
ambitions to roughly three miles,
the range of a 17th-century cannon.
In 1945, President Harry S. Truman
unilaterally extended U.S. boun-
daries about 200 miles, to the edge
of the continental shelf, in order to
lay claim to offshore oil. But when
other countries followed suit, confu-
sion arose over the exact extent of
each nation’s shelf. Four decades
later, the Law of the Sea Treaty
allowed a nation to go beyond 200
miles by submitting evidence that
its continental shelf extended past
that limit. The treaty, minus Amer-
ica’s signature, took effect in 1994.

Quietly, the University of New
Hampshire’s Center for Coastal and
Ocean Mapping has been surveying
U.S. coastal waters to arm Amer-
ican diplomats with evidence to
claim additional territory if the
Senate ratifies the treaty, as Presi-
dent George W. Bush has asked.
This could allow the nation to grow
by at least 386,000 square miles.
Alaska’s maritime boundaries
would be pushed out 150 miles, and
in the south, U.S. claims would
reach to the middle of the Gulf of
Mexico. The oil, gas, and other
resources contained in the new U.S.
territory could be worth at least
$1.3 trillion, Gagnon says.

It’s tricky business delineating the
rock of the continental shelf from the
stone of the sea floor. For six years,
U.S. marine geologists have been me-
ticulously traversing the seas, in a
back-and-forth movement like “mow-
ing a lawn, ” mapping the floors of the
underwater Arctic Ocean, the Bering
Sea, the Pacific waters surrounding
the Mariana Islands, the gulfs of
Alaska and Mexico, and the Atlantic
Margin off the East Coast. Nine coun-

tries have already filed claims to
expand their undersea turf. But if
dozens of countries try to “grow”
simultaneously, many of them are
going to be wrangling over the same
rocks. Already Britain, Argentina, and
Chile claim the same stretches of
ocean floor—off Antarctica.
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generates a “carbon debt” by releas-
ing long-sequestered CO2 into the
atmosphere as land is cleared—
often by burning—and plants de-
compose. If, as is done in Malaysia,
peat soil is drained to make way for
palm tree plantations (palm oil is a
source of biodiesel), environmental
damage becomes even more severe
because peat releases great amounts
of CO2 as it dries out. The “carbon
debt” run up by growing corn on fal-
low midwestern grasslands to pro-
duce ethanol would take about 93
years to erase. The debt incurred by
transforming tropical peatland into
palm plantations would last for 840
years, Fargione and his coauthors
estimate.

As America tries to wean itself
from foreign oil, the newly enacted
Energy Independence and Security
Act mandates the use of more
ethanol and other such products.
Environmentally friendly biofuels
might eventually be derived from
perennial grasses and woody plants
grown on degraded and abandoned
agricultural lands that would
remain unplowed. The byproducts
of sustainable forestry and the
stalks and leaves of corn and
soybean plants are also promising
sources of biofuels. (Other special-
ists note, however, that the needed
processing technology is not fully
developed.)

Biofuel crops could someday
reduce reliance on oil from the
unstable Middle East. But they
also might have the disadvantage
of raising grocery prices and shift-
ing food crops to more ecologically
vulnerable locales. The authors’
conclusions are clear: Biofuels are
no panacea.
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Biofuel Backfire

The prospect of painlessly

growing corn and sugar cane on
spare land to reduce global warm-
ing always seemed too good to be
true. And so it is, write Joseph Far-
gione of the Nature Conservancy
and four coauthors from the Uni-
versity of Minnesota. Switching
from oil to biofuels might actually
make things worse.

The problem arises because
plowing up large tracts of undis-
turbed land to plant biofuels could
release vast amounts of carbon
dioxide (CO2)—between 17 to 420
times more CO2—than the fossil
fuels that are replaced.

New agricultural production
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Plowing up undis-
turbed lands to plant
biofuel crops could
release far more car-
bon dioxide than sim-
ply burning fossil fuels.


