs at Deer Island, as well as the 
costs associated with additional pellets at Fore 
River, which is an off-shoot of co-digestion (and, 
that is before we factor in "financial benefit to 
the MWRA")? 
  
What happens for the years between the pilot 
study and full build out, when the Authority has 
the ability to harness the additional methane 
production for energy use?   
  
Deer Island is not ready to use additional methane 



gas; the MWRA would need to make significant and 
costly upgrades.  Flaring off methane gas is not a 
beneficial re-use. 
  
As you have read, many questions have been raised, 
questions which must be answered prior to continuing 
this project. 
  
That is why a pause in this process is necessary.  As 
these questions are answered and costs are sorted 
out, I and my staff can utilize them to further flush 
out our position on co-digestion.     
  
Until then, there are a lot of questions to consider.   

   

 


