Innovative machine to be tested at Bladen farm

By Francis X. Gilpin
Staff writer

 

It smelled like a barbecue. But there were no ribs on the menu.

Just a lunch buffet for about 50 academics, business executives and environmentalists curious about a device that could make North Carolina agriculture greener in more ways than one.

A mobile pyrolysis machine rolled up to an experimental farm in Bladen County last week. Mounted on a small flatbed trailer, the device was soon fired up for the crowd.

Pyrolysis is the process of decomposing an organic substance by heating.

The mobile unit is a cluster of industrial kettles and pulleys, with a funnel, propane tank and netbook computer attached.

The contraption heats wood waste at high temperatures without oxygen to produce a substance called biochar.

Richard Perritt, executive director of the North Carolina Farm Center for Innovation and Sustainability, said biochar will be produced from feedstock and forest waste gathered at Privateer Farm off N.C. 53 and another nearby farm. Biochar will be spread across planted fields to see if the blackened mulch helps grow more corn, soybean and wheat per acre.

"It likely will reduce the need to use synthetic fertilizer," said Perritt.

Among several other attractive qualities, biochar retains moisture in the ground at the same time that its carbon properties suck greenhouse gases out of the atmosphere.

Biochar promises to nourish the Cape Fear region's sandy soil, boost crop yield and redirect harmful carbon emissions from the air into the earth, said Perritt.

"Biochar, we're going to evaluate in a three-year project on a number of important North Carolina crops," Perritt told the assembled as they munched on finger food inside a storage shed on Privateer Farm.

The trial run of the mobile pyrolysis machine is funded with $1.2 million from private donors and a U.S. Department of Agriculture grant.


One of the most interested observers at the Privateer Farm demonstration was Matt Harris, executive vice president of business development for Eco Technologies Group LLC.

The suburban Philadelphia company partners with inventors and investors to bring sustainable bio-engineering technology to market.

A focus of Eco Technologies Group is adapting pyrolysis to the needs of agriculture, particularly in North Carolina after the demise of tobacco farming.

Privateer Farm will be a proving ground of sorts for biochar, Harris said.

"We're not putting half-quality product out there," said Harris. "We're making sure it's been demo-ed and produced results."

Staff writer Francis X. Gilpin can be reached at gilpinf@fayobserver.com or 486-3587.

