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Recently released data for Minnesota and lowa show that sales of E15, a blend of 15%
ethanol and 85% gasoline, surged to record levels in 2021. Based on an analysis of the
data by the Renewable Fuels Association, it is estimated that national E15 volumes hit a
record 814 million gallons (mg) in 2021, an increase of 62% from 2020 (Exhibit 1).
(National statistics on E15 sales volumes are not published, but Minnesota and lowa
account for nearly one-third of U.S. stations.)

Exhibit 1: E15 Sales in Minnesota, lowa and the United States

2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021

E15 Sales Volume (Gallons)
As Reported (Based on Reporting Stations):

Minnesota 3,093,927 5,684,048 19,056,377 59,999,223 78,923,406 75,078,387 86,991,227

lowa 2,320,536 5,534,115 27,708,472 35,464,574 48,959,301 60,588,142 86,937,253
Estimated Based on Operating/Total Stations:

Minnesota 5,082,861 8,925,954 26,866,115 76,264,672 97,659,815 93,079,316 130,646,801

lowa 2,460,297 6,149,556 31,342,591 37,928,319 51,861,866 66,911,934 96,993,267
E15 Sold per Reporting Station (Gallons)
Minnesota 61,879 92,801 184,268 251,481 278,963 255,152 320,705
lowa 25,784 34,588 126,523 161,203 200,653 241,387 393,381
United States Estimate
Average Number of Stations 130 310 820 1,400 1,740 2,030 2,280
Estimated E15 Sales Volume (Gallons) 5,698,000 19,745,300 127,424,200 288,878,700 417,266,200 503,986,800 814,058,290,
Ethanol Content of E15 (Gallons) 854,700 2,961,800 19,113,630 43,331,810 62,589,930 75,598,020 122,108,740

Source: RFA analysis of data from the Minnesota Dept. of Commerce and lowa Dept. of Revenue

E15 sales by stations that reported volumes were nearly 87 mg in both lowa and
Minnesota in 2021, an increase of 16% in Minnesota and 43% in lowa from 2020 levels.
However, based on supplemental information from the Minnesota Dept. of Commerce
and the lowa Dept. of Revenue, it can be estimated that total E15 volumes were 131 mg
(+40%) in Minnesota and 97 mg in lowa (+45%), including stations that sold E15 but did
not report their volumes. Note that the U.S. estimate is based on average sales per
reporting station multiplied by the RFA’s count of the number of stations selling E15
nationwide.

The sharp increase in E15 sales in 2021 is likely due to three factors: 1) an increase in
the number of stations that offer the blend, 2) the recovery in overall fuel consumption
toward pre-pandemic levels starting in the late spring, and 3) a rebound in the prices of
renewable identification numbers (RINs), which are credits used to demonstrate
compliance with the federal Renewable Fuel Standard. Higher RIN prices incentivize
retailers to offer blends with higher ethanol content and facilitate more competitive pricing
of such blends to drive increased sales.
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https://mn.gov/commerce/consumers/your-vehicle/clean-energy.jsp
https://tax.iowa.gov/report-category/retailers-annual-gallons

The ground was prepared for such an expansion in 2019, after the Environmental
Protection Agency issued a regulation that allowed E15 to be sold year-round (Exhibit 2).
Previously, many fuel retailers had found it difficult or impossible to offer E15 during the
summer months in conventional gasoline markets, due to outdated fuel volatility
regulations.” In 2020, nationwide E15 sales managed to increase despite the 13% drop
in overall gasoline consumption due to the COVID-19 pandemic, but the gains were
muted.

Exhibit 2: U.S. E15 Sales Volumes
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However, the progress that was witnessed in 2021 is now threatened. In July 2021, the
D.C. Circuit Court of Appeals ruled in favor of oil refiners who argued that EPA’s year-
round E15 regulation should be vacated because the Agency had exceeded its authority.
Despite the court decision being published in early July, it did not affect E15 sales in 2021
since retailers were allowed to continue selling the fuel throughout the summer without
making any changes to their operations. However, if the court decision is allowed to stand
and no other action is taken, summertime E15 sales would be expected to drop in
conventional gasoline areas in 2022, as was the pattern prior to 2019.

While this is a long-term threat to the expanded availability of E15, the U.S. faces a more
acute fuel supply and price problem this year. The Russian invasion of Ukraine has driven
up global and U.S. crude oil prices, and retail gasoline prices have hit record levels as a

T EPA limits the volatility of gasoline during the “high ozone season” every summer (Jun. 1-Sep. 15). Prior
to EPA’s 2019 rule change, the practical volatility limit for E10 sold in conventional gasoline areas was 10
pounds per square inch (psi) Reid vapor pressure (RVP), but E15 was held to a 9-psi limit. EPA’s 2019 rule
effectively extended the volatility limit for E15 to 10 psi, creating regulatory parity for E15 and E10.
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result. In 2021, the U.S. imported an average of 670,000 barrels/day of crude oil and
petroleum products from Russia, which the Biden Administration has now banned.
Expanded use of ethanol in E15 could go a long way toward replacing the gasoline from
Russian imports, but if restrictions on E15 return this summer as scheduled, sales could
go into reverse, further tightening fuel supplies and putting upward pressure on gasoline
prices. The ability to ramp up E15 volumes has been demonstrated, and the Biden
administration should take immediate action to allow E15 to continue to be sold in
conventional gasoline areas this summer, just as has been the case the last three years.
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