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Thank you, Commissioner Givens, for that kind introduction.

It’s my pleasure to welcome all of you to Tennessee’s first-ever Governor’s Conference on Biofuels. 

A year ago this past February, I signed an Executive Order establishing a group charged with developing an alternative fuels strategy for Tennessee – a plan that would allow us to increase the production and use of cleaner, renewable energy resources in our state.

When we put together the Alternative Fuels Working Group, less than six months had passed since the devastation and destruction of Hurricane Katrina. We had all felt the impact of $3-dollar-a-gallon gas prices … of fuel interruptions caused by the storm … and we all saw a national need to reduce our dependence on foreign oil.

In the year between then and now, gas prices leveled out … whether that was because we were in an election year, we’ll never know  … but just recently we’ve seen the resurgence of $3 gas prices. In fact, just this morning, I passed a gas station sign reading $3.09. 

I know how hard high gas prices are on Tennessee families. It can make it a struggle just to pay the bills. And that financial pinch also is felt by Tennessee businesses and government, be it state or local. 

That’s why I’m glad that we moved forward with this Alternative Fuels Working Group when we did. This isn’t a problem that is going away anytime soon … and, because of the foresight of the people in this room today, Tennessee is already beginning to see results. Our efforts have already begun paying dividends.

I want to thank the Alternative Fuels Group for their work … and for sponsoring today’s conference. All of you have helped provide a foundation for us to build upon as we continue working to make Tennessee a leader in the field of biofuels.

That’s really what I want to talk with you about today … about how we continue making Tennessee a national leader in the production, distribution and use of alternative fuels.

· First, at the local level … through innovative projects spearheaded by Tennessee companies and local governments stretching from Memphis to Mountain City.

· Then, through promising research partnerships … specifically with the University of Tennessee and Oak Ridge National Laboratory.

· And, finally, from a state level … through grant and loan investments to increase the accessibility, development and production of biofuels in Tennessee.

Let me take them one-by-one.

First, from the local level.

To put it simply: Tennessee is on the move in the alternative fuels marketplace.

Loudon County in East Tennessee is home to one of the five largest ethanol production plants in the country. The Memphis region has rapidly emerged as a leader in the production of biodiesel. And ground has been broken on major ethanol production plants in West Tennessee as well.

Companies like Eastman and ALCOA are using biodiesel in their fleets. McMinnville Electric System is one of the first utilities in the nation to create electric power from biodiesel. Local governments like Carter County, Blount County and transit authorities in Knoxville, Nashville and Memphis are burning biodiesel in their heavy duty equipment and buses. And, while we’re on the subject, TDOT is now using biodiesel across its entire on-road truck fleet.

In addition to our businesses and government entities, the farms and working lands of our state are also seizing this opportunity to be a part of a renewable energy solution for our nation. 

Tennessee farmers have already demonstrated their ability to deliver corn and soybeans, today’s core biofuels feedstock. Now, we need to find new ways for our agricultural community to play an even larger role in providing renewable forms of energy.

As part of that effort, today I am pleased to join Tennessee’s agricultural and forest community in endorsing the “25 by ’25 Vision” – a national initiative with a goal that, by 2025, America’s farms and forests provide 25 percent of the total energy consumed in the United States … while continuing to produce safe, abundant and affordable feed and fiber.

Through the homegrown energy solutions developed from our own land … and supported by the “25 by 25” vision … farmers, forestland owners and producers will have the opportunity for increased income … rural communities will have new opportunities to prosper … and our nation will take another step forward in reducing its dependence on foreign oil.

We’ve talked what’s being done at the local level … and how farmers are contributing to the advances we’re making as a state in the development of alternative fuels. 

That brings me to my second point: Promising research partnerships.

As we look to the future, it is also important to invest in research and new technologies that will allow us to maximize our potential to be a farm-based fuels leader.

Scientists have determined that corn-based ethanol production alone won’t generate a substantial change in America’s driving habits. So they’re turning their focus to finding new ways of making ethanol, such as cellulosic ethanol … ethanol from grassy and woody materials, otherwise known as biomass.

That’s where we have a clear advantage in Tennessee. We are a biomass state. We have the right conditions, climate and resources to grow virtually unlimited quantities of biomass.

At Oak ridge National Laboratory and the UT Institute for Agriculture, scientists have developed ethanol from switchgrass and wood products … crops that can be grown virtually anywhere in Tennessee … usually with two crops a year.

To support their research … through the Tennessee Biofuels Initiative … I have included $72 million in my budget – funds that would be used to help bring together all of the research pieces that will be required to achieve a thriving bioeconomy in Tennessee as soon as possible.

So, we’ve talked about what’s being done at the local level … and about research being developed through promising partnerships with UT and ORNL. Third, and finally, I’d like to spend a few minutes on what we’re doing from the state level … specifically through grant and loan investments … to increase the accessibility, development and production of biofuels in Tennessee.

Earlier this year … out at the Ellington Agricultural Center in Nashville … I announced our plans to invest $3.5 million in three different grant and low-interest loan programs. Since then, we’ve made a lot of progress … so much so that several of the grant recipients will be announced later today, with the remainder coming over the next several months.

First: the Feedstock Processing Loans. The Department of Economic and Community Development, working with the Department of Agriculture, has made loans available to help spur investment in agricultural feedstock processing facilities throughout the state. These facilities are a key component in taking the raw material, in this case soybeans, and extracting the oil that can then be "fed" into the refinement process for biodiesel production.  

This investment is significant in that for the first time, Tennessee grown soybeans will be fed directly into the biodiesel production process - providing an additional market for one of our top agricultural products, providing a transportation cost advantage to the facilities, increasing farm income and creating jobs in our rural areas.  

Second: the Green Island Retail Pump Grants. Administered by TDOT, our goal for this program is to establish a network of retail biofuel stations along Tennessee's interstates and major highways … with each station no more than 100 miles apart. Through this competitive funding opportunity, local retail fuel station owners and farmer co-ops will receive funds to either convert existing fuel pumps or install new pumps with    E-85 or B-20... or both. 

By establishing this network, we are encouraging and expanding the use of biofuels in Tennessee … which, in turn, will reduce vehicle emissions, help protect public health, stimulate rural economic development, increase farm incomes and reduce dependence on petroleum.

 

And third, our Innovation Grants, which are being made available through the Department of Environment and Conservation. These grants are designed to help local governments and state universities that propose creative ideas for increasing the use of alternative fuels in their fleets.  

By demonstrating their leadership with expanded use of biofuels, universities and local governments can positively impact Tennessee’s public health through improved air quality and the environment through a reduction in emissions. 

Today is the application deadline for innovation grants, and I hope we will find upon reviewing the applications that projects have been proposed that demonstrate transferability and scalability that will allow other levels of government and the private sector to successfully undertake similar projects.

I believe we’re at a critical point in which Tennessee can be a national leader in the national development of the alternative fuels market. It’s a smart energy strategy … a smart economic strategy … and a smart environmental strategy. Most importantly, it helps create new markets and new opportunities for Tennessee farmers and communities.

While this conference is a first, it’s only one milestone in the development of our state’s comprehensive plan to support and promote alternative fuels in Tennessee. The Alternative Fuels Working Group is using this conference as a way to share and gather information from Tennessee’s key stakeholders in this important initiative … all of you here today. 

As a next step, I have asked the Working Group to develop a full strategic plan to further guide the state’s efforts. You’ll be hearing more about this later in the conference, and again your input and participation will be extremely important.

I encourage you to share your knowledge, experience and concerns as we work together to maximize the opportunities of today and create the opportunities of tomorrow. If we do that, we can look forward to a Tennessee with cleaner air … promising new markets for farmers … significant advancements in science and research … and wide recognition for doing our part in the national effort to reduce our dependence on petroleum-based fuels.

Simply put, with these programs, we are poised to make investments that will help secure our economic and environmental future in Tennessee.

I want to thank everyone for being here today, and I am looking forward to working with all of you on this important issue in the months and years to come.
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