
The Renewable Fuels Standard (RFS) in the Energy Independence and Security Act of 2007 mandates a dramatic increase 
in the use of biofuels in transportation. The RFS mandates significant increases in biofuels – corn, advanced, cellulosic 
and biodiesel. A “conventional biofuel” is ethanol derived from corn. “Advanced biofuels” are renewable fuels derived 
from feedstocks other than corn and that reduce lifecycle greenhouse gas emissions by at least 50 percent. Cellulosic 
biofuels include lignin and require a 60 percent reduction in greenhouse gas emission. Biomass-based biodiesel must 
reduce greenhouse gas emissions by 50 percent. 
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The RFS requires almost quadrupling biofuels production from 4 billion 
gallons a year in 2006 to 15.2 billion gallons in 2012, all of which is 
expected to be corn-ethanol. Ethanol production is exploding in 
response to these mandates and to other subsidies including tax 
credits provided to companies that blend ethanol into gasoline. 
By 2007, corn-ethanol production reached 6.5 billion gallons, 
1.8 billion gallons more than the renewable fuel standard mandates.¹ 

Ethanol production used 20 percent of the corn produced in the 
United States during the last crop-marketing year (2007-2008).² 
The World Agricultural Outlook Board projects ethanol will use up 
34 percent of all the corn produced in the United States in the 
current marketing year (2008-2009).³ Farmers planted 13.8 million 
more corn acres in 2007 than they had on average between 2002 and 
2006—a 17 percent increase in one year.⁴ In 2008 the number of acres planted to corn dropped, but were still 7.1 mil-
lion acres (or 9 percent) higher than the average during the five years prior to 2006.⁵

U.S. farmers are planting fence-row-to-fence-row to produce enough corn to supply ethanol plants and at the same time 
meet burgeoning demand for food and feed crops. The intensification of corn production—spurred in large part by ex-
ploding ethanol production—threatens to exacerbate global warming, and harm water quality, water supply, and wildlife.

Global Warming:•	  The most recent peer-reviewed science indicates that corn-ethanol exacerbates global warm-
ing when the full life-cycle effects are taken into account, such as the emissions from fertilizer use to grow the 
extra corn and the massive amount of carbon that is released when grasslands and forests are converted to corn 
production.⁶ By failing to consider these potentially devastating adverse consequences the RFS could actually 
result in significant increases in greenhouse gas emissions that could take decades to reverse.

Water Pollution:•	  Corn production uses more fertilizer than any other grain crop produced in the United States.  
Achieving the 15 billion gallons per year mandate for corn ethanol would cause a 10 to 18 percent increase in 
nitrogen export to the Gulf of Mexico.⁷ A 16.1 million acre increase in corn acreage—slightly more than the 15.3 
million acre increase that occurred between 2006 and 2007—would result in a 37 percent increase in nitrogen and 
a 25 percent increase in phosphorus load.⁸ Experts conclude that the corn ethanol mandate makes it “practically 
impossible” to reduce the Dead Zone.⁹

Water Supplies:•	  Ethanol production requires large amounts of water both at the facilities that convert corn to 
ethanol and to grow the corn itself. Most estimates indicate that it takes 4 gallons of water to produce 1 gallon of 
ethanol during the conversion process. To put that estimate in perspective, an ethanol facility that produces 100 



million gallons of ethanol per year would use the equivalent amount of water as would a town of 5,000 people.¹⁰   
Corn itself is a thirsty plant. For example, about 2,100 gallons of irrigation water were applied to grow one bushel 
of corn in Nebraska in 2003.¹¹ Nationally, the United States is a water-rich country, but at local and regional 
scales, ethanol production has the potential to compromise water supplies.

Wildlife:•	  Taxpayers have invested $32 billion since 1986 to convert 
environmentally sensitive cropland to grasses and trees through the 
Conservation Reserve Program (CRP)¹² to create critical wildlife 
habitat, particularly for grassland birds and waterfowl.¹³ High 
prices and the push to ramp up production are leading farmers to 
take land out of the Reserve and plant it with crops. In September of 
2007, 2.6 million acres left CRP, bringing the amount of land 
protected by CRP down to 34.7 million acres in 2008. The U.S. 
Department of Agriculture estimates another 9.3 million acres will 
be taken out of the Reserve by 2010. If these predictions come 
true, CRP will have lost one-third of the acres enrolled in the 
program in just four years, and taxpayers will have lost much of 
their $32 billion investment in wildlife habitat and cleaner water.  

Time to Change Direction
It is time for biofuel policy to change direction given these unintended environmental impacts of corn production. Cur-
rent policy is driving a rapid increase in corn ethanol production with little regard for the environmental side effects of 
that expansion. For biofuels to make an important contribution to reducing dependence on fossil fuels, cutting green-
house gas emissions, and enhancing soil, water, and wildlife, we need to change direction; our current policy will not 
get us there. To change direction, we need to:

Freeze the Renewable Fuel Standard for conventional biofuels at 9 billion gallons.•	
Establish minimum environmental standards, including life-cycle greenhouse gas emission reductions, for produc-•	
tion of all renewable fuels.
Provide a mechanism and authority to mitigate adverse effects that may arise.•	
Transform the current tax credit for companies that blend ethanol with gasoline into incentives for ethanol pro-•	
ducers to improve the environmental performance of their facilities and to ensure their feedstocks are produced 
sustainably.
Strengthen and fully enforce farm bill conservation compliance provisions to reduce soil erosion during production •	
of biofuel feedstocks that receive farm bill subsidies.
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