Biofuel experts to speak at AgTechnology Field Day at Agricenter

Elizabeth Hood is an expert at breaking down walls and taking things apart. But she prefers enzymes and microscopes to bulldozers and wrecking balls to do the job, a talent that Mid-South farmers should find interesting when she speaks at the AgTechnology Field Day, July 19, at Agricenter International in Memphis.

The Arkansas State University researcher runs a research laboratory on campus in which enzymes are used to digest cell walls to aid in breaking down plant material into component sugars. According to Hood, who is associate vice chancellor for research and technology at ASU, the technology will enable the development of the “cellulose to ethanol” industry.

This technology should be commercially available within the next three years, according to Hood, who notes that the Department of Energy has already co-funded with a number of companies to build several cellulose-to-ethanol production plants. Several studies indicate that the Mid-South and Southeast have the available land and resources to grow huge amounts of cellulosic feedstock such as switchgrass. 

Another bioenergy speaker, Pete Moss, president, FBA Consulting, in Memphis, will discuss how the Mid-South can prosper from trends in biofuel, not only from the production of feedstocks for biofuel, but from creating the fuels, too.

“The further you can move into the chain, the more money you’ll be able to make. There are different models for how the farmer can do this – both small scale and large scale – and you have to look at each one separately. It’s all end-user driven, designing models to meet the market’s needs.”

Moss believes feedstocks that will drive Mid-South ethanol and biodiesel production in the coming years are likely to be from cellulose and higher content oilseeds such as canola. “They grow corn and soybeans in the Midwest and the fact that the Mid-South is a lot more flexible and not necessarily tied to corn and soybeans gives us some opportunities to do things differently. But farmers need to be involved in the process.”

Biofuel is here to stay, Moss says. “The market today really seems to be pulling biofuels. That’s a big difference compared to previous attempts to push it into the market.”

Despite a dry crop season through most of June, field day research and demonstration plots are in excellent shape for the field day, according to John Bradley, Agricenter’s director of research.

The field day will consist of three tours and features the latest technological developments from Syngenta, Stoneville, Delta and Pine Land, DuPont, UAP, Helm, EMD Crop BioScience, AgriStar, Cropland Genetics, FiberMax, Dow AgroSciences, Helena, Monsanto and BASF.

Crop plots include corn, cotton soybeans, alfalfa and rice. Tours start at 7 a.m.  The bioenergy session will begin at 11 a.m. and conclude with lunch. For more information, contact Bradley at jbradley@agricenter.org or 901-757-7754.

The Agricenter is located in east Memphis on the corner of Walnut Grove Rd. and Germantown Parkway. It is easily accessible from I-240 and I-40.

