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Reinvest in Minnesota – Clean Energy Program

(RIM-Clean Energy)

A Working Lands Program with Environmental Benefits

The Reinvest in Minnesota – Clean Energy Program, or RIM-Clean Energy, is a working lands conservation program designed to encourage the production of native perennial grasses that can be harvested annually to supply local energy facilities with renewable energy needs.  

The program guidelines for RIM-Clean Energy recommended by the RIM-Clean Energy Technical Committee require that producers enrolled in this program meet the highest criteria for environmental stewardship, which include:

· Using only non-invasive native perennial species with minimal chemical input required

· Maximizing water quality benefits by enrolling sensitive farm lands 

· Harvesting only late in the season after the nesting and seeding cycles to maximize habitat benefits

· Increasing carbon storage by change of land use from annual row crop to native perennial crops

20-Year Easements:  A Program that Works for Farmers and Landowners

With rising commodity prices worldwide, and the demand for bio-based fuels, farmers are facing increasing pressure to plant more corn and soybeans on marginal farmlands, increasing soil erosion and decreasing water quality and habitat.  

During the RIM-Clean Energy Technical Committee process, the University of Minnesota conducted focus groups with farmers in three rural Minnesota areas and learned that farmers are willing to plant these native perennial crops if the public will support the effort with financial incentives that minimize the risk.  

Farmers indicated that a 20-year easement would be the longest commitment they would be willing to make, given that the biomass energy industry is just emerging.  Recent experience with the Conservation Reserve Enhancement Program, or CREP, showed Minnesota that long term commitments like the CREP minimum of 45 years are not as desirable to landowners who are reluctant to tie up the land for three generations.   Less than 25% of the acres authorized for CREP were actually enrolled.

A Public Investment That Keeps Minnesota a Leader in Renewable Energy
The current RIM-Reserve Program is a land retirement conservation program.  The proposed RIM-Clean Energy Program is a working lands conservation program.  There are great public benefits in each program.  Minnesota needs both programs to achieve our environmental, conservation and energy goals.

Full funding for a separate RIM-Clean Energy Program will allow for the development of rural partnerships between farmers and industrial facilities that can use native perennial biomass for their energy needs.  These partnerships will improve the rural economy, the rural communities, and the environment.

A separate RIM-Clean Energy Program with designated funding that allows for a specific number of acres dedicated to perennial energy crop production will send a clear message to the energy industry, rural communities, and the nation that Minnesota will continue to be a leader in creating public and private partnerships that advance agricultural-based renewable energy opportunities.  

Reinvest in Minnesota – Clean Energy Program

(RIM-Clean Energy)

The Reinvest in Minnesota – Clean Energy Program, or RIM-Clean Energy is a “Triple Win” program for Minnesota.  With full funding at the requested $46 million, RIM-Clean Energy Program is:

1) A win for Minnesota’s Rural Economy because it will inject $40 million dollars into rural communities through the purchase of working conservation easements. Because RIM-Clean Energy is a working lands conservation program it will also inject millions of dollars into the local rural economy when farmers sell their biomass crops.  

RIM-Clean Energy will create and sustain jobs in biofuel plants that burn the biomass grown under those easements, and it will create new jobs in the harvesting, transport, custom planting and native seed businesses.  It will also inspire investment by other biofuel facilities in biomass energy systems that can meet their energy needs while supporting the local agricultural landscape, and building local rural business opportunities.

2) A win for Minnesota’s Environment because 13,000 acres of native grasses will be planted on marginal agriculture lands – preventing soil erosion, providing buffers and filtration for clean water, and creating new wildlife habitat for hunting and recreation.   All of the benefits of a RIM-Reserve easement will be attained, PLUS, farmers will be able to harvest, in an environmentally compatible way, a renewable energy crop that provides carbon sequestration benefits to combat global climate change.

3) A win for Minnesota’s Role as National Leader in Agriculture-based Renewable Energy.  Minnesota has led the nation with the development of the locally owned corn ethanol industry.  Our University of Minnesota scientists (Dr. David Tillman) have achieved national recognition for their work on growing and using native perennials for energy crops.  Now, Minnesota can be a leader in developing the first state-funded working lands conservation program focused on the sustainable development of perennial native grasses for energy.  With the RIM-Clean Energy program, Minnesota will set the standard and other states will follow our lead.

Minnesota farmers are ready to take up the challenge of growing native perennial grasses for energy, but they need the support of collaboration between public and private investment.  This new program needs to be big enough to “fuel” a new industry in different geographic areas of the state.  For every state dollar invested in a RIM-CE contract, Minnesota’s developing biofuels industry will likely invest two.

Technologically, cellulosic ethanol is just over the horizon.  But the demand for native perennial grasses for firing energy facilities is here now.  With RIM-Clean Energy, Minnesota will partner with the developing biomass energy industry to lead the nation in a new generation of renewable energy and working lands conservation.    
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