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The Honorable Jeffrey Zientz
Acting Director

Office of Management and Budget
725 17th Streef, NW

Washington, DC 20503

Dear Mr. Zientz,

This letter is to summarize my research experience with growing Giant Reed (drundo donax) for multiple uses over
the last 14 years, with special reference to its yield, carbon sequestration and invasivity. By way of introduction, I have
spent 25 years conducting research with numerous potential cellulosic biomass/energy crops, including switchgrass,
and 14 years with Giant Reed. My work with Giant Reed has been focused on both its potential benefits as a biomass
crop for multiple uses, including liquid fuels, electricity, pulp and paper, and pharmaceuticals, and its potential to
become invasive in the eastern United States. These studies have involved detailed scientific research, as-well as
careful on-the-ground surveys and observations.

Unfortunately, much of the information available on Giant Reed has been posted on the internet, but most of this
information has absolutely no scientific basis at all, and much of it is not correct. Even federal agencies are guilty of
providing seriously misleading information. For example, the USDA has published a map with a title of ‘Distribution: -
Arundo donax’ http://plants.usda. gov/java/profile?svinbol=ARDO4 which suggests that over half of the United States
is invaded by Giant Reed. Of course, this amounts to extreme exaggeration. A more scientific approach would be to
place a dot on the map for the location of each acre occupied by unwanted Giant Reed. If this were done, the reader

would find it difficult to find where Giant Reed is located, except pethaps for along the Rio Grande and in Southern
California. :

Yield

I have recorded the biomass yield of Giant Reed from small research plots (about half an acre) for 13 years at the
Auburn University E. V. Smith Research and Extension Center in south-central Alabama. Resulis have recently been
analyzed and included in a PhD dissertation. Specifically, average biomass yield for switchgrass was 10.46 dry

-tons/acre/year, while that of Giant Reed was 15 79 dry tons/acre/year, some 51% higher. In addition, Giant Reed
received no fertilizer during this time, while switchgrass had to be fertilized with nitrogen, and the quoted vields were
achieved with no irrigation. Finally, drought conditions in Alabama during 2000 and 2007 were among the worst on
record, but they had virtually no negative impact on biomass yield of Giant Reed, while yields of corn in most of the
state were so low that the crop was not worth harvesting. Clearly, this result demonstrates the exceptional dronght
tolerance of Giant Reed. Since biomass yield and the need for fertilization are the most important factors that
determine profitability of a biomass crop for farmers, our results show that Giant Reed is substantially superior to
switchgrass, which is the ‘model” biomass crop chosen by the US Department of Energy.

Carbon Sequestration

Soil carbon sequestration is critically important for two primary reasons: it reduces greenhouse gases, thus mitigating
climate change, and it substantially improves the productivity of soils by increasing water holding capacity and the
ability to retain plant nutrients. Our research showed that Giant Reed sequestered 22.4 tons of carbon/acre in the seil,


http://plants.usda.gov/javalprofile?symbol=ARD04

which was 8 times (800%) that sequestered by Sw1tchgrass In addition, soil co'ntent_ of the key plant mitrients, .
phosphorus (P) and po_tassium' (K), were increased by Giant Reed, but these nutrients were depleted by switchgrass.

. Invaswny and Fn-e

1tis true that Grant Reed has colomzed rlpallan arcas along the Rro Grande and in southern Cahfornla I-Iowever this
is due to the total lack of management, and the fact that these. watersheds are very different frorn those in the castern
United States, In partrcular they are éssentially in desert regions where the native vegétation is not competitive, and -
the rivers in question flood for a few months each year, seriously excavating their banks, and then subside to no more

than a trrckle for the rest of the year. When banks are excavated, Giant Reed. that should neyer have been planted thcre '
is also excavated and spread ont downstream Where it forms new colomes

Tn contrast, our r1vers in the eastern Umted States are perenmal Wlth a steady flow of water year—round and are lmed
~ with highly competrtrve woody vegetation, Thercfore, even though Grant Reed has been widely growr as an
ornamental in'the eastérn United States for well ovet a century, there is absolutely no evidence at all of it becornmg
invasive in this region. I believe that the main réason for this is that Giant Reed does not grow well in shade, and. -
' --therefore is:not: cernpetltrve with our forests in the: cast; 1nclud1ng those that occupy riparian areas. Fourteen years of
; experlence with: rnult1ple research plots ‘of Giant Reed that are up to 30 ackes in size, 1'nd1cates that plants in these plots
have riot moved at all Wh1le thls islargely due to competmon from native Vegetatron it is-also because the plant i
sterile, producrng no fertile seed. In addition, unlike bamboo that produces long (up to 20t underground rhlzomes '
Giant Reed thizomeés are very short and continue to d1e eff as.new ones are produced thus eliminating. the poss1b1l1ty
of spreadmg Therefore its: potentral to. become invasive is almost zero, provrded itis properly managed Furthermore
based on our experlence it can be eradlcated easrly by plowmg and apphcatmn of Roundup

Clanns are also made that Glant Reed isa ﬁre hazard. Thrs may be the case in the West at certam times. of the year i
whef it is. dry, but it is deﬁmtely not true for the East We have speclﬁcally iried to biitn our Giant Reed réseaich plots

in Alabarma, o aV01d havmg to cut them by hand but our repeated attempts to set them ahght Wrth blow torches have
_ totally fmled ' : : :

Conclusmn : :-_

In conclusmn 1) there is absolutely no ev1dence that Giant Reed is invasive in the eastern Umted States 2) even n the
western states, if it is plantéed away from riparian areas and | pr operly managed, the risk of it becomrng invasive is close
to zero; 3) it can be easily eradicated; and 4) it can play a major positive role in carbon sequestration, reclamaﬁon of
disturbed sites such as surface mines, béing used to produce electricity, hquld fuels or pharmaceuticals, and provrdmg
much needed i income for farmers, Results and observations from research on ‘Giant Reed conducted by colleagues at
Virginia Tech and USDA. at Tifton, GA; ‘are consistent with ours in Alabama; In shott, this plant could play a major -
role in advancing the’ emerglng biofiiel and brepmduct industries which: promise to- provrde _]ObS 1mp1 ove rural
gconotities and enhance the environment - more so'than sw1tchgrass or nnscanthus Therefore, ‘in'my: opmlon it would

be a disservice to the Unrted States to deny th1s plant 1he samie opportumty as sw1tchgrass to centrlbute posrtwely to -
ourfuture S S STl e

Please do not hesrtate to contact me at (334) 844 3935 or b= aesdm aabmn edu 1f you need more nrforrnatlon _' 3
Smcerely, o

- David L Bransby
Professor Bnergy. Ctops and Bloener gy



http:bransdi!tDaubnrn.edu

