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Groundbreaking partnership is fueling race cars and the growth of E15

FOR MOST NASCAR SPECTATORS, 
HENRY FORD’S NAME  
NEVER COMES TO MIND  
WHILE THEY’RE CHEERING ON 
THEIR FAVORITE STOCK CAR DRIVER.
But Ryan Welsh is a different kind of spectator. As the 
director of sales and marketing for American Ethanol—
NASCAR’s first partner when the racing organization 
launched its official NASCAR Green Initiative in 2011—
Welsh often thinks of Ford and the impact the pioneering 
automaker had on the transportation industry.

“Ford deserves thanks because of his vision and innova-
tion,” Welsh says. “Almost every working American could 
own a car because of him, and he had bigger ideas going 
forward on how to fuel them.”

In fact, when the Model T rolled off a Detroit assembly 
line, it became the first production flex-fuel vehicle, mean-
ing it could run on gasoline, ethanol or both. 

As a prescient Ford once told the New York Times, “The 
fuel of the future is going to come from fruit like that of 
sumac out by the road, or from apples, weeds, sawdust 
— almost anything. There is fuel in every bit of vegetable 
matter that can be fermented.” 

Corn, of course, is one example.

Collaborating Today for a  
Greener Tomorrow
At first glance, NASCAR might seem an unlikely role 
model for sustainable energy.

But fairly early on in the national conversation about sus-



tainability, the company’s executives understood the impor-
tance of becoming a more energy-efficient organization.

“Back in 2008 NASCAR, could see consumers were 
starting to identify with the green movement, and they 
knew it was something good for future generations,” Welsh 
explains. “As they started their Green Initiative, a long-
term biofuels and emissions reduction program was put 
into place, and a long, intensive search for the right biofuel 
ensued.”

That search led to Albert Lea, Minn., where a NASCAR 
executive with ties to the area learned about ethanol’s 
benefits from the local ethanol plant, POET Biorefining - 
Glenville. The plant is part of South Dakota-based POET 
LLC, one of the world’s largest producers of ethanol and 
other biorefined products.

“Soon all of the NASCAR top executives were on a plane to 
visit POET LLC in South Dakota and tour the plant—and 
the partnership was born,” Welsh says. “American Ethanol 
came in as a principal partner of NASCAR Green in 2011.”

Since 2011, NASCAR has successfully run more than 
eight million competition miles on Sunoco Green E15, a 
renewable fuel blended with American Ethanol. That is the 
equivalent of nearly 30 trips from the earth to the moon or 
281 laps around the earth, according to NASCAR data.  In 
2016, that total will surpass 10 million mile mark.

“These are the most extreme conditions a fuel can go 
through, and we have proved the superiority of ethanol 
enriched fuel,” Welsh says.

A “Win” for Both Parties— 
and the Public
Just what does the American Ethanol-NASCAR partner-
ship mean for those companies as well as for the retailers 
who sell E15 and the consumers who buy it?

In short, it means better performance for NASCAR, in-
creased visibility for the fuel, and greater public awareness 
of the benefits higher ethanol blends deliver.

“Ethanol provides octane and octane equals power and 
NASCAR engines like that. NASCAR has reduced green-
house emissions by 20 percent while increasing horsepower 
using American Ethanol,” Welsh says.

In addition, the American Ethanol/E15 paint scheme 
prominently placed on the hood of driver Austin Dillon’s 
famed No. 3 Chevrolet SS—along with brand recognition 
on the green flag and on the fuel port of every car—means 
NASCAR’s more than 75 million loyal fans can’t miss the 
E15 message.

“American Ethanol has stepped up to help our nation’s 
economy, but I really like the environmental contributions 
the homegrown fuel has made to the sport,” says Dil-
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“These are the most extreme conditions a fuel can go through, and we have proved the 
superiority of ethanol enriched fuel. Ethanol provides octane and octane equals power and 
NASCAR engines like that. NASCAR has reduced greenhouse emissions by 20 percent 

while increasing horsepower using American Ethanol.”
—Ryan Welsh, director of sales and marketing, American Ethanol



lon, the grandson of Richard Childress of RCR (Richard 
Childress Racing), a Growth Energy board member and 
an American Ethanol champion. “I am proud to wear the 
American Ethanol colors in NASCAR.”

By conveying the fact that fuels like E15 are safe, efficient, 
better for the environment and truly the fuels of the future, 
the American Ethanol-NASCAR messaging is working 
beyond the track, too.

“Since NASCAR switched to Sunoco Green E15 five years 
ago, we have seen a very substantial change in the na-
tional dialogue regarding ethanol,” says Tom Buis, CEO 
of Growth Energy. “When people see NASCAR rely on 
ethanol week after week in all three of its national racing 
series, they understand that it is a fuel that they can rely 
on, as well.”

As Welsh notes, American Ethanol and NASCAR are 
battling “the old guard, who will not give up their market 
share without a fight. The partnership has definitely fought 
against the myths and stigmas about renewable fuels.” 

The partners appear to be winning.

“A recent media research study shows NASCAR fans are 
twice as likely as non-fans to support the use of gasoline 
blended with ethanol in their own car. They can see that it 
is safer, cleaner and superior,” Welsh adds.

In fact, according to a 2014 study by the market research 
company Toluna, NASCAR fans are more than 75 percent 
more likely than non-fans to support the use of ethanol 
blended with gasoline to fuel their own car.

How Fuel Retailers Benefit
The publicity the American Ethanol-NASCAR partner-
ship generates extends beyond what happens at the track 

and in the race cars. American Ethanol also works with 
numerous media outlets including radio stations like the 
Motor Racing Network (MRN) to reach the vast audience 
of NASCAR’s 75 million-plus fans.

That, Welsh says, is how the partnership is helping fuel 
retailers succeed as they move toward carrying more 
renewable products.

“Fuel retailers can see the power of NASCAR, not only 
under the hood but also with their consumers who are 
NASCAR fans,” says Welsh. “This is a vast audience and we 
are promoting the American Ethanol brand to them. A lot 
goes into the partnership and the retailer can take advan-
tage by offering not only a great product but a promoted 
product. Many retailers are doing this right now.”

Welsh thinks the embrace of ethanol blends would delight 
Henry Ford—an early proponent of  consumer choice and 
renewable energy.

“If Ford were alive today, I’d like to think he would be an 
avid NASCAR fan, and not just because of the excitement 
and extreme competition,” Welsh says. “I’d like to think 
he would also find pride in the fact that NASCAR has 
raced more than eight million flawless miles on Sunoco 
Green E15, and would applaud the NASCAR Green plat-
form—the most comprehensive initiative of recycling and 
sustainability in all of sports, in which American Ethanol 
is a founding partner.

“American Ethanol is comparable to Goodyear, and our 
goal is to be what Titleist is to the PGA,” Welsh continues. 
“Being a competition sponsor in NASCAR guarantees 
American Ethanol a spot in victory lane every week. 
However, the real victory will come when the American 
consumer has a choice of renewable fuel at the pump.” n
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