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Plant Breeders Create New and Better Switchgrass
Varieties for Biofuels
Through innovations such as new hybrids, delayed flowering, and genomics, plant breeders hope
to double biomass yields of switchgrass and other bioenergy crops by 2020.
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Introduction
As plant breeders develop perennial crops dedicated to bioenergy, they use innovations such as
hybridization, delayed flowering, and genomics, aiming to double biomass yields of switchgrass
in the next twenty years. They have other goals for biofuel perennial crops as well, including
more efficient fermentation, and recycling more nutrients into roots.

The Attractions of Switchgrass
Switchgrass is just one of several perennial plants being investigated as a source for biofuels,
but because the U.S. Department of Energy (DOE) selected it as one of its model crops for
research focus in 1992, its development has probably advanced the farthest. The Dairy Forage
Research Center has one of a dozen switchgrass breeding programs in the United States.
Switchgrass has other qualities that make it attractive as a biofuel source, including a seed that
is easy to work with, adaptation across a wide geographic swath of the country, and a seed
market already established for forage.

Figure 1. Switchgrass research in Iowa. Photo: Sue Hawkins, U. of Vermont

Switchgrass research has benefits beyond the biofuels and forage industries: conservation
and restoration experts often look to switchgrass when seeking indigenous species to
revive native ecosystems such as tallgrass prairies.

New Goals for Plant Breeders
Perennial crops grown specifically for bioenergy have yet to be developed, but scientists
are working hard toward that goal while also developing new and/or improved bioenergy
traits for forage crops. The most essential trait for a bioenergy crop is a high yield of
biomass: researchers hope to double those yields in switchgrass by 2020, mainly through
boosting the rate of annual gain.
Plant breeders are also working on improvements such as a single annual harvest,
recycling more nutrients back into roots before harvest, and delayed harvest.
Developments in management and harvest practices have encouraged breeders to
develop additional traits, some of which are useful for both forage and energy production.

Going After More Biomass
In the twenty years after the DOE chose switchgrass as a model bioenergy crop, biomass
yields grew by 30 to 40 percent. Plant breeders have set their sights on another goal for
the next two decades: doubling yields. For example, in USDA hardiness Zone 5, current
yields for switchgrass average 5 to 6 tons per acre; scientists are aiming for 10 tons per
acre.
One of their main avenues is to raise the rate of annual gain. With conventional breeding,
the average increase in biomass is .2 to .3 tons per year, influenced by traits such as
height, tillering, and stress tolerance. But breeders are also employing a new generation

of methods to improve annual rate gain which should advance them more quickly toward
a goal of a half-ton a year of increase. These new approaches are:
•

Breeding for delayed flowering

•

Allowing the plant to add more dry matter before it is harvested

•

New hybrids of lowland and upland varieties

•

Genomics, including technologies that provide more accelerated breeding programs.

Figure 2. Mike Casler, CenUSA
CoProject Director for
Feedstock Development

Other Genetic Goals
Plant breeders still continue to develop more vigorous switchgrass cultivars—through
improved disease resistance, for example—as well as plants that adapt better to marginal
growing areas. And they aim to extend the geographical range where switchgrass can be
grown commercially by, for example, breeding for stronger winter hardiness. Researchers
select lowland types of switchgrass that have good winter survival, trying to extend their
range from the southern to the northern United States; moved north, these lowland
ecotypes are able to produce vegetation (forage) for a longer period of time than upland
types.

ecotypes are able to produce vegetation (forage) for a longer period of time than upland
types.
Other goals of plant breeders include:
•

more efficient fermentation, a plus for fermentation systems in ethanol production and
for forage usage.

•

improving the plant’s capacity to recycle more nitrogen (N) back into its roots before it
is harvested, so growers need apply less N fertilizer. Also N is actually a detriment in
most conversion-to-energy processes. Compounds rich in N do not easily convert to
energy, often creating residues that become waste products.

Creating Biofuels Crops for the Future
The emphasis on renewable energy has meant that some crops currently grown for
biofuels compete with food crops for resources such as land, inputs, and even research
and development funding. Therefore many of the breeding and development efforts for
bioenergy crops emphasize perennial crops and target lands that are marginal or less than
optimal for food or livestock production, such as land that is excessively wet or dry, acid
soils, or highly erodible soils.
More renewable energy should not lead to less global food production. A long-term
sustainable energy system calls for biofuels crops that won’t compete with food crops or
deplete natural resources while demanding few inputs, providing an economic benefit to
growers and helping to reduce greenhouse gas emissions. They must also produce a high
ratio of energy compared to the amount of energy required to produce and transport
them.
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