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“It’s been just like a gold rush,” said Arles “Bugs” 
Graham Jr., general manager for Panda Hereford 
Ethanol L.P., one of two ethanol-producing companies 
to launch Panhandle operations this year. White Energy 
began operating in January, and Panda plans to fire 
up its plant later this year. At full capacity, each will 
produce more than 100 million gallons of ethanol an-
nually, according to the companies. “It’s been unreal.”

The industry’s Panhandle hub is the city of 
Hereford, which has systems in place – a vast 
matrix of rail lines already bringing in corn to 
sustain hungry cows, which can now sustain the 
ethanol plants.

“It’s brought diversity 
to Hereford, which is no 
longer solely dependent 
on agriculture,” said 
Panhandle WorkSource 
Manager Jim Davis. The 
workforce center part-
nered with Panda to hire 
and train its new employ-
ees. Together, Panda and 
White Energy brought 
more than 100 local jobs 
to the community. 

Hereford is a century-
old cattle town dubbed 
the “Beef Capital of the 
World” since Hereford 
cattle arrived here in 1898. 
More than 1.3 million 
head of cattle reside in a 50-mile radius. For this rural 

community of 
15,000 about 
an hour’s drive 
southwest of 
Amarillo, etha-
nol is a boon. 
Regionwide, it’s 
bringing jobs 
and side-indus-
try spinoffs that 
include new 
construction, 

trucking, and services such as restaurants and lodging.
Many of these jobs came about because of the 

rail lines already in place. From dawn through 
the dark of night, train whistles pierce the silence 
of this once sleepy town. Rail cars whisk in at 
70 mph, bringing yellow kernels from Corn Belt 
states.  

Rail spurs now lead to the plants where corn 
is offloaded. Kernels are stored in silos and later 
converted to ethanol and distillers grain, which local 
cows eat as wet feed; Plus, Panda uses dried cow 
manure to power its boilers. Trains then transport the 
ethanol to destinations in South Texas and Southern 

California, where 
cars form lines at 
gas pumps.

Ethanol is 
blended into 
46 percent of 
America’s gaso-
line, mostly in 
the form of E10 
which is  
10 percent 
ethanol and  
90 percent 
unleaded 
gasoline. All 
vehicles that 
use gasoline 
are certified 
to use up to 

10 percent ethanol. Ethanol helps gasoline burn 
more cleanly and reduces tailpipe emissions up to 
30 percent. That translates to reducing greenhouse 
gas emissions by 7.8 million tons, equivalent to 
removing 118 million cars from the nation’s roads 
each year, according to the American Coalition for 
Ethanol. 

The United States produces 6 billion gallons 
of ethanol per year at 143 facilities nationwide, 
according to the coalition. In Texas, only White 
Energy is operating, and four other plants –  
Levelland/Hockley Ethanol LLC, Panda, 
Panhandle Energies in Dumas, and Plainview 

BioEnergy LLC – are still under construction. The 
industry is supported by Gov. Rick Perry’s Energy 
Cluster, part of the Meeting Industries’ Critical 
Workforce Needs initiative. 

In Hereford, some 400 job seekers showed up 
at a regional community forum that Panhandle 
WorkSource and Panda sponsored. As a result, more 
than 100 candidates enrolled in a six-week Ethanol 
101 course hosted at Hereford’s Amarillo College 
campus. 

Among them was 49-year-old Carole Bishop, 
who was laid off from a fructose plant in neighboring 
Dimmitt after 26 years and was later hired as Panda’s 
administrative manager.

“Getting this job made me feel like I was back 
home again,” said Bishop, who now works with former 
factory coworkers.

“It’s having a ripple effect all over the Panhandle,” 
Davis said. “See all these cars driving around? We 
didn’t have that before.”  ■
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It’s a simple formula that has the Texas Panhandle 
abuzz. That’s what the region’s emerging ethanol  
industry is counting on, fueled by the nation’s need  
for alternatives at gas pumps.   By Cynthia  Hunter

ABOVE: Arles “Bugs” Graham Jr. holds corn that comes in via these rails from Corn Belt states and is 
stored in silos. BELOW: Joshua Arguijo (left) and Luis Pama (right) of White Energy guide a spout used to 
load rail cars with ethanol. 

ABOVE: Beverly Whitcher works in the process lab at 
White Energy. LEFT: Dusk settles over rail lines with 
Hereford’s White Energy plant and cattle feed lots in the 
background. Photography by Cynthia Hunter  














