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To the editor,

Response to General Criticism

Will Rogers once said, "Even if you're on the right track, you'll get run over if you just sit there." 

These words ring true today for those of us in the ethanol industry.  What a difference a year can make. In 2006, it was “a movement toward energy independence and security,” “a tribute to American ingenuity and innovation,” and “a renewable fuel developed in fertile farmlands across the U.S.” But with growth comes increased scrutiny and the renewable fuels industry welcomes the glare of the spotlight. But today, we’ve come under withering criticism, and have been made the scapegoat for everything from rising milk and tortilla prices to detergent, to increased coffee prices at Starbucks. It is time for a reality check. 

Although the ethanol industry has only recently attracted significant media attention, the fuel has been part of the American landscape for more than a century. Henry Ford’s first automobile in the late 1880’s was manufactured to run on either pure ethanol or gasoline. His vision was “to build a vehicle affordable to the working family and powered by a fuel that would boost the rural economy.”  But the industry did not begin its rapid expansion until ethanol began to be used on a widespread basis as an oxygenate in gasoline in the late 1980’s. 

I would be remiss if I did not acknowledge that federal and state government incentives have provided a tremendous boost in helping grow the ethanol industry. This is not a unique phenomenon. Government has played a role throughout history in the business sector.  Government-sponsored research and development benefits consumers in the development of new drugs and medical technology. Even NASA research finds its way into many consumer products like infant formula, scratch-resistant eyeglass lenses, smoke detectors, and home insulation.  But tax breaks and incentives cannot and should not be a long term crutch to base a business. The ethanol industry, as with many businesses, is evolving and the focus is more and more on efficiency. We’re focused on being good stewards of the environment. New technology allows plants to operate cleaner, and design improvements make them easier to maintain.

Ethanol is just one element in our drive to reduce our dependence on fossil fuels. It is not a magic bullet. It is an important aspect of a multi-prong approach to our energy needs. Now we have the opportunity to begin the process of taking control of our energy destiny. As with other businesses, we are working diligently to improve upon the process. Unlike other alternatives that are years from reaching state of the art technology, ethanol-enriched fuel is available now, and can be used in our current infrastructure. The cost of inaction is far too great.
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