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Does it irritate you like it does me whenever newscasters and broadcasters tout “wind 
and solar” as renewable energy sources that will solve America’s energy security 
challenges? In one of my previous blogs on Energy Security through Natural Gas 
Vehicles the case was made that the “greatest issue by far in energy security is 
really the dependence on foreign oil in the transportation market.” Sure wind 
and solar will play a growing role in this country’s power generation, and to that extent 
as electric vehicles begin to make some inroads into the automobile fleet there will be 
an impact down the road. A Deloitte Consulting study done earlier this year expects 
sales of all-electric and plug-in hybrid electric vehicles to be somewhere between nearly 
2 percent and 5.6 percent of the U.S. market in 2020, or between 285,000 and 840,000 
units. That is a small dent in the approximate 250 million cars in the United States 
today some ten years from now. 

Biofuels, on the other hand, could penetrate directly into this current fleet. But other 
than corn based ethanol and a bit of biodiesel in this country, biofuels efforts have 
largely been about research and development, not commercialization. These dynamics 
are not lost on the super majors like ExxonMobil, Shell, Chevron, and BP who is each 
pursuing their own efforts to bridge this commercialization gap on non-food based 
biofuels. Scale is everything in energy and that is where Houston has real talent and 
knowhow. So what role is Houston carving out for itself in biofuels? Let me introduce 
you to the efforts of the GHP Energy Collaborative biofuel’s task force. 

Greater Houston Partnership’s Biofuels Task Force was formed in 2009 to assist 
Houston’s government, industry and 
academia in sustaining Houston’s 
leadership as the energy capital of the 
world.  Earlier in December 2007, the U.S. 
Congress approved legislation  in the 
Energy Independence and Security Act 
(EISA) called the Renewable Fuels 
Standard (RFS2) for the U.S. to increase 
the total consumption of biofuels from 7.5 
billion gallons a year by 2012 to a new 
target of 36 billion gallons by 2022. This 
was a five fold increase in the total amount 
of biofuels expected from production. 

How would Houston meet this challenge? Enter the GHP’s Biofuels Task Force. 
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When the new U.S. RFS2 biofuels legislation passed in December 2007, it was a big 
challenge to the biofuels, petroleum and agricultural industries to integrate and scale up 
to meet U.S. liquid transportation demands.  Across the biofuels supply chain, each 
industry: agriculture (upstream), refining (midstream), and fuels (downstream) faced 
formidable challenges in growing enough crops to meet the targets, refining large 
volumes of fuels at commercial scale, and deploying and delivering these fuels and 
petroleum price parity.  Scale is important.  

How do we scale up to 21 billion gallons of next-generation, advanced 
biofuels by the year 2022? This key is a key focus of the members of the Houston 
Biofuels Task Force. 

As the Energy Capital of the World, Houston remains an abundant and active 
community of leading scientists, entrepreneurs, 
engineers and large-scale commercial enterprises with 
decades of experience in scaling up liquid 
transportation fuels projects and infrastructure.  In 
2009, the Greater Houston Partnership called on an 
interdisciplinary group of outstanding and seasoned 
leaders from its Energy Collaborative to assess the 
challenges and opportunities ahead.  Norm Whitton, 
CEO of Sunrise Ridge Algae (pictured left) and co-chair 
Roman Wolff of Enhanced Biofuels  helped lead this 
challenge with support from a few dozen leaders in the 
field. Since its inception, the Biofuels Task Force has 
served as a monthly forum for a lively, open, and 
collaborative discussion of government, energy, 
refining, agriculture, petroleum, academic, NGO and 
local interests. 

In one way or another, each type of organization has been focusing on developing and 
deploying next-generation biofuels such as biodiesel, renewable diesel, biojet fuel, 
biobutanol and biogasoline made from agricultural crops and residues, algae, oilseeeds, 
switchgrass, miscanthus, energy cane, industrial waste, municipal waste, camelina, and 
jatropha.  

The collaborative mission at the Biofuels Task Force is to assess and 
encourage the next-generation of advantaged biofuels enterprises, 
technologies and feedstocks to larger, commercial-scale volumes.  

This focus moved in to action in October, 2010 as the Biofuels Task Force made its first 
public appearance at GHP’s Annual Event “America’s Energy Future” with Norm and 
Roman greeting more than 300 visitors to the event.  At the event, GHP Energy 
Collaborative leaders, and Biofuels Task Force advisor Will Thurmond of Emerging 
Markets Online addressed key issues facing America’s Energy Future 
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See the Biofuels Task Force video here 
 
A key finding from Thurmond’s continuing 
work from the Algae 2020 survey was 
presented at the event: the U.S. can not 
grow enough corn or soybeans to meet the 
ambitious ethanol and biodiesel targets in 
the US. Presently, the US uses 30% of its 
corn crop to replace nearly 10% of its 
gasoline consumption or 13 billion gallons 
with ethanol. This pathway is not 
sustainable. In order for the US to scale up 
to 21 billion gallons of advanced/next 

generation biofuels, it must use more productive feedstocks. Among all the feedstocks, 
available, the US Departments of Energy estimates an area the size of Maryland in the 
US desert could replace the entire US liquid transportation supply.  Thurmond remarked 
this may not be completely achievable this year, but compared with soy which produces 
50 gallons of biofuels per acre, and corn which produces 450 gallons per acre, algae 
can produce up to 5,000 gallons of biofuels per acre.  Moreover, algae can produce 
“Green Crude” oil also known as biocrude that can be delivered directly to refineries, 
like Exxon, Chevron, Shell, BP, Marathon, Total and Valero which are all very active in 
the algae and next-generation biofuels space.  

Why is this important to Houston? The greater Houston area has the benefit of 25% of 
the US’ petroleum infrastructure, an active group of oil and gas majors and refiners 
working on next-generation biofuels, and the industrial strength know-how to scale up 
many early-stage pilot projects to large scale commercial enterprises. This is significant, 
Thurmond acknowledges, because in 2011 U.S. refiners are expected to blend nearly 
10% of the US’ national gasoline consumption (130 billion gallons) with 12+ billion 
gallons of ethanol, and close to 1 billion gallons of biodiesel. The third generation of 
biofuels, also known as advanced or next-generation biofuels (including green crude 
and direct hydrocarbon ‘drop in’ replacement fuels) are targeted to increase over time 
to 21 billion gallons by 2022.  

Thurmond notes while many of the players in next-generation biofuels field are adept in 
research and development, Houston’s major strengths are in scaling up projects and 
deploying them at a much larger commercial volumes.  The GHP’s Biofuels Task 
observes many of these pilot projects from the biotech and pharma corridors of Austin, 
San Francisco, Boston, San Diego, and Colorado are now seeking to graduate from the 
laboratories and into the commercial market place in 2011-2012.  These enterprises are 
now challenged with financing, and scaling up their projects. Houston welcomes the 
opportunity to help best-in-class, advantaged biofuels companies graduate 
to large scale, commercial enterprises. 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JUwWhfVPip4
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Looking forward over the same time frame in 2011-2012, as these biofuels pilot 
projects seek strategic partners, and as Houston’s oil and gas companies seek to refine 
and blend more advanced biofuels, Houston’s Biofuels Task Force will continue to play a 
pro-active role in connecting biofuels, refining, government and academic communities. 
Stay tuned for more announcements in 2011, as the Greater Houston Partnership’s 
Biofuels Task Force brings organizations together to cooperate and help 
support a long-term vision for energy, economic and national security in the 
US.  

 


