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While a boon to Midwestern corn farmers and big ethanol producers like Archer Daniels Midland, ethanol has been bad news for the driving public. Ethanol usually costs more than gasoline, so adding it to gasoline increases fuel prices at the pump.4 Ordinary vehicles can use gasoline blends containing up to 10 percent ethanol, and specially modified vehicles can use fuel that is up to 85 percent ethanol. However, ethanol lowers fuel economy because a gallon of ethanol has only two-thirds of the energy content of a gallon of gasoline.5 Difficulties in transporting it to markets far from the Midwest and other logistical problems add further to the price of ethanol in several regions. Ethanol use at current levels has also led to skyrocketing corn prices as the available supply is split between food and fuel uses. This has led to higher prices for corn products and things such as corn-fed meat.6 The U.S. Department of Agriculture predicts that the ethanol mandate will continue to apply upward pressure on food prices in the coming years.7 Even the price of tortillas, the dietary staple of many low-income Mexicans, has been affected.8 No Appreciable Improvement in Energy Security Beyond costs, the claimed benefits of ethanol use have not materialized. For one thing, it does not reduce oil imports as much as promised, partially because a gallon of ethanol can do the work of (and therefore replace) only two-thirds of a gallon of gasoline. In addition: • A significant amount of petroleum-based products is used in growing corn, such as the diesel fuel for tractors and harvesters;9 • Certain components of gasoline must be removed before adding ethanol to prevent the overall blend from violating environmental requirements under Clean Air Act provisions, which are applicable in many parts of the country; and • Transporting ethanol requires more energy than transporting gasoline because ethanol transported by pipeline (the most energy-efficient means of transport) becomes contaminated by moisture along the way. Instead, ethanol is shipped via petroleum-using trucks, barges, and railroads. The current ethanol mandate will supplant only 1.1 percent of petroleum imports by 2012, without taking into account the petroleum inputs in ethanol production and use.10 Once these inputs are taken into account, that figure falls by half to about 0.5 percent, according to one analysis.11 Others suggest a somewhat higher percentage, but still in the very low single digits.12 In any event, the energy security gains from ethanol use are minute, especially in relation to its costs. Overrated Environmental Benefits The claimed environmental benefits of ethanol are also suspect. Although promoted as a means of reducing vehicular emissions that contribute to smog, ethanol is a mixed bag. It lowers some types of pollutants, such as carbon monoxide, but increases others, such as the evaporative emissions that contribute to smog.13 The fertilizer, pesticides, and irrigation required for corn farming in some areas also have negative environmental impacts.14 These impacts will only worsen if forests are cleared or marginal lands are planted to expand corn acreage to meet increasing demand.15 The President has touted the benefits of ethanol in reducing carbon dioxide emissions, which are linked to global warming.16 Carbon dioxide is a natural constituent of the atmosphere, but it is also the byproduct of the combustion of fossil fuels, including gasoline. By some measures, using ethanol in vehicles results in fewer carbon dioxide emissions than an equivalent amount of gasoline. However, after taking into account the carbon dioxide emitted from ethanol production, the reduction in emissions is modest.17 Overall, the costs of the ethanol mandate are substantial, while the benefits are small at best. The only real winners are the direct beneficiaries of this special-interest program
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