
in 2014 before rising to $786,000 in
2027. Specifically, PERC projects
revenue from selling electricity
would fall to $5.3 million in 2018
from $25.7 million in 2014, mean-
ing the electricity side of the oper-
ation would lose money.

And PERC developed those pro-
jections assuming it will continue
to take in 200,000 tons of waste,
but there’s only so much waste to
go around. In 2013, PERC took in
106,000 tons of waste from com-
mercial sources — more than
Maine’s two other incinerators
combined — in addition to resi-
dential waste, according to the
Maine Department of Environ-
mental Protection.

Knudsen said PERC will try to
expand its commercial load, but
its viability depends on its ability
to retain a significant portion of
the 187 towns’ 180,000 tons of
waste — which could easily fall as
more towns implement waste-re-
duction strategies such as pay-as-
you-throw.

Dirigo onwaste?
In 2014, the Municipal Review

Committee started pitching a yet-
to-be-built facility in Hampden as
the region’s solid waste future.
The $67 million facility would use
technology to extract recyclables
from unsorted municipal solid
waste and, through fermentation,
process what remains into
“Trashanol.” Fiberight, the Mary-
land company that would own the
plant, would sell the trash-derived
(rather than corn-derived) ethanol
as a fuel additive.

Today, Trashanol is no longer
part of the plans. Instead, Fi-
beright plans to use organic mate-
rials in the waste stream (such as
food scraps, paper and yard
waste) to produce biogas — a re-
newable fuel with a similar com-
position to natural gas.

Fiberight founder and CEO
Craig Stuart-Paul said his compa-
ny’s process is capable of produc-
ing ethanol (though a University
of Maine review of the technology
in late 2014 estimated the process
was three to five years from com-
mercial deployment). Fiberight
produced and sold small amounts
of it at a closed-down ethanol
plant it bought in Blairstown,
Iowa, he said.

“What is more difficult is the
market conditions and price vola-
tility of ethanol, which make fi-
nancing the industrial systems re-
quired to make it very difficult,”
Stuart-Paul said. “Given the de-
mand for natural gas in Maine,
converting our sugars to renew-
able biogas makes the most com-
mercial sense.”

Fiberight would clean its bio-
gas on site to remove contami-
nants and pipe it into the Loring
Pipeline operated by Bangor Nat-
ural Gas, which runs through the
proposed Hampden site on Cold-
brook Road. Stuart-Paul said Fi-
beright also would make some of
the compressed natural gas avail-
able as a fuel for trucks that haul
large amounts of garbage to the
plant. The process also would gen-
erate enough power to run the fa-
cility, he said.

The process would reduce the
total garbage volume by 75 per-
cent (compared with PERC’s 85
percent). The remaining waste
would end up in Crossroads Land-
fill in Norridgewock.

“This is all going to evolve over
the years and decades, but what
we’re installing is new, state-of-
the-art infrastructure that Maine
can essentially be a leader in the
waste management industry rath-
er than a follower,” said Stuart-
Paul.

The business plan
Fiberight’s plan is to find in-

dustrial customers in the region
for its biogas. Bangor Natural
Gas, as the pipeline operator,
would ship the gas and collect a
standard transportation tariff,
said Andrew Barrowman, the gas
company’s sales and marketing
manager. Barrowman said Ban-
gor Gas serves 1,500 commercial
and industrial users; 63 of them
purchase gas from a third party,
under the arrangement Fiberight
would use.

“We have to compete on com-
modity value, but there are cer-
tain customers in the region who
do appreciate the renewable attri-
butes [of the biogas], and that has
value to them,” said Stuart-Paul.
“We know that there is sufficient
demand in the market, that we
will have no problem finding a
home for our natural gas.”

But there are many develop-
ments that must fall into place be-
fore Fiberight can deliver gas, not
even considering the financing
and waste commitments Fiberight
needs before facility construction
begins.

To start, it needs customers.
Michael Swartz, energy and utili-
ty manager at the University of
Maine, one potential customer,
said he has met with Stuart-Paul,
but the university would have to
solicit energy service through a
competitive bid process.

“Our meeting with Fiberight
was not unlike any other initial
outreach and inquiry that we’ve
had with other prospective ven-
dors,” Swartz said.

The stretch of pipeline running
through the Fiberight site also
would have to start operating,
said Barrowman. Currently, gas
on the pipeline — which the feder-
al government used to transport
jet fuel from Searsport to the now-
closed Loring Air Force Base in

Limestone — flows only between
Bangor and Mattawamkeag.

Bangor Gas would have to re-
pair any deteriorating portions on
the Bangor-Hampden section of
pipeline and change valves so
they’re fit for natural gas rather
than oil, Barrowman said.

The gas-cleaning operation on
the Fiberight site would have to
bring the biogas up to pipeline
standards, so it can mix with
other gas in the pipe without de-
tracting from its energy poten-
tial. Bangor Gas wouldn’t allow
in gas that didn’t meet its stan-
dards.

Both biogas and natural gas are
primarily methane, but biogas
can have components that detract
from its energy potential, said
Marianne Mintz, an energy sys-
tems analyst at Argonne National
Laboratory in Illinois.

Biogas can be commercially vi-
able, especially in a market such
as Maine with otherwise limited
access to natural gas, Mintz said.
But the viability can depend in
large part on the gas’ ability to
qualify for RINs — essentially,
greenhouse gas reduction credits
under the federal Renewable
Fuels Standard that a fuel produc-
er sells to fossil fuel importers
and refineries as a separate prod-
uct from the gas.

“There is a lot of money to be

made in RINs,” said Mintz. “And
that is the question, whether this
pathway would qualify for RINs.”

Stuart-Paul says it would,
though Mintz said fuel producers
don’t know for sure until they
apply to the Environmental Pro-
tection Agency for credits.

The choice for towns
In 2014, the Municipal Review

Committee asked UMaine’s Forest
Bioproducts Research Institute to
evaluate the Fiberight technology
— in use at a smaller, pilot facili-
ty in Lawrenceville, Virginia — to
determine whether it could be de-
ployed at a commercial scale.

Apart from reservations re-
garding the readiness of Fi-
beright’s ethanol production pro-
cess, the team concluded Fi-
beright’s technology was “sound”
and that its processes were simi-
lar to those used in other indus-
tries, such as papermaking.

“The question is, is it viable
and feasible?” said Hermon Town
Manager Roger Raymond, who
was involved with setting up
PERC in the 1980s as Bucksport’s
former town manager. “I’m not
sure how financially feasible it is.
It costs a lot of money to do these
things. That’s where a lot of the
concern is. It’s not with the pro-
gram that they’re proposing.”

There’s no similar, commercial-

scale facility operating anywhere
in the U.S. In recent years, there
have been numerous stories of
plans for solid waste-to-biofuel fa-
cilities, then indefinite delays —
such as Fiberight’s planned facili-
ties in Iowa — or halted produc-
tion.

Towns that commit to sending
their waste to Fiberight would
pay a $70-per-ton tip fee for the
first year; it would change each
year based on Fiberight’s operat-
ing expenses and revenues.
Towns would be eligible for re-
bates based on financial perfor-
mance once they send more than
180,000 tons of waste to Fiberight,
said Bangor City Manager Cathy
Conlow, who serves on the Munic-
ipal Review Committee board.

Fiberight, by raising money
through investors, would pay for
the facility’s $67 million construc-
tion costs. At least one company,
Covanta, has publicly stated it’s
interested in investing.

“We’ve already identified the
majority of capital,” Stuart-Paul
said.

The towns would not pay to
build the facility, though $5 mil-
lion they have built up in a tip fee
stabilization fund from their
stake in PERC would go toward
purchasing the property and pre-
paring it for development, includ-
ing road construction.

The Municipal Review Commit-
tee has pledged to secure commit-
ments of at least 150,000 tons of
solid waste per year by this sum-
mer. If it can’t, construction
might not happen. Each year of
operation, the MRC towns would
have to stick to their 150,000-ton
commitment. If they fall short, the
group — and, by extension, its
member towns — would be liable
for “delivery sufficiency pay-
ments” to Fiberight.

Meanwhile, participating towns
would have limited flexibility to
lower their tip fee bills through
measures that reduce the amount
of waste they produce. While they
can continue operating recycling
and pay-as-you-throw programs,
Fiberight would have to sign off
on any efforts to divert organics
— which Fiberight’s process de-
pends on — from the waste
stream. Organics, after all, make
up 40 percent of Maine’s waste,
according to a 2011 UMaine study.

The unknowns
The Municipal Review Commit-

tee doesn’t plan a full market
analysis to assess the commercial
viability of producing and selling
biogas. Conlow said the fact that
Fiberight is attracting investment
shows the facility can be viable.

“There are folks who are will-
ing to invest without a guaran-
teed rate of return, I think, be-
cause they believe long term this
technology offers opportunities
going forward,” she said.

An MRC consultant last year
prepared an economic analysis
based on the facility taking in at
least 180,000 tons of waste. Under
that scenario, the tip fee revenues
(at least $12.6 million) would ex-
ceed annual operating costs ($10.2
million to $11.6 million).

“It follows that project reve-
nues from tip fees alone are suffi-
cient to generate positive cash
flow from operations, before any
return to capital, even if there are
no revenues,” wrote the consul-
tant, George Aronson of Common-
wealth Resource Management
Corp. in Sharon, Massachusetts.

But the whole picture leaves
several unknowns for towns de-
ciding where to send their waste.
For example, what happens with
waste determined to be unaccept-
able to Fiberight, and how do
towns cover those costs? What
happens if Fiberight fails and
PERC fails with it?

A group of towns including
Hermon recently commissioned a
legal review of all contracts in-
volved with Fiberight, MRC and
PERC so town officials would
know their provisions and know
if they sufficiently protect the
towns’ interests.

“There’s risk involved in this,
and the degree of risk that some-
one can bear is what is going to
determine whether they can com-
mit to this or not,” Raymond said.
“The more that the MRC can re-
duce that risk, it’s going to make
it easier for them to sign up com-
munities.”

they begin to lobby Con-
gress, declaring a “nation-
al consensus” is forming
and urging a one-size-fits-
all federal solution.

This isn’t the case with
all referenda. A large part
of the marijuana ballot
question’s support is
home-grown. The finance
report of the Maine GOP’s
tax and welfare reform sig-
nature effort shows quite
clearly the donors are all
from Maine. Some voters
might disagree with the
latter, but it is an organic,
Maine-made initiative.

It is time for real refer-
endum reform to ensure

Maine does not become a
mere plaything for rich
folks from away. Improv-
ing the laws around signa-

ture gatherers would be a
good start. Requiring sig-
natures from multiple
counties or congressional

districts might help re-
duce some of the parochial
nature of the efforts,
where special benefits are
granted to certain areas.
And reasonable progress
in Augusta — such as a
coherent, consistent state-
wide gambling policy —
would end the game before
it ever begins.

If we get that done, we
can go back to listening to
the bad jokes of flatland-
ers. Me? I’ll take Bob Mar-
ley, Tim Sample and Gary
Crocker all day.

Michael Cianchette is former
chief counsel to Gov. Paul
LePage, a Navy reservist who
served in Afghanistan and in-
house counsel to a number of
businesses in southern
Maine.
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uncertain times, both re-
sponsible for actions and
approaches with which I
have plenty of issues,
helped to shape an opti-
mistic narrative at a time
when we needed one.

We are an anxious gen-
eration generally, and
there is plenty of reason
for contention, delibera-
tion and protest. What we
don’t need now, though —
and what would have been
especially unhelpful over
the past eight years — is a
fixation on gloom to com-
pound those anxieties.

We have been served
well by an optimistic and

forward-thinking narra-
tive, one that reminds us
of our strengths and our
potential, one that is the
exact opposite of the nar-
rative being peddled by the
frontrunners for the GOP
presidential nomination.

Obama, in his recogni-
tion of the importance of
optimism and clarity of
vision, will likely be re-
membered with fondness
and appreciation by our
generation, the generation
that needed him most.

Alex Steed has written about
and engaged in politics since
he was a teenager. He’s an
owner-partner of a Portland-
based content production
company and lives with his
family, dogs and garden in
Cornish.
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NBC

Jason Sudeikis (left) and Jamie Foxx perform the sketch
“Maine Justice” on “Saturday Night Live” in December
2012.


