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For Immediate Release – Lawton, OK, July 7, 2006

Cameron University awarded energy grant to research turning mesquite into ethanol 

In an effort to find alternative, renewable fuel sources, Cameron University is undertaking an aggressive, two-year study to discover if mesquite wood is a fuel of the future, and if that fuel can be made in Southwest Oklahoma. 

Cameron University received a $150,000 grant from the Oklahoma State Regents for Higher Education as part of the State Regents Economic Development Grant Program. 

The grant, which was approved at the State Regents meeting in late June, will allow the university to study the feasibility of locating a mesquite-to-ethanol plant in Southwest Oklahoma.  

“This project has the potential to lead to the creation of an alternative fuel industry in Southwest Oklahoma,” said Peter Abramo, Ph.D., author of the grant and Executive Director of Cameron’s Center for Emerging Technology and Entrepreneurial Studies. “This industry would create new jobs, provide energy for the region and generate wealth into the rural communities.” 

The viability of the science behind the project is based on research conducted by the Texas Agricultural Experimental Station and a process technology proven by Pearson BioEnergy. 

While ethanol is more commonly produced from corn, the research has shown that mesquite, a nuisance plant to farmers in Southwest Oklahoma, can also be effectively made into the alternative fuel.

(over)

Mesquite to Ethanol, ADD ONE
“States and regions need to determine what natural resources are locally available that can be used to create fuel,” said Professor Jerry Dodd, Ph.D., a rangeland scientist and chair of Cameron’s department of agriculture. “While corn makes sense in some parts of the country, it does not in Southwest Oklahoma. We have our renewable natural resources, such as mesquite.”

Dodd will work with Cameron associate professor Leon Fischer, Ph.D., an agronomist, and CU assistant professor and soil scientist Philip Schroeder, Ph.D. The trio will lead the Cameron University mesquite-to-ethanol project, which involves a systematic assessment of Southwest Oklahoma rangelands to quantify the availability of mesquite and predict the number of ethanol plants this region can support. 

Research conducted in April 2004 showed one ton of mesquite wood yielded 214 gallons of ethanol with a high conversion efficiency. As an added bonus, ranchers, who currently pay $20 to $80 per acre to clear mesquite from their land, could have the pesky plant removed for free. Once the mesquite is harvested for use in conversion, the land is more productive for cattle and can be grazed 10 to 15 years before it returns to a high enough density of mesquite to justify harvesting again for the conservation of ethanol.  

More importantly, a wood-to-ethanol plant has the potential to provide an economic boon for investors. 

“Based on the budget from an operating wood-to-ethanol plant in Mississippi, operating costs would be about forty percent of the annual gross,” Abramo said. “Interest on construction loans to build a new plant and depreciation would add to the expenses still leaving an annual net of approximately 47 percent of revenues. This makes such a plant a very attractive business opportunity.”

The Cameron University mesquite-to-ethanol project will consist of five major components. 

First, a survey of southwest Oklahoma will be conducted to ensure there is enough woody biomass to support the project, which will be followed by an estimation of the tonnage of woody biomass available per acre. This data will be collected by site trials and correlated to the survey data.                                                                        

“This data collection will allow us to pinpoint specific potential locations for plants,” Dodd said. “Generally, the mesquite growth needs to be within a 75 mile radius of a plant. Ultimately, this is a question of tonnage availability, which will be derived from this portion of the study.”

(more)

Mesquite to Ethanol, ADD TWO
Next the impact of mesquite harvest on forage grass production and site ecology will be studied, followed by the assessment of the economic impact of establishing ethanol production plants in southwest Oklahoma. This will include the number of plants, the number of jobs, the potential payroll, and other economic benefits.                                                           

Finally, Cameron University will host a workshop on potential renewable energy sources in southwest Oklahoma. This workshop will be based on the data that is collected, providing an educational opportunity for the rural communities. 

“This project can enhance the competitiveness of southwest Oklahoma by uncovering, validating, and preparing for a new economic initiative,” Abramo said. “The results may stimulate action by regional entrepreneurs or attract them from outside this area to build in this part of Oklahoma.” 
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