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PROFILE  Elizabeth Farina, New CEO of UNICA

What is sugarcane ethanol?
Ethanol is the general term for 
alcohol-based fuels that can be 

produced by fermenting many 
different plants.  Sugarcane 
ethanol is biofuel derived from 
sugarcane, which is cultivated 
in the United States, Brazil and 
more than 100 other countries.  
This clean and affordable 
renewable fuel helps cut 
dependence on imported oil and 
improves the environment.  

Why would the United States 
want to use it?
Two main reasons.  First, it’s good 
for energy security.  Sugarcane 
ethanol is one more reliable 
option for diversifying energy 
supplies and improving U.S. 
energy security so Americans 

are not dependent on any one 
source or country.  Second, 
it’s good for the environment.  
Sugarcane ethanol emits 

significantly fewer heat-
trapping greenhouse 

gases than gasoline and 
other types of ethanol.  
It is one of the few 
fuels designated by the 
U.S. Environmental 

Protection Agency as 
an “advanced renewable 

fuel” because it reduces 
carbon dioxide emissions 

by more than 60 percent 
compared to gasoline. 
I don’t have a car that runs 
on ethanol. Why should I 
care? 

You probably put ethanol 
in your tank the last time you 

filled up at a gas station.  Most 

gasoline sold in the U.S. today 
contains at least 10% ethanol, 
and vehicles built after 2001 
can use gasoline containing up 
to 15% ethanol.  American cars 
and trucks consumed over 15 
billion gallons of renewable 
fuel in 2012, making ethanol 
an important part of the U.S. 
fuel supply. In Brazil, ethanol 
has been blended into gasoline 
since the 1920s and since the 
late 1970s, all gasoline sold in 
the country contains between 
20 and 25% ethanol.  

What is America’s current 
policy towards ethanol?
With the goal of improving 
U.S. energy security and 
reducing greenhouse gas 
emissions, Congress in 2007 
significantly expanded a 
program requiring increasing 
volumes of renewable fuel in 
America’s energy supply.  This 
program, the renewable fuels 
standard, calls for 16.5 billion 
gallons of renewable fuel in 
2013, a requirement that grows 
incrementally to 36 billion gallons 
by 2022. Congress capped 
conventional corn ethanol at 15 
billion gallons and provided the 
U.S. Environmental Protection 
Agency with significant flexibility 
to administer the RFS program.

What’s the difference between 
corn ethanol and sugarcane 
ethanol?
Ethanol is made by fermenting 

sucrose, the basic building 
block of sugar.  Most ethanol 
manufactured in the United 
States comes from corn, and 
there’s no chemical difference 
between ethanol produced 
from one plant or another.  
However, starchy vegetables 
like corn must first be broken 
down into simple sugars before 
they can be used to produce 
ethanol (a two-step process).  
Since sugarcane is already full of 
sucrose, the production process 
for sugarcane ethanol is more 
efficient (a one-step process) 
yielding important benefits 
compared to other plants.

What does it mean to be an 
advanced biofuel?
By capping conventional corn 
ethanol at 15 billion gallons, 
Congress clearly intended for 
the expanded renewable fuels 
program to stimulate innovation 
and development of advanced 
biofuels that offer superior 

environmental benefits.  RFS 
volume requirements for this 
advanced category should 
grow from 1 billion gallons in 
2010 to 21 billion gallons by 
2022. The U.S. Environmental 
Protection Agency designates 
which renewable fuels qualify 

New UNICA head Provides 
Agri-Business Leadership

The definition of success 
for Brazil’s sugar-energy 
industry in coming years is 
connected to identifying the 
right conditions to renew 
investments and expand 
production, according to 
Elizabeth Farina, the new CEO 
at the Brazilian Sugarcane 
Industry Association (UNICA). 

“Resuming growth is the 
main objective for this industry 
as well as the government and 
society as a whole, because 
it matches the country’s key 
objective of increasing the 
pace of economic growth,” 
stated Farina. 

Referring to the main 
goals that define UNICA’s 
mission statement – 
Sustainability, Competitiveness 
and Communication – she 
added that the pursuit 
of this combination of 
vital ingredients currently 
translates into finding the 
paths that lead to growth, 
to ensure, among other 
things, a growing supply of 
ethanol that meets market 
demand, which continues 
to rise both domestically in 
Brazil and in other regions of 
the world. 

Farina described the moment 
as “very appropriate” for her 
stated objectives. “The sugar-
energy industry has been 
demonstrating quite clearly 
that it wants to expand, that 
its companies are capable 
and willing to invest to 
expand production. 

More than that, there is a great 
deal of interest in investing 
in projects that enhance 
infrastructure and logistics, 
as well as acquisitions, 
some of which have already 

happened. In the end, it will 
all translate into efficiency 
gains, economies of scale 
and improved access to new 
markets,” she added. 

“I am honored to have 
received the mission of 
galvanizing public and private 
interests to enhance our 
ability to provide a clean, 
renewable and recognized 
source of energy that 
benefits present and future 
generations with significant 
environmental gains. At the 
same time, it generates jobs 
in a broad, decentralized 
manner and with rising quality, 
along with technological 
development. I’m aware of 
the ongoing effort demanded 
by this enormous set of 
responsibilities, and also 
enthusiastic about the 
prospects and determined 
to make it all happen,” 
concluded Farina.

Elizabeth Farina was named 
chief executive officer of 
UNICA in November of 2012.  
Previously, Farina was an 
economics professor at the 
University of São Paulo’s 
(USP) Faculty of Economics, 
Business Administration and 
Accounting, heading the 
economics department from 
2011-2012 and 2002-2004. 
Farina holds a B.A. and a PhD 
from USP.

Farina also has deep 
experience in and exposure 
to industrial organization 
practices and over the 
years she focused mainly 
on anti-trust, competition 
and competitive strategies, 
particularly in connection 
with agribusiness-related 
activities.  n

The United States and Brazil are the world’s largest ethanol producers and 
exporters.  Both countries recently removed trade barriers protecting their 
domestic biofuel industries and have taken initial steps towards greater energy 
cooperation. In this interview, Elizabeth Farina, newly named CEO of UNICA – 
the primary trade association for Brazilian sugarcane processors – discusses her 
belief that Brazil and the U.S. should work together to build a global biofuels 
market that provides clean, affordable and sustainable solutions to the planet’s 
growing energy needs.
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Sugarcane producing 
countries are 
typically tropical, 
developing countries 
that would benefit 
tremendously from 
this opportunity for 
significant economic 
development.


