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Finding the right pathway in the biobased chemical forest 
 
Abstract  
 
The significant technical and economic challenges that have restricted the commercialization of biofuels have 
motived biofuel companies and federal agencies to turn their attention to higher-value biobased chemicals. 
The current chemicals industry presents a very wide range of potential targets for biobased chemical 
replacements. Biology also creates opportunities for wholly new chemicals with unique functionality. As we 
strive to develop a biobased chemicals industry, how should government policy and private firms target 
products and pathways that are most likely to provide both economic and environmental benefits? This is one 
of several questions addressed over the past 10 years in the NSF Engineering Center for Biorenewable 
Chemicals (CBiRC).  This seminar will describe what we learned about how to choose biobased chemical R&D 
targets during the earliest stages of development. It will introduce the concept of a ‘bio-privileged’ molecule 
and describe the journey of discovery in one particularly interesting biochemical testbed. Several of the tools 
and rules we developed can (hopefully) be applied more generally in technology assessment and in choosing 
targets for technology development.  
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