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As a founding director of the Solar Biofuels Consortium, Ben Hankamer aims to accelerate the development of high-efficiency biofuel systems based on microalgae.  These systems have the advantage of storing solar energy in the form of fuels such as diesel, ethanol, methane and hydrogen. They can also be produced on non-arable land, in many cases using salt water. This eliminates the “food vs. fuel” concerns of traditional biofuel systems. The focus of his work is the development of next generation commercial microalgal biofuel technologies which could play an important role in improving fuel security while also reducing CO2 emissions. During his fellowship, he met with academics, industry representatives, and government officials to establish the best approach to fast-track the commercial deployment of microalgal biofuel technologies and, in this context, to investigate the pros and cons of establishing an open source “Apollo project” for biohydrogen.

Dr. Hankamer’s fellowship began in Washington DC where he visited key government agencies and congressional committees dealing with the topic of climate change. He found that Washington has been slow to react to the impacts of global climate change. It faces the challenge of politicians from coal regions of the U.S. who are especially resistant to any legislation curbing carbon emissions, as it is believed that these laws will increase unemployment in their states. 

In order to mitigate the increased CO2 emissions that will occur in the next several decades, Dr. Hankamer believes that a rapid strategy to implement change is needed. With this in mind, Dr. Hankamer explored approaches to open source technology as a way to quickly and easily inform global audiences about innovations that will curb the effects of carbon emissions. 

In visits to biofuel companies, Dr. Hankamer found some examples of good methods using strong science and sustainable business processes. He also had the opportunity to speak with scientists at some of the nation’s leading labs about ways to optimize microalgae production.
His meetings across the U.S. provided insights into the views of many Americans with regard to climate change. Most of the individuals with whom Dr. Hankamer met believe that the American public is rather indifferent to the topic of climate change as a problem in and of itself. However, if the topic is approached from the angle of energy security or effects on the economy, Americans express more of an interest. This led Dr. Hankamer to wonder why there is such a significant disconnect between the science of climate change and public opinion in the U.S. His impression was shaped by a presenter at the conference in Paris at the beginning of the Fueling Growth program who commented that, in an effort to portray balanced views on climate change, those who believe that climate change is a myth are featured alongside scientists who believe that change is happening and is greatly increased by human actions. Though scientific evidence points to the fact that climate change is indeed real, when the issues are presented side by side it leads people to believe otherwise.

As a result of his fellowship Dr. Hankamer plans to pursue collaborative ventures with some of the people with whom he met over the course of his fellowship. He also anticipates writing at least two papers based on findings from his program.
