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WHAT IS AD, AND WHAT IS IT USED FOR?
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Is Anaerobic Digestion for me?

AD is a series of biological processes in which micro-organisms break down organic materials in the absence 
of oxygen, and produce digestate. After further processing, the digestate can be used as a fertiliser. As a by-
product of these processes, the microorganisms generate biogas, which comprises of methane and carbon 
dioxide. The biogas can either be burned to generate heat and electricity in a combined heat and power plant, 
or can be further processed to create biomethane for injection into the gas grid system.

Therefore the benefits of an AD plant are that it can: reduce the volume of organic material and hence reduce 
disposal costs, provide cheaper sources of heating and power, and potentially provide an income from digestate 
and the biogas by-product.

The food and drink sector is the UK’s biggest manufacturing sector with some 6,815 businesses, but according 
to ADBA (the Anaerobic Digestion and Bioresources Association) only 39 of the current 552 anaerobic digestion 
(AD) facilities in the UK belong to food and drink companies.

This implies that over 6,700 businesses in the food and drink sector are paying for their organic waste to be 
disposed of, why is this? The likely answer is that many are not big enough to generate sufficient organic waste 
to run an AD facility. But many will be.  

So why aren’t more businesses contemplating AD as an option? 
Potential answers include:

• lack of understanding of the technology;
• lack of understanding of the complex permitting and planning requirements; 
• hearing about others who’ve tried it and had expensive things going wrong very quickly;
• it is considered to be very expensive;
• lack of land to build on;
• no imperative to change the way wastes are disposed of; or,
• lack of understanding of the benefits, financial incentives available, and the process of acquiring an   
    AD facility.

Increasingly companies are beginning to explore the AD potential in more detail, here’s our thinking based on 
years of experience in this area.

WHAT ORGANIC MATERIALS ARE SUITABLE FOR PROCESSING IN AN AD FACILITY?

Almost any organic material can be processed in an AD facility, although certain feedstocks are better than 
others for the production of biogas. Within the food chain virtually all the organic wastes generated from 
farm to table can be processed in an AD facility, including: 

• manures and slurries;
• chicken and poultry litter;
• rejected crops;
• offcuts and peelings from vegetables;

• abattoir wastes;
• reject material from food processing;
• washings; and
• out-of-date food.
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WHAT’S THE FIRST STEP?
The first step in making this decision is to undertake a feasibility study. The level of detail of a feasibility study 
is dependent upon the drivers for wanting an AD facility. The drivers can include:
• reduction in waste disposal costs;
• increased energy security and reliability;
• a ‘green’ corporate policy;
• additional revenue;
• reduced energy costs;
• regulatory drivers;
• all of the above.

Cost is also an important factor, if the cost of the project outweighs the benefits, then the project is unlikely 
to go forward. In addition to considering the physical, environmental and regulatory constraints, a feasibility 
study would consider the drivers for an AD facility. Understanding all these factors enables a decision to be 
taken as to whether the proposed AD facility is feasible and viable.
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HOW DO I KNOW IF I SHOULD BUILD AN AD FACILITY?
The viability of an AD facility is dependent upon many factors, not least of which are:
• input: the amount and availability and type of feedstock available;
• design: technology chosen and the gas yield anticipated from the feedstock;
• base case costs:
 • current and future disposal costs of any organic wastes,
 • current and future costs of electricity and gas,
• outputs: the potential for use of heat and power on site;
• funding: incentives available, such as: Renewable Heat Incentives (RHI), Feed-in Tariffs (FiTs);
• location:
 • the ability for grid connection for electricity and/or gas,
 • land available for construction and potential environmental/ecological impacts. 

One of the main reasons why AD facilities fail to perform as well as initially expected is due to 
misunderstanding the types of feedstock that can be used. Experience indicates that an ill-defined feedstock 
can lead to a poorly designed facility, reduced gas yields, process problems, and delays in construction and 
commissioning of the facility. 

In addition, not understanding the site proposed for the AD facility has led to significant additional costs 
being incurred during construction, as well as delays in the project. Not being able to connect to the grid, or 
the time taken to get grid connection has also stopped or delayed AD projects, thus reducing the potential 
return on investment when electricity prices, feed-in-tariffs, and renewable-obligations payments have 
fallen in price.

Planning permissions and environmental permits and other consents will be required prior to construction 
and operation respectively, and thus understanding the potential obstacles involved in the planning 
and permitting processes will enable the technology provider to design out or mitigate any foreseeable 
problems, minimising the risks of delay in the planning and permitting process, and during construction and 
commissioning.
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WHAT DO I DO ONCE WE DETERMINE IF AN AD IS FEASIBLE?

I’M INTERESTED IN AD AND NEED HELP ON WHAT TO DO NEXT

If you have a large electricity and/or heat demand, and large amounts of organic waste, it is worth considering 
utilising AD as a technology for: waste disposal, cost reduction, ‘greening’ your business, and potentially 
additional revenue income. A feasibility study will enable you to make the decision as to whether to proceed 
with an AD facility.

SLR has experience in, and has managed, every step in the process of many AD projects, from initial feasibility 
studies, through selection of technology provider and planning, to permitting, fulling the owner’s engineer 
role, through to management of commissioning and plant handover. Although totally independent, having no 
affiliation to any supplier, we have knowledge of, and have worked with, many technology providers, and fully 
understand the trials and pitfalls in an AD project.

If you wish to know more, or to discuss how this can relate to your business, please contact:
 
Sue Swain
European Industry Sector Lead
sswain@slrconsulting.com
+44 (0)161 872 7564
+44 (0)7850 504 621 
www.slrconsulting.com
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A number of steps are required once a decision is made to build an AD facility:
• Procurement - selection of a technology provider
• Outline and detailed design of the facility
• Process safety and hazard identification
• Achieving planning permission
• Construction
• Commissioning
• Handover
• Operation
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