Petroleum versus a Renewable Choice - Ethanol

Ethanol has fairly well-known recent history in United States.

In the late 1970’s and early 1980’s, during the first “oil crisis,” it was proposed to make all the gasoline sold in the United States contain 10% ethanol, or “gasohol.”  We never really made it to that point, due to decreases that were soon thereafter seen in prices in the oil market.

We seemingly live and die by oil prices in the United States.  When their up, Americans are practically up-in-arms about “price gouging” and reaching for reasons for what could cause such “insanity.”  What many don’t seem to realize is that there is a world market for this commodity, and it is a hot commodity.  It has been for many years.  There are uncontrollable and controllable (by U.S. citizens and others) variables that effect our fuel prices.
Petroleum, or crude oil, comes from the Earth as what we call a “nonrenewable” energy.  One definition for nonrenewable (from the USGS Web site) is “natural resources with economic value that are slow to form and are destroyed by use.”  Put another way, the resource cannot be produced quickly enough to sustain its demand over long periods of time.  We have poured over the entire Earth’s surface searching for oil, tapping almost every source we can find.  Even the oil companies are now looking at ways to attempt to cost-effectively recover tar sands and other harder to reach crude oil.  Tar sands have for many years been looked upon as not equitably recoverable products, due mainly to the amount of sand that is in the thick oil.  Once removed from the Earth, which is difficult task number one, the sand must be removed from the crude, which is difficult task number two.  Can these oil products be recovered at a price that won’t make Americans scrunch up their faces with disgust when the final gasoline product hits the streets?  And can that be done on top of all the other factors that are creating elevated petroleum-based fuel prices?
On prices, it’s interesting to hear our reasoning when we discuss petroleum fuel prices in Europe versus fuel prices in the United States.  Europe places considerable taxes on their fuel, which mostly goes into education, so much so that it is common to find $3-$4 per gallon gasoline.  Yet when gasoline hits $1.50/gallon in East Tennessee, folks are upset.  And we haven’t even started taxing vehicle use (miles driven) or emissions generation in lieu of fuel purchases!  (Would that be fairer?)
Why do we spend so much time on petroleum when we can develop other fuels that can displace our incredible fascination with (and foreign dependence on) petroleum?  Is it because we have built large companies that wield power at the national level that help us stay addicted to petroleum, or is it that there appears to be no substitute for petroleum?  Or is it that many American people don’t seem to care where our energy comes from, how inefficiently we use that energy or at what cost we obtain it?  (The word “cost” is used their to mean total cost—in dollars, lives and international relationships.)
There is probably some reality to each of these.  It is certainly true that we have spent trillions of dollars on learning how to best remove, process and tinker with petroleum to make a bevy of products that fuels vehicles and greases joints.  We’ve tinkered so much that we’ve developed almost countless varieties of plastics, both thermoplastics (remeltable and reformable) and thermopolymers (not remeltable or reformable).  In its years, petroleum has really been a good friend to humans as it has helped us advance our economies and our cultures to safer and lighter alternatives (thinking in the plastics vein).  However, there needs to be a point where we recognize that nonrenewable resources have limits.  Especially when there are alternatives that are renewable.

In the transportation sector, ethanol exists as a renewable resource, and brings many good things to the table:

· renewable fuel use helps us move to more sustainable pathways
· it shows reduced emissions for all pollutants at the tailpipe

· using it help farmers, who need help as an economic sector

· like other alt fuels, every dollar we don’t spend in Iraq or Saudi Arabia we spend in the United States
While ethanol has not yet gained a significant list of users in the community, there are a couple of fleets that are using E-85 (85% ethanol in 15% gasoline) in East Tennessee:  Oak Ridge National Laboratory and the Department of Energy’s Oak Ridge Operations.  Between these two entities, about 90-100 flex-fuel vehicles (FFVs) are using E-85 on a regular basis.

There are many other fleets in East Tennessee who operate FFVs, yet don’t use a drop of E-85.  In many cases, these fleets purchase these vehicles to comply with federal vehicle purchasing standards, yet don’t put the E-85 in them because of a loophole in the law that didn’t state that the FFV had to be fueled with the alternative fuel.  Perhaps with ORNL, DOE and the ETCFC’s leadership, we will help others recognize that this fuel too can make a difference in moving to more sustainable actions in our community.

