StrathKirn Fact of the Month: Sept 2007


CORN FACT OF THE MONTH: Excellent Ethanol Feedstock
In 2007, the U.S. will produce over 6 billion gallons of ethanol and approximately 95% of the volume will be generated from corn grain. What is it that makes corn such a good feedstock for commercial ethanol? 

There are several obvious factors such as:

· High starch content in a form that allows straightforward enzymatic hydrolysis to glucose, which in turn is used by yeast to make ethanol.

· Relatively dense form (grain) that allows harvest, transport, and storage in a reasonable manner.

· Corn grain is relatively dry and dense, which facilitates storage of supplies between harvests, and for a reasonable time (up to 3 years) which allows smoothing of the supply curve. 

[image: image1..pict]There are also several “hidden” factors that support corn as a feedstock: the main one being the production increase over the years. Corn yield continues to increase annually reflecting the application of leading-edge technologies. The number of acres used for corn varies with demand. These two factors result in efficient production per unit and an excellent supply side situation for corn grain. Consequently, unit price has historically followed a decreasing trend. For example, the following chart shows the real cost in chained-2007$ for corn feedstock based on proportional allocation of grain (starch) and conversion rates to ethanol (saccharification and yeast process).  

Despite recent increases in nominal price for corn, the overall trend remains down and hence corn grain remains a very attractive feedstock for ethanol production. At present, and excepting sorghum grain, there are no other large-scale commercially acceptable feedstocks, and it is doubtful that any economically viable approach can be developed within the fore-seeable future. Thus, it might be advisable to ensure that corn receives the R&D attention required for continued improvement.  

