
Ethanol Movement in Iowa 
Ethanol Production 

Iowa farmers grow over 2.4 billion bushels of corn per year at a total value of $9.1 billion, 
making corn more valuable to the state than all other agricultural commodities combined. Iowa 
consistently leads the nation in corn production. About 25 percent of all Iowa corn is used in 
ethanol plants, fuel processing facilities that have gained a greater portion of the total corn 
market in recent years. Iowa corn processors produce approximately 2 billion gallons of ethanol, 
and 7.6 million tons of its co-products, dried distillers grains (DDG) and wet distillers grains 
(WDG). Like corn production, Iowa leads the nation in ethanol processing. 
Ethanol Transport 

After production, about 60 percent of Iowa corn is shipped to local grain elevators, though 16 
percent is hauled directly to ethanol plants. Approximately 50 percent of Iowa corn is shipped in 
semis, 25 percent by wagon, and 25 percent by truck, and farmers have shifted toward semis and 
away from wagon and truck in recent years. Those who use semis are afforded greater 
opportunities to ship directly to ethanol plants. 
Local grain elevators ship a greater percentage of their corn (26 percent) to Iowa ethanol than to 
any other purchaser. Other destinations include Iowa feeders (23 percent) and processors (18 
percent), out-of-state feeders (11 percent), direct export markets (11 percent), and river elevators 
(5 percent). Over 90 percent of the corn use in Iowa ethanol plants is from in-state sources, and it 
is hauled primarily by truck. The average truck haul distance from Iowa grain elevators to 
ethanol plants is 36 miles. 
After processing, most ethanol and DDG sales are shipped to other states whereas WDG is 
primarily used in Iowa. Only 7 percent of ethanol is used in state and less than 2 percent is 
consumed internationally, meaning about 90 percent is sold to other states. About 60 percent of 
DDG is shipped to other states, and WDG is almost exclusively utilized in local Iowa feed lots 
(its moisture content makes it difficult to store and transport).  

For in-state ethanol sales, truck is the primary mode of transport, with an average haul of 98 
miles. For out-of –state ethanol transport, 60 percent use rail and 40 percent use truck. The 
average rail haul is 955 miles. Surrounding states are the main end user of Iowa ethanol, though 
23 percent is sold to Western states—California, Arizona, Nevada, and Utah—and ten percent to 
the Northeast region.  
Ethanol Transport Issues 

A recent survey of Iowa producers, grain elevator operators, and processors reveal ratings of 
both Iowa’s infrastructure and general transportation hindrances (see attached sheets). 

1. Unimproved gravel roads received the most negative evaluations across all three groups. 
About 29 percent of producers and 36 percent of country elevator operators rate gravel 
roads to be below average. 

2. Interstates receive the most positive ratings, as a majority from all three groups judge 
interstate highways to be above average and excellent. 



3. Over 10 percent of producers and country elevators identified definite issues with road 
and bridge weight restrictions, elevator unloading times, rail access, rail reliability, and 
rail costs.  
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