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BY DONALD F. ANTHROP

E
nvironmentalists would like 
Americans to believe that SUVs and 
pickup trucks are responsible for 
America’s growing 
oil consumption and 

that the increase in greenhouse gas 
emissions could be halted if only 
the U.S. switched from fossil fuels 
to “renewable” energy sources and 
Congress raised the fuel economy 
standards for motor vehicles.

The reality is rather different.  
In the fi rst place, both energy 
consumption and gasoline 
consumption in the U.S. are 
being driven almost entirely by 
population growth.  U.S. per capita 
energy consumption in 2005 was 
337 million BTU (British thermal 
units)—little changed from the 347 
million BTU in 1974, the year of the 
Arab oil embargo.1,2  The 35 percent 
increase in energy consumption 
during this time period was due 
almost entirely to the 83 million 
people added to the U.S. population.  
Per capita gasoline consumption in 
2005 was 11.2 barrels—the same 
as in 1974.3  Although the average 
fuel economy of passengers on the 
road increased from 13.6 miles per gallon [mpg] 
to 22.4 mpg, this improvement in fuel economy 
was offset by increases in the number of vehicles 

and the mileage each vehicle was driven.4  The 39 
percent increase in gasoline consumption between 
1974 and 2005 essentially matches the 39 percent 
increase in population.

Environmentalists and many members of 
Congress who should know better talk glowingly 

of reducing the nation’s oil 
consumption by converting the 
gasoline supply to E85—a mixture 
consisting of 85 percent gasoline 
and 15 percent ethanol.   If this 
ethanol were produced from corn, 
about 82 percent of the existing 
U.S. corn crop would be consumed 
for ethanol production.5,6  It is 
worth noting that approximately 
14 percent of the U.S. corn crop is 
irrigated, and this irrigated acreage 
consumes almost 18 million acre-
feet [MAF of water—most of which 
is overdrafted from the Ogallala 
aquifer in the Great Plains.7,8  To 
put this water requirement into 
some perspective, the average 
annual fl ow of the Colorado River 
at Lee’s Ferry is only about 14 
MAF.  Furthermore, much of 
this corn acreage in the Great 
Plains states is easily erodable 
land, and numerous studies have 
conclusively demonstrated that 
row crops—such as corn—result 
in much higher erosion rates than 

cereal grains or forage crops.9  In one study done 
near Zanesville, Ohio, a continuous corn roping 
sequence produced a soil loss nine times that for 
wheat grown in a rotation sequence with corn.10

The Congressional Budget Offi ce, in its recent 
report on the Senate immigration reform bill, 
S.2611, has estimated the Senate bill would give 
permanent residence to 24.4 million immigrants 
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over the next 20 years.11  Population growth in the 
U.S. is being driven by immigration.  The birth rate 
among immigrants is higher than for the native-born 
population.  Because the average age of immigrants 
is lower than that of the native-born population, the 
death rate is lower.  Consequently, the natural rate of 
increase for the U.S. population is about 0.565 percent 
per year compared 
to zero for most 
European countries.12

If we assume the 
net rate of increase 
remains constant, the 
immigration allowed 
under the Senate 
bill will result in a 
population increase 
of approximately 62 
million by 2026.13

If per capita 
gasoline consumption 
remains constant, this 
population growth 
will increase gasoline 
consumption by 695 
million barrels/year or 
21 percent—dwarfi ng 
the savings that 
would be realized by switching to E85.  Indeed 
if corn ethanol were to supply just the additional 
gasoline requirement for the 62 million people, 
corn acreage would have to be increased by 117 
million acres—which equals about 25 percent of 
all the cropland in the U.S.14   Growing a crop that 
results in soil erosion nine-fold greater than wheat 
or with overdrafted groundwater just to support the 
immigration of more people into the U.S. hardly 
qualifi es as a sustainable policy.

Recently a number of articles have appeared 
in the popular press touting the supposed benefi ts 
of biodiesel fuel as a substitute for conventional 
diesel.  However, none of these have addressed 
the question of potential production of biodiesel or 
compared such production to the demand created by 
population growth.  Biodiesel fuel is produced from 
fats and oils, but these fats and oils are also consumed 

in food, animal feed, and chemical production.  The 
only oils that currently can be considered surplus 
and available for biodiesel production are those 
that are exported.  These exported oils [primarily 
oilseed oils, such as soybean] could produce about 
40 million barrels of biodiesel per year or about 0.5 
percent of U.S. petroleum consumption.15

In order to increase 
the supply of oils for 
biodiesel production, 
the acreage of oilseeds 
[mostly soybeans or 
canola] would have to 
be expanded.  The top 
5 soybean producing 
states [Iowa, Illinois, 
Minnesota, Indiana, 
and Nebraska] are also 
the top 5 corn producing 
states.  Consequently, 
soybean acreage is in 
competition with corn 
acreage for ethanol 
production, and indeed, 
soybean acreage in the 
top 7 producing states 
declined between 2001 
and 2005.16  Since 

soybeans require a warm, humid climate, they are 
not grown in the arid west, even with irrigation.  
Consequently, the potential for expansion of 
soybean acreage is limited.

It has been suggested that some land in the CRP 
[Conservation Reserve Program] might be planted 
to canola when the CRP contracts expire.  There are 
currently 34.8 million acres under CRP contracts 
of which 11.1 million acres, or almost one-third of 
the total acreage, are in the four states consisting 
of North Dakota, South Dakota, Montana, and 
Kansas.17  If all 11 million acres were planted in 
canola, 19 million barrels/year of biodiesel could 
be produced.18  

The Senate immigration bill would give 
permanent residence to approximately 24.4 million 
immigrants.  Since U.S. per capita oil consumption 
in 2005 was 25.4 barrels/year, these immigrants 
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would increase U.S. petroleum consumption by 
620 million barrels/year or 32 times the amount of 
biodiesel obtainable from the 11 million acres of 
CRP land.19

Furthermore, if the present energy mix remains 
the same, these 62 million people will produce a 
21 percent increase in carbon dioxide emissions.20

And, the energy mix is unlikely to change much.  As 
the gasoline data show, renewable energy sources 
simply cannot provide either the liquid fuels or the 
total energy required by the U.S. economy.  Indeed, 
even if it were possible to collect all of the above-
ground residue from the 200 million acres of corn, 
soybeans, wheat, rice, and oats in the U.S., the energy 
content of that residue represents only 35 percent 
of the energy needed by these 62 million people.21

Clearly, the impact of immigration will overwhelm 
all efforts to produce fuels from biomass.

The European Union [EU], which has been 
one of the leading advocates of the Kyoto Protocol, 
is fi nding that even with a stable population, carbon 
dioxide emissions in 2004 were 4 percent above 
1990 levels, and the EU’s goal of reducing the 
collective emissions of its members by 8 percent 
below 1990 levels by 2012 is rapidly becoming 
more elusive.22

Many of the same members of the U.S. 
Senate who complain about global warming and 
America’s “addiction” to oil are also staunch 
supporters of S.2611 and amnesty for millions of 
illegal immigrants—which suggests they are more 

interested by buying votes by pandering to immigrant 
communities than in the long-term interests of the 
United States. ■
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