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The following editorial appeared in the Washington Post. 
THE ETHANOL lobby is normally content to fleece taxpayers in two ways. First, it promotes public payments to those who grow the corn from which ethanol is made: Right now the House and Senate are cooking up a terrible farm bill that would lock in 10 more years of subsidies. Second, the lobby has used the tax system to penalize gasoline that is not one-tenth made up of ethanol: Motorists who fill their cars with ethanol-free gas pay around 5 cents extra per gallon. Some might reckon two federal favors enough, but the ethanol folks think bigger than that. A provision recently inserted into the Senate energy bill by Sen. Tom Daschle, the majority leader, and Sen. Jeff Bingaman, the energy committee chairman, would mandate a big jump in ethanol use and give ethanol producers protection against environmental liability. 

This outrage is disguised in reasonable garb: It is part of an effort to promote renewable sources of energy. But ethanol, though made from corn, can only loosely be thought of as renewable, since making it consumes nearly as much non-renewable oil as the ethanol replaces. Moreover, ethanol's environmental benefits are debated: Including it in gasoline reduces carbon monoxide emissions but can increase smog. In any case, a sane policy on renewables should give promising alternative energy sources a government boost, but it shouldn't pour billions in taxpayers' cash into products that will never be remotely viable. Remember, ethanol already gets government help: Since 1996, crop subsidies alone have been worth nearly $30 billion to the industry. Increasing this help would be going too far, even if ethanol's environmental merits were more certain. 

Both ethanol's drawbacks are reflected in the Senate's legislation. The bill creates a "safe harbor," protecting industry from suits arising out of defective additives in gasoline -- hardly a sign of confidence in ethanol's environmental merits. It also mandates increased ethanol consumption -- again, hardly a sign that ethanol expects to gain market share on its own -- requiring that gasoline refiners step up their use of ethanol from the current level of around 1.7 billion gallons a year to 5 billion gallons by 2012. This mandated tripling of consumption might cause shortages and therefore price spikes, especially since the ethanol market is dominated by three producers, which could find ways to orchestrate scarcity and pocket windfall profits. The biggest producer is Archer Daniels Midland, which in 1996 pleaded guilty to a charge of price-fixing and was fined $100 million. 

The four Democratic senators from California and New York are calling this ethanol provision what it is: a scheme to funnel money to agribusiness and corn states at the expense of the rest of the country. One amendment to limit the ethanol mandate was rebuffed last Thursday, but there may be another chance today. The Senate should back the effort to remove the ethanol provision from the energy bill, and Sen. Daschle should not resist, despite his farm-state loyalties. Democrats have been trying to score points against the Bush administration by demonstrating the link between corporate lobbyists and the White House energy policy. If the Senate's Democratic leaders now use the energy bill to funnel money to Archer Daniels Midland and its ilk, they'll look like hypocrites. 
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