
To borrow a quote from 
Shakespeare, “What’s 

in a name?” In the case of the 
Mississippi Technology Alliance’s 
Strategic Biomass Solutions 
(SBS), an evolving organizational 
mission has meant a name that 
has also changed over time. 
While the original focus was on 
looking for ways to expand the 
market for Mississippi’s agricultural 
products via the energy sector, the 
organization’s strategic direction 
has taken a more entrepreneurial 
bent in recent years and goes far 
beyond the borders of Mississippi.  

The foundation for SBS can 
be traced back to 2002, when 
the Mississippi legislature, 
spearheaded by Mississippi House 
of Representatives Speaker Bill 
McCoy, explicitly expanded the 
focus of the Mississippi Land, 
Water and Timber Resources 
Board to include the promotion and 
development of alternative energy 
technologies and businesses based 
on Mississippi’s natural resources. 
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How did the nonprofit Mississippi Technology Alliance 
(MTA) become involved? MTA’s experience in bringing 
research and commercial interests together and its 
focus on technology-based economic development 
made it a natural fit for helping to carry out the board’s 
mission in the alternative energy area given that the 
board did not have its own dedicated staff. Mississippi 
Alternative Energy Enterprise (MAEE) was created as 
part of the Mississippi Technology Alliance in 2002 and 
coordinated the funding of alternative energy research 
and demonstration projects through 2004, when state 
funding ended.

Several important projects 
were undertaken during 
that three-year period, 
including examining the 
feasibility of ethanol, 
biodiesel and poultry 
litter-to-energy industries 
in Mississippi. MAEE 
also coordinated a 
demonstration project 
that involved testing a 
combination of solar and 
wind energy technologies 
at three residential sites 
in different geographic 
areas of the state in order 
to study their financial 
and technical feasibility 
and assess their potential 
impact on residential 
energy consumption in 
the state. One of the 
sites became the first 
in the Tennessee Valley 
Authority’s (TVA) seven-
state service area to 
generate power from a 
hybrid solar-wind system 
and sell it back under 
TVA’s Green Power Switch program. An offshoot of this 
experience was the creation of the Mississippi Biomass 
and Renewable Energy Council to promote sustainable 
industries in the state.  

Despite MAEE ending due to a lack of continued 
funding, this early experience positioned the Mississippi 
Technology Alliance to apply for a grant from the U.S. 
Department of Energy in 2005 that led to the creation 

of what was then called the Strategic Biomass Initiative. 
“Had it not been for MAEE, we probably wouldn’t have 
been positioned for the DOE grant,” said Dr. Sumesh 
Arora, director of what is now called Strategic Biomass 
Solutions at MTA. “That’s what got us into renewables.”

With funding from the U.S. Department of Energy’s 
Office of Energy Efficiency and Renewable Energy 
(EERE), the Strategic Biomass Initiative broadened the 
scope of MAEE to focus on research and promotion of 
commercial opportunities in the renewable energy field 
not just in Mississippi but across nine Southeastern 

states. Of particular 
interest was accelerating 
the process of moving 
university research 
into the commercial 
marketplace. SBI operated 
primarily as a pass-
through funder of projects 
from its start until 2009. 
From the beginning, the 
goal was to bridge the gap 
between the academic 
and commercial sectors, 
and the majority of funded 
projects had partners from 
both sectors.

One of the initiative’s 
most ambitious projects 
was a demonstration that 
brought a slash bundler to 
the South for the first time. 
By way of background, 
slash is the residue, such 
as tree tops and branches, 
left on the ground after 
timber is harvested. A 
slash bundler can pick up 
this waste and compact it 
into large bundles known 

as “slash logs.” Prior to the demonstration project in 
2007, there wasn’t a bundler anywhere in the Southeast. 
The Strategic Biomass Initiative funded a partnership 
that brought together the Potlatch Corporation, John 
Deere Corporation, Mississippi State University and the 
University of Arkansas-Monticello to test the feasibility 
of collecting forest slash for use as a feedstock for a 
biorefinery. While initial technical results of this research 
were very encouraging, the economics of using a slash 
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bundler can vary from one region to another depending 
on the cost of fuel and market rates for wood biomass. 
There are still only a handful of slash bundlers in the 
entire country.

Among other major efforts was the funding of a five-state 
project to develop a regional strategy for developing a 
biobased economy in the Mississippi Delta. Released 
in 2009, the report concluded that the 98-county Delta 
region could reasonably supply biofuels and biobased 
products valued at $8 billion, thereby opening up 
markets for new and existing crops and creating job 
opportunities in the region. 

In 2009, the Mississippi Technology Alliance changed 
the name of the Strategic Biomass Initiative to 
Strategic Biomass Solutions (SBS) to reflect a shift 
from funding research and demonstration projects to 
focusing more directly 
on venture development, 
particularly connecting 
energy entrepreneurs with 
investors and economic 
developers. Over the last 
three years, SBS has 
worked with more than 70 
energy-related companies. 
These companies – located 
from Georgia to California 
– represent a wide variety 
of technologies, including 
solar systems monitoring, 
algae biofuels, plasma 
gasification, fuel cells, 
anaerobic digestion and 
mobile pyrolysis systems. 

“We do a lot of handholding and coaching for early-
stage companies,” said Arora. As an example, he cited 
their work with Bioenergy LLC, a developer of a unique 
biodiesel production model. “We have worked with 
the Bioenergy LLC for over two years and they are 
very close to landing their private investment through 
connections made by SBS,” Arora explained.

SBS has played an important role in attracting advanced 
biofuels companies to Mississippi. Resulting investments 
in this sector are expected to top $500 million and lead 
to hundreds of direct and indirect jobs.     

A key strategy for making connections between 

entrepreneurs and economic resources is through the 
organization’s Renewable Energy Venture Development 
Academy (REVDA). Formally launched in 2010, the 
academy is a structured process – moving from concept 
to development to commercialization – that a company 
can follow to help launch its energy-related venture. The 
academy is also designed to help economic developers 
and investors screen, evaluate and/or coach energy-
related companies. 

REVDA has its roots in the Mississippi Technology 
Alliance’s Venture Coaching Academy, a training 
program that provides guidance to service providers, 
investors and entrepreneurs on how to coach ventures 
to success using an 18-step commercialization model. 
MTA took this model as a foundation and made 
adjustments to account for differences in the renewable 
energy industry, including a regulatory environment that 

often results in a longer 
time frame for business 
development as well as 
higher capitalization costs 
owing to the expense of 
third-party validation and 
other factors.

SBS has held six 
Renewable Energy 
Venture Development 
Academies to date, 
graduating more than 60 
participants. These have 
primarily been organized 
in conjunction with 
established meetings or 
conferences, including:

•	A two-day workshop sponsored by the Louisiana 
Industrial Development Executives Association.

•	A half-day pre-conference session at the 
2011 Biofuels Conference at Mississippi State 
University.

•	A half-day pre-conference session at the 
Mississippi Economic Development Council’s 
summer conference.

•	A half-day pre-conference session at the 2011 
Southeast Bioenergy Conference in Tifton, 
Georgia.

We do a lot of handholding 
and coaching for early-stage 
companies.

“ “
Dr. Sumesh Arora, Director
Strategic Biomass Solutions

Mississippi Technology Alliance



•	Full-day pre-conference sessions at the 
Renewable Energy World North America 
conferences in Tampa, Fla. (2011) and Long 
Beach, Calif. (2012).

“One of the goals has been to bring participants from 
different sectors together and have them learn not just 
from us but also from each other,” said director Arora. 
The Mississippi session, for example, brought together 
a diverse group from the fields of scientific research, 
entrepreneurial support services, state government labor 
market analysis and business. 

Roy West Jr., Mid-South fiber supply manager for KiOR 
Biofuels, was among those who attended that session.  
“I learned a lot of things I would never have thought 
about,” he said, noting that the training had helped him 
gain a better understanding of the biofuels industry in 
general. While West knew a good deal about his own 
company’s operations before attending the course, his 
background had not prepared him in terms of the larger 
picture of the industry. The academy experience “has 
helped me in a number of conversations since then,” he 
said.

According to Arora, next steps for the Renewable Energy 
Venture Development Academy include developing 
a companion website as a continuing resource for 
attendees. He noted that they were also actively looking 
for grant funding that would enable them to offer the 
academy for free. Participant fees are currently set by 
conference organizers in order to cover their costs but 
have not exceeded $675 for a full-day course.  

 Arora offers the following lessons to states that 
are considering something similar to the Venture 
Development Academy:

•	Understand energy markets and trends. This takes 
time. “We didn’t start this initiative right off the bat; 
we already had eight years of experience.”

•	Build in a follow-up component. “Although we’ve 
made an open-ended commitment to assist 
entrepreneurs who have gone through our REVDA 
training, participants haven’t asked for as much 
follow-up assistance as we had anticipated, or 
would like. We’re currently looking at developing 
more formal plans for follow-up.”

The SAFER Southern Bioeconomy Case Study Series 
is a project of the Southeast Agriculture & Forest Energy 
Resources Alliance (SAFER) with funding from Energy 
Foundation.  
SAFER’s vision is to position the South as the national leader 
in renewable energy production. SAFER works toward this 
vision by providing strategic leadership to the agricultural and 
forestry sectors in advancing renewable energy initiatives. 
These initiatives focus on better policy, targeted research, 
efficient commercialization, and outreach and education.
Southeast Agriculture & Forestry Energy Resources Alliance
P.O. Box 12293
Research Triangle Park, NC 27709
(919) 941-5145
http://www.saferalliance.net
© 2012 Southeast Agriculture & Forest Energy Resources Alliance


