
       

  

Dairy Environmental Systems Program 
prodairy.cals.cornell.edu/environmental-systems/ 

FOOD SCRAPS LAW IMPACT ON FARMS AND PROCESSORS 
Participation for Existing Dairy Farms with Anaerobic Digesters 

May 2021 

Background 
Effective January 1st, 2022 New York State will implement 
new legislative guidance on food donation and scrap 
recycling. This will largely impact generators of food scraps 
averaging more than 2 tons of waste per week. It will 
require waste generators to separate and donate edible 
food, followed by the recycling of all remaining food scraps 
if there is a organics recycler within a 25-mile radius of the 
waste origin. Organic recycling can include use as animal 
feed, composting, or anaerobic digestion.  

Introduction 
Dairy farms with existing anaerobic digesters are uniquely 
qualified to accept the additional streams of food waste. 
Steady streams of dairy manure buffer and stabilize the AD 
process. These farms also have personal in place to better 
manage the changes in operation that come with the 
addition of nutrient dense organics.  

Sources of Food Scraps 
Food scraps that qualify for the law can be sourced from 
NYS food production, processing, and manufacturing 
locations such as: grocery, food waste hauling, K-12 
education, and municipalities. Organics can also be 
sourced from post-consumer or packaged origin. In central 
NYS a de-packaging plant has been constructed to remove 
food waste from consumer packaging before addition to a 
digester. 

Tipping fees 
The costs of treating and disposing of food waste can be 
significant. Dairies that can offer treatment and disposal 
service at competitive rates can receive significant 

additional farm revenue from tipping fees. The average 
landfill-tipping fee is $55 per ton in upstate New York and 
can be as high as $125 per ton in New York City. 

Opportunities of Accepting Food Waste 
• Nutrient recycling benefits society by saving energy 

for commercial fertilizer production and preserving 
limited Phosphorus. These additional nutrients would 
be available for crops grown on your farm or 
neighboring farms. The added nutrients could be 
processed by a manure technology to condense post-
digestion nutrient for export from the farm as a 
revenue producing by-product. 

• Food waste has the potential for greatly increasing the 
recovery of renewable energy and increased biogas 
production. Estimated values of biogas production can 
be found in Table 1.  

Constraints to Digesting Food Waste 

 Accepting food waste may require new registration or 
permits with the NYS DEC (see Table 2). 

 Additional volume of organics will require reevaluation 
and probable reduction in the hydraulic retention time 
(HRT) of the existing digester. The reduced HRT may 
lead to more GHG release from the digestate storage.  

 The addition of outside organics increases potential 
risks for contaminants. Post-consumer food waste may 
have additional material that isn’t degradable that may 
cause problems in processing, storage and land 
application. 

 The influx of dense nutrient organics could 
compromise farm comprehensive nutrient 

Table 1. Weighted mean value biogas and methane production for common food wastes added to Digesters in NYS2. 
Food Waste Organic Matter 

(g/kg) DM 
Biogas Potential 
(Ln/kg) VS 

Methane Potential 
(Ln/kg) VS 

Fermentation Industry – Grape side product 744 287 160 

Fruit and Vegetable Residues 942 879 512 

Cheese Whey 646 216 176 

Apple Processing Waste 900 320 166 

Distiller’s Residues 892 789 442 
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management plans. Some farms are close to their limit 
on Phosphorus and should consider how the intake of 
food waste will impact this. Farms participating in 
renewable natural gas for transportation will 
compromise the price of their gas with the addition of 
food waste.  

Potential Changes to Existing operation 
 Education in operational changes may be needed to 

avoid upsets and foaming if the food waste is fed 
irregularly. 

 Farms should also be aware of potential need for 
storage of incoming food waste, the need for 
preprocessing, impact of solid separation processes 
post-digestion, and the need for additional effluent 
storage.  

Additional information on potential constraints to 
accepting food waste can be found in the “Constraints of 
Participation” fact sheet in this series.  

What Organics can be Digested? 
When deciding to accept organics, it is important to 
balance additional volume, energy density and nutrients. 
Food wastes from industrial food processors tend to have 
similar characteristics to dairy manure, are available in 
large quantities and relatively good quality (less 
contamination and a fairly uniform composition). 
Conclusion 
Farms with existing AD systems are ideal candidates to 
evaluate to accept food waste under the new law. With 
experience in operating the AD system, these farms are 
better equipped to begin the implementation of post-
digestion technology to facilitate the sale of nutrients off- 
farm.  

Table 2. Anaerobic Digestion Regulations chart from DEC summary of organics recycling regulations3. 
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