


More than Just a Few Gold Coins

In ancient times, a king had a boulder placed on a roadway. Then he hid himself
and watched to see if anyone would remove the huge rock. Some of the king's wealthiest
merchants and courtiers came by and simply walked around it. Many loudly blamed the
king for not keeping the roads clear, but none did anything about moving the barricade
out of the way.

Then a peasant came along carrying a load of vegetables. On approaching the
boulder, he laid down his burden and attempted to move the massive rock to the side of
the road. After much pushing and straining, he finally succeeded. As he picked up his
vegetables, he noticed a purse lying in the road where the stone had been. The purse
contained many gold coins and a note from the king indicating that the gold was for the
person who removed the boulder from the roadway. The peasant learned what many
others never understand. Every obstacle presents an opportunity to improve one's
condition.

Today, as the United States imports sixty-five percent of our energy supplies, we
face the obstacle of energy dependency. Even worse, some experts predict that our
dependency could reach seventy percent by 2030. Many consumers are simply fed up
with unpredictable gasoline prices and could discover the opportunities of domestically
produced ethanol fuel.

Ethanol is an alcohol based alternative fuel produced by fermenting and distilling
simple sugars from biological feedstocks. Although over ninety percent of ethanol
produced in the U.S. is made from corn, it is also derived from other starch crops such as

wheat, barley, grain sorghum, and sugarcane. Currently, there are 134 ethanol plants in



production in twenty-six states with the capability to produce more than seven billion
gallons of fuel per year. Based on research from the American Coalition for Ethanol,
production of this fuel has more than doubled in the last four years.

The market for alternative fuel is growing, yet has already made significant
impacts on the American economy. Consider the facts, if you will. Ethanol is a fuel
responsible for more that 238 thousand jobs, creating more than 12.3 billion dollars in
increased household income, and eliminating the need to import 228 million barrels of oil
each year. While pure ethanol is rarely used as a transportation fuel, there are several
ethanol-gasoline blends in use today. A blend that contains ten percent ethanol and
ninety percent gasoline, known as E10, is available in many areas across the United
States and can be used in any gasoline vehicle manufactured after 1980. More than six
million flexible fuel vehicles in tm:;;;a“rclz;‘:;:éapable of operation on blends of E85,
which contain eighty-five percent ethanol and fifteen percent gasoline. There are now
over 1,200 fueling stations nationwide for E85 and it is often offered at lower pump
prices than conventional gasoline. Given that the industry is still in its infancy, it is
predicted that ethanol is blended with nearly fifty percent of the national gasoline
supplies.

How can such a fuel benefit the agricultural economy? The answer is simple. By
providing a vital value-added market for corn and other commodities, ethanol provides a
“helping hand” to rural America. Demand created by ethanol production increases the

price a farmer receives for grain. According to the U.S. Department of Agriculture,

ethanol production adds thirty cents to the value of a bushel of corn, or as much as $4.5



billion over the entire corn crop. It also represents the third largest use of the nation’s
corn crop, utilizing eighteen percent of the national supply annually.

As the industry continues to expand, new “cellulosic” methods are likely to be
tapped for ethanol production. Cellulosic ethanol is made from non-food sources such as
biomass or biological waste. Ethanol produced from grain and cellulose are chemically
identical, but they differ in their production processes. Just like producing ethanol from
typical methods, cellulosic processes take the fermentable sugars from the plant for
distillation. Unlike this process, the sugars in cellulose are locked in long chains of
simple sugars called polysaccharides. Separating these complex structures into
fermentable sugars is essential to the efficient and economic production of cellulosic
ethanol. The main advantage of the cellulosic-ethanol-process is that the process does not
affect crop production or supply, as opposed to grain-derived ethanol.

As oil clings near highs of over $100 per barrel, cellulosic ethanol has been put in
the “fast track” of development. Switchgrass is one source likely to be utilized for
cellulosic ethanol production because of its potential for high fuel yields, hardiness, and
ability to be grown in diverse areas. The crop is drought-tolerant, grows well even on
marginal land, and doesn’t require heavy fertilizing. Its long root system helps keep
carbon in the ground, improving soil quality. Research indicates that within years to
come, perennial crops such as switchgrass could potentially displace thirty percent of the
current U.S. petroleum consumption.

Using Oklahoma switchgrass as a feedstock for fuel makes sense because the
output could be huge. Oklahoma has thirty-four million of acres of crop and pasture

land. If just half of that land was used to grow high-yielding switchgrass for ethanol



production, our state could produce the equivalent of 1.3 million barrels of oil a day.

Unfortunately, state officials are facing a “chicken-and-egg problem” when it comes to

available feedstock. On a national séale, t HTS.‘Bepartment"“ﬁfE'ﬁé?é; is co-funding six

cellulosic biorefineries across the United States. These plants are expected to provide
more than 130 million gallons of fuel per year.

Ladies and gentlemen, it is obvious that our obstacle of energy dependency
presents an even greater opportunity for the agricultural economy. Like the king’s
wealthy merchants and courtiers, we can see the obstacle in our path. However, unlike
them, we can choose to take action and seize the opportunity at hand. If we as FFA
members, agriculturists, and American citizens are willing to utilize the renewable

resources at our fingertips, then our reward could be more than just a few gold coins.
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