Life Sciences Diversity and Interdependence of Life — Benchmark G:
Describe how human activities can impact the status of natural systems.

10-18 Describe ways that human activities can deliberately or inadvertently alter the
equilibrium in ecosystems. Explain how changes in technology/biotechnology can cause
significant changes, either positive or negative, in environmental quality and carrying
capacity.

10-19 [lilustrate how uses of resources at local, state, regional national, and global
levels have affected the quality of life (e.g.,energy production, sustainable vs. non-
sustainable agriculture).

History Benchmarks

9™_10" grades

F. Identify major historical patterns in the domestic affairs of the United States during the 20th
century and explain their significance.

11™-12" grades
B. Use historical interpretations to explain current issues.

Geography Benchmarks

9™_10" grades

A. Analyze the cultural, physical, economic and political characteristics that define regions and
describe reasons that regions change over time.

B. Analyze geographic changes brought about by human activity using appropriate maps and
other geographic data.

11"-12™ grades
B. Evaluate the consequences of geographic and environmental changes resulting from
governmental policies and human modifications to the physical environment.

Economic Benchmarks

9™.10™ grades

A. Compare how different economic systems answer the fundamental economic questions of
what goods and services to produce, how to produce them, and who will consume them.

B. Explain how the U.S. government provides public services, redistributes income, regulates
economic activity, and promotes economic growth and stability.

11™-12™ grades

A. Analyze how scarcity of productive resources affects supply, demand,

inflation and economic choices.

B. ldentify factors which inhibit or spur economic growth and cause expansions or recessions.
C. Explain how veluntary worldwide trade, specialization and interdependence among countries
affect standards of living and economic growth.
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Genetically Engineered Corn Could Harm Aquatic

Ecosystems

ScienceDaily (Oct. 10, 2007) — A study by an Indiana
University environmental science professor and several
colleagues suggests a widely planted variety of genetically
engineered corn has the potential to harm aquatic ecosystems.

Researchers, including Todd V. Royer, an assistant professor in
the TU School of Public and Environmental Affairs, established
that pollen and other plant parts containing toxins from
genetically engineered Bt corn are washing into streams near
cornfields.

They also conducted laboratory trials that found consumption of
Bt corn byproducts produced increased mortality and reduced
growth in caddisflies, aquatic insects that are related to the pests
targeted by the toxin in Bt corn.

Caddisflies, Royer said, "are a food resource for higher
organisms like fish and amphibians. And, if our goal is to have
healthy, functioning ecosystems, we need to protect all the parts.
Water resources are something we depend on greatly."

Bt corn is engineered to include a gene from the micro-organism

Genetically modified corn, commonly called
Bi corn, is engineered to kill pests such as the
European corn borer. However, a new study
shows that Bt corn may also harm the
caddisfly, which serves as food for fish and
amphibians. The new study also shows that
parts of Bt corn, such as leaves, cobs and
pollen, can travel as far as 2000 meters away
Jrom source areas--a phenomenon that was
not considered when Bt corn was licensed.
{Credit: Zina Deretsky, National Science
Foundation)

Bacillus thuringiensis, which produces a toxin that protects the
crop from pests, in particular the European corn borer. It was
licensed for use in 1996 and quickly gained popularity. In 2006,
around 35 percent of corn acreage planted in the U.S. was genetically modified, the study says, citing U.S.
Department of Agriculture data.

Before licensing Bt corn, the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency conducted trials to test its impact on water
biota. But it used Daphnia, a crustacean commonly used for toxicity tests, and not insects that are more closely
related to the target pests, Royer said.

Royer emphasized that, if there are unintended consequences of planting genetically engineered crops, farmers
shouldn't be held responsible. In a competitive agricultural economy, producers have to use the best technologies
they can get.

"Every new technology comes with some benefits and some risks," he said. "I think probably the risks associated
with widespread planting of Bt corn were not fully assessed.”

There was a public outcry over the growing use of Bt corn in 1999, when a report indicated it might harm monarch
butterflies. But studies coordinated by the government's Agriculture Research Service and published in PNAS
concluded there was not a significant threat to monarchs. Around that time, Royer said, he and his colleagues
wondered whether the toxin from Bt corn was getting into streams near cornfields; and, if so, whether it could have
an impact on aquatic insects.

Their research, conducted in 2005 and 2006 in an intensely farmed region of northern Indiana, measured inputs of

http://www sciencedaily.com/releases/2007/10/071008171030.htm 1/4/2008



Page 2 of 2

Bt corn pollen and com byproducts (e.g., leaves and cobs) in 12 headwater streams, using litter traps to collect the
materials. They also found corn pollen in the guts of certain caddisflies, showing they were feeding on corn pollen.

The research team did the following:

1. Measured the entry of Bt plant parts--including pollen, leaves and cobs--in 12 streams in a heavily farmed
Indiana region. The research team's results demonstrate that these plant parts are washing into local steams.
Moreover, during storms, these plant parts are carried long distances and therefore could have ecological
impacts on downstream water bodies, such as lakes and large rivers.

2. Collected field data indicating that Bt corn pollen is being eaten by caddisflies, which are close genetic
relatives of the targeted Bt pests. Todd V. Royer, a member of the research team from Indiana University,
says that caddisflies "provide a food resource for higher organisms like fish and amphibians."

3. Conducted laboratory tests showing that consumption of Bt corn byproducts increased the mortality and
reduced the growth of caddisflies. Together with field data indicating that the caddisflies are eating Bt corn
pollen, these results "suggest that the toxin in Bt corn pollen and detritus can affect species of insects other
than the targeted pest," Tank said.

In laboratory trials, the researchers found caddisflies that were fed leaves from Bt corn had growth rates that were
less than half those of caddisflies fed non-Bt corn litter. They also found that a different type of caddisfly had
significantly increased mortality rates when exposed to Bt corn pollen at concentrations between two and three
times the maximum found in the test sites.

Royer said there was considerable variation in the amount of corn pollen and byproducts found at study locations.
And there is likely also to be significant geographical variation; farmers in lowa and Illinois, for example, are
planting more Bt corn than those in Indiana. The level of Bt comn pollen associated with increased mortality in
caddisflies, he said, “could potentially represent conditions in streams of the western Corn Belt.”

The study is being published online the week of Ocober 8 by the journal Proceedings of the National Academies of
Sciences. Other principal investigators for the study, titled "Toxins in transgenic crop byproducts may affect
headwater stream ecosystems," were Emma Rosi-Marshall of Loyola University Chicago, Jennifer Tank of the
University of Notre Dame and Matt Whiles of Southern Illinois University. It was funded by the National Science
Foundation.

Adapted from materials provided by Indiana University.

Need to cite this story in your essay, paper, or report? Use one of the following formats:
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Indiana University (2007, October 10). Genetically Engineered Comn Could Harm Aquatic Ecosystems.
ScienceDaily. Retrieved January 4, 2008, from http://www.sciencedaily.com/releases/2007/10/071008171030.htm
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Rising Food Prices Threaten World's Poor People

ScienceDaily (Jan. 2, 2008) — Income growth, climate change, high energy prices, globalization, and urbanization
are all converging to transform food production, markets, and consumption, according to a new report by the
International Food Policy Research Institute (IFPRI). As a result, global food demand and prices are likely to rise,
threatening the livelihoods and nutrition of poor people in developing countries. The report, "The World Food
Situation: New Driving Forces and Required Actions," was released Dec. 3 at the annual general meeting of the
Consultative Group on International Agricultural Research (CGIAR).

"TFood prices have been steadily decreasing since the Green Revolution, but the days of falling food prices may be
over," said Joachim von Braun, lead author of the report and director general of IFPRI. "Surging demand for feed,
food, and fuel have recently led to drastic price increases, which are not likely to fall in the foreseeable future, due
to low stocks and slow-growing supplies of agricultural outputs. Climate change will also have a negative impact
on food production, compounding the challenge of meeting global food demand, and potentially exacerbating
hunger and malnutrition among the world's poorest people."”

“Economic growth has helped to reduce hunger, particularly when it is equitable," added von Braun. "But
unfortunately, growth does not always reach the poorest people.”

Consnmer Demand

Many regions of the developing world, especially China and India, have seen high economic growth in recent
years. Together with an expanding urban population, income growth is altering spending and consumer
preferences. Global food demand is shifting from grains and other staple crops to processed food and high-value
agricultural products, such as vegetables, fruits, meat, and dairy.

Although many smallholder farmers would like to take advantage of new income-generating opportunitics
presented by high-value products, there are serious barriers to entering this market, including the capacity to
address safety and quality standards and produce large quantities for food processors and retailers.

Bioenergy

In response to rising oil costs, the production of biofuels as an alternative source of energy is also contributing to
dramatic changes in the world food situation. According to the report, increased production of bioenergy will
adversely affect poor people in developing countries by increasing both the price and price volatility of food.
Subsidies for biofuels, which are common, exacerbate the negative impact on poor households, as they implicitly
act as a tax on basic food.

Using state-of-the-art computer modeling, IFPRI has projected the possible price effects of biofuels for two
potential scenarios up to the year 2020:

¢ Under scenario one, which is based on the actual biofuel investment plans of many countries and the
assumption that high-potential countries will expand their production of bioenergy, maize prices would
increase by 26 percent and oilseed prices would rise by 18 percent.

» Under scenario two, which assumes that the production of biofuels would expand greatly, to twice the level
of scenario one, maize prices would increase by 72 percent and oilseeds by 44 percent.

In both scenarios, rises in crop prices would lead to decreases in food availability and calorie consumption in all

regions of the world, with Sub-Saharan Africa suffering the most. As biofuels become increasingly profitable,
more land, water, and capital will be diverted to their production, and the world will face more trade-offs between
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food and fuel.
Agricultural Trade

In addition to biofuels, IFPRI also modeled the impact of supply and demand changes on prices and projects that
up to 2015, cereal prices could further increase by 10 to 20 percent, benefiting certain countries and population
groups while ill-affecting others. China and almost all African countries, which are net importers of cereals, would
suffer from the resulting high prices, but India, a net exporter would benefit. Overall, the majority of poor people,
who live in households that are net buyers of food, will be worse off and increased food prices will make it even
more difficult for them to eat healthy, well-balanced diets.

A more open global trade in agriculture, however, would generally benefit developing countries. IFPRI research
shows that opening up and facilitating market access between industrialized and developing countries would bring
significant economic gains, although poverty would not be significantly reduced except in certain contexts.

Climate Change

World agricultural output is projected to decrease significantly due to global warming, and the impact on
developing countries will be much more severe than on industrialized nations. Africa is particularly vulnerable to
climate change because of its high proportion of low-input, rainfed agriculture, compared with Asia or Latin
America. Exposure to rainfall variability also extends to livestock, which mostly depend on range and grasslands
that are affected by environmental shocks, such as climate change. To address these risks, investments to improve
agricultural productivity need to increase and innovative insurance mechanisms should be explored to compensate
rural communities and smallholder farmers when rains fail.

Policy Recommendations

Given the various risks and challenges posed by the rapidly changing world food situation, current market trends
and government policies could exacerbate hunger and poverty, especially for the world's poorest people.
Policymakers thus must take explicit measures to mitigate the negatives effects on poor households. While tackling
long-term challenges is vital, the report recommends that policymakers also take immediate action:

1. Developed countries should facilitate flexible responses to drastic changes in food prices by eliminating
trade barriers and programs that set aside agriculture resources. A world facing increased food scarcity needs
to trade more, not less.

2. Developing countries should increase investment in rural infrastructure and market institutions to improve
access to critical agricultural inputs, including fertilizers, seeds, and credit, which are key to enhancing
productivity.

3. To counteract rising food prices, national and international research systems, including the CGIAR, should
be positioned to invest more heavily in agricultural science and technology to increase agricultural
production on a global level.

4. Policymakers should enact social protection measures that focus on early childhood nutrition to mitigate
risks associated with reduced food access, particularly for the poorest households.

5. Because poor people in developing countries are especially vulnerable to the risks associated with climate
change, particularly as it relates to food security, policymakers should take agriculture and food issues into
account when developing national and international climate change agendas.

"As the world food situation is being rapidly defined by new driving forces, including income growth, climate
change, and increased production of biofuels, the global community must give renewed attention to the role of
agriculture, nutrition, and health in development policy," said von Braun. "Above all, policies must target the
world's most poor and hungry people, to ensure that they do not get left behind in the wake of overall economic
growth and global progress."

Adapted from materials provided by Cousultative Group on International Agricultiral Research.

Need to cite this story in your essay, paper, or report? Use one of the following formats:

http://www .sciencedaily.com/releases/2007/12/071204091925 htm 1/4/2008



Farmers Head to Fields to Plant Corn, Lots of It - New York Times Page 1 of 3

Ehe NewYork Times

March 31, 2007

Farmers Head to Fields to Plant Corn, Lots of It
By ANDREW MARTIN

With demand for ethanol pushing corn prices to $4 a bushel or higher, it was not a surprise that farmers
intended to plant a lot more corn this season.

What was surprising about the Agriculture Department report released yesterday was just how much they
intended to plant — a staggering 90.5 million acres, the most since World War II and 15 percent more than
last season.

But intentions do not always translate into reality. Many analysts were cautioning yesterday that it was too
soon to assume there would be a bumper crop.

Some farmers may change their minds about planting corn, especially after corn futures dropped on news of
the planting report, though prices remain strong. The analysts, however, were worried about the weather.

“Our climate scientists are predicting a challenging growing season,” said Daniel W. Basse, president of
AgResource, an agricultural research and consulting firm.

But even if farmers do not end up reaping as much corn as predicted, this year’s crop promises to have broad
implications throughout the agriculture, food and energy sectors.

The rush to plant corn would come at the cost of other crops, particularly soybeans and cotton. The
Agriculture Department said that if farmers followed through with their stated intentions, soybean acreage
would be down 11 percent and cotton, 20 percent.

“This year, we are planting wall-to-wall corn,” said Webb Bozeman, a farmer in Flora, Miss., who normally
plants cotton, corn and soybeans. “Corn is profitable. Cotton is pretty much break-even at best.”

The drop in corn futures dragged other crops down with it yesterday. Corn futures for May fell 20 cents, to
$3.74 a bushel, or 5 percent, the maximum allowed for a one-day decline. May soybean futures fell 17 cents,
about 2 percent, but they had gained more than 30 percent over the last year on expectations that farmers
would reduce acreage. Wheat futures for May were down 23 cents, or 5 percent.

Shares of meat producers jumped yesterday because the additional corn should reduce feed costs. Shares of
Tyson Foods rose 45 cents, to $19.41. Shares of Smithfield Foods rose 82 cents, to $29.95.

Shares for ethanol producers were mixed. Archer Daniels Midland stock fell 6 cents, to $36.70, but Pacific
Ethanol rose 6 cents, to $17.03.

David Driscoll, an analyst for Citigroup, said that while the corn crop was still dependent on weather, the

http://www.nytimes.com/2007/03/3 1/business/3 1 corn.html?pagewanted=print 1/4/2008



Farmers Head to Fields to Plant Com, Lots of It - New York Times Page 2 of 3

report was a positive sign that there would be enough corn to meet both fuel and food needs and to replenish
depleted corn inventories,

“The moral of the story is, if you dangle money in front of farmers, they take it,” Mr. Driscoll said.

With corn prices expected to weaken, at least temporarily, the report should ease concerns about increases in
food costs, which had recently started to tick upward. Corn is primarily used to feed livestock, and some
farmers have complained that ethanol is pushing feed corn prices too high.

“We still have some optimism that we will have enough corn,” said Joy Philippi, immediate past president of
the National Pork Producers Council. “Everything is going to hit just perfect.

“It looks good today, but we'll know more in June or July,” said Ms. Philippi, a Nebraska farmer who told a
Congressional panel this month that hog farmers were worried that they would not have enough corn
because of the demands by ethanol plants.

But the National Chicken Council said its optimism about the corn crop was clouded by decreased soybean
acreage. Chicken feed typically includes 70 percent corn, 20 percent soybean meal and 10 percent minerals
and other ingredients. As a result, feed costs have increased 40 percent since last summer because of rising
corn prices.

Several analysts said they expected Brazilian farmers to plant more soybeans in the fall to make up the
difference.

In the last several years, farmers and investors have been rushing to expand ethanol capacity, a trend that
was accelerated by a 2005 energy bill that mandated 7.5 billion gallons of renewable fuels by 2012 and by
refiners phasing out the use of the fuel additive methyl tert-butyl ether, or MTBE. Scaring gasoline prices
have also encouraged ethanol production.

There are currently 114 ethanol plants, compared with g5 in January 2006, with 80 more under construction
and hundreds more in various stages of planning, according to the Renewable Fuels Association.

When all of the current plants under construction are completed, probably in early 2009, ethanol plants will
need about 4.3 billion bushels of corn a year to produce more than 12 billion gallons a year.

Ken McCauley, president of the National Corn Growers Association, said the planting report showed that
farmers responded to demands from the ethanol and livestock industry to grow more corn.

“It really shows you that that market is doing its thing,” said Mr. McCauley, a Kansas farmer.

But news of a record corn planting did not please everyone. Ken Cook, president of the Environmental
Working Group, an environmental advocacy group, said the report should serve as a warning to Congress on
the consequences of an ethanol boom, which include increased water pollution from fertilizer. Corn requires
heavier applications of nitrogen fertilizer than any other crop.

“Up until now, ethanol policy has been little more than a political bidding war,” Mr. Cook said in a statement.
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“Policy makers are outdoing one another to propose the biggest, fastest expansion of subsidies, and the most
aggressive federal mandate to produce more ethanol and put more of it in our gas-guzzling automobile fleet.”

For farmers, the decision to plant corn is simple math.

Jim Stephens, president of Farmers National Commodities, which analyzes grain markets, said farmers
typically make slightly more money an acre from corn than they do from soybeans. But this year, the gap has
widened significantly.

Even with prices down late yesterday, he said a farmer would make $110 more an acre with corn instead of

soybeans, assuming typical yields.
“It is significant,” Mr. Stephens said. “That’s why there is such a shift.”

Mr. Bozeman, the cotton farmer, agreed. “It’s not profitable to raise cotton, not for me anyway. Not this year.
Not with $4 corn.”

Cogyright 2007 The New York Times Company
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When corn is king

The ubiquitous vegetable is wreaking havoc on everything from public heaith to foreign policy, argues
writer Michael Pollan

By Matthew MacLean | Special to The Christian Science Monitor
BERKELEY, CALIF. - Food may well be one of the biggest stories of the new century.

Witness the extensive news coverage of mad cow disease and E.coli contamination, and the controversies over
growth hormones and genetic engineering. Modern-day Upton Sinclairs like Eric Schlossinger have given us
exposés on the beef and fast-food industries. And the organic revoluticn has reached adulthood, with its coming
out party on the cover of Newsweek last manth.,

So important has the food story become that the Graduate School of Journalism at the University of California,
Berkeley, recently invited scientists, farmers, and government officials to talk to journalists about industrial focd
production, food-borne pathogens, and other issues in food writing.

Among those panelists was Michael Pollan — well-known for his groundbreaking books that explore the
relationship between humans and nature. In "The Botany of Desire," Mr. Pellan looks at his garden in Connecticut
and sees scheming arugula and plotting asparagus. We humans might think we controt cur agriculture and
engineer our envircnment, but Pollan argues that plants use us as much as we use them. He follows the trail of
the apple and the tulip to show how they cleverly manipulated American frontiersmen and Dutch merchants to
extend their domain.

One plant has gone too far, however, according to the author. Pollan accuses comn of wreaking havoc on
everything from public health to foreign policy.

‘Corn's place in the US economy is secure, judging by Congress's approval this spring of an unprecedented $190
billion farm-subsidy package. One of its largest beneficiaries was corn growers.

in an interview, Pollan talked about why he says that this brazen vegetable is calling the shots.

What exactly led you to corn?

When you see that a plant has taken over — like grasses and lawns, and like corn — it has somehow manipulated
us. We're doing its evoiutionary job, spreading it around, hecause it's made itself attractive to us. Corn is like this
second great American lawn — | mean miles and miles of it, all through the Midwest, and even where | live in
Connecticut. This plant is so successful. And the productivity of corn is astonishing. The reascn is that it responds
very well to fertilizer. We've gotten the yield per acre from 20 bushels a hundred years ago to 160 now.

Why is the productivity of corn a problem?

We're producing way too much corn, So, we make corn sweeteners. High-fructose corn sweeteners are

everywhere. They've completely replaced sugar in sodas and soft drinks. They make sweet things cheaper. We
also give it to animals. Corn explains everything about the cattle industry. It explains why we have to give [cattle]
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antibiotics, because corn doesn't agree with their digestive system. It explains why we have this E.coli 0157
problem, because the corn acidifies their digestive system in such a way that these bacteria can survive.

And we subsidize this overproduction. We structure the subsidies to make corn very, very cheap, which
encourages farmers to plant more and more to make the same amount of money. The argument is that it helps us
compete internationally. The great beneficiaries are the processors that are using corn domestically. We're
subsidizing cbesity. We're subsidizing the food-safety problems associated with feedlot beef. it's an absolutely
irrational system. The people who worry about public health don't have any control over agricultural subsidies.
The USDA is not thinking about public health. The USDA is thinking about getting rid of corn. And, helping
[businesses] to be able to make their products more cheaply — whether it's beef or high-fructose corn syrup.
Agribusiness gives an immense amount of funding to Congress.

What about corn growers?

To pull out of that system for them is very hard. It depends on where they live. They should be diversifying and
growing other things, niche crops, and getting away from commodities. It's very hard to compete with agricultural
commodities. Somebody [at the Berkeley conference] said that 40 percent of farm income is represented by
subsidies. Say the farmer could make more money doing strawberries. There's no subsidy for that. So he's taking
an encrmous risk, and he's giving up for all time his corn subsidy.

What about economies of scale? We've been able to feed more people, democratize meat.

| don't know if democratizing beef is a good thing. The industry can always make the popular arguments, because
they certainly make things cheaper. But is it reafly cheap? Think of the taxpayer, who's actually subsidizing every
one of those burgers. All that corn requires an immense amount of fossil fuel. Corn requires more fertilizers and
pesticides than other crops. It takes the equivalent of half a gallon of gasocline to grow every bushel of corn.
[Almost] everything we do to protect our oil supply ... is a cost of that burger.

And then there are the health costs. If's not really good for us. Corn-fed beef has much more saturated fat. So,
yeah, it's cheap, if you only look at the price tag.

You talked about how you were encouraged by the idea of engineering corn so it could be a perennial.

| have no problem with interfering with nature. We live in places where we can only live by changing the
environment. This is the human condition, and | don't think that's bad. It's working with nature. It's taking the
prairie and figuring out a way to get food out of {it] without having to plow, without having to break the sod. If you
could make corn and wheat and rice perennials rather than annuals, you would just come and mow it, and get
your food that way, instead of having to tear it up every year. That could help end world hunger.

Many people read your book and think of ... Thoreau.

Like him, I'm interested in looking at my relationship with the natural world, and doing it in my backyard rather
than wandering around in Yosemite or the Amazon. And he used his everyday experiences to explore his
connections to the much larger world. However, | see us as having much more participation in the natural world. |
don't have as much of a sense of opposition between nature and culture. At this point, | think we have more to
learn by looking at the working landscape: farms and gardens. | think we have said all we can say about the 8
percent of this country that's untouched. It's still very important. However, there is this other 92 percent. We need
models of how to take care of that.

You talk about ending our love affair with the [awn.
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I call it in my first book a totalitarian landscape. You have wilderness on one side and the lawn on the other end. |
don't think you choose between them. You work on that middle answer. Even though we think we are subjugating
those lawns, we're probably doing exactly what they want us to do. Because, if you're a lawn, what do you want?
You want some creature to come along every week and mow you so the trees won't come back. So, in fact we're
dupes of our lawns.

Do you have any corn in your garden?

Not this year. | have a big raccoon problem. As soon as the corn gets ripe, they come in and steal it. So | guess
corn isn't winning in every way. But it may be in the corn's interest to have a raccoon eat it, because they're so
wasteful. They leave more seed around.

There's corn in that?

» Of 10,000 items in a typical grocery store, at least 2,500 use corn in some form during production or processing.

* Your bacon and egg breakfast, glass of milk at lunch, or hamburger for supper were all produced with US corn.

» Besides food for human and livestock consumption, corn is used in paint, paper products, cosmetics, tires, fuel,
plastics, textiles, explosives, and wallboard — among other things.

* In the US, corn leads all other crops in value and volume of production — more than double that of any other
crop.

= Corn is America's chief crop export, with total bushels exported exceeding total bushels used domestically for
food, seed, and industrial purposes.

Sources: www.campsilos.org; www.public.iastate.edu; www.ontariocorn.org;
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EDITORIAL,
The Consequences of Corn

By now most farmers know what they’ll be planting this spring. And all across the country the answer is the same: corn, corn, corn, The numbers
are surprising. Farmers will plant some go.5 million acres of corn this year — 12 million more than last year and the most since 1944. Soybean
acres are down by more than 10 percent, and there are similar decreases in wheat and cotton. The reason for this enormous shift is, of course, the

ethanol boom and the corn rush it has created.

If it were just a matter of shifting the balance in already planted acreage — more corn, less wheat — a point of economic equilibrium might be
found soon enough. The real trouble comes at the edges. This corn boom puts pressure on land that has been set aside as part of the United States
Department of Agriculture’s Conservation Reserve Program. Since the mid-1980s, farmers have enrolled some 37 million acres of farmland in the
program. This is land that has been returned to nature, and it is part of what Americans pay for through the farm bill. Much of it is unsuitable for

crops — too hilly, too wet, too valuable as wildlife habitat — but when corn prices are this high, the idea of suitable changes swiftly.

Agricultural interest groups have begun to call on the Department of Agriculture to release some of this land from the reserve so that farmers can
put it into corn production. The U.S.D.A. has temperarily halted new enrollments in the program, and though it will probably not release land this

year, the pressure to do so will only increase.

Much as we like the idea of ethanol production — and especially the potential of cellulesic ethanol, from sources other than corn — it would be a
tragic mistake to jettison two decades of farm-based conservation for short-term profit. Corn ethanol will replace only a small fraction of the
petroleum we use, and if it does so at the cost of a new agricultural land rush, then we will have lost much more in conservation than we gained in

energy independence.
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