Highlights from the USDA Biobased Products and Bioenergy Coordination Council (BBCC) Stakeholders and Cooperators Workshop, Greenbelt, MD, April 13-14, 2004

Nearly 100 stakeholders, cooperators, and USDA staff and administrators participated in the meeting, which included two plenary sessions with speakers and four breakout discussion groups.  The breakouts sought stakeholder and cooperator input on specific questions related to USDA’s role in promoting development and use of biobased products and bioenergy.  The reporters for the breakouts were:


Research & Development – David Bransby, Auburn University

Extension, Education & Outreach - Jennifer Yezak-Molen, National Association                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                     of State Departments of Agriculture

Commercialization – Jim Martin, Omni Tech International, Ltd.

Policy and Legislation – Lamar Harris, Univ. of Maryland & USDA (retired).

Highlights and recommendations from each of the breakouts follow:

Research & Development 

USDA should support basic, applied, and developmental research to keep new technologies and new products flowing through the R&D pipeline.

Research should start from a product concept with an identified market and work back to a feedstock rather than start with a feedstock and seek products for markets. 

It was suggested that NRICGP and SBIR require preproposals for selection for proposal development due to the high number of proposals relative to the available funding.

It was also suggested that the CCC Bioenergy Program be broadened to include proposals for biobased products, to stimulate research and development to meet the growing market.

It was further suggested that USDA should address the gap between the technology community and the business community, leveraging state business schools for marketing expertise.

Extension, Education, and Outreach

It was suggested that academic training should take place at the undergraduate and graduate levels, the training program should be multi-institution, and USDA should fund a 5-year program at $5 million per year.

It was suggested that procurement education should focus on consumers/users and suppliers and demonstrate the two-way interdependence, that an education program be funded at $4-5 million per year, and that USDA should look for ways to collaborate with sustainable development efforts.

It was further suggested that USDA identify and publicize successful initiatives, conduct pilot projects, and develop partnerships with state agencies and local governments, especially state departments of agriculture.

Commercialization

There needs to be a strong positive public perception that relevant programs are delivering value to the public at some (perhaps several) levels – improved quality of life, reduced costs of living, job opportunities, reduced waste streams, reduced water treatment costs, reduced insurance costs, etc.  

Experience has shown that research is the cheapest part of commercialization because industry certification, warranty compliance, and licensing costs are relatively large (e.g., testing oils in engines to create oil/additive standards).

USDA needs to do fundamental research that commodity producers can’t afford to do.

There may be need for subsidies to defray initial capital costs on commodity products.

Is there some type of risk mitigation from a USDA program to support alternative crops development?

The Federal government should consider the opportunity to open up ARS, FS, and DOE labs to greater participation with industry.

It was suggested that USDA contemplate a program for biobased products similar to the CCC bioenergy program.

It was also suggested that USDA provide assistance with process development, certification standards, capital (loans, development grants), research assistance, and procurement process assistance (a commercialization assistance program).

It was further suggested that USDA needs to be more aggressive in using biobased products.

Policy and Legislation

It was suggested that new policies are not needed at present, the major challenge is to implement policies already in place with objective of making them more effective.

It was also suggested that USDA continue support for research.

The following recommendation were offered:

1. Since the Federal government is now a user of biobased products thru procurement, utilize as a laboratory for enhancing the development , procurement and promotion of  biobased products.

2. Build a feedback loop between consumer and USDA research and development programs to determine needs and help set goals.

3. Consider changes in USDA structure that would enhance addressing needs of U.S. agriculture and forestry.

4. Develop outreach sessions for administrators and employees who can purchase biobased products.

5. Develop an integrated set of purchasing guidelines to reduce confusion among existing sets of guidelines.

6. Review impact of bundling contracts on small biobased businesses.

7. Agencies should develop policy statements supporting increased purchases of biobased products with measurable objectives.

8. Continue emphasis on cooperative USDA programs.

9. Encourage financial incentives to promote biobased energy use.

10. Encourage more emphasis on developing ethanol infrastructure.

11. Remain neutral on development and utilization of feedstocks.

12. Understand the impact on trade policy when assessing biobased products programs.

13. Work with Congressional staff to get support for BBCC goals.

14. Use estimation of the nonmarket benefits and their monetary value on biobased products to develop policy recommendations.

15. Develop a budget initiative in consort with all interested agencies.

16. Help USDA determine unintended consequences of biobased decision and review other policy decision for impacts on biobased operations.

17. Expand the CCC program to include bioproducts.

18. Determine requirements for recycleability and compostibility of biobased products.

19. Identify opportunities to work with other Federal agencies, state government and entities to advance biobased products.

20. Encourage USDA and EPA to explore differential treatment for biobased product under the spill and hazardous waste program.

21. Establish annual award for extraordinary achievement in biobased products.

The BBCC is grateful to its stakeholders and cooperators for their input and recommendations which will be considered in developing a BBCC vision statement, in lieu of revising the BBCC strategic plan, which will be available on the BBCC website.

Anecdotal and formal feedback suggested that meeting participants found the meeting useful and informative and felt they were afforded opportunity to provide input into USDA through the BBCC.  Feedback from the workshop evaluation forms will be available on the BBCC website.

