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Most conservative estimates put our
world’s oil supply at about 50 years.
The oil spill in the Gulf and ongoing
concerns about the sustainability of our
world’s energy supply have prompted
renewed debate over a long-term energy
solution.  Ethanol has been a success
story, both for Minnesota and the nation.  

Minnesota is currently home to 21
ethanol plants.  These 21 plants, many
of which started out as farmer-owned
co-ops, have a combined production
capacity of more than 1 billion gallons,
or 23.8 million barrels of ethanol.  In
2008, Minnesota consumed 62.9 million
barrels of gasoline.  That number is
expected to increase, creating an impor-
tant opportunity for increased economic
output and jobs in the state.

Corn for Fuel and Food
There is no shortage of corn.  On

August 10, 2010, the U.S. Department
of Agriculture predicted a harvest of
12.7 billion bushels, the third largest
crop on record.  In 2007, U.S. farmers
produced a record 13.1 billion bushel
corn harvest—and some 2.3 billion
bushels (about 13 percent) were used in
ethanol production.  There is still room
to significantly grow the ethanol market
without limiting the availability of corn.

Steadily increasing average
corn yields and the
improved ability of other
nations to grow corn make
it clear that ethanol produc-
tion can continue to grow
without affecting the food
supply.  

This summer, the World
Bank released a study concluding that
biofuels have played only a marginal
role in world food prices.  Volatile oil
prices, speculation and adverse weather
have all played a more significant role.
Other factors that may affect food prices
include an increase in cost of fertilizers,
pesticides, and other costs associated
with growing, processing, packaging,
and transporting food.  

In addition, the corn used for ethanol
production is field corn typically used to
feed livestock.  Ethanol production also
results in the production of distillers
grains and gluten feed—both of which
are fed to livestock as well, while offset-
ting fossil fuel use and associated green-
house gas emissions required to produce
the substituted feed components. 

Ethanol Facilities
Continue to Improve Water and
Energy Efficiency

Ethanol producers in Minnesota and
across the country continue to improve
their energy and water efficiency
through improved technology and ongo-
ing research and development.  Over the
past decade, ethanol facilities have dra-
matically increased their water efficien-
cy.  New facilities in Minnesota use
between 2.5 - 2.7 gallons of water per
gallon of ethanol, and improved technol-
ogy will continue to reduce this number.  

Gasoline production requires a simi-

lar amount of water.  For comparison, it
takes 11.6 gallons of water to produce
one pound of chicken.  A typical 40 mil-
lion gallon per year ethanol plant uses
an amount of water daily that is equiva-
lent to the daily water use of a standard
18-hole golf course.  

Ethanol facilities are also improving
their energy efficiency.  A recent news
release noted that according to a study
produced by the U.S. Department of
Agriculture, the net energy balance for
corn ethanol increased from 1.76 to 2.3
BTUs of required energy from 2001 to
2008. That means that for every 1 BTU
of energy put into corn ethanol (from
growing the corn through making
ethanol), 2.3 BTUs of energy is pro-
duced.

Ethanol plants in 2008 used an aver-
age of 25,859 BTU of thermal energy
and 0.74 kWh of electricity per gallon
of ethanol produced – that’s 28 and 32
percent less than 2001, respectively.
Ethanol per bushel of corn, meanwhile,
increased 5.3 percent from 2.64 gallons
per bushel to 2.78 gallons per bushel.

The reality is that we continue to need
fuel.  It has to come from somewhere,
and national security interests are pro-
tected when that fuel can be derived
within the United States.  No energy pro-
duction is more local than ethanol.  The
University of Illinois at Chicago says
that ethanol facilities, on average, source
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their corn from within a 47-mile radius
of the plant.  As processes advance, it is
critical that Minnesota continues to
remain on the forefront of new biofuel
technology and processes.  

New Technologies Lead to Better
Yields

According to the USDA, ethanol
yields have increased by approximately
10 percent in the past two decades.  This
means more ethanol is produced from
less corn.  Through improved technolo-
gy, including more efficient nitrogen
applications to genetic improvements in
corn seeds, corn has become a much big-
ger powerhouse.  

A traditional dry grind ethanol plant
that produces and sells dry distillers
grains and uses conventional (fossil) fuel
power produces nearly two times more
energy in the form of ethanol delivered
to customers than it uses for corn, pro-
cessing, and transportation.  For plants
that use up to 50 percent biomass power,
the energy output is increased to nearly
2.8 times the energy inputs.  

Ethanol has made the transition from
an energy sink, to a moderate net ener-
gy gain in the 1990s, to a substantial net
energy gain in the present.  Traditional
corn ethanol already reduces greenhouse
gas emissions by up to 59 percent rela-
tive to gasoline.  Based on studies of cel-
lulosic ethanol production from corn
cobs and other agricultural residue, this
developing technology has a potential
emissions reduction of 111 percent over
traditional gasoline. 

Ethanol’s Economic Impact
In July 2010, the Minnesota Depart-

ment of Agriculture (“MDA”) released
its latest report on the impact of the
ethanol industry in Minnesota.  The true

measure of success for Minnesota’s
ethanol industry is its “multiplier effect”
on the state’s economy, benefitting many
economic sectors in the state including
agriculture, manufacturing, transporta-
tion, services, construction and trade.
Thousands of jobs are created and sus-
tained through the local and national
demand for ethanol.  In 2009, Minneso-
ta’s ethanol industry generated more
than $2.5 billion in economic activity in
the state and supported more than 6,800
jobs.  The impact is projected to exceed
$3 billion in 2010, while creating anoth-
er 1,500 jobs.  

The report reflects the importance of
ethanol to Minnesota’s economy, and
provides insight into the growth of the
ethanol industry in Minnesota over the
past ten (10) years.  Minnesota current-
ly has twenty-one (21) ethanol plants
with a total annual production capacity
projected for 2010 of 1.1 billion gallons.
After a difficult financial year for
ethanol in 2009 due to low ethanol
prices, the improved numbers are a
strong sign for Minnesota’s ethanol
plants.  

Conclusion
There is a clear path to increased

ethanol utilization.  Recently, the US
EPA approved an increase in the maxi-
mum amount of ethanol blended with
gasoline for use in newer motor vehi-
cles.  Gas stations will now be allowed
to sell a blend of up to 15 percent
ethanol, a marked increase over the pre-
vious 10 percent cap.  

In order to remain competitive, Min-
nesota’s ethanol leaders need the oppor-
tunity to compete with plants in sur-
rounding states and throughout the
nation.  U.S. motorists get more fuel
from American ethanol than from Saudi

Arabian oil.  With U.S. dependence on
foreign oil projected to grow from 57
percent in 2002 to 68 percent in 2025,
our country increasingly relies on crude
oil supplies from very unstable regions
of the world.  The use of ethanol direct-
ly displaces imports of foreign oil and
gasoline additives.  Today, ethanol
reduces the need to import 128,000 bar-
rels of oil and gasoline additives per day.
To many, the future of ethanol remains
bright.  
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