DELIBERATING IN A DEMOCRACY:

MINNESOTA ISSUES

Question:  Should the Environmental Protection Agency increase the amount of ethanol allowed in the ethanol/gasoline blend from the current level of 10 percent to 15 percent? 

Introduction 
80 percent of the gasoline used in the U.S. today is blended with ethanol, a renewable energy source, because ethanol lowers the cost of gasoline, increases octane, allows gasoline to burn cleaner, and because the Energy Independence and Security Act requires refiners to blend an increasing amount of renewable fuels into their gasoline and diesel fuel. 
The Energy Independence and Security Act: 
· increases the minimum requirements for biofuel use from the level of 7.5 billion gallons annually to 36 billion gallons per year by 2022. The law requires refiners to blend 12.9 billion gallons of biofuels in 2010, of which 12 billion gallons will be ethanol. 
· limits the number of gallons of biofuel that can come from corn-based ethanol to no more than 15 billion gallons, in part due to concerns about food prices. 
Currently, only 10% of the biofuel blend can be ethanol but the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) is considering higher ethanol blends, saying a congressional mandate for increased ethanol use can’t be achieved without allowing higher blends of the renewable fuel, most of which comes from corn.  The agency has delayed a decision.
According to Robert Wisner, Iowa State economist, future development and expansion of the biofuels industry, particularly the ethanol industry, could be in trouble if Congress and the EPA fail to allow higher ethanol blends beyond the currently allowed 10 percent because the United States is quickly approaching the “E-10 blend wall”, which is the point at which ethanol production exceeds ethanol demand at the maximum 10 percent blend rate

It is important to note that in 2003 Minnesota passed a law requiring  a 10 percent mandated ethanol blend and via legislation increased that percentage to 20 percent a couple of years ago. However, increases in the Minnesota ethanol blend percentage cannot be implemented until the EPA adjusts the federal maximum allowable level for ethanol blends. Several other states are in a similar situation and have called on the federal government to raise the limit.
Congress is expected to consider new energy legislation when it returns from recess.

Question:  Should the Environmental Protection Agency increase the amount of ethanol allowed in the ethanol/gasoline blend from the current level of 10 percent to 15 percent? 

YES
Ethanol is competitive with gasoline and profitable to use. The wholesale cost of selling ethanol to gasoline marketers has lowered the cost of gasoline sold to the consumer. And the addition of ethanol makes gasoline of a given octane value cost less than using petroleum products alone. 

In Brazil two fuels are available to operate all gasoline engines……one is ethanol with very little percent of water for use in their “flex fueled  vehicles.” The other is conventional gasoline which contains no less than 20 percent and no more than 26 percent ethanol. Most of the engine manufacturers that manufacture or sell gasoline engines in the Brazilian market also manufacture or sell their products in the U.S. This is not a technology problem it is a problem of commitment. 
Beginning in May of 2006, the MN Department of Agriculture worked with the University of Minnesota to test 80 cars and trucks ranging in model years from 2000 to 2006. This test was conducted for a one year period and professional drivability experts test-drove the vehicles in all four seasons including weather above 100 degrees and below 0 Fahrenheit. The selected vehicles experienced no significant fuel system problems and displayed no difference in drivability. 
Fifteen to twenty percent ethanol use across the country would encourage the development of biofuels sources and processes that would include a variety of alternative sources of biomass feedstocks beyond corn.  This could include sugar beets, sugar cane, crude canola oil, crude coconut oil, crude jatropha oil, etc.
Corn production has increased in the U.S. with little or no increase in the acreage required to meet the demand for feed, food and manufacturing markets, and export markets. 
The U.S. spends $50 billion a year keeping shipping lines safe for imported oil. And, every day a half a billion dollars leaves the U.S. to buy foreign oil. 

Corn and ethanol is becoming more efficient in terms of inputs needed. For example, at Chippewa Valley Ethanol in Benson, a gasification process is being used to run the ethanol plant rather than using natural gas. So, a renewable energy source (wood chips and corn cobs, etc.) is being used to create a renewable (ethanol). At Al-Corn Clean Fuel in Claremont, they have improved ethanol yields by 10 percent and reduced overall energy use by more than 25 percent while cutting water use by more than half.   
Question:  Should the Environmental Protection Agency increase the amount of ethanol allowed in the ethanol/gasoline blend from the current level of 10 percent to 15 percent? 

NO
The refining industry, small engine manufacturers and some environmental groups have argued against an increase, saying a variety of engines are  not designed to operate on over 10 percent blends.. They are concerned that consumers will have problems with the equipment available in the market today. They worry that there will be a flood of warranty claims. 
The push for ethanol and other biofuels has spawned an industry that depends on billions of dollars of taxpayer subsidies. 
The industry’s growth has meant that a larger and larger share of corn production is being used to supply ethanol production. According to some estimates, ethanol plants will use up to half of U.S. domestic corn supplies within a few years. 

The enormous volume of corn required by the ethanol industry is part of the reason for increased food prices. This is a challenge, especially for consumers in poor developing countries, who get hit with a double shock if both food and oil prices are high. 

Biofuel can place significant stress on other parts of the agricultural sector.  In the U.S., the growth of the biofuel industry has triggered increases in the price of corn, oilseeds, and other grains and also in the prices of seemingly unrelated crops and products. Food processors who use crops such as peas and sweet corn have been forced to pay higher prices to keep their supplies secure – costs that eventually get passed on to the consumer. Rising feed prices are also impacting the livestock and poultry industries. 

Proponents of corn-based ethanol argue that acreage and yields can be increased to satisfy the rising demand for ethanol. But U.S. corn yields have been raising by a little less than two percent annually over the last ten years, and even doubling of those gains would not be enough to meet increased demand. 
The use of land to grow corn to feed the ethanol industry is reducing the acreage devoted to other crops and increasing land prices. Land may have to be pulled from environmentally fragile areas, such as those protected by the Dept. of Agriculture’s Conservation Reserve Program. 
One root of the problem is that the biofuel industry has long been dominated not by market forces but by politics and the interests of a few large companies. Corn has become the prime raw material even though biofuels could be made efficiently from a variety of other sources, such as grasses and wood chips, if the government funded the necessary research and development. 
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