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WORLD NEWS

Oil-Dependent Japan Iries Turni

Some Farmers Plant
High-Yield Variety
For Ethanol Factory

By YukA HAYASHI

NIIGATA, Japan—For de-
cades, Yasuji Tsukada has metic-
ulously tended his terraced rice
paddies to grow top-quality rice
for Japan’s demanding consum-
ers.

Now the 60-year-old farmer
faces a new challenge: Grow a
new type of rice but spend as lit-
tle money and labor as possible
and ignore its taste and appear-
ance.

Mr. Tsukada is among the 360
farmers in this renowned rice-
growing region in central Japan
who are on the forefront of an ef-
fort to develop a new type of bio-
fuel. A group of Japanese farmer
cooperatives, with some govern-
ment funding, started a project
last year to turn rice into etha-
nol, a fuel that can be mixed with
gasoline to power automobiles.
The cooperatives have asked
farmers such as Mr. Tsukada to
start growing cheap, high-yield-
ing rice to be processed at what
could be the world’s first rice-
ethanol plant, to open early next
year. The group hopes the experi-
mental factory—half of whose
cost is to be paid for by the gov-

ernment—will help it determine
if rice ethanol is technically and
financially feasible.

On the northernisland of Hok-
kaido, Oenon Holdings Inc., an
alcoholic-beverage maker that
started out as a sake brewery, is
building another rice-ethanol
plant, also with government as-
sistance. The technology needed
to turn rice into ethanol—also
know as grain alcohol—is very
similar to that used to make
sake. An Oenon spokesman said
the company wants to see over
the next five years whether the
project will be profitable.

For now, the cost of growing
rice is too high to make rice etha-
nol commercially profitable for
farmers, unless the government
increases subsidies.

0il accounts for 44% of Ja-
pan’s total energy needs, and
nearly all of its oil is imported.
With oil prices rising, the coun-
try is eager to diversify its
sources of energy.

While the country imports
most of its raw materials and
food, it is self-sufficient in rice
production, and even has a sur-
plus. A change in the Japanese
diet has significantly reduced
rice consumption over the past
decades, but government subsi-
dies and farmers’ persistence
have kept rice farming popular.
Warehouses are brimming with
rice and the countryside is dot-
ted with rice paddies left fallow

V2RO

: SE %
Japanese farmer Yasuli Tsukada and his arop of Hokuriku 193 rice—a
high-yielding breed he's growing for an experiment in ethanol production.

or converted temporarily to
other crops to prevent overpro-
duction.

“We have the land, people
and technology to make this hap-
pen in Japan,” says Shigenori
Morita, a professor of agricul-
ture at the University of okyo
He estimates Japan could¥hake
up to orie million kﬂohters (264
million gallons) of rice-based
ethanol annually—the equiva-
lent of 1.7% of its gasoline con-
sumption—by planting crops in
idled rice fields. The initial pro-
duction will be tiny; the new eth-

anol plant in Niigata will make
just 1,000 kiloliters of ethanol a
year. The output will be mixed
with gasoline and sold at local
farmer cooperatives’ pumps.

Backers of the experiment
say large-scale Japanese rice-
for-fuel production won’t push
up prices, as has been seen else-
where in the diversion of corn
and sugarcane for ethanol pro-
duction.

As global biofuel output in-
creases—rising annually by the
equivalent of roughly 300,000
barrels per day of oil—research-

ers are looking to develop biofu-
els that use nonfood crops, such
as switchgrass and jatropha, to
avoid further driving up food
prices. But because Japanese
rice is expensive—a result of
high production costs and gov-
ernment price controls—little is
exported, and the market is
largely self-contained.

Prof. Morita says biofuel rice
would contribute to the environ-
ment and food safety in Japan by
adding greenery to the rural
landscape and helping keep pad-
dies in good condition for possi-
ble future reconversion to food-
rice growth.

But the same things that
shape the Japanese rice market—
notably high costs and inefficien-
cies—could pose problems for
large-scale rice-ethanol produc-
tion. Most farms are small, fam-
ily-run operations with just a
few hectares of land. (A hectare
is 2.47 acres.) And many rice pad-
dies are divided into small lots
or laid out in terraces on the
sides of mountains, making auto-
mation difficult.

Mr. Tsukada had already
stopped growing rice for con-
sumption on about three hect-
ares of his 30-hectare farm to
qualify for government subsi-
dies. He tried to grow soybeans
but the land is too wet and the
quality and size of the crops
have been less than satisfactory.
So when the local farmers coop-

ng Rice Into Fuel

erative suggested planting rice
for ethanol last year, Mr.
Tsukada, who works his land
with his wife and son, was happy
to give it a try.

After a fairly successful fall
harvest, Mr. Tsukada has allo-
cated more land to the special
rice. He planted the seedlings
last month. “They’ve told us
over and over again to switch to
soybeans and start growing veg-
etables,” says Mr. Tsukada. “But
I’'m a rice farmer and P’d rather
stick with rice if I can.”

Mr. Tsukada has started
growing Hokuriku 193 rice, a
high-yielding breed that was de-
veloped as animal feed. Its stalks
grow tall and thick and its out-
put could be as much as 70%
higher than the average Japa-
nese rice plant. The biofuel fac-
tory in Niigata will use the rice
grains to produce alcohol and
will power its production ma-
chinery using rice husks.

Mr. Tsukada sold his fuel
crop at 20 yen per kilogram last
year, compared with 230 yen
for high-grade food rice. This
pays just a small portion of his
production cost. For now, tem-
porary incentives and subsidies
cover some of the balance, but
he thinks he will still come out
behind.

“I'd be happy to keep growing
biofuel rice,” says Mr. Tsukada.
“I only wish they will give us a
better price.”




Kimio Yamaka
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