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Plant That Brewed Beer Shifts Attention to Ethanol 
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FULTON, N.Y., April 19 — Sometimes Rick O'Shea still hears the beer bottles clanking in the shadows of the old Miller Brewing plant here, where he worked until the place closed more a decade ago. 

Now he is the engineering director of a project aiming to turn the ghostly, 420-acre complex into the Northeast's first ethanol production plant, churning biofuel out of the massive vats that once brewed Miller Lite. 

"Every vessel you see is going to be reused," said Mr. O'Shea, 50, standing in the darkened plant's west brewhouse before two stainless steel kettles, each large enough to hold 45,000 gallons of beer. "We've got fermentation tanks, we've got cooking vessels, that's what lured the ethanol project here."

With gas costing $3 a gallon in many parts of the country and much of the oil producing world in turmoil, the lure of homegrown fuel is a powerful one. Gov. George E. Pataki is intent on making the state the vanguard of ethanol production in the Northeast, and the Fulton plant is one of the projects in the region that is closest to fruition. 

Certainly, there is a market. New environmental regulations are spurring a rapid rise in demand for ethanol this year as a replacement for Methyl tert-butyl ether, a gasoline additive better known as MTBE that has been linked to groundwater contamination. 

But in the United States, ethanol has always been a Midwestern fuel, and one of limited environmental benefit because it is made from corn, which requires considerable resources to grow and harvest. 

Now, New York is investing millions of dollars in research on corn-free ethanol. The State University of New York is spearheading that effort, which would produce ethanol using chips from willow trees instead. 

"We pull out the things that are normally thrown away by a pulp and paper mill," said Neil Murphy, the president of SUNY's College of Environmental Science and Forestry in Syracuse, which is also working with an International Paper plant in Ticonderoga, N.Y. 

Essentially, the goal is to use the willow chips to make paper in Ticonderoga and then ship a syrupy byproduct to Fulton, where it can be brewed into ethanol, also known as grain alcohol. 

Not that the process is ready for prime time. Mass production using this approach is largely untested. 

So the owners of the Fulton plant, a fledgling local company called Northeast Biofuels, hope to start by producing corn-based ethanol at the beginning of 2008, and plan to later experiment with ethanol from wood chips. They formed a partnership with an established Canadian ethanol producer, Permolex, and even received a $3 million loan from the pension funds of two union locals in the Syracuse region who see jobs in the reconstruction of the brewery. 

"Ultimately, where is the demand for ethanol going to be?" asked Eric W. Will II, one of the owners of Northeast Biofuels. "It's going to be where the automobiles are, where you need the motor fuels, and that's called the East Coast and the West Coast."

Douglas Brent, the co-chairman of Permolex, said that building plants closer to areas densely populated with cars was "the future of the industry."

"It's pretty easy to transport corn, pretty hard to transport ethanol," he added. 

The project could bring some jobs back to a region that has seen an exodus of both people and manufacturing work. The Miller plant, which once employed 1,200 people, is on a stretch of land abutted by Interstate 481 and the Oswego River, as well as train tracks that would carry corn from the Midwest. A 40-foot-high Miller sign leans against the side of the plant. 

"Miller installed that back in the mid-80's," Mr. O'Shea said. He pointed to a 180-foot high pole nearby. "It used to be on top of the pole and had a clutch on it. It would tether in the wind, light up at night and rotate."

Mr. O'Shea started at the plant at 24, in 1979, working as a shift supervisor in the boiler house. Perks included three free cases of beer a month. He still remembers the December day in 1993 when Miller called workers into the warehouse to tell them the plant was going to close. 

In the years afterward, he said, "I would drive by this gigantic place and just shake my head, having put 15 years in here," he said. "My wife called it an obsession."

For several years, he has been part of a crew overseeing the plant, and taking part in a restoration effort has been therapeutic, he said. 

Mr. Will, whose family started the Will & Baumer candle company in the Syracuse area a century and a half ago, bought the brewery in 2000, along with a partner. The project, coming at a time when demand for ethanol was more modest, got off to a slow start. 

"Wall Street didn't know anything about ethanol," Mr. Will said. "They didn't even know what questions to ask."

In the current climate, even a dedicated oil man like President Bush is talking up ethanol and wood chips, most prominently in his last State of the Union address. There has also been a movement to make ethanol more widely available as a primary motor fuel rather than selling it as just an additive. 

There are already more than four million cars and trucks on the road that have the option of running on a blend of 85 percent ethanol and 15 percent gasoline, known as E85, but only roughly 500 gas stations in the nation sell it. In the Northeast, there are no public gas stations where you can buy E85. 

That will soon change. Governor Pataki, whose government-issued Chevrolet Suburban runs on E85, recently put in place an initiative to bring ethanol and other alternative fuels to the service stations on the New York State Thruway, beginning this year. His budget also included $20 million for production of non corn-based ethanol, though last week a dispute with the Legislature led him to veto his own proposed tax credits for ethanol production. 

Bringing ethanol to the state, he said in a statement this week, would "provide New Yorkers with a clean, affordable homegrown fuel."

For Mr. Will, it is also a chance to bring a new kind of business to a region badly in need of economic development. 

"This is where I live, my four kids live here," he said. "We have to undertake projects and initiatives to keep people around."

Note:  pictures and added background info, visit www.esf.edu/energycenter
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