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Algae Biomass Organization 

2013 Industry Survey – Executive Summary 

The Algae Biomass Organization’s 2013 Industry Survey was conducted in January through an electronic 

survey sent via email to recipients on ABO's 5,000+ contact list. It asked for opinion and projections on 

the industry’s growth, barriers to advancement, and policy priorities through 2020 

More than 470 people from every segment of the algae industry participated in the 2013 questionnaire, 

a significant increase in participation compared to 2012.  As in 2012, the respondents this year  continue 

their optimism that algae fuels will be price competitive within the decade; that production and hiring 

will increase in both the short and long term; and that improved supportive federal policy could 

significantly benefit the industry’s development of algae based fuels, feeds, fertilizers and other 

products.  

That these trends stayed positive in 2013 is perhaps the most encouraging finding of the survey. During 

2012 the algae industry was heavily criticized during the presidential primaries; biofuel use by the 

military came under heavy assault by powerful interests; and sustainability research was reaching only 

vague conclusions about algae’s potential. Despite these challenges the industry holds steady in its 

optimism. This is true of those who categorized themselves as producers as well as everyone else. 

The key highlights of the survey’s findings are described in this executive summary. ABO members can 

request the survey’s full results, PowerPoint slides and further analysis by sending email to 

info@algaebiomass.org. An abbreviated recap of the survey questions and responses is available via 

Slideshare at http://www.algaebiomass.org/resource-center/references/industry-statistics/. 

KEY HIGHLIGHTS 

• The 2013 survey shows that optimism on the price competitiveness of algae fuels remains—91% 

of respondents say it is likely that algae-based fuels will be cost-competitive by 2020. 

• Nearly 1 in 4 (23%) of producers say the price will be below $3.00 per gallon by 2020. 

• Congressional engagement is high—65% of respondents’ organizations either have met with or 

plan to meet with legislators. 

• Job growth was confidently predicted by employers for 2013. By 2020 some were projecting 

significant growth, but with more uncertainty (up to 30% of ABO members were not sure what 

their employment figures would be in 2020).  

• 90% of employers say better federal policy support would likely accelerate hiring. 
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• The most important federal policies in building a robust algae industry were identified as 

Research and Development, commercialization grants, and Tax Credits/Incentives. 

• The most critical challenges for the industry to achieve cost-competitiveness were identified by 

producers as cost-efficient production systems and harvesting and extraction systems. 

DEMOGRAPHICS 

Of the 470 respondents, 33% were ABO members. 

When asked what segment of the value chain they represented 27% reported being from a company 

that produces or researches algae products for commercial applications. About 30% reported working at 

research laboratories and universities or colleges. Only 4% reported working at a company that is an end 

user of algae products. 

 

Respondents reported holding all types of positions in the algae industry. The largest segment, 31%, was 

executives, closely followed by scientists or researchers (29%). Smaller percentages were reported in 

marketing or sales (8%), and administrative, legal or human resources (4%). 

A range of algae-related activities are being undertaken at respondents’ organizations. More than half 

(55%) said they were growing algae and 43% said they were involved in harvesting algae as well. While 

only 5% reported refining algal oils into fuels or chemicals, 25% did report refining algae into other 

products. Nearly a quarter (23%) also reported manufacturing equipment used in algae production and 

cultivation. 
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Survey respondents remain positive about the prospects for cost-competitive algae fuels. More than 

90% overall (and 95% of producers) believe it was at least somewhat likely that algae-based fuels will be 

able to compete with fossil fuels by 2020, and nearly 70% overall (75% of producers) believe it is 

moderately likely to extremely likely. Those numbers are remarkably similar to the results of the 2012 

Industry Survey.  

Given what you know about the algae industry, in your opinion, how likely is 
it that algae-based fuels will be cost-competitive with fossil fuels by 2020? 

    
2012 Response 

Ratio 

2013 
Response 

Ratio 

2013 
Producers 

Only 
Extremely 
likely   13% 12% 16% 

Very likely   22% 26% 31% 

Moderately 
likely   34% 29% 27% 

Slightly likely   20% 24% 21% 

Not at all likely   10% 9% 5% 

 

POLICY 

ABO asked several questions pertaining to policies that might accelerate the commercialization of algae 

products or stimulate research and development breakthroughs. Nearly 7 in 10 (68%) reported that they 

do reach out, or plan to reach out, to legislators or policy makers about algae. A large majority (80%) of 

those reporting themselves to be algae producers also said they have had such meetings, or had plans 

for them. 

The strong potential for algae to provide a diverse range of products other than fuels came through in 

response to a question about which algal products were being produced by the survey takers’ 

organizations. While 28% marked “Fuels,” there were extremely healthy marks for a variety of other 

products such as feeds, nutraceuticals and fertilizers. 
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Does your company or organization produce any of the 
following algal products? (select all that apply) 

    ABO Members 
Producers 

Only 
We do not directly 
produce algal products 18% 25% 

Vegetable oils for use in 
food products 5% 11% 

Feeds (fish and/or farm) 35% 35% 

Bioplastics 4% 5% 

Chemicals 11% 10% 

Nutritional products or 
nutraceuticals 30% 28% 

Fuels 33% 29% 

Fertilizers 21% 18% 

Biomass for energy or 
other uses 37% 36% 

Other 9% 9% 

 

The industry’s relative youth becomes apparent in the types of policies they most support. When asked 

to rank a list of policies according to how important they were to building a robust algae industry the 

averaged responses placed “research and development grants” in the #1 spot. However, the average 

ranking scores for these policies were very close, meaning that only a few more votes for one of them 

could move their final ranking: 

1. Research and development grants 

2. Commercialization grants 

3. Tax credits/incentives 

4. The Renewable Fuel Standard 

5. Department of Defense opportunities 

6. Loan guarantees 

7. Fuel subsidies 
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A list of prospective policies not yet in effect was also offered for ranking. “Designation of algae as an 

agricultural crop by USDA or other agencies” was ranked #1 most often as the choice that could best 

help build a robust algae industry. The average ranking for each of these items was very close as well: 

1. Designation of algae as an agricultural crop by the USDA or other agencies 

2. A technology neutral Renewable Fuel Standard 

3. A multi-year extension of the biofuel tax credit 

4. Climate legislation (e.g., carbon credits) 

 

The survey also asked if state or federal support programs had accelerated the growth of their company 

or organization. While 30% said yes, this question revealed a clear benefit among ABO members, 43% of 

which said yes.  

PRODUCTION 

A separate set of questions was asked of algae producers—almost 45% of the survey’s sample. A full 

44% of producers reported that elected officials had visited their facilities, but when you look at ABO 

members that are producers, that number jumps to 52%. 

Have elected officials at any level (local, state, federal) ever 
visited your facilities? 

    ABO Members Producers 

Yes 52% 44% 

No 43% 51% 

Not sure 5% 5% 

 

Producers reported a positive view on the prospects for expansion of algae production capacity in 2013. 

Twenty five percent reported they would be expanding at an existing facility, 22% said they would 

expand with new facilities, and 20% reported expansion and both new and existing facilities.  

The future price of algae-based fuel is often debated in the media, so we asked a question about future 

price of algae-based fuel. Nearly 4 in 10 (37%) of producers in the industry survey predicted prices below 

$5.00/gal in 2020. While only 6% predicted prices more than $15.00 per gallon, a significant number (39 

percent) indicated they “weren’t sure.” 
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Perhaps the most informative result from the producers taking the survey came from a question asking 

what they felt the biggest challenge was to making cost-competitive algae-based fuels. The most-

favored response by far was “Cost-efficient production systems,” selected by 44%, followed by 

“harvesting and extraction systems,” selected by 21% of producers.   

JOBS 

Those working at an organization that directly employed people in algae-related work received a 

separate set of questions. Broadly, they predicted slight job growth in 2013, with larger (but more 

uncertain) projections for 2020. 

To the best of your knowledge, approximately how many people in your 
organization or company (or division) are directly working (or will be working) 
on algae-related business at the following times? 

    Beginning 2013 End of 2013 End of 2020 

1-10 71% 58% 17% 

11-50 20% 27% 30% 

51-100 4% 4% 16% 

101-500 4% 4% 8% 

500+ 1% 0% 4% 

Not sure 0% 6% 25% 

 

Less than 
$1.50/gallon, 7% 

$1.50-
$3.00/gallon, 

16% 

$3.00-
$5.00/gallon, 

14% 

$5.00-
$10.00/gallon, 

12% $10.00-
$15.00/gallon, 

5% 

More than 
$15.00/gallon, 

6% 

Not 
applicable/not 

sure, 39% 

Can you project the price of algae-based 
fuel in 2020? 
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Producers were strongly in favor of better federal policy support for the algae industry. Nine out of 10 

(89%) of the producers in the ABO Industry Survey said that better policy would be likely to lead them to 

accelerate hiring. Half of them were “very” or “extremely” confident they could accelerate hiring with 

better federal policy support. 


