Exxon is Planning to Say: “Put Some Algae in Your Tank”
	August 2, 2009 - In a break from tradition in which ExxonMobil has exhibited a general lack of enthusiasm for alternative energy, the company announced on July 14, 2009 that it had entered into an agreement with Synthetic Genomics, Inc., (SGI) to research and develop next generation biofuels from photosynthetic algae.   In a related story, the Financial Times reported that ExxonMobil had entered into a $600 million partnership with Dr. J. Craig Venter – the pioneer of human genome research - to develop advanced biofuels through SGI from photosynthetic algae that are compatible with today’s gasoline and diesel fuels (July 15, 2009).
	“This investment comes after several years of planning and study and is an important addition to ExxonMobil’s ongoing efforts to advance breakthrough technologies to help meet the world’s energy challenges,” said Dr. Emil Jacobs, vice president of ExxonMobil’s Research and Engineering arm.  He added, “Meeting the world’s growing energy demands will require a multitude of technologies and energy sources.  We believe that biofuel produced by algae could be a meaningful part of the solution in the future if our efforts result in an economically viable, low net carbon emission transportation fuel.” 
	While the prospect looks promising, Dr. Venter did state that the joint venture was “critical for the whole world”, but did warn that commercial development of this biofuel could be years away.  He added, “There has been so much hype and hope about the potential for algae that this announcement should act as a reality check for everyone, (and) we are not going to have millions of tons of algae next year.”  On ExxonMobil’s apparent about-face regarding alternative energy sources, he said he was “surprised and very pleased” with ExxonMobil’s decision to increase its efforts towards biofuels.
	Under the proposed program, ExxonMobil plans to divide the $600 million into $300 million in internal costs for the venture, if research and development milestones are successfully met, and potentially more than $300 million to SGI.  The joint venture will undoubtedly face considerable challenges in its quest to harness biofuels from algae.
	“While significant work and years pf research and development still must be completed, if successful, algae-based fuels could help meet the world’s growing demand for transportation fuel while reducing greenhouse has emissions, “ said Michael Dolan, senior vice president of ExxonMobil.  
	Dr. Jacobs added that ExxonMobil had spent over two years evaluating different alternative energy investment options, and took into account several factors, including: growth potential, technical challenges, environmental impact, as well as commercial viability.  Following the evaluation, the company was in a better position to decide.  “After considerable study”, said Dr. Jacobs, “we have determined that the potential advantages and benefits of biofuel from algae could be significant.  Among other advantages, readily available sunlight and carbon dioxide used to grow the photosynthetic algae could provide greenhouse gas mitigation benefits.  Growing algae does not rely on fresh water and arable land otherwise used of food production, and algae have the potential to produce large volumes of oils that can be processed in existing refineries…Taking those parameters (into consideration), biofuel from algae seemed to have the best potential.” 
	The venture plans to research the use of algae to produce biofuels resembling gasoline and diesel, or a form of crude that ExxonMobil could process in their refineries.  The company also plans to look at siting algae growing tanks next to fossil fuel power stations or oil refineries to capitalize on their CO2 emissions.
	Among the challenges facing this endeavor include the current estimate that biofuels produced from algae cost about $33/gallon, and that the algae would need to be genetically modified to make them resistant to virus attacks.  As Dr. Venter sums it up – engineered products are the key to this project.  He adds, “It’s the only way we can change the yield far beyond nature…”
	Currently, algae can produce about 2000 gallons of fuel per acre of land, as compared to 250 gallons per acre for corn-based ethanol, but ExxonMobil is banking on raising the algae yield even further.
	For additional information, go to www.businesswire.com/news/exxonmobil/20090714005554/en and www.ft.com/cms/s/0/bc44634e-70d4-11de-9717-00144feabdc0.html.
	











