
 

 

November 28, 2022 

 

Andrew Berke  

Administrator, Rural Utilities Services  

USDA Rural Development 

 

   

Karama Neal  

Administrator, Rural Business-Cooperative Services  

USDA Rural Development   

 

 

RE: Docket # RBS–22–NONE–0025 

 

Dear Mr. Berke and Ms. Neal,  

 

On behalf of the members of the American Coalition for Ethanol (ACE), I thank you for scheduling 

listening sessions and accepting input from parties interested in the utilization of funds from the 

Inflation Reduction Act of 2022 (IRA). 

 

ACE is a grassroots advocacy organization, powered by rural Americans from all walks of life who 

have built an innovative industry delivering homegrown biofuel and food for a growing world. Our 

nearly 300 members include U.S. ethanol biorefineries, investors in biofuel facilities, farmers, 

suppliers of goods and services to the U.S. ethanol industry, ethanol wholesale distributors and 

blenders, and fuel retailers who make affordable low-carbon higher ethanol blends available to 

consumers. ACE’s comments today focus on use of IRA funds for transportation fueling facilities, and 

fuel distribution facilities.  

 

USDA’s most recent infrastructure program, the Higher Blends Infrastructure and Incentive Program 

(HBIIP) has been instrumental in helping many retailers upgrade fueling equipment and offer higher 

ethanol blends to consumers. Changes in the most recent HBIIP offering have had some impact on 

making funds more available to single store and small chain marketers, who are key to widespread 

availability of higher ethanol blends nationwide, but more must be done for higher blends like E15 to 

become widely available in fuel stations across the country.  

 

Single store and small chain owners were the first to offer E10 in nearly every market in the nation, 

often with assistance from corn growers and other ethanol advocates. As more consumers began  

buying the lower priced, higher-octane blend from “Mom and Pop” stations, larger chains added 

ethanol blended gasoline - using their own resources - to remain competitive in the marketplace and 

win back customers their smaller competitors had gained by offering E10. For E15 to have similar 

availability in the US, we have to encourage small retailers to again take the lead, this time with 

assistance from IRA funds. Our suggestions to improve in that area are detailed in answers below, to 

some of the questions offered in the October 28, 2022 USDA Rural Business—Cooperative Service 

and Rural Utilities Service Request for information and notice of public listening sessions. 

  

Question 1: IRA requires that funds be fully disbursed by 9/30/2031, meaning construction and 

processing of all reimbursements must occur before then. Do you have a project(s) that could meet 



the statutory requirements of any of the RD IRA sections that could be completed within this time 

frame? When would be the soonest you would anticipate filing? When would financing need to be 

approved so project(s) could be completed within this time frame? 

• To answer the question of when financing would need to be approved for projects to be 

completed and funds disbursed by 9/30/31, USDA should provide an estimate of how long 

it will take to perform the processes required to disburse funds by 9/30/2031, which would 

provide a target completion date for applicants. Most retail fueling equipment installations 

and upgrades only take weeks to months to complete once plans are approved, financing is 

in place AND equipment is available and onsite. Naturally, some will take longer in 

connection with new build stations and large construction projects, but there are literally 

tens of thousands of locations that could meet statutory requirements of the RD IRA over 

the next nine years, and dozens, maybe hundreds of those projects filed for funds by the 

November 21 deadline of the current round of HBIIP grant availability. 

• Manufacturing, and delivery of equipment is currently still impacted by supply chain delays, 

and installation can be affected by labor availability and sheer volume of other stations also 

upgrading infrastructure, but equipment companies know those timings, and could answer 

this question after knowing how long it takes between RD USDA being notified of a project 

completion and final reimbursement. Another major variable may be the availability of 

underground storage tanks (USTs) with many stations reaching the end of the 30-year 

warranty period for USTs installed or upgraded in the mid-1990s in response to Clean Air Act 

regulations. A large number of retailers being required to replace or upgrade tanks to retain 

liability insurance could create another major delay in manufacturing and delivery beyond 

when other supply chain issues have been resolved.  

 

Question 2: How do you recommend RUS/RBCS balance the interests of large and small applicants? 

What measures should be taken and stakeholders or partners should be engaged to ensure active 

participation in RD IRA funding in socially disadvantaged and distressed communities, particularly 

with projects that will have an Environmental Justice impact? 

• Given the complexity of the grant application process, the application window should be 

extended to as much as 180 days or could remain at 90 days if the grant period were 

offered on a regularly scheduled annual or semi-annual basis. By the time new retailers 

learn about the program, become interested, and begin doing what they need to do to apply, 

the 90-day window often closes. This would be less of an issue if they knew another 90-day 

window would be opening in the near future.  

• Smaller operators are most likely to need assistance applying for grant funds, and least 

likely to have resources to pay for those services, or even know those services exist. 

Providing funds to nonprofits who assist these retailers, or making those expenses 

reimbursable would be helpful, because most small operators can’t risk spending the 

$4000-$5000 for a grant writer to apply for them – especially when receiving the grants is 

not certain. 

• These small retailers often receive assistance in upgrading their sites from their wholesale 

supplier. In some cases, the wholesaler purchases equipment and places it at the 

customer’s location with an agreement the retailer will pay a few cents per gallon additional 

margin on fuels purchased from the supplier until the equipment is paid off. If “ownership” 

definitions can apply to owners of the equipment for which the grant was awarded, rather 



than the property the equipment sits on, far more wholesale distributors could assist small 

retailers and stations in disadvantaged areas add renewable fuel infrastructure. 

• According to a study completed by National Renewable Energy Labs several years ago, the 

majority of stations in the US today have equipment that is compatible with E15. Allowing 

small/distressed retailers to recognize the value of existing assets as a current cost of 

making renewable/clean fuels available could incentive thousands of small/distressed 

applicants to convert their stations to offer E15 and possibly E85. Allowing a station owner 

to claim a depreciated value of existing infrastructure as a reimbursable cost of conversion 

recognizes the fact there is real value in existing equipment and would allow a large number 

of retailers to participate in the grant program without having to buy all new equipment, and 

prematurely retire existing compatible equipment (since nearly all equipment less than 15 

years old is E15 compatible) and/or find financing for whatever new conversion expenses 

they incur. Rural banks are not likely to loan a retailer funds to replace equipment which can 

still be used for many years. This allowance could be limited to use only by retailers 

considered small or disadvantaged to increase their participation. 

• As suggested above, programs like HBIIP and the upcoming offering should provide funds to 

forward-looking retailers to get higher ethanol blends into the marketplace in many areas, 

creating a product offering that will attract consumers and force competitors to add higher 

blends or concede the market. The bulk of HBIIP grants have gone to large retailers and 

given the total number of locations offering E15 today, it appears previous federal grants 

have succeeded in providing those larger retailers funds to offer higher blends at a small 

percentage of their sites – presumably only the sites for which they receive funds. Large 

retailers who have received federal funds have a total of around 10,000 locations, yet even 

if all the approximately 1500 locations that have added higher blends using BIP and HBIIP 

funds were owned and operated by those large chains, 85 percent of their stations – which 

could likely offer E15 with almost zero expense – still do not offer E15. In effect, larger 

retailers aren’t even convincing themselves to add higher blends – unless they receive funds 

to do so. The belief small retailers would follow the example of large chain retailers and add 

higher blend fuels after the big chains put them in, shows a fundamental misunderstanding 

of single store and small chain owners and operators. Small retailers are used to seeing 

large retailers offering products they don’t offer, and often don’t even bother checking to see 

if they could add those new products, assuming their better funded competitors have them 

first, precisely because they are better funded. As a result, small retailers often badmouth 

and actively oppose the “new and different” products as frivolous or potentially dangerous.  

To the contrary, when small retailers get funds and build or convert sites to offer higher 

blends and become the first in their market to offer the new fuels the high blends become 

part of the station’s identity, and historically, the larger chains add the same fuels to regain 

market share, using their own money. 

• Since the IRA can reimburse up to 75% of conversion or upgrade costs (as compared to the 

HBIIP maximum of 50%) we suggest utilizing those percentages in a manner that 

incentivizes conversion of a majority of the owner’s locations and/or rewards retailers who 

already offer higher blends in several locations, likely having done so without using federal 

dollars. We propose a reimbursement schedule which provides retailers offering higher 

blends in less than half of their locations a maximum of 50% cost share, and those already 

offering E15 or flex fuels in 50% or more of their stations, or whose project(s) would put the 

share of their stations offering higher ethanol blends at more than 50% of the chain’s 

locations, would be eligible for up to 75% reimbursement. This could be applied without any 

differential between large and small retailers, because single stores would have the 



advantage of being automatically eligible for 75% reimbursement since its higher blend 

availability would be 100% after upgrading infrastructure. A 25-store chain with 10 locations 

currently offering E15 could get 75% reimbursement by applying for funds to add higher 

blends to 3 more locations. Hopefully, some of the very large retailers who have added 

higher blends under earlier programs, having seen the competitive advantage they gain by 

offering E15 and E85, will begin at least offering E15 in the large number of already 

compatible locations they could convert at little to no cost, to maximize funding they are able 

to receive for stations requiring upgraded infrastructure. 

• Some callers on the listening session suggested increasing funding maximums to $10 

million per owner. That would further limit funds available for small retailers, yet could be 

acceptable if the above concept of a majority of retail locations offering blends above ten 

percent was applied in some fashion. 

Question 3: Projects funded under IRA are intended to increase energy efficiency (decrease 

consumption of energy) and increase the deployment and use of renewable energy and/or clean 

energy. Knowing this requirement, what metric is most appropriate to measure progress toward 

meeting the goal of achieving greenhouse gas reductions and the expansion of renewable/clean 

energy infrastructure 

• Progress in expansion of renewable/clean energy infrastructure can be measured simply by 

sites making fuels available, along with some recognition of geographic availability. Perhaps 

adding a measurement of how many licensed vehicles are within x number of miles, with 

different distances for rural and urban areas, and adjusting for already existing clean energy 

infrastructure within each site’s radius – with the goal of having renewable/clean fuels 

available within a certain number of miles from 90% of all Americans?  

• The Greenhouse Gases, Regulated Emissions, and Energy Use in Transportation, or GREET 

model carbon intensity (CI) of gallons of higher blend fuels sold through HBIIP-funded 

infrastructure vs the CI of non-blended fuels they replace would be most appropriate metric 

to use in measuring progress toward meeting the goal of achieving GHG reduction.  

• Ethanol CI includes all GHG emissions counting everything literally from dirt, and including 

(incorrect) expected behavior of farmers, every input and process in manufacturing and 

shipping ethanol, and even the possible decisions of farmers and manufacturers in other 

countries - ALL types of vehicles and fuels need to be evaluated on full lifecycle GHG 

emissions rather than some being judged on tailpipe emissions only.  

Section Specific Question 4: In particular, for Section 22004, what is the most effective way to 

measure comparative reductions in carbon dioxide, methane, and nitrous oxide emissions? 

• See Question 3, bullet points 2 and 3 above. 

Our work with station owners tells us reasonable, targeted changes improving access to cost-

reducing programs will expand availability of affordable lower carbon, higher ethanol blends, helping 

meet the administration’s GHG reducing goals. Thank you for your consideration of these comments.  

 

Sincerely, 

 
Ron Lamberty, CMO 

American Coalition for Ethanol 


