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CORN PRODUCTION WILL INCREASINGLY GO TO ETHANOL 

 

John Hay, former Extension Educator in Pierce County, Nebraska, has relocated to UNL East 

Campus as an Extension Educator in renewable energy. John recently sent some information from 

his perspective I would like to share. 

 

The amount of corn going into ethanol is continuously increasing. Right now about 20 percent of 

Nebraska's corn production goes to ethanol. New ethanol plants under construction in 2007, plus 

existing plants, will use an estimated 44 percent of Nebraska's corn crop. All proposed ethanol 

plants could make Nebraska a corn importing state. However, few are predicting that all of the 

proposed plants will be built. 

 

Expansion of the ethanol industry will continue as long as it is profitable to do so. Factors 

affecting profitability are the price of corn and the price of crude oil. Elevated oil prices will draw 

the price of ethanol up, making it more profitable, while high corn prices will eat into profits. 

Existing plants are better able to deal with fluctuations because they have lower capital costs. 

New and proposed plants with higher capital costs will not be able to compete at very high corn 

prices. The result of high corn prices or low oil prices would be slowed expansion and less 

construction of new ethanol plants. 

 

Livestock interests, such as cattle, swine and chickens, will be competing for corn. All will be 

affected by high feed prices, which may cause producers to adjust their animal numbers. Cattle 

are in a little better situation because they can more readily use the distiller grain co-products 

from ethanol production. Swine and chickens can use these products in much lower amounts so 

they are left to compete for corn. 

 

Cellulose-derived fuels may be another source of fuel made from renewables. However, there are 

challenges. One problem is bulk and transportation of biomass to market. There is a lot of interest 

in cellulosic products. Cellulosic ethanol is only one of many potential fuels that can be derived 

from biomass. The first commercial scale cellulosic ethanol plant will break ground in Georgia. 

However, unlike corn ethanol, where sugars are fermented into ethanol with yeast, the Georgia 

plant will take woody biomass and first gasify it into a syn-gas, which is then converted to ethanol 

through a chemical process. 

 

Corn will continue to be grown in Nebraska. Producers are skilled in corn production. The 

infrastructure for corn production is in place, including farming equipment, transport and storage. 

Switching to a different energy crop on acres that could grow corn most likely is not going to 

happen for many years. 
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