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In recent years the rising costs of fossil fuels has led farmers (especially those that operate livestock and chicken operations, greenhouses and crop drying operations) to look at switching to alternate sources of energy. Some farm operations are already switching to renewable sources such as geothermal, solar walls and solar hot water heating, and wind mills. Another technology is called bioheat, which is the use of sawdust, woodchips or feedstock (for example, corn cobs, oat hulls or wheat bran), which are compressed into pellets, briquettes or cubes.  Pellets are usually preferred as their small size allows flexibility and efficiency, and they tend to burn hottest.

Recently, there has been a lot of interest in another kind of biofuel crop, called energy crops, as they are grown specifically for heating. Native perennial warm season grasses, like switchgrass, are gaining favour due to their efficiency in capturing and storing solar energy for heat with the lowest expense and minimal energy requirements. I attended the Great Lakes Grass Energy Symposium,  sponsored by REAP Canada (www.reap-canada.com), this past January in Guelph. It was well attended with a cross-section of farmers (both those already growing switchgrass and those with an interest), industry representatives, native plant nurserymen, and conservation organizations. The information was excellent – biology and types of naïve grasses, comparisons of heat units produced by various biofuels as compared to coal and other non-renewable energy sources, best management practices, harvesting and pelletizing technologies and resources as to where to find more information.
One concern amongst some biologists and conservationists is the discussion about an alternative non-native grass called Micanthus or elephant grass, originally from Asia.  University of Guelph researchers are investigating its potential for biofuel production in Ontario. Unfortunately, none of the trials being conducted include comparisons to native warm-season grasses, or the potential negative impacts of Micanthus on soils, biodiversity, or its potential invasiveness on our landscape. The research is strictly looking at economic benefits.
The Carolinian Canada Coalition, Tallgrass Ontario, ALUS, the Long Point World Biosphere Reserve Foundation, and other conservation-minded organizations, are asking the provincial government to encourage the development of a native grass biofuel industry in Ontario. We have provided an extensive list of benefits to using these native grasses for biofuel production:

· Native grasses are perennials and can provide more useable energy, greater greenhouse gas reductions and less agrichemical pollution per hectare than agricultural  crops like corn and wheat; 

· Native grasses can be grown without fertilizers or irrigation on marginal farmlands that are largely unsuitable for other crops.  This way they don’t compete with productive lands for growing food.  


· Once established, native grasslands can be harvested year-after-year and always grow back;
· Native grasslands can help to restore and build soil quality. Native prairie grasses purify air and water, and reduce nutrient loading in aquatic systems, as well as control soil surface erosion year round;

· Native grass roots can extend as much as 3 to 4 metres (10 to 12 feet) into the soil, allowing them to efficiently and effectively act as carbon sinks,  a significant advantage in a world confronted with climate change;  
· Growing mixes of native warm season grasses (for example- switchgrass, Indian grass, and big bluestem) supports biodiversity – including species of grassland birds, snakes, badgers and insects.

· Unlike corn, native grasses are not attractive as a food source to “nuisance” animals, such as raccoons, deer, Canada Goose, blackbirds, etc.


· Prairie grass biofuel burns clean with no harmful chemicals or heavy metals, and produces less ash than corn pellets;

Perhaps most significantly for Norfolk County, growing native grasses for biofuel production provides a market opportunity for our farmers for the sustainable use of marginal farmlands where prairies and savannas once flourished.  Our sandy soils and long growing season are ideal for native grass production, and with the loss of the tobacco industry, many farmers are looking for alternative, low-cost crops to produce.  In addition to a growing demand for pelletized biofuels from the greenhouse industry, Ontario Power Generation operations in Nanticoke and Lambton have indicated a keen interest in the use of biofuel in their operations – not to eliminate coal burning plants, but partially substitute coal with biofuels. The challenge of course, will be to grow enough native grasses to supply the large demand that will be created, and to find the investment funds to build pelletizing plants that takes the raw material and converts it to ready-to-use biofuel pellets.
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