
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Demo of Shrub Willow, Energy Sorghum and Switchgrass 
Bioenergy Crops at Vernon-Verona-Sherrill High School 

Renewable energy can be generated from annual crops such as corn, soybean, or canola, but also perennials such as switchgrass and shrub willow.  The biomass 
(plant tissue) is converted to liquid fuels or combusted to generate heat and electricity.  Perennial grasses and shrub willow are highly sustainable sources of 
biomass, because of their tolerance for poor soils, low fertilizer and pesticide requirements, and their ability to be harvested multiple times from a single planting. 
In collaboration with Cornell University and SUNY-ESF researchers,  Vernon-Verona-Sherrill High School's award-winning agriculture program is hosting 
demonstration trials of shrub willow, switchgrass, and energy sorghum crops. Started in 2009, this project demonstrates how these crops can be grown on marginal 
land not used for food or feed crops.  These fields offer students and growers hands-on exposure to the opportunities in the emerging bioeconomy. 

Switchgrass  Shrub Willow 
General Info: 
 Shrub willows grow fast, always 
produce a large number of small 
stems, require low inputs of 
fertilizer or pesticides, and 
vigorously resprout after every 
harvest for more than 20 years.  
Shrub willow can grow productively 
on marginal, poorly drained sites 
and require little maintenance once 
established. Harvested willow chips 
can be burned in coal or wood-fired 
power plants and heating plants.  
They can also be used to make 
wood pellets. In the future, willow 
will be used to make biofuels, such 
as ethanol and butanol, and 
bioproducts, such as adhesives and 
biodegradable plastics.  

Research and Goals 
This field was planted using a willow planter in 
May 2009, was cut back that fall, and 
resprouted the next spring.   Harvesting of the 8 
varieties planted here is scheduled for fall 2012, 
then every 3 years thereafter.  Ongoing 
breeding at Cornell University is aimed at 
improving yield, pest and disease resistance, 
and growth on marginal sites. The planting 
stock was provided by Double A Willow.  
 
For more information visit: 
 
 
http://willow.cals.cornell.edu 
Contact: Dr. Larry Smart (lbs33@cornell.edu)  

General Info: 
As a perennial warm season plant, 
switchgrass has a long lifespan and 
requires little maintenance. Its soil-
restoring properties and efficient 
use of moisture and nutrients make 
this an affordable and sustainable 
crop.  Once planted, this highly 
adaptable plant is ready to be 
harvested for biomass 2-3 years 
later. Yields of switchgrass varieties 
available to producers in the NE 
have been as high as 8.8 dry tons 
per acre in Cornell University field 
trials. Significant increases in yield 
and adaptation should be attained 
in our breeding program, since 
there has been no previous 
selection for improved switchgrass 
and big bluestem varieties for the 
NE region. 
    

Research and Goals 
This planting was established in 
July 2009 to demonstrate the 
yield potential of switchgrass in 
NY.  Through Cornell research, 
extension and teaching 
activities, we hope  to lay the 
groundwork for a new 
agricultural industry  based on 
grass for bioenergy in New York 
State . A best practices and 
management guide for 
perennial grass production for 
future producers and Cornell 
Cooperative Extension field 
crop educators is currently 
under development for the 
region. 
 

Sorghum – 1 acre 

Willow – 8 Varieties 
3.3 acre 

Switchgrass 
1 acre 

Sorghum 
1/4 acre 

Beacon Light Road You are here 

For more information, visit http://nybiofuels.info 

Contact:  
Dr. Donald Viands (drv3@cornell.edu), 
Dr. Hilary Mayton (hsm1@cornell.edu),  
Dr. Julie Hansen (jlh17@cornell.edu), 
  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Energy Sorghum 
Research and Goals 
We have identified high biomass energy 
sorghum lines that perform well in New 
York State; many outperform the 
commercial hybrids. Starting in 2010, 
Cornell researchers are evaluating the 
best hybrid sorghum lines in farmers’ 
fields throughout NY.  

General Info: 
Sorghum is a grass, related to corn and sugar 
cane, which is highly productive under low 
fertilizer, water and pesticide conditions. It is 
widely adaptable to many climates and 
growing conditions due to its broad gene pool 
and high levels of diversity. Sorghum grain is a 
staple food in Africa, but energy sorghum 
produces high amounts of stem and leaf 
biomass, which can be used as a biofuel 
feedstock.  

For more information, visit http://www.igd.cornell.edu/ 
Contact: Dr. Sharon Mitchell  (sem30@cornell.edu ) 

This project is a collaborative effort between Vernon-Verona-Sherrill High 
School, Cornell Cooperative Extension, Cornell University, Double A Willow, 
and SUNY-ESF with  support from NY Farm Viability Institute. Planting and 
field maintenance support generously provided by the Regner farm.   
Contact:  
Keith Schiebel, VVS High School (kschiebel@vvsschools.org) 
Mary Wrege, CCE Oneida County (mpw57@cornell.edu)   
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