Audubon Sugar Institute

A Rich History, a Promising Future
Pharmaceuticals derived from sugarcane, art paper produced from bagasse,
a chemical mix for killing pesky bio-films in dental equipment.
These are a few of the influential developments that scientists at the LSU
AgCenter’s Audubon Sugar Institute have discovered or are in the process of
creating to shape sugar engineering and technology on a global scale.
The institute had its beginnings in 1885 when the Louisiana Sugar Planters
Association (LSPA) established the Louisiana Sugar Experiment Station in Kenner.
In 1887, this station moved to New Orleans in what is now Audubon Park.
Then, in 1891, the Audubon Sugar School was established on the station’s
grounds.
“It was the object of the school to produce experts in the sugar industry. It
was designed to meet the wants of the planters’ sons who ultimately expected to
become owners of large plantations and factories” is a quote attributed to William
C. Stubbs, the first director of the Sugar Station. A building on the LSU campus
is named after him.
This endeavor has not only been a passage through time but a journey across
the sugar-growing region of south Louisiana.
To educate the planters’ sons, the school offered a two-year curriculum in
agriculture, chemistry and mechanical engineering. Unfortunately, financial
constraints forced the school to close in 1896. But it did not remain closed for
long. In its short tenure, the school had left a lasting impression. Because of the
success of its curriculum, LSU incorporated a degree program based on it. The
five-year program included three years of study on the Baton Rouge campus and
two years of practical instruction in sugar technology at Audubon Park.
Charles E. Coates, who served as the director of the Sugar Experiment Station
from 1897 to 1937, oversaw the new curriculum and the reopening of the
Audubon Sugar School in the fall of 1897. With the reopening, the weight of the
new program shifted from agriculture to chemical and mechanical engineering.
Students chose from two courses of study: sugar agriculture and chemistry, or
sugar chemistry and mechanical engineering.
The year 1925 was a landmark year for the Audubon Sugar School and the
Sugar Experiment Station. Both moved to LSU’s Baton Rouge campus. To
accommodate their needs, a sugar factory was built with a daily grinding capacity
of 360 tons. For the next 40 years, the Audubon Sugar School was responsible for
producing the world’s leaders in sugar technology.
In 1931, the College of Pure and Applied Science was responsible for overseeing the Audubon Sugar School. In 1937, the agricultural chemistry course migrated to the Department of Chemistry, with the sugar factory element being
placed under the auspices of the Department of Chemical Engineering. For the
most part, the school enjoyed its greatest success during the era from the 1920s
until the 1960s.
Unfortunately for the Sugar School, it became a casualty of Fidel Castro.
Because of the Cuban revolution, many Cuban exiles with years of experience
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flooded the job market in the United States. Ironically, many of these people had
attended LSU’s Sugar School. Because of the failing job market, many new
sugar school graduates could not find employment. The Audubon Sugar School
was at a crossroads.
After years of struggling, the school separated from the Department of
Chemical Engineering and became an independent department in 1977. Funding from the state and the American Sugar Cane League allowed the sugar
factory, which had stopped grinding cane in the 1960s, to be converted into a
research institute. The Audubon Sugar School became the Audubon Sugar
Institute.
In 1986, control over the Audubon Sugar Institute changed hands again.
This time, the LSU Agricultural Center became responsible for the institute. Still
housed on the main campus, the institute’s main focus shifted to processing
sugar more efficiently and to developing value-added products from sugarcane.
In 2004, the Audubon Sugar Institute moved off-campus to its current
location in St. Gabriel, virtually in the shadows of the Sugar Research Station,
much like its earlier days in Audubon Park. The institute has also returned to its
roots. At its new location, the Audubon Sugar Institute is revitalizing training
and education in sugar technology without neglecting research aimed at
determining commercial feasibility of new processes and development of technologies suitable for local industries.
In 2018, a new large-scale pilot plant housed in its own building next to
the institute building became operational in batch mode, and represents an
exciting new extra research tool for the Audubon Sugar Institute to add to its
ongoing laboratory and factory/refinery research. Also, with new strategic
planning with our stakeholders and customers, the institute is streamlining
its efforts to produce research and technologies that will diversify, serve and
enhance the sugar industry well into the 21st century.
In the course of well over 100 years, the Audubon Sugar Institute has
survived financial calamity, ownership transfers, three moves and even a
communist revolution. With support of the American Sugar Cane League and
the State of Louisiana and guidance of the LSU AgCenter, the institute is
poised to regain its position as a world leader in sugar technology, continuing a
proud tradition.
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