POSITION PAPER #7

HEMP BIO-PACKAGING IN NEW JERSEY


Position: Provided that efforts in Congress fail to remove hemp from the list of approved agricultural crops, New Jersey farmers who wish to expand into hemp production need an additional market to make their efforts to grow hemp profitable.
Issue: The USDA has approved New Jersey’s plan for permitting the growing of hemp. So, where would this hemp go?
Background: Research is advancing further development of technology to turn hemp into a bio-packaging substitute for petroleum-based plastics. Hemp-based bio-packaging is preferable to petrochemical plastics because they can biodegrade in about three months, which could lead to a cleaning of the oceans by removing many petrochemical plastics from the waste stream. Hemp bio-packaging’s three-month biodegrading profile is opposed to the hundreds or even thousands of years that current petro-plastics take to break down. That is what makes traditional plastics such a threat to the world’s oceans, and why they have been found in the digestive tracks of a large percentage of marine life. Even if hemp-based bio-packaging were to find its way into the oceans, the cellulose at their core would biodegrade quickly and make them much less of a threat to fish and other marine animals.
However, the challenge remains developing the hemp plastics industry to a point where it can compete, pricewise, with petroleum plastics. Some success has been shown in deriving bio-packaging plastics from a mixture of hemp and other plant cellulose, such as corn. Additionally, as legislatures around the country pass bans on plastic bags and other items, the demand will be accelerated for hemp-based bio-packaging.
Suggested Actions: A coordinated effort involving NJDA, Rutgers NJAES, Stockton University and others working the agricultural private sector could help to establish New Jersey as one of the centers of hemp bio-packaging production in the United States. A state appropriation several budget cycles ago of more than $600,000 helped fund research at Rutgers and exploration of mobile hemp processing machines at Stockton.  However, there has not been a subsequent appropriation since that initial investment, and that is needed to move the work of the NJDA and the two colleges forward. 
