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The U.S. agricultural sector could provide a substantial volume of biomass feedstock for the  production of biofuels, biobased products, and biopower production.  This sector could provide a variety of biomass feedstocks such as grains, oilseeds, sugar, fiber, crop residues, and energy crops. Energy crops have advantages over other biomass feedstocks because of their higher quality,  ability to be produced nationally, and homogenous forms.  The disadvantage of energy crops production is higher costs relative to crop residues. 

More than 100 million acres of excess cropland are available for energy crop production.   These cropland areas are idled either by farmers or through different Federal programs.  In addition, existing cropland is used for the production of traditional commodities, such as corn, soybeans, wheat, cotton, and alfalfa hay can be replaced by planting energy crops.   If the net returns over variable costs per acre of energy crops can favorably compete with the net returns for existing crops.   The  Federal farm programs have significantly increased the support for traditional crops.  The five-year average (1997-2001) net return, including Government payments over variable costs for wheat, corn, soybeans, and cotton, ranged from $67 per acre for wheat to over $150 per acre for cotton.  This means that a significant increase in the production of energy crops under the current technology and yield is too costly and economically inefficient.  Therefore, in order for the energy crops to be competitive with traditional crops, the only option is to reduce the production costs by introducing new technology to increase yields.  Under the current technology, the use of less expensive biomass feedstock, such as crop residues, could have negative implications on soil productivity.  In addition, collection and handling issues of crop residues are not solved completely.  The prospect for the expansion of energy crops depends on the availability and speed of new technologies.  Genetically modified energy crops with higher yield and less production costs per acre could increase the supply of energy crops significantly.  Energy crop production could utilize the idled resources, increase farm income, and create jobs in rural areas.

