Catchlight: Game Changer for Weyerhaeuser?
Biofuels joint venture could pay off big in time

If Weyerhaeuser has a color, it’s green. Our forests are green, our logo is green, and we’re increasingly a part of the “green revolution,” with a number of projects aimed at reducing the “footprint” (i.e., impact) of humans upon the environment.


Perhaps none is more important than Catchlight Energy, a $100 million, 50-50 joint venture with Chevron Corporation begun in February 2008 to develop liquid transportation fuels from biomass (plant material). Weyerhaeuser will provide the biomass on a sustainable “scale basis” (i.e., lots of it) while Chevron will provide conversion technology and the distribution and marketing system. 

Some of the biomass we provide may come from forest understory or woody debris remaining after harvest. However, most will be derived from fast-growing crops planted among the trees on Weyerhaeuser forests in a practice called “intercropping.”
What crops?
“We’re exploring switchgrass and other herbaceous crops, as well as short-rotation softwoods and hardwoods,” says Denny Hunter, chief technology officer for Catchlight (and former vice president of technology for Pulp, Paper, Packaging and Recycling at Weyerhaeuser). “Right now, all three parties—Weyerhaeuser, Chevron and Catchlight—are working with universities to study a variety of potential energy crops.”
Unlike “first-generation” biofuels such as ethanol, which use only a portion of each plant (for ethanol, only corn from the cob), second-generation biofuels use the entire plant … leaves, stalk, cellulose, lignin, everything. 

Also, unlike ethanol, none of the crops Catchlight is considering for biofuels form part of the human food supply. 
“No one wants to increase the energy supply at the expense of the food supply,” says Hunter.

Why the interest in biofuels? Two reasons. First, all energy experts agree that the world’s oil supplies are shrinking while demand is increasing—and no more oil is being made. That’s why America is searching for renewable energy alternatives to drive its cars, trucks, trains and power plants. 

Second, biomass is “carbon neutral.” As fuel, it releases the same amount of carbon it removes from the air while growing. So, unlike petroleum fuels, there are no net emissions.

But can biomass replace oil as the world’s major transportation fuel supply? Hardly … and no one at Catchlight is contemplating that scenario. One hundred percent replacement would require far too much land. However, over time, biomass can make a significant dent in the demand for oil. 


According to David Godwin, vice president of Minerals and Energy Products for Timberlands and a Catchlight board member, “there’s enough biomass now on Weyerhaeuser lands to source a half dozen biofuels plants.” 
Each acre of Weyerhaeuser land can potentially provide the equivalent of 500-1,000 gallons of ethanol (an alcohol derivative) each year or 300-700 gallons of a hydrocarbon similar to gasoline, diesel or aviation fuel. Intercropping could double or triple that amount. 
Weyerhaeuser could also purchase biomass from third-party suppliers. (Godwin has a vision of Weyerhaeuser as a “biomass optimization company,” flowing wood or other plant material to the most profitable use, whether logs or lumber, furniture or fuel.)

In biofuel’s favor is the size of market for liquid transportation fuels. It’s huge—two hundred billion gallons of gasoline, diesel and aviation fuel are consumed in the United States every year. Also in biofuel’s favor is a requirement in the 2007 Federal Energy Independence and Security Act that by 2023, 36 billion gallons must come from “cellulosic” biofuels.  
Can biofuels reach this volume and can they ever be cost-competitive with oil? Or, as Hunter puts it with a Catchlight focus, “Can biofuels be commercialized in enough volume to make a real difference in the bottom lines of Weyerhaeuser and Chevron?” 
He believes the answer is “yes” at a price above $2.20 a gallon for gasoline. But believing isn’t necessarily achieving. The proof lies in the future.
Hunter cites four priorities for Catchlight:

1. Proving that Weyerhaeuser can deliver biomass feedstock at sufficient scale (without taking wood away from existing wood products and other markets).

2. Proving intercropping can work on a sustainable basis (including considerations of soil, water, and wildlife).

3. Proving commercialization is possible by building an ethanol-based conversion plant, perhaps as early as 2013.

4. Developing or finding the technology to convert biomass to the more desirable hydrocarbon equivalent of oil (which would enable use of oil’s existing infrastructure—refineries, pipelines, tanker trucks and service stations).
So how is Catchlight doing after a year and a half in operation?
“We’re making good progress,” says Godwin. “We’ve created an organization and a business plan and we’re now heavily into the research phase.” 
Catchlight is also staffed with two dozen full-time employees (loaned from the two partners) plus a nearly equal number of part-timers. 
On-the-ground research into crop suitability is taking place on two 40-acre plots of Weyerhaeuser forestland in Mississippi and North Carolina. Additionally, Weyerhaeuser forestlands throughout the South are being replanted with 20-foot spacing between rows so that thousands more acres can be “intercropped” in the very near future.
The goal of the research is to identify the best “purpose-grown energy crops.” Given the $300-500 million price tag for each conversion facility—which would produce 100 million gallons of fuel a year and require 100,000 acres of land for feedstock—this is no small challenge.
But as oil supplies dwindle, environmental concerns continue to mount, and the federal and state governments provide additional push through laws and financial incentives, the future is on Catchlight’s side. It’s no surprise that both participating companies are optimistic—and committed.

“Catchlight is a key component of Chevron’s advanced biofuels strategy,” says Jeffrey Jacobs, chairman of the Catchlight board and Chevron’s vice president for Biofuels and Hydrogen. “To make advanced biofuels work—both from a technical and commercial perspective—we needed a partner who excelled at producing and harvesting large amounts of biomass. There aren’t too many organizations with that expertise, and Weyerhaeuser is at the top of the list.” 
“We’re bullish on the opportunity,” says Godwin. “We’re building the venture upon the history, experience, skills and assets of two great companies. We called it Catchlight to represent doing something that defies expectation, but is both beautiful and intriguing—such as when plants catch sunlight and turn it into energy.”  
Of course, both parties to Catchlight hope the venture catches something else … profits. That’s another thing that’s green. 
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