FUELS & PETROCHEMICALS DIVISION

SUMMARY OF
THE NEW ORLEANS MEETING

The New Orleans Spring 2008 AIChE Meeting, April 6-10,
was a joint meeting with the American Chemical Society’s 235"
National Meeting. The ACS attendance was about 13,600; the
AIChE attendance was around 1510.

AIChE offered 243 sessions, 90 of which were ACS-led
co-sponsored sessions, and another 20-30 which were AIChE-
led co-sponsored sessions, AIChE normally has between 130
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CHAIR’S CORNER

As this is my first essay for Chair’s Corner, | would like to
start by thanking those who encouraged me to accept the
nomination and supported with their votes. | look at my serving
as Chair of the Fuels and Petrochemicals Division as an
opportunity to give back to an honorable and very important
profession. | have benefited greatly from my experience as a
practicing Chemical Engineer. In addition to the technical

METHANOL'S ALLURE

Methanol is the lightest, simplest alcohol. Colorless and
flammable, it is a somewhat poisonous, corrosive liquid with a
slightly sweeter odor than ethanol. Once produced by collecting
distilling the vapor from burning wood, methanol is gaining ground
as an alternative to petrochemical feed stocks and fuels—and it
may provide an answer for what to do with excess CO,.

Methanol can be transformed into everything now made from
oil and gas, said Nobel Laureate, George Olah, a professor of
chemistry and director of the Loker Hydrocarbon Research
Institute at the University of Southern California. What’s more, he
adds is it’s a “prime way to store, transport, and utilize energy.”

Olah is arguably the U.S.’s biggest proponent of methanol as
a feedstock and fuel. His Book “Beyond Qil and Gas: The Methanol
Economy” was published in 2006 (C&EN, Oct 2, 2006, page 51). “I
am not saying methanol is the only solution to the world’s energy
problems,” Olah emphasizes. “We should use everything that is
feasible. But in this big mix, methanol has a significant role.”

Yes, that’s methanol, not ethanol. For all the focus on bio-
ethanol in the U.S. ethanol as a fuel is problematic. The U.S. used
about 20% of its corn crop to make a 4.8 billion gal of ethanol in
2006. Even if more acreage is devoted to corn, that’s a long way
from the U.S. Department of Energy’s goal of 60 billion gal by 2030.
Ethanol derived from cellulosic materials such as prairie grass has
additional potential, but that technology is still at an early stage
and costs remain high.

Diverting corn from livestock feed to ethanol production has
already been blamed for rising food prices in the U.S. and Mexico.
And then there’s the question of environmental pollution from
increased fertilizer and pesticide use as farmers try to improve corn
yields (C&EN, Oct. 8, page 11; Envir. Sci. & Technol, 2007. 41.7593).

Aditionally, the ability to convert excess food stock to fuel
production is a luxury not enjoyed by many other countries. China,
for example, cannot afford to divert much food to fuel, yet its
energy needs have risen such that the International Energy Agency
expects China to overtake the U.S. and become the world’s largest
energy consumer by 2010.

Meanwhile, as the price of oil escalates, chemical companies
producing petroleum-based products are feeling the crunch of
higher costs and are looking for alternative chemical feedstocks.

All of this would seem to lay out a red carpet for methanol. On
the feedstock side, production from methanol include synthetic
gasoline, formaldehyde, acetic acid, olefins, and dimethylether
(DME), which is touted as a clean-burning diesel substitute. Global
methanol production capacity is currently about 12 billion gal per
year.

As an automotive fuel, methanol initially looks unpromising—
its energy content, 64,500 Btu per gal, is about half that of gasoline.
The values for gasoline and ethanol are 124,800Btu per gal and
76,500 Btu per gal, respectively. Also, methanol is toxic when
ingested. Similar to ethanol, it is corrosive to current gas tank
liners and pipeline seals and gaskets.

Source: C&EN, Dec. 5, 2007.



LANDING ON ONE'’S FEET

Almost everyone knows the legend about cats always landing
on their feet no matter how far they fall. Assuming it is true, one
could offer various explanations: cats are small and fluffy enough
to achieve only a nonfatal terminal velocity; the feline geometry
preserves conservation of angular momentum and provides torque-
free rotations; such animals are possessed of exceptional
coordination and balance.

All three hypotheses have a certain sheen of scientific
authority, but I prefer the third, especially if one considers the cat
as a metaphor for the arrival of a new employee in an organization.
Although new employees don’t exactly “fall” into place, the
entrance of a new person is laden with kinetic energy and introduces
considerable motion, much of it Brownian and stochastic. So
coordination and balance come in handy, as does the promise of
nine lives.

What’s it like, then, to arrive as a newcomer at a thriving
nonprofit-scientific-historical-educational-library-research
organization? What do you do to figure it out? And how do you
move it to the next level of accomplishment?

Arrival is simultaneously exhilarating, engaging, and
fascinating. To be sure, it’s also daunting because of the
considerable expectations engendered by the job-search visit. In
your Editor’s case, | drove to the West Coast, arriving on a Saturday
evening. My first day of employment was the following Monday.
On Sunday | drove out to the new job’s building, eager as | was to
experience the feel of the place.

Figuring out how the place worked wasn’t as easy as it sounds.
Even a relatively small organization has a multitude of moving

parts, not all of which are immediately visible or synchronously
coordinated. For example, you would think it would be straight-
forward to lean how many people worked there: just count them
up, basis the job interview visit. By my mental; count, it was
somewhere between 155 and 575.

I decided to learn how the organization worked by listening to
its people. I met with staff people to catch a glimpse of his or her
background, ambitions, and imaginings. And of course | read many
reports and documents to learn of the new organization’s growth
and evolution.

So what’s the bottom line on all this gab? At the moment, | can
say don’t worry about curiousity killing the cat. | never did buy
that one.

Source: RFD paraphrase of an Editor’s note in Chemical Heritage
Journal, Summer 2008.
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