Biodiesel-rockies      - Eric Mack 

LEDE:

By now, you may have heard of college students or environmentalists driving across the country fueled by used grease from restaurants.  But over the last year, one particular “biofuel” has been growing from a novelty into a mainstream commodity. Biodiesel can be made from a variety of crops, animal fats, even algae. And it can be used in any diesel engine without modification.  Popular for years in Europe, biodiesel is beginning to see widespread application in the United States.  As Eric Mack reports, one Colorado biodiesel producer has seen the demand for its product increase exponentially in just a few years.
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It’s the end of the schoolday at Denver’s Greenlee Elementary School, and first graders Eileen Acosta, Rose Sosa and Silvia Manzaneres are waiting to ride the bus home. 

<NAT SOUND UP – ‘that’s my sister….’ ‘Riding on the bus is when we get to play with our friends’ SOUND OF BUS STARTING UP>

The lines of children next to the familiar yellow buses could be a scene from any school in America, if not for the new biodiesel fuel that has recently added a public relations component to Bill Noble’s job.  He manages more than 400 buses for the Denver Public Schools, and his office has been flooded by reporters since the district decided to switch all its diesel buses to B20, a blend of twenty percent biodiesel and 80 percent regular petroleum diesel.

<NOBLES: ‘We started with 50 buses, just to try it out, see how it works. They talked about fuel filters clogging, and other problems. We have not had a problem in a year. It hasn’t affected our maintenance, we’ve had no maintenance.’>

The fuel in the buses is produced by Blue Sun Biodiesel.  The company was started in a Fort Collins garage just 4 years ago. Today, Blue Sun supplies biodiesel to a long list of big commercial customers like the city and county of Denver, New Mexico Public Service, military bases, even oil and gas companies buy fuel from Blue Sun for their drilling rigs. 

At 4:30 in the afternoon on a Friday, Blue Sun founder John Long is just sitting down to lunch at a restaurant near the company’s new offices in suburban Denver. Denver Public Schools is one of his company’s biggest accounts so far, and he’s quick to point out the benefits of biodiesel for schoolchildren. 

<LONG: ‘Our schoolchildren are some of the most vulnerable people to diesel exhaust and particulate matter that can be inhaled into our lungs and we can’t exhale them, so that’s a big story that kids are going to school in a more healthy environment….>

The National Renewable Energy Laboratory, or N-RAIL,  conducted a study of Blue Sun B20 in public buses in Boulder, Colorado. N-RAIL’s Bob McCormick said the study confirmed the lower emissions from biodiesel.

<MCCORMICK: ‘with B20 you’ll get a 10 – 15 % reduction in emissions of particulates or soot, a similar reduction in carbon monoxide and a larger, maybe 20% reduction in hydrocarbons. We see even larger emission benefits with these vehicles.’ >

Bill Nobles says the lower particulate emissions were a factor in the decision to switch, but the school district has also seen immediate financial savings.

<NOBLES: ‘With the increase in the mileage and the incentives, its probably about 11 – 14%. We wanted to clean the air and then also with some of the incentives they are offering, it helps us purchase the fuel.’ >

A one-dollar per gallon EPA tax incentive for pure biodiesel went into effect last January. The credit is pro-rated one cent per percentage point on biodiesel blends.  That means that the credit for B20 is twenty cents per gallon. Combined with recent record petroleum prices, the program has brought the price of B20 almost in line with regular diesel.

But Cornell professor David Pimentel says those subsidies are artificially propping up the industry.

<PIMENTEL:’If you remove the subsidies, I don’t think there would be very much biodiesel. It’s the subsidies that are keeping these systems going, and in a way it’s unfortunate we’re having to import oil to produce biodiesel. ’>

Pimentel co-authored a study of alternative fuels including biodiesel made from soybean and sunflower oils.  He says the energy in a gallon of biodiesel is 25% less than the amount of energy it takes to produce and transport it to market. 

<PIMENTEL: ‘to put this into perspective, you would have to plant soybeans on every square inch of the country to fuel all the trucks in the country. It’s not that soybeans are a bad crop, its just that they collect a relative small amount of solar energy to convert into oil.’>

N-RAIL’s McCormick says there are a number of studies that have drawn the opposite conclusion on biodiesel’s energy balance.

<MCCORMICK: ‘Our analysis shows that for every unit of fossil energy you have to put in you get 3.2 units of energy out in the fuel that’s eventually burned. There’s a number of other analyses, as many as six, that come down on the positive side for biodiesel.’>

Despite the scientific debate, enthusiasm for biodiesel is growing, especially in rural communities like Alamosa, Colorado, where a cluster of three-story tall holding tanks stand next to railroad tracks a block south of Main Street.  

<NAT SOUND UNDER – train horn, engine>

Here, a tanker car with the words “South Dakota Soybean Producers” painted on its side sits unloading its cargo for processing.  This is the first commercial biodiesel blending terminal in the country.  The pure soybean oil will travel through a maze of pipes to be blended with regular diesel, pumped into tanker trucks and shipped to market.  Dan Mortenson is the president of Alta Fuels, a local distributor that teamed up with Blue Sun to open this facility last year.

<MORTENSON: ‘What’s unique about this facility is it stimulates the rural economy.  Biodiesel is grown in the rural communities, what this facility does is it puts economic development in a small community, it helps the farmers directly. We can be competitive with the major oil companies. Just today we have shipments going to Montrose, Denver, the military bases in New Mexico…’>

John Long says that while 90% of Blue Sun’s business currently comes from large fleets like Denver Public Schools, retail business has also been growing rapidly.

<LONG: ‘Last year at this time we had 10 retail pumps, now we have 25, we hope to have 50 by next year, upwards of 100 shortly thereafter.  As pricing becomes more competitive, we’re definitely going to see more interest from the retail sector.’> 

<NAT SOUND UNDER – sounds at the pump.>

A few hundred miles to the south, Mark Larkin pulls his Dodge truck up to a pump at the Amigo Mart in downtown Santa Fe.  The station began selling Blue Sun B20 a year and a half ago, and Larkin has been driving out of his way to fill up here ever since. 

<LARKIN: ‘As soon as it became available, I read the pamphlets and in the media hear reports about the benefits, it was a little more than I expected, but I think the costs are outweighed by the benefits. My engine runs quieter, I get better mileage and its doing something for the environment and also the economy, the biofuels are created in the region. ’>

Both government and regular citizens played an active role in bringing retail B20 to Santa Fe. Renewable Energy Partners of New Mexico joined forces with the state of New Mexico to secure department of energy funding to make biodiesel available at the pump. Richard Mason founded the non-profit in his spare time a few years ago and he says it has continued to grow.

<MASON: ‘We get calls from all over the country wanting assistance in putting in these pumps.  We’re assisting in putting in pumps in both Maine and Washington State. So even though we’re ‘of New Mexico,’ were assisting people from coast to coast.’>

In 2004, the industry produced less than 30 million gallons of biodiesel, but once all plants currently in various stages of planning or construction are complete, that number could jump to nearly 800 million gallons a few years from now.

That’s still barely a drop when compared to the 47 billion gallons of regular diesel burned last year, but according to N-RAIL’s McCormick, if the market for biodiesel continues to grow and incentives stay in place, annual production could reach as much as 10 billion gallons over the next few decades. 

For its part, Renewable Energy Partners plans to bring Blue Sun B20 to filling stations in Taos, New Mexico in early 2006.
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