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RFS may escape cuts
Northey USDA nomination is ensnared in politics

by Dan Mundt
Efforts by elected offi-

cials from Iowa and biofu-
els industry leaders seem 
to have halted efforts by 
the Environmental Protec-
tion Agency (EPA) to scale 
back biofuel requirements 
for the next several years.

On September 26, the 
EPA issued a 14-page 
Notice of Data Availabil-
ity (NODA) that detailed 
potential reductions in 
the volume requirements 
for the 2018 and 2019 
Renewable Fuel Standard 
(RFS) program.

The NODA suggested 
a reduction of the 2018 
advanced biofuel volume 
requirement from the pro-
posed level of 4.24 billion 
gallons to 3.77 billion gal-
lons, and the reduction of 
the renewable fuel volume 
requirement from the pro-
posed 19.24 billion gallons 
to 18.77 billion gallons in 
2018.

On October 3, a group 
of biofuel industry leaders 
sent a letter to President 
Trump concerning the pro-
posal, which was a major 
change from the proposals 
announced earlier in the 
year that would have kept 
the RFS standard intact.

Iowa Senators Joni Ernst 
and Charles Grassley also 
took action in October to 
put pressure on the EPA 
to honor the original RFS.

“I’ve made it clear that 
EPA’s latest proposal 
under the RFS would 
break the president’s 
and (EPA) Administrator 
Pruitt’s commitment on 
this issue. It would hurt 
rural America and also 
hurt Iowa,” Grassley said 
on October 17.

Grassley and Ernst met 
with Pruitt to discuss their 
concerns about the new 
RFS proposals on October 
17.

Pruitt is a long-time crit-
ic of the RFS.

In 2013, Pruitt filed a 
“friend of the court brief” 
in a lawsuit concerning the 
RFS; he argued that food 
prices had been increased 

by the use of corn for eth-
anol and that the biofuels 
could damage automobile 
engines.

“The evidence is clear 
that the current ethanol 
fuel mandate is unwork-
able,” Pruitt said at the 
time.

Grassley threatened 
to stall hearings for EPA 
nominees as leverage 
against the agency.

Ernst released a state-
ment about the meeting 
with Pruitt on October 17.

“Throughout his confir-
mation process, Admin-
istrator Pruitt promised 
me multiple times that he 
would uphold the spirit of 
the RFS, as intended by 
Congress. Additionally, the 
President has consistently 
stated his support for bio-
fuels and made it clear to 

Administrator Pruitt that 
he is supportive of the 
RFS. While the adminis-
trator has insisted that 
the recent actions taken 
by the EPA are simply to 
receive additional input on 
the RFS from stakehold-
ers, it is evident that the 
‘stakeholders’ he refers 
to are not the farmers and 
manufacturers across the 
State of Iowa who would 
be directly affected if the 
biodiesel volume require-
ments were lowered,” she 
wrote.

According to Ernst, 
Pruitt again claimed that 
he would not do anything 
to undermine the RFS pro-
gram.

“However, we have 
heard this before. We now 
need to see it,” she wrote.

On October 18, Ernst 

announced she would not 
support the nomination of 
Bill Wehrum to be the EPA 
assistant administrator for 
air and radiation, which is 
a role that directly over-
sees the implementation 
of the RFS, until the EPA 
could provide “strong re-
assurances on biofuel vol-
umes and the EPA’s com-
mitment to follow both the 
letter and the spirit of the 
RFS, as well as a commit-
ment to not pursue other 
policies harmful to our 
farmers across Iowa.”

On October 19, Pruitt re-
lented.

In a letter sent to sena-
tors from states with re-
newable fuel industry, 
Pruitt said his duty was to 
faithfully administer the 
laws passed by Congress.

“…preliminary analysis 

suggests that all of the final 
RVOs (Renewable Volume 
Obligations) should be set 
at amounts that are equal 
to or greater than the pro-
posed amounts, including 
at least 2.1 billion gallons 
for biomass-based diesel 
in 2018 and 2019,” he 
wrote.

On October 19, Ernst re-
leased a statement saying 
that she was pleased with 
the EPA’s stated commit-
ment to uphold the RFS.

“The Administrator 
committed to finalizing 
the Renewable Volume 
Obligations (RVO) rule on 
time, and at levels equal to 
or greater than the levels 
in the proposed rule. He 
also made a commitment 
to work with Congress on a 
Reid Vapor Pressure (RVP) 
fix, so consumers nation-

wide can have access to 
E-15 and higher blends of 
ethanol year-round. I look 
forward to the EPA issu-
ing their definitive legal 
analysis on whether or 
not they have the author-
ity to issue this waiver so 
they can address it or turn 
to Congress for a statutory 
fix,” she wrote.

She said Pruitt had also 
given assurances that 
compliance credits would 
not be granted to ethanol 
exports.

“Doing so would go 
against the spirit of the 
program and invoke the 
ire of our trading part-
ners,” she said.

The assurances from the 
EPA were a clear win for 
Iowans, she said.
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The 15.3 billion gallons of ethanol used in 2016 by cars like the one pictured above reduced greenhouse gas emissions by a whopping 43.5 million 
metric tons, according to the Iowa Corn Growers Association. The ICGA reports that 53 percent or 1.3 billion bushels of Iowa corn goes to ethanol 
production. In September, EPA issued a 14-page Notice of Data Availability (NODA) that detailed potential reductions in the volume requirements for 
the 2018 and 2019 Renewable Fuel Standard (RFS) program, which ignited a political firestorm surrounding several appointments. Photo by Dan Mundt


