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Catawba County To Join In Biofuel Research Business 
 
By Dee Henry 
 
 Without a nickel of taxpayer money being spent, Catawba County is getting into the 
alternative fuel business. 
 With a unanimous vote Monday, the Board of Commissioners approved a partnership 
between the county and Appalachian State University for a biodiesel research facility, the first 
of its kind in the state, officials said. 
 “This has been a long time coming, said Barry Edwards, Director of the County’s Utilities 
& Engineering Department. 
 
ETHANOL VS. BIODIESEL 
 

The partnership between Catawba County and Appalachian State University creates the 
first biodiesel research facility of its kind in the state, said Jeff Ramsdell, Department of 
Technology professor with Appalachian State University.  N.C. State University does similar 
research, but that facility focuses more on ethanol than biodiesel.  Ramsdell said the difference 
between ethanol and biodiesel is efficiency.  “Biodiesel has much better returns in terms of 
energy out for energy in,” Ramsdell said.  

 
 Biodiesel will give four to five units of energy for each unit put in, he said.  
 

ASU will use $1.4 million from the Golden LEAF Foundation, the U.S. Department of 
Energy, the UNC General Admission and the N.C. Biotechnology Center to fund $1,000 per 
month lease on the building to be constructed on the county’s Blackburn Landfill property. 
 The county will use money from the state’s Solid Waste Enterprise Post Closure Reserve 
Funds. 
 “Absolutely no tax money is going into this at all,” Edwards said.  “It will be constructed 
with Post Closure Funds.  The usage of these funds has to be approved by the state and we 
were able to levee this as part of this fund.”   
 The money covers efforts to extend the lives of landfills for 30 years past the predicted 
closing date.  Edwards said the Blackburn Landfill has a predicted 60 years left of its life 
expectancy.  
 The county has acquired the permit needed to construct the 5,000 square foot research 
facility. Construction is expected to cost $900,000 with a percent contingency.  The mechanical 
equipment for the facility is expected to cost an additional $800,000. 
 The research facility will produce, as well as evaluate, the quality of alternate fuel 
sources, mainly from locally grown crops.  Edwards said the first crop was harvested in June.  
That crop was grown on a 16-acre tract while the program will use a 30-acre tract. 
 Researchers from ASU will work with various crops to determine which one is more 
efficient for use in biodiesel fuel.  Currently, the project is centering on sunflowers. 


