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Ethanol blending programme could just run out of fuel

OMCs have been unable to procure
adequate ethanol from sugar mills

RAHUL WADKE
Mumbai, June 21

The Centre’s plans to bring in
a greater blend of ethanol to
petrol could hit a bump with
national oil marketing com-
panies finding it difficult to
procure the compound.

The industry needs 266-
crore litres of ethanol this
year but sugar mills have not
been able to provide the reg-
uisite supply.

Last year, about 68-crore
litres were procured by the
[OC, BPCL and HPCL for the
fuel-blending  programme,
which only helped clock 3 per
cent blending, against the tar-
geted 5 per cent. This year, the
target was raised to 10 per
cent, but most mills are un-
able to increase ethanol
production.

Bakshi Ram, Director of the

Coimbatore-based Sugarcane
Breeding Institute, a division
of the Indian Council of Agri-
culture Research, said the sug-
ar mills in the country have
the capacity to support blend-
ing only up to five per cent.

Capactity addition

The mills will require addi-
tional distillery capacity to
produce the ethanol required
fora10to15 per cent blending
programme. However, banks
are unwilling to finance the
mills in adding capacity, giv-
en that the industry is in the
red.

Ram pointed that due to
drought in the Marathwada
and Vidarbha regions of Mah-
arashtra, sugarcane produc-
tion has decreased, which will
affect the production of sugar
and ethanol. In Uttar Pradesh,

the situation is slightly better,
with mills reporting higher
recovery rate from sugarcane.
However, the cane arrears to
be paid by the mills to the
farmers have mounted to
X5,000 crore, he said.

In the first phase of pro-
curement in February, an ex-
pression of interest (Eol) was
jointly floated by the three oil
marketing companies for the
supply of 91-crore litres of eth-
anol, but the response has
been tepid. Sugar factories in
Maharashtra had committed

35-crore litres but have man-
aged to sell only 11-crore litres.

A game changer?
The shortage could therefore
open a window of opportuni-
ty for companies that use
farm waste, which is rich in
lignocellulose and cellulose,
for making ethanol. I0C and
BPCL have also called for an
Eol for setting up a lignocellu-
lose-based refinery, senior of-
ficials at these firms said.
Cellulosic and lignocellu-
lose ethanol — produced from

farm waste through cellulose
hydrolysis — are chemically
identical to the first-genera-
tion ethanol, which is derived
from sugarcane.

Praj Industries, for exam-
ple, is in the process of setting
up a lignocellulose biorefin-
ery for ethanol and other bio-
chemicals. Praj’s initial invest-
ment is about X25 crore and
will have a process capacity of
12 metric tonnes of biomass
per day. Its Chairman Pramod
Chaudhari told BusinessLine
that the unfulfilled demand
by the sugar mills would be
met by lignocellulose bio-re-
fineries, which will produce
second-generation (2G) etha-
nol from farm waste.

Director of Punjab Renew-
able Energy Systems Ltd
(PRESPL), Monish Ahuja, said
that as sugarcane is grown in
only a few States, therefore
ethanol availability is limited.
On the other hand, biomass is
available across the country.
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