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Column

India can breathe: We want to prevent rice fields from being burned down

VERBIO is expanding: operations launched in India and North America. After six year of preparation we are now
commencing operations at the first straw biomethane plant in Punjab, northern India. This is an important step
towards eventually ending the burning of crop residues in the fields. Instead, the waste products will be
converted into valuable raw materials and clean energy. At the same time in lowa, USA, VERBIO is commencing
production at the first VERBIO plant used to convert excess maize straw into biomethane.

Accordingly, this column is a kind of a field-report on how other countries are successfully countering climate
change with an openness to technology, while in Germany we repeatedly limit ourselves through wrong political
and regulatory decisions.

Twice a year in the Indian state of Punjab, farmers burn the fields. The
first time | saw it with my own eyes was in 2015; the farmers were
burning the waste straw that was left behind in the rice fields after the
harvest. This was the method used to dispose of the excess biomass.
The smoke clouds drift as far as New Delhi, which is a five-hour car
journey away; the air quality in India’s capital city is the worst of all
major cities worldwide, and nowhere has a higher mortality rate from
chronic respiratory diseases. (1)

In the meantime, the government has officially outlawed the burning of
rice fields, but in practice the problem is not so easy to solve. Farmers
in Punjab cultivate two harvests each year, the wheat harvest in April
and the rice harvest in October. Between those months, there is not
long to sow new seeds and allow a full growing season. Time is short,
and until now crop burning has been the quickest and cheapest method
to clear the fields.

Now, however, using our technology developed at our Schwedt plant in
Germany, we are offering a solution which can put an end to the
burning, which is damaging to the environment and bad for health.
Here, in the Uckermark region the practice of burning fields after the
harvest was stopped long ago, but instead the straw lay unused in
fields to rot, creating damaging CO, and methane emissions. Our
biorefinery plants in Brandenburg have been in operation since 2014
and 2019 respectively, manufacturing climate-friendly fuel and high-
value humus fertiliser from 100 percent straw.

VERBIO bio-refinery India, Punjab, Chandigarh

(1) Source: Ambient (outdoor) air pollution in cities database 2014, WHO, 2015



In contrast, the framework conditions offered by India were much more attractive. Straw from rice cultivation is
available in gigantic quantities, and currently it remains unused as a source of raw material. Even worse, large
areas of it are burned; we are talking about approximately 300 million tonnes annually. (2) That is ten times the
guantity of exploitable residual straw that we have in Germany!

At the same time, CNG fuel is not a niche product in India; this is another way in which India differs greatly
from Germany. In India 3.5 million CNG-powered vehicles (3) are registered. In New Delhi most of the tuk-tuks,
transporters, taxis and buses are powered by CNG, and the drivers are proud to show this by attaching a
sticker to their vehicle. However, until now the majority of this fuel has needed to be imported in the form of
fossil natural gas. According to forecasts, annual consumption of CNG will increase four-fold to 200 million
tonnes by 2030 (4). Despite this, CNG is the cheapest fuel by far, which is an important factor for India’s
extremely price-sensitive population. In addition, the Indian government is also under pressure to take active
measures against climate change and dangers to health. As a consequence, India has recognised the massive
potential of our technology.

We formed a subsidiary company in Punjab in 2016. As a German entrepreneur | had assumed that | had seen
everything there was to see in terms of bureaucracy, but a country with more than 1.3 billion people is
governed by a massive amount of legislation, which has demanded a lot of patience from my team. On the
other hand, our experience was that our technology know-how was treated with the greatest respect from day
one; there is local confidence that if anyone can solve a problem in a sustainable way, it will be the experts
from Germany. Because of this we are not alone as we battle through the bureaucratic jungle; instead, officials
and consultants provide us with assistance and help us find our way.

In a few weeks our first straw biomethane plant in Chandigarh will commence operations. The plant is capable
of generating 20 megawatts, with the capacity to process 100,000 tonnes of rice straw annually. With our help,
straw has suddenly been transformed into a valuable product; there is less air pollution from burning, and less
dependency on foreign oil and gas imports. Instead, we are offering cheap and renewable energy
manufactured locally, 50 new jobs created in our plant, and many more in local agriculture. We are also
revolutionising the collection of straw; the days of small straw presses producing 20kg balls to be loaded onto
trailers by hand are numbered. We are importing the most modern round-bale machines, which create 300kg
bales that can then be loaded onto large CNG heavy goods vehicles. The Indian state has set a price for
biomethane and provided us with a contractual biomethane purchase guarantee. Subsidy programmes provide
additional investment assurance.

It is similar in the USA, the second country outside the EU in which VERBIO AG is expanding. Here, too, we
see an ambitious approach to climate protection policies, while Germany continues to polish its image as the
country of “ditherers and procrastinators”. In the USA clear, long-term targets provide industry with
opportunities to make investments; right from the start of his period of office President Biden approved a range
of subsidy programmes to promote ongoing CO, savings.

Oil companies have also recognised this change in direction and are
investing in biofuel plants; there are 35 new projects in North America
alone. The optimistic mood in the USA is very refreshing compared to
that here in German.

The commissioning of our straw biomethane plant in Nevada, lowa
fits precisely in this climate. Soon we will be processing 100,000
tonnes of maize straw annually. In the “land of unlimited
opportunities”, this raw material is available in almost unlimited
guantities. The challenge will be to convince farmers in the Midwest
to take up our circular economy approach using recycled humus. As
in Germany, the prevalent conviction is that humus can only be
generated using residual straw left in the fields. However, leaving the
straw in the fields to rot in an uncontrolled manner creates CO, and
methane emissions, which then enter the atmosphere unhindered. It
is our most important task to make it clear to farmers that our
technology can avoid generating these emissions, at the same time
generating a high-quality humus fertiliser that can be used to
maintain soil quality in a way that is easier to use and which can be ¢ i
employed in a more targeted way. VERBIO bio-refinery USA, Nevada (lowa)

(2) Source: https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S2666765720300119

(3) Source: Germany Trade & Invest, 2020, https://www.gtai.de/gtai-
de/trade/specials/special/indien/wasserstoffstrategie-soll-2020-vorgestellt-werden-252444 [in German]
(4) vgl. ebd.



https://www.gtai.de/gtai-de/trade/specials/special/indien/wasserstoffstrategie-soll-2020-vorgestellt-werden-252444

So far in these two expansion initiatives we have overcome all the hurdles in our way: legal jungles,
technology challenges, extreme climatic conditions, inter-cultural nuances, language barriers and, most
recently, COVID-19. Now the key is to make the operations run smoothly and to manage marketing, logistics
and cost structures in an efficient manner. In the USA, following the German example, biomethane can be
transported using existing natural gas pipelines, but in India we are presented with new challenges — here
there is no pipeline network like the one we are familiar with in Europe. Instead, biomethane is transported by
heavy-goods vehicles using specially-equipped trailers, or using small pressurised gas canisters that are
used as fuel tanks in tuk-tuks, for example. This sounds simple at first, but that is only an initial impression;
one of the specialised heavy-goods vehicles for gas transport carries 1.5 tonnes of biomethane, but we will
be manufacturing 33 tonnes of biomethane each day. Accordingly, this requires a logistical master class in
CO, efficiency, which of course we will manage using CNG heavy goods vehicles. In addition, the price of
fuel in India is much lower than in Germany, and even lower than in the USA. We need our production to
cover costs and to be competitive despite these price limitations.

Both India and the USA have high expectations of VERBIO’s technology and success. If we are able to show
“proof of concept”, both of these plants will be just the beginning of a wide-ranging expansion strategy in Asia
and North America. The growth perspectives in the USA and India are just as huge as their sources of
potential raw materials. In the USA, precisely as in Germany, our focus is on the decarbonisation of
commercial transport. Here, however, the dynamic is very different, not least because of the geographic
dimensions. As recently as February, in just one order Amazon purchased more than 700 CNG heavy goods
vehicles (5) in order to be able to be almost climate-neutral in the delivery of its packages. In the “land of the
burning rice fields” the stakes are much higher, but here, it is a matter of hope — hope that the Indian
government can reduce the number of deaths, currently in the millions (6), that are due to the extremely high
levels of air pollution. We will do all we can to contribute to these hopes being fulfilled.

While | usually sign off with criticism and demands, today | want to end my column with applause, thanks,
recognition, and by emphasising the greatest respect that | have for our entire team and in particular my
colleague Prof. Dr. Oliver Liidtke, member of the Management Board responsible for technology. He initiated
the projects in India and the USA, and he has, more or less in parallel, successfully managed the two projects
to completion. This was a master class! Olli, you have my greatest respect!

Yours,

Claus Sauter

Founder & Chairman of the Management Board of VERBIO Vereinigte BioEnergieAG
and bioenergy expert

(5) Source: https://www.cng-mobility.ch/beitrag/amazon-bestellt-hunderte-cng-lkw/
(6) Source: Study, THE LANCET Planetary health, 2017, www.thelancet.com/journals/lanplh/article/P11S2542-
5196(18)30261-4/fulltext

Press Contact

VERBIO Vereinigte BioEnergie AG Constanze Reinsberg

Ulrike Kurze WeichertMehner Unternehmensberatung fur
Marketing/PR Kommunikation GmbH & Co. KG
Ritterstral3e 23 (Oell3ner’s Hof) An der Dreikonigskirche 5

04109 Leipzig 01097 Dresden

Tel.: +49 176 13085404 Tel.: +49 351 50140-205

Fax: +49 341 308530-999 Fax: +49 351 50140-209

E-Mail: ulrike.kurze@verbio.de E-Mail: verbio@weichertmehner.com



mailto:ulrike.kurze@verbio.de
mailto:verbio@weichertmehner.com
https://www.cng-mobility.ch/beitrag/amazon-bestellt-hunderte-cng-lkw/
http://www.thelancet.com/journals/lanplh/article/PIIS2542-5196(18)30261-4/fulltext

