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The Pentagon's search for a cheaper fuel to power its planes, tanks and trucks has inspired billion-dollar dreams among Ohio leaders and coal-industry executives.
But the key to turning fantasy to reality is whether businesses will build a new breed of refinery that can turn coal into jet and diesel fuel. With crude oil costing more than $70 a barrel, several states and companies are weighing projects to supply that fuel. One company, Baard Energy, wants to build a $3.5 billion coal-to-liquid fuel plant in Ohio. The Vancouver, Wash., company wants to turn out 35,000 barrels of fuel and chemicals a day by 2011.
"We're on a pretty good track right now," said Steve Dopuch, Baard's vice president of business development. "There are some pieces that have to fall into play before we could call it a done deal."
Pollution is one piece that worries environmentalists. Compared with refining oil, the process produces almost twice as much carbon dioxide, a gas linked to global warming.
"We just think this is the wrong way to go, if you believe that global warming is a problem that must be addressed," said Daniel Lashof, science director in the Natural Resources Defense Council's Climate Center.
If the deal went through, the Ohio plant would devour as much as 7 million tons of coal a year. That would be huge for Ohio mines, which produced 24.7 million tons last year.
"That would be absolutely incredible," said Mike Carey, director of the Ohio Coal Association, which lobbies for the industry.
Officials in Pennsylvania, Missouri and Montana are considering such plants as well. Like Ohio, none of these projects has moved beyond the planning stage.
"Since it's a multibillion-dollar investment to build one of these plants, people are going to be hesitant to invest," said Luke Popovich, spokesman for the Washington, D.C.-based National Mining Association.
The process of turning coal into liquid fuel dates to the 1920s. Nazi Germany used coal-based fuels to power its military machine during World War II.
The process hasn't been adopted in the United States, because low oil prices would have made it unprofitable. Dopuch said Baard can make money if the price of crude oil stays above $35 a barrel.
He said the company is studying Ohio sites, including spots in Columbiana and Ashtabula counties.
Even with oil near record highs, "you need to show investors there is a market for the product you want to sell," Popovich said.
That's where the military comes into play.
The military uses 300,000 barrels a day and spends more than $8 billion a year on fuel, much of it from the Middle East and South America.
Dopuch and Popovich said a military contract would definitely help build the plant, but it's not clear when one could be signed.
Bill Harrison, chief of fuels for the Air Force Research Laboratory, said fuels have to be certified as safe and usable for jet fighters and other military vehicles before they can be purchased.
The Pentagon plans to test-fly a B-52 bomber using a synthetic fuel blend in September.
"We want to be a first customer," Harrison said. "If you make it to our specifications, then we'll buy it."
The chance that a plant could be built in Ohio has state officials lining up to help. Gov. Bob Taft recently created a task force to support Air Force testing of coal-based diesel fuels.
"This would be a huge benefit for Ohio coal," said Alan Schriber, director of the task force and chairman of the Public Utilities Commission of Ohio.
The mining industry has suffered from low demand for years because Ohio coal is laden with sulfur, an element that helps create smog, soot and acid rain.
The coal-to-diesel process would strip sulfur and other pollutants before they get into the air.
Kurt Waltzer, Midwest coordinator for the Clean Air Task Force, said the plants also need to install devices to trap carbon dioxide and bury it deep in the ground. The technology to do that is still being tested.
"We'd like to see that be a real option by the time this plant is constructed," Waltzer said.
For now, the dream of a plant being built anywhere depends on oil prices and the military.
"Everyone wants to build the second plant," Popovich said. "No one wants to build the first one."
