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Although the renewable energy sector has been the fastest growing domesti c energy 
sector over the last fi ve years, further expansion of biomass energy soluti ons in America 
is not assured and, in fact, is at risk. Support for biofuel and biopower energy soluti ons 
from farms, ranches and forests is soft ening as pushback from animal agriculture interests, 
fossil energy stakeholders and environmental groups intensifi es.

Biomass-based energy systems are being challenged on multi ple fronts, including land 
use change and crop acre reallocati on; feedstock competi ti on; the price and availability 
of food; net energy balances; contributi ons to greenhouse gas emissions; and impacts 
on soil, water and air quality, wildlife habitat and natural landscapes. Thankfully, recent 
reports by the Farm Foundati on, USDA, Informa Economics, and others are addressing the 
misinformati on campaigns and are pushing back themselves.

In additi on, policy conversati ons around America’s energy future increasingly are dominated 
by fossil fuel interests who seek to redefi ne what consti tutes clean energy. Recent eff orts 
to include natural gas and “clean” coal in proposed federal clean energy standards bring 
powerful competi tors into the nati onal clean energy policy arena and require an organized 
eff ort on the part of the agricultural and forestry sectors to diff erenti ate biomass energy 
from fossil systems. 

Biomass energy systems enjoy disti nct economic, nati onal security and environmental 
benefi ts over fossil energy, and these benefi ts must be proacti vely communicated to policy 
makers, opinion leaders and the public at large. An example of this type of outreach is an 
op-ed published in the congressional newspaper, Roll Call. Co-authored by two 25x’25 
leaders and former members of Congress, Thomas W. Ewing and Stephanie Herseth 
Sandlin, it urges our leaders not to sacrifi ce our nati on’s energy security in their eff orts to 
reduce the defi cit. Mr. Ewing and Ms. Sandlin reminds leaders that they must not take a 
piecemeal approach to solving nati onal issues, include our energy goals.

The 25x’25 Alliance believes the nati onal energy policy debate has reached a criti cal 
juncture. An urgent need exists for agriculture and bioenergy leaders, along with their 

“Although the 

renewable energy 

sector has been 

the fastest growing 

domestic energy 

sector over the last 

fi ve years, further 

expansion of biomass 

energy solutions 

in America is not 

assured and, in fact, 

is at risk.”

As Bioenergy Policy Continues to Take Shape, 
Landowners Should Assess Opportunities



technology and service providers, to come together, forge consensus on the policy platf orm 
the sector needs to deliver energy services and then advocate for these policies at the 
nati onal and state level. Over the past year, 25x’25 has facilitated leaders and staff  from a 
diverse group of commodity crop, animal agriculture and general farm organizati ons in an 
ongoing dialogue exploring the interconnecti ons between food, energy, nati onal security 
and environmental policies. While the primary area of focus during this dialogue has been 
federal biofuels polices, this exercise has reaffi  rmed that common ground can be found on 
enabling federal policies that benefi t a wide range of interests.

One of the “Policy Platf orm Planks” identi fi ed by the dialogue parti cipants seeks to open 
more land to sustainable food and energy feedstocks producti on. Biofuels need to be a part 
of our energy future. While corn- and soy-based biofuels have contributed greatly to our 
25x’25 vision, we must look beyond the fi rst generati on of biofuel feedstocks and focus on 
a new generati on of advanced biofuels to maximize petroleum displacement and minimize 
unintenti onal impacts. While we can debate for days the reasons that cellulosic biofuels 
have not yet reached commercial-scale producti on, we must focus on the positi ve long-
term eff ects that this industry will bring to many sectors of America..

One of those sectors will be farm and ranch land owners. This group of producers will be supplying much of the biomass 
feedstocks needed to meet America’s ambiti ous biofuels targets as well as any state or local renewable energy standards 
that include biopower. The questi on is how to ensure that the biomass, or dedicated energy crops, planted and harvested 
are done so in a way that is considered sustainable and provides profi table returns to the land owner.

Before jumping into a new producti on program, a landowner needs to assess what biomass resources are needed in the 
local markets—or if there is even a market.  Does the market call for switchgrass, miscanthus, poplar, willow, or other 
energy crop?  If there is a market, can supply be matched to the demand?

Land owners really need to do their homework when looking at energy cropping opti ons. 
Aside from market demands and sustainability concerns, land owners should refer to 
university research and extension experts as well as the private sector leaders to learn the 
best methods to maximize yields while minimizing input costs.  In short, land owners need 
to fully understand the feedstock they wish to produce.

Despite the lack of commercial-scale producti on of advanced cellulosic biofuels, biofuels 
producti on starts with the choice of plant feedstock species and varieti es. There will always 
likely be controversy surrounding the interrelated producti on of food, feed, fi ber and fuel. 
But as agriculture becomes more advanced in its producti on practi ces and research and 
development keeps pace with the world’s growing land-based needs, farmers and other 
landowners will conti nue to make the investments in ti me, equipment, and resources 
needed to make the world a more sustainable place—assuming that the producti on and 
delivery of dedicated energy feedstock are profi table.  And that is the bott om line.

The Southeast Agriculture & Forest Energy Resources Alliance (SAFER) is committ ed to positi oning the South as the 
nati onal leader in the bioeconomy. SAFER works toward this vision by providing strategic leadership in advancing 
initi ati ves related to biopower, biofuels, and bioproducts. These initi ati ves focus on bett er policy, targeted research, 
effi  cient commercializati on, and outreach and educati on. SAFER is managed by Southern Growth Policies Board. 
www.saferalliance.net
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