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ingredient, and open a market for
an alternative — willow trees. In
turn, one of its chief byproducts is
commonly used by dairy farms.

Also, it would keep more of the
money spent on ethanol for New
York gas home in the Empire
State. Ethanol’s price tends to rise
and fall with oil, and was in the
$1.45 to $1.55 a gallon range early
this month — lower in the Mid-
west where it’s mostly produced.

Federal law requires oxygen to
be added to fuel in all states to
make it burn more cleanly. Etha-
nol’s competitor, methyl tertiary
butyl ether (MTBE), has been
banned in 17 states after studies
found it contaminated drinking
water and possibly caused cancer.
New York’s ban took effect in
2004.

That gives ethanol a corner on
the oxygenate market here. With
10.5 million cars and trucks on
the road, New York now is one of
the nation’s biggest ethanol mar-
kets.

For farmers, the increased need
for ethanol is clearly welcome.
Since most ethanol is made from
corn, it creates a new market for
their product. Although North-
east Biofuels says the bulk of the
corn for the plant will come from
out of state, provided by Purdue,
some New York corn will be in
the mix.

New York produces about 54
million bushels of grain corn each
year, compared with Iowa’s 10.2
billion bushels. To produce the
plant’s goal of 100 million gallons
of ethanol a year, it will need
about 41 million bushels of corn a
year. Corn sells for about $2.20 a
bushel, so the plant could require
more than $90 million worth of
corn a year.

‘‘They’ll definitely buy some
New York state corn, and that will
be good for grain farmers,’’ said
Thomas Lindberg, assistant com-
missioner of the Department of
Agriculture and Markets. ‘‘Any-
time you can provide new mar-
kets, new opportunities, that’s
good for farmers.’’

The plant also could open up
the market for a new crop: willow
trees.

Northeast Biofuels has been
working with SUNY’s College of
Environmental Science and For-
estry at Syracuse, which is doing
some of the most innovative re-
newable energy research in the
country. Today, the school has
the largest willow crop in North
America, and its Center for Sus-

tainable and Renewable Energy is
finding that the starchy cellulose
from willow and other trees can
jump-start the ethanol fermenta-
tion process.

It’s a less proven and, in terms
of the Midwest farm lobby, less
politically popular, source for eth-
anol, but SUNY scientists believe
willow could be an important step
in the future of energy. The plant
is not the tall weeping willow, but
the smaller, straighter shrub wil-
low.

‘‘We’re in for the long haul,’’
said the college’s Governmental
Relations Director Michael
Brower, who isn’t worried about
finding local farmers to grow wil-
low. ‘‘If you make a market for a
crop, you’ll find a farmer to grow
it.’’

The school owns a 1,000-acre
willow farm about 20 miles south
of campus and is planting trees all
over the state. New York’s climate
is perfect for the trees. The school
plans to add 10,000 trees over the
next three years.

Incorporating willow trees into
the process would open a new
market, and some land that’s been
unusable for other crops, Lind-
berg said.

‘‘We’ve always said in terms of
growing corn we can’t grow it like
they do in Iowa, but we can
certainly grow willow,’’ Lindberg
said, noting it thrives on some of
the marginal land in the state.

Both the ethanol plant and the
willow project have found support
in Albany. Gov. George Pataki
has mentioned the college’s work
and the drive to find more sources
of sustainable energy in several
State of the State addresses.

College President Neil Mur-
phy said Pataki’s focus on renew-
able energy has been good news
for his school and the environ-
ment. Northeast Biofuels, Mur-
phy said, is ‘‘literally a biofuel
refinery right in our own back
yard.’’

Crediting Pataki’s attention to
alternative energy, Murphy said,
‘‘We don’t see that leadership on
the federal level — at least I don’t
see it — when it comes to renew-
able energy.’’

Ethanol hasn’t been without
some controversy. In 2003, then
Department of Environmental
Conservation Commissioner Erin
Crotty asked the EPA for a waiver
from the oxygenate requirement,

saying cleaner burning cars have
‘‘rendered the need for an oxy-
genate requirement obsolete.’’
She said gasoline manufacturers
will have an incentive to mix
ethanol into their fuel because of a
tax break, not environmental rea-
sons.

Some studies show ethanol
makes gas evaporate more quick-
ly, which could hurt the state’s air
quality — another standard mon-

itored by the EPA. The plant
itself is not expected to be a major
source of pollution, according to
DEC. In fact, it is expected to run
cleaner than when it was a brew-
ing company.

Peter Iwanowicz, of the Amer-
ican Lung Association of New
York State, said ethanol-enriched
gas will raise pollution levels in
the summer months and increase
cancer agents in the air.

New York and California were
both denied waivers and are now
in an ethanol bind.

If the state is required to use it,
state officials said, New York
might as well make it at home.
And, ethanol can stretch fuel sup-
plies.

‘‘While the Clean Air Act is
unlikely to be amended to remove
the oxygenate requirement, the
fact is we need to balance rela-
tively minor air quality concerns
with the need for greater energy
security,’’ said Charles Fox, Pa-
taki’s deputy secretary for energy
and the environment. Fox said
New York’s aggressive air quality
programs will more than make up
for the slight increase in pollution
that might come from increased
ethanol use.

Although beer and ethanol
might seem like very different
products, their production is al-
most identical. During the pro-
cess, ethanol is even referred to as
beer, and once finished is the
same as grain alcohol. Only by

adding gasoline to the product
can it leave the plant without
being charged an excise tax im-
posed on drinkable alcohol.

Northeast Biofuels is getting
closer to starting up its brewing
machinery, putting in place the
financing it needs. Officials at
several state agencies involved
with the project said they would
be surprised if it doesn’t move
forward.

‘‘With all the things they have
in play, with their private capital
and on the state side, I think the
plan is very viable,’’ said Tom
Collins, spokesman for the New
York State Energy Research and
Development Authority.

Ethanol production is still a
new energy market for investors
because most Midwest plants are
financed by farmers cooperatives.
The cooperative owners use their
own corn and benefit from the
sales of ethanol and the byprod-
ucts.

With investors starting to look
more at ethanol, at least two
smaller plants are looking to open
in western New York, and many
more are being proposed
throughout the country.

‘‘The whole idea is new to the
Northeast,’’ Hadley said. ‘‘It’s
something (Wall Street) is start-
ing to embrace.’’

How is ethanol produced?
Making ethanol, the grain-based fuel used in cars, is a lot like making
beer. Corn is the main component, although willow trees, other grains
and even paper waste can be used. Here's how it is done:
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Ground corn is
cooked. The
starch is mixed
with water,
forming mash.

Sugar produced from the
mash is fermented. Alcohol
and carbon dioxide are
produced. The carbon dioxide
is sold to soft drink industry
to make carbonated drinks.

Grain residue from
the fermentation
process is converted
into animal feed and
sold to farmers.

Fermentation produces a mixture called
“beer‚” which is 10 percent ethanol and 90
percent water. The beer is distilled‚ resulting
in fuel-grade ethanol that is 85 to 95 percent
pure and ready to be shipped to market.

Corn is
delivered to
ethanol
plants, then
ground.
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WILLOW TREES are harvested at a Tully, Onondaga County, farm by Nathan Bliss, left, and Mark Appleby for ethanol production tests.

?Erin Duggan can be reached at
454-5091 or by e-mail at
eduggan@timesunion.com.

     

 

 

 

Ethanol brews new hope for site
Former Miller beer factory in Oswego County could emerge as
a major manufacturer of clean-air additive to motor fuel

By ERIN DUGGAN
Capitol bureau

A LBANY — W hen Mil ler Bre wing
C o. cl osed its Fult on p lan  t in 1994, it
di dn’  t jus t put 1,000 Ne  w Yo rkers ou  t of
w ork. It als  o idl ed  a we ll- equi ppe  d 2
mi lli on - squa re-f oo  t fa cil ity  , wi th 70
tru ck do ck s, rail acce ss, grain pr oce sso rs
an d br ewin g ta nks.

T he comp an  y wo uldn ’t sel  l th  e pl ant
t  o an oth er br ewe r, m akin g i  t di ffi cul  t to
g et t he fa ct ory  — wh ich i  s par t o  f an
Empi re Zon  e in Osw ego C oun ty — back
in op erat ion.

A fte  r ye ars o  f sea rch ing  , th  e se lle rs
fo un  d a p erf ect fit  : No rthea st B iofu els  , a
f irm tha  t co uld reus e t he beer -m akin g
equ ip men  t t  o pro duce et hano l, a gas olin e

add it ive tha  t pu ts mo re o xyg en i nto f uel
to hel  p it bur  n mo re e ffi cie ntl y.

F or N ew Y ork, th  e et han ol p lant
a ppe ars t  o be a g  o  o  d fi t, n ot ju st 
e cono mi cal ly b ut e nvir on men tal ly an d
e ven edu cat ion all y.

I  f th  e pl ant, wh ich wil  l em plo  y 7  0 to
100 peop le, get  s al  l of the $170 mil li on in
m ostly pri vate f u ndin g i  t needs to open,
i  t wo uld b  e th  e firs t in th  e No rthea st 
l ook ing to mak  e et hano l. I  t co uld cre ate a
l ocal de man  d fo  r co rn, eth ano l’s prim ary
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FERMENTATION
vats at the old
Miller brewery in
Fulton, north of
Syracuse, could
be used to make
ethanol as
Michael Hadley,
left, of Northeast
Biofuels and
Michael
Treadwell of
Operation
Oswego County
survey the closed
plant.


