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Thank you Chairman Holden, Ranking Member Goodlatte, and members of the subcommittee.  My name is Nick Bowdish and I am the General Manager of Platinum Ethanol in Arthur, IA.  Platinum is a 110 Million Gallon per Year production facility that began operations in October of 2008.  Prior to October 2008, I worked for Ron and Diane Fagen at Fagen, Inc., the largest design-builder of corn-based fuel ethanol plants in the United States.
I am grateful to Chairman Peterson of the House Agriculture Committee for this opportunity to speak to you today.
I appreciate the opportunity to provide the perspective of today’s evolving ethanol industry on the critical issues concerning the Renewable Fuels Standard (RFS) adopted as part of the Energy Independence and Security Act of 2007 (EISA).  Today, I will focus on three primary areas; the implications of the narrowly crafted renewable biomass definition in EISA, profound concerns about the selective enforcement of so-called “indirect land use changes” against biofuels, and I would like to close by providing members of the subcommittee a producer’s perspective on the current state of the U.S. ethanol industry and some steps policymakers might consider taking to press forward with securing America’s energy supply.

Renewable Biomass Definition
First, I join the call with others today to encourage Congress and the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) to revisit the narrow and restrictive definition of “renewable biomass” under EISA.  Previous to my role at Platinum Ethanol, I was a business developer for Fagen, Inc.  As my coworkers and I developed new sites for ethanol plants and advised clients on the feasibility of such projects, our primary job was to determine if the feedstock supply in the local area justified the plant site.  Figure 1.1 below is an example of the detailed mapping that takes place when siting an ethanol plant.  The shadow depicts the corn draw area in order for the given facility to secure sufficient feedstock.

Figure 1.1
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For long run success, an ethanol project requires access to a steady supply of feedstock, whether corn or biomass.  As written in EISA, the definition of “renewable biomass” excludes significant tonnage of woody biomass and dead timber that could be harvested from our national forests and used to produce a low carbon, renewable, and cost effective biofuel.  

If we are to truly expand the production of ethanol from the U.S. Corn Belt to other regions of the country, we need common sense policy for the firms and entrepreneurs who have developed the technology to efficiently convert woody biomass into advanced biofuel.  Like others, I believe a workable solution to this definition controversy can be found, one which guarantees that reasonable safeguards can be established to protect our nation’s most precious and sensitive national forest lands, and at the same time allow for the sensible harvest of timber and biomass.  Coincidentally, doing so can help thin a significant supply of dead timber that is simply dangerous fuel for wild fires.  I support legislation introduced by members of this subcommittee, including HR 1190 introduced by Representative Herseth-Sandlin and others to correct this definition.
Based on my experience in siting and helping complete ethanol projects, the current definition of “renewable biomass” is contradictory to helping ensure we can grow the supply of domestic biofuels.  It is stalling greater U.S. energy security and placing an unnecessary roadblock in front of the commercialization of advanced biofuel in many regions of the country.

Lifecycle Analysis of Greenhouse Gas Emissions – Indirect Land Use Changes

The new RFS schedule provides various carve-outs for renewable fuels based on their ability to reduce lifecycle greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions:

Conventional Biofuel – is ethanol from corn starch, and conventional ethanol facilities that commence construction after the date of enactment of EISA 2007 must achieve a 20 percent reduction in lifecycle GHG emissions compared to gasoline.  

Advanced Biofuel – is renewable fuel (other than from corn starch) from biomass that reduces GHG emissions by 50 percent compared to gasoline.  Cellulosic ethanol and biomass-based diesel qualify as advanced biofuel under the RFS.  

Cellulosic Biofuel – is renewable fuel derived from cellulose, hemicellulose, and lignin, and achieves a 60 percent reduction in GHG emissions compared to gasoline.  
I am deeply concerned that the definition of lifecycle GHG emissions in EISA is being construed by EPA in a manner that unfairly penalizes domestic grain-based ethanol, based on dubious linkages made to land clearing and agricultural practices in developing countries.  There is a growing effort on the part of some interests to push this “indirect land use” theory without having done any rigorous analysis or peer-review.

On March 9 of this year, President Obama issued a Directive on “Scientific Integrity” which said in part that “Political officials should not suppress or alter scientific or technological findings and conclusions.”   According to a study completed by Global Insight on December 1, 2008, entitled “Lifecycle Analysis of Greenhouse Gas Emissions Associated with Starch-Based Ethanol,” basing policies such as the RFS or low carbon fuels standard in California on indirect land use change theory is “getting politics ahead of the science.”  The report determines that computer-generated lifecycle predictions about indirect land use changes require considerably more analysis.  According to the report, it is virtually impossible to accurately ascribe greenhouse gas impacts to biofuels based on indirect land use change.  EPA’s proposed enforcement of this appears to be “getting politics ahead of science” and in direct conflict with President Obama’s Directive.  

I recognize and support that in order to conduct a thorough LCA of GHG emissions from biofuel crops, direct land use changes may be considered by EPA.  However, it is inherently unfair and a disservice to public policy that EPA’s rule examines both direct and indirect effects for ethanol, but does not also calculate or estimate both direct and indirect effects for petroleum.  If EPA proceeds to make extreme assumptions about the carbon intensity of biofuels, relying on an untested ideology called “indirect land use change,” and remarkably assumes there are no such “indirect effects” from fossil fuels, this selective enforcement will place biofuels at an unfair competitive disadvantage in the fuels market.
According to the Global Insight report I cited earlier in my testimony, it is neither fair nor accurate to attribute all current and future land clearing to biofuels.  Changes in land use have always occurred and are not new, nor are biofuels the primary driver of them.  Global population growth cannot be ignored as a factor.  Remarkably, lifecycle analysis is being used to actually quantify GHG emissions, and the scientific literature shows a huge variation in estimates of carbon release from land clearing in general, on the order of 50 percent plus or minus – a huge margin of error.  Given this margin of error, it is unwise to rely on these models to make a major policy shift without further and more careful analysis.
Global Insight also points out that new technology is making both corn and ethanol production more efficient and more environmentally friendly.  According to the National Corn Growers Association, it takes nearly 40 percent less energy and land today to produce a bushel of corn than twenty years ago.  I personally witnessed corn being planted “to the inch” of where it is desired on my way to the Omaha airport.  Precision agriculture and genetic markers are redefining the efficiency of corn.  Furthermore, according to the U.S. Department of Energy, since 2001, U.S. ethanol producers have achieved a 22% drop in total energy use.  Between 2004 and 2007, ethanol plants reduced BTU usage by between 14% and 21%.
As someone who oversees the operation of a new, state-of-the-art ethanol production facility, I can attest that the amount of energy used by plants has been cut by dramatic percentages in recent years.  EPA’s analysis assumes that corn ethanol plants will utilize around 30,000 BTUs of energy to manufacture one gallon of ethanol.  Yet, in my facility and others like it around the U.S., our energy use has dropped to an average of less than 28,000 BTUs per gallon of ethanol as shown below in Figure 2.2, a 6 percent decrease.  
Figure 2.2
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I believe it is critical for policymakers and EPA to recognize that oil is becoming less efficient and more harmful to the environment, and that these lifecycle models should compare future sources of oil to future sources of biofuel on an apple-to-apple basis.  With the technology coming online in corn and ethanol production, the carbon footprint is only set to improve significantly in the next ten years; whereas feedstock sources for the petroleum industry, such as oil sands, will further degrade petroleum’s carbon footprint.  According to the Global Insight report, high oil prices incentivize the production of crude oil from sources such as tar sands and coal which have considerably higher GHG emissions than biofuels.  Depending upon the energy source used in the mining of tar sands, well-to-pump emissions can be over 300% of conventional crude oil.  I think it is patently indefensible that EPA is comparing the LCA of biofuels to that of petroleum in 2005, since the carbon footprint of oil will degrade significantly post-2005 as new oil sources like tar sands are tapped.  Indeed, if the indirect GHG emissions of biofuels are counted toward the carbon footprint, so should be the indirect emissions associated with petroleum production.

Ascribing indirect effects associated with land clearing in foreign countries not only singles out the U.S. biofuels industry for uniquely unfair treatment, it establishes an unworkable precedent for regulation of other U.S. industries under future GHG control programs.  The consideration of land use effects in LCA of GHGs should be limited to domestic direct impacts associated with growing grains for ethanol production.   I encourage the subcommittee to urge EPA to clarify that the calculation of lifecycle GHG emissions is limited to direct impacts.
State of the U.S. Ethanol Industry
In closing, I think it is beneficial for you to hear first hand the major challenges and opportunities facing the U.S. ethanol industry today.  The same forces making it difficult for other businesses to thrive are challenging ethanol producers today.  Operating an ethanol plant, like any other production facility, requires access to capital and demand for your product.  However, credit markets remain frozen and the economic recession has cooled demand for many products, so we’re navigating the choppy sea.  Specific to ethanol, the confluence of two unwelcome factors is seriously affecting us – unprecedented volatility in oil, corn, and ethanol prices and the evaporation of credit.  Approximately 2 billion gallons of production capacity has been idled and many more facilities are at risk due to capital constraints.  

In order to restore sustainable industry-wide profitability, ethanol needs to be allowed to price into the fuel ration just as ingredients do in a feed ration.   We need the federal government to provide a remedy to the regulation that arbitrarily restricts the blending of ethanol in gasoline to just ten percent.  Right now, the law is biased against ethanol by limiting ethanol’s use in a gallon of gasoline to just ten percent.  Without question, the single most important thing Washington can do to help is to adjust this regulation so that motorists have fuel choice at the pump.  Doing so will create green-collar jobs, help reduce the cost of fuel, reduce greenhouse gas emissions, and promote prosperity in rural America.  Therefore, I strongly support the petition currently pending before EPA to allow up to 15 percent ethanol in gasoline, and encourage members of the subcommittee to support the waiver as well.

Policies affecting ethanol provides you one of those rare opportunities to score victories on a wide array of public policy benefits, including supporting a domestic industry that creates jobs, improving energy security, and bettering the environment with calculations based on science rather than ideals.  

Ethanol’s economic benefits are real.  Today’s ethanol industry supports more than 494,000 jobs in all sectors and provides a return on investment of 2.5 to 1 for every taxpayer dollar invested, according to a report released on February 23, 2009 by Dr. John Urbanchuk, Director of LECG, LLC.

Ethanol’s energy security benefits are real.  According to the Clean Fuels Development Coalition, if ethanol was a foreign oil producer, only Canada would supply the U.S. with more gallons of fuel.  In other words, the domestic ethanol industry supplies more fuel to the U.S. than Saudi Arabia, Venezuela, and Iraq.  As a nation, we have invested in a strategic petroleum reserve.  Have you considered the benefits of a strategic ethanol reserve?  Ethanol does not degrade like gasoline and members of this committee would be wise to consider the national security benefits of having a fuel supply readily available for our military.  Many people underestimate the ability of ethanol to power our equipment, including aviation.  I call to your attention Greg Poe and the Fagen MX-2.  This aircraft will perform at 19 Air shows this year, at 275 mph, twisting and tumbling through the air in a spectacular display of the performance ability of American made ethanol.
A prosperous America lies in the hands of a committed group of individuals recognizing that we must not rely on foreign countries for our energy needs.  Ethanol is the only alternative available right now making a substantial contribution to extending our American supply of energy.  The determination of this Administration and this Congress can responsibly extend the control we have of our energy supply if you will fully commit to lessening our dependence on foreign oil.  I and many others in private business are ready to help.
In conclusion, I would like to once again thank Chairman Holden and Ranking Member Goodlatte for conducting this important and timely hearing.  I look forward to your questions.
Nick Bowdish

Platinum Ethanol

2585 Quail Avenue

Arthur, IA 51431

Nick is the General Manager of Platinum Ethanol, a 110 Million Gallon per Year ethanol production facility.  Nick is directly involved with the risk management and general business practices of the facility while overseeing 50 employees that work in production, accounting, material handling, environmental, health and safety, maintenance and laboratory analysis roles.

Nick became involved with the ethanol industry in 2003 as an investor in Midwestern plants and later joined the project development team at Fagen, Inc.  Nick worked with both operating and development stage projects in the ethanol, power, wind, and industrial process industries.  

Nick is a Director on the Board of Western Wisconsin Energy located in Boyceville, Wisconsin and served on the Board of Platinum Ethanol in Arthur, IA until becoming General Manger in November 2008.  

Nick grew up in the grain industry with several years of experience at a privately owned grain elevator in south central Wisconsin.  Nick has education in business and economics and a Bachelor’s degree in Agricultural Business Management from The University of Wisconsin – Madison.  

Nick was born and raised in the agricultural community of Monroe, Wisconsin.

Past Speaking Engagements:

The 2007 American Coalition for Ethanol Trade Show

MIT Forum of Atlanta’s “Energy, Security and the Ethanol Economy” Seminar featuring former CIA director Mr. James Woolsey
The 2007 BBI Biofuels Workshop

The 2008 Florida Farm-to-Fuel Summit
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