Amber makes Sarnia-Lambton green
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For years officials in Sarnia-Lambton - most notably Mayor Mike Bradley - have been talking about the greening of the community. And to many, including me, it seemed like just that, talk.

Yes, there were the obvious signs of environmental change, from recycling to better busing, but the smoke stacks remained and so did the Chemical Valley reputation.

And then there was a bunch of groups doing stuff that most mere mortals didn’t understand, to “green” the community, in a place called The Research Park. No one could really explain what they were doing. Usually the explanation started with bio and ended with confused looks.

They assured us there would be jobs, that the future of fuel would be from plants - so we waited.

Well, that waiting has paid off. BioAmber, a U.S.-based company with offices in Montreal, has chosen Sarnia as home to its new $80-million plant.

It will make succinct acid from corn. We already use succunic acid made from chemicals, but the biosuccinic acid will be better for the environment and has unlimited number of uses - everything from coffee cup lids to spandex.

The plant will be up and running in 2013 and expanded by 2014 and company officials say another expansion is more than possible. The market for succinct acid is so big that, just to meet current need, more then 70 plants the size of the one to be built in Sarnia are required.

This is Sarnia-Lamton’s future. Not just this one plant or this one company but the idea coupling our historic knowledge and infrastructure for fossil fuels with the need for clean, renewable fuels made from plants.

There was a lot of foresight that went into the drive behind moving to the biochemical market. Some of it came from industry, some from local business leaders who saw opportunity and yes, some even came from politicians who endorsed the idea and supported it even when no one else really understood what all those tax dollars were doing.

BioAmber, we’re told, is the first commercial biochemical plant but it won’t be the last. At least two more companies are ready to make Sarnia their home.

This is the beginning of a new era and its colour is green - not just because it will improve the environment but also because it will provide jobs for us today and our kids in the future.
