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METHANOL AT MIT:

INDUSTRY INFLUENCE CHARGED IN PROJECT CANCELLATION

The following article was printed in Science magazine Vol 190, p. 761, after a Allen
Hammond, a SCIENCE reporter came to interview me and members of the MIT Energy
Laboratory about the cancellation of my Methanol Blend test project.

t['hat was 30 years ago and was my introduction to the politics of energy. Now we are
importing over 50% of U.S. oil with great turmoil in the Near East because of all the
money we have paid them for oil.

HEWS AND COMMENT

Methanol at MIT: Ihdustry Influence
Charged in Project Cancellation

Cambridge, Massachusetts. Academic

institutions in theory provide a testing
ground for ideas which is somewhat in-
sulated from the push and pull of the world
outside. But, as they take advantage of the

" energy R & D dollars now so tantalizingly
- available from government and industry,
* these institutions may risk compromising

Urappearing to compromise their academ-
ic independence. The cancellation of a re-
Search project on methanol (methyl alco-
hol) as a substitute motor fuel for gasoline
it the Massachusetts Institute of Tech-
Tology’s Energy Laboratory offers a case
In point. In the opinion of the scientist who
iitiated and led the project, it was killed
because the laboratory yielded to influence
from the oil and automobile industries.
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Authorities at MIT deny that outside in-
fluence had any bearing on the decision,
and they say that the project—which was
to involve the testing of a blend of meth-
anol and gasoline in 200 faculty and stu-
dent cars—was terminated because it was
technically weak and inappropriate for a
university. Yet the attendant circum-
stances, which include the active in-
volvement of an Exxon employee as well as
the fact that the laboratory had received §1
million in grants from Exxon and Ford,
put the termination in an ambiguous, and
perhaps suspicious, light.

The project in question began some 18
months ago at a time of considerable de-
bate over the feasibility of using methanol
in automobiles. Several academic re-
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searchers were touting methanol’s poten-
tial, and among them Thomas B. Reed of
MIT’s Lincoln Laboratory was perhaps
the most vocal. Spokesmen for several oil
and automobile companies, notably Ex-
xon, Chevron, and General Motors, were
contesting the feasibility of methanol fuels.
Reed, a 49-year-old chemist who holds 10
patents and whose specialty is crystal
growth and high temperature processes,
had in his spare time experimented exten-
sively with his own automobiles and those
of his colleagues. He found that adding
about 10 percent methanol to a tank of
gasoline improved performance, gave bet-
ter mileage, and reduced pollutant emis-
sions. Results similar to Reed’s have since
been reported by West Germany's Volks-
wagen, now generally acknowledged as the
leader in methanol research. In this coun-
try, however, oil and automobile com-
panies have continued to report that meth-
anol-gasoline blends cause drivability
problems.*

Because of the ensuing publicity, Reed
received an unsolicited $100,000 grant for
methanol research. The money, ironically,
came from a Minnesota oilman, John B.
Hawley, who had become concerned with
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