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Minutes of the NC506 meeting, June 9-10, 2008, Des Moines, IA.

1.
Meeting called to order at 8:30 am on June 9 by Ken Cassman, Committee co-Chair, participant introductions. List of attendees appended at end of the minutes.
2.
Pat Hipple, Natl Program Leader for Sustainable Biobased Economies. CSREES, USDA: National update on sustainability issues related to biofuels and the bioeconomy. Announced plans for an experts’ conference on “Science for managing sustainabililty of cellulosic biofuels” in October 2008 sponsored jointly by USDA and DOE.
3.
Overview discussion of NC506 project history, purpose of this meeting, and future plans.
4.
Presentations about results and outputs from NC506 regional research efforts to date.
· Richard Perrin reported on local level economic sustainability study with a focus on the breakeven cost of corn.  Key findings include: (1) Recent vintage ethanol plants extract about 6% more ethanol from corn compared with the state of the industry in 2002, using 10% less electricity and 20% less natural gas per gallon of ethanol. (2) Compared to budget estimates used in current ethanol debates, these current plants use 30% less electricity and 20-30% less natural gas.  These efficiencies puts these plants in a position to maintain positive cash flows with corn prices as high as $7/bu with ethanol at $2.50/gal.  Expected Outputs: paper at American Agricultural Economics Meeting the second week of Aug 2008. Other papers thereafter in refereed journals.
· Adam Liska and Julie Sinistore presented results using the Biofuel Energy Systems Simulator software (BESS, available at www.bess.unl.edu) to estimate life-cycle greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions from 8 recently built ethanol plants in six states (Liska) and three plants in Wisconsin that sell most of their distillers grains to dairy operations (Sinistore). There was close agreement in the results from both studies: typical ethanol plants reduce produce ethanol with a GHG intensity that is 50-60% lower than gasoline when only direct-effects are considered. This range in GHG emissions reduction for corn-ethanol is about two-times less GHG intensive than estimates from the GREET and EBAMM models, which are currently being used by EPA and the California Air Resources Board to set GHG thresholds for corn ethanol as mandated by the 2007 EISA and the California Low Carbon Fuel Standard.  Expected outputs: journal publications to be submitted in: (i) June 08, general findings, (ii) July 08, co-product use component in cattle diets, (iii) August 08, co-product use in dairy systems Aug 08. In addition, results will be presented at the: (i) Iowa Bioeconomy Conf, Sept 08 (ii) Agronomy-Geological Soc mtgs Houston, Oct 08, (iii) BBI Fuel Ethanol Workshop in Nashville TN, June 17-21 2008.  The team is also making contributions to the process of determining life-cycle GHG emissions methods and values for corn-ethanol by EPA-RFS and CA-LCFS.
· Cornelia Flora presented an update on research about the social impacts of corn-ethanol systems on rural communities and cultural capital. Research examined: (1) community tensions associated with EtOH plant establishment and past tensions (eg CAFOs), (2) how the process of locating an ethanol plant within a small community (i.e. externally driven versus local-driven) affected subsequent social impact, and (3) ownership structures and public investments, and their impacts on local communities.  Expected Outputs: papers presented at meetings (1) Hoffman, M. & C.B. Flora. Impact of an Ethanol Plant on an Iowa Rural Community: Exploratory Study Using the Community Capital Framework” Food and Human Values Soc. mtg, New Orleans, June 08; (2) Separate presentations by Flora, Tigges and Bell, Selfa, and Wright in a special session on corn ethanol at the Rural Sociological Soc. Mtgs in New Hampshire, July 08, and (3) Separate presentations by Flora, Tigges, and Wright at the Biobased Industry Outlook Conference, Ames, IA September  8-9, 2008.
· Randy Fortenberry gave an update about research on regional sustainability based on an evaluation of different policy options that would support ethanol use in the North Central region.  Expected outputs:  A paper on quantitative impacts of different policy initiatives on crop area and environmental impact will evaluate realistic alternative policies and ethanol demand scenarios in the North-Central regions; a draft of this paper will be presented at Amer. Ag. Econ Mtgs, second week of August 08. Another paper has been published on the impact of ethanol on corn prices, and a third paper will be submitted on the impact of corn-ethanol on land prices (second wk Aug 08).
· Nate Mosier presented the work to date on sustainability issues concerning co-product use. The key issues addressed by this team included: (1) Feed value versus other value (bioplastics, cellulosic biofuels, etc.), (2) Quality for feed value (fiber content, bioavailability of phosphorous, mycotoxins), and (3) DDGS materials handling. Expected outputs: a review paper that addresses the above issues and provides a summary of current research, critical sustainability issues, and research gaps that must be addressed to ensure the viability of the corn-ethanol industry. Submission date in August 2008.
5.
Invited presentation by Amani Elobeid & Dermot Hayes (ISU) to provide an overview about the Indirect effects of land-use change on GHG emissions of U.S. corn-ethanol systems based on their paper recently published in Science (Searchinger et al., 2008). A discussion followed about direct and indirect effects on corn-ethanol GHG emissions and implications for state/national LCFS and RFS. Dermot Hayes believes the weakest link in the Searchinger et al paper is that the global supply-demand models used in the study did not account for the positive feedback of high commodity prices, caused by expanded biofuel production, on the rate of yield gains for corn, and other biofuel and food crops. The model scenarios also require specification of assumptions about: (1) the rate of future crop yield gains, (2) the rate of economic development, and (3) the amount of uncultivated land that could be used for crop production (note, all three must be specified on a country by country basis in the model).  Finally, they depend on an assumption about future changes in currency exchange rates, which can have a very large impact on land use change. Therefore, the outcome of these models heavily depends on the specifics of these underpinning assumptions.

6.
The NC506 Administrator, Dick Straub, discussed expectations for the NC506 Committee.  He, and Arlen Lenholm hope the Committee will leverage the NC506 funding from the AES Directors to obtain external funding for expanded research on sustainability issues. The new Farm Bill mandates $20+ million/yr for a Biomass Research and Development (BRD) program that has research targets that are closely related to NC506.  The BRD program objectives include:  (A) technologies and processes necessary for abundant commercial production of biofuels at prices competitive with fossil fuels; (B) high-value biobased products—‘(i) to enhance the economic viability of biofuels and power; ‘(ii) to serve as substitutes for petroleum-based feedstocks and products; and ‘(iii) to enhance the value of coproducts produced using the technologies and processes; and (C) a diversity of economically and environmentally sustainable domestic sources of renewable biomass for conversion to biofuels, bioenergy, and biobased products. Two strategic areas identified for research under this BRD program include: (i) Development of analysis that provides strategic guidance for the application of renewable biomass technologies to improve sustainability and environmental quality, cost effectiveness, security, and rural economic development, and (ii) Development of systematic evaluations of the impact of expanded biofuel production on the environment (including forest land) and on the food supply for humansand animals, including the improvement and development of tools for life cycle analysis of current and potential biofuels. The call for proposals is likely to come out in November, so our NC506 committee can discuss options for submitting a grant to this program at our October meeting (see below).  
7.
The NC506 Administrator, Dick Straub, also discussed the preparation of a proposal that would become a 5-year NC regional research project. The proposal must be delivered to Dick by Dec 1 2008 so that it can be distributed to the North Central AES Directors and acted upon at their Spring 2009 meeting.  If approved, it would begin on October 1 2009.  A final report for the current NC506 Committee will be due to Dick Straub in December 2008.  Randy Fortenberry will submit it, but he will need sections on each of the NC506 research components as follows: Ethanol plant efficiency and breakeven corn prices—Dick Perrin, Environmental Impact of corn-ethanol—Ken Cassman, Social impacts—Cornelia Flora, co-product use and sustainability—Nate Mosier (Randy will provide the section on regional sustainability issues).  The first draft of these sections must be sent to Randy by November 10 2008.
8. 
A discussion of themes for the next phase of the NC506 project was held. One issue for further discussion is whether to focus on second generation biofuels exclusively. The following potential themes were identified although they are considered preliminary:

(i) Understanding and measuring sustainability metrics, monitoring and verification systems

(ii) Managing production systems for sustainability—including economic, environmental, and social dimensions of sustainability


(iii) Infrastructure and policy issues (note: these issues could be incorporated into the other two)

Volunteers for the writing team include: Steve Fales—ISU, Ken Moore—ISU, John Tyndall—ISU, Wyatt Thompson—UM, Larry Leistritz—NDSU, Paul Gallaghr—ISU, Richard Perrin—UNL, Randy Fortenberry—UW, Brendan Jordan (bjordan@gpisdinet)
9.
We agreed to hold the final meeting of this NC506 Committee on October 20-21 in Des Moines, IA.  Cornelia Flora agreed to organize the meeting and coordinate the development and submission of the next-phase proposal.  Key agenda items for the meeting are:

1. Finalize results and reports from current NC506 project; final report

2. Review, discuss, and finalize next-phase proposal for NC project

3. Discuss plans for proposal for upcoming USDA Biomass Res and Development

10. The meeting was adjourned at approximately 2:30PM on June 10. 
Minutes respectfully submitted by Ken Cassman, with input from Bill Lazarus.
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