
Keeping in mind the historically contentious role that agriculture plays in international political stability, it seems adequate that so much attention is now paid to the deliberate, policy-driven factors in the food price equation. Scholars find general consensus on the combination of Britain’s internal labor reforms by repealing the Corn Laws in 1848, and external trade liberalization, as contributing to a robust European system from 1850 to 1870
. By contrast, President Hoover and his Congress provided an underlying cause of World War II by offering protections to U.S. agriculture in 1930, which served as a catalyst for trade wars while neglecting America’s potential role as mediator of the harsh economic peace of 1919
. It is thus entirely appropriate that policymakers seriously consider the net costs of energy policies that convert food into fuel.


Emerging markets and bad weather receive comparable, if not overwhelming attention, serving as scapegoats for food inflation. Heightened demand from rising middles classes in emerging markets should be seen as a boon to economic and political stability, not as a strain on dwindling supplies. As long as America reciprocates by allowing imports, vast markets are available to U.S. producers. Likewise, food shortages due to drought should not receive the Malthusian panic which 19th century technology overcame. Instead, droughts should be looked at with indifference as probabilistic events to be overtaken by human innovation.


The problem with these last two benign approaches is that they rely on increases in technology and product mobility whose yields would support growing global populations, even in the face of temporary weather setbacks. By creating lags in competition, infrastructure, and technological change, agricultural protectionism becomes a self-fulfilling prophecy for its proponents. In the U.S. especially, subsidizing corn ethanol diverts corn supply from retail, meat, and export markets, while rising corn prices induce farmers to shift acreage away from wheat and soybeans. Slowing food supply, exacerbated by weather shocks and forgone capital improvements, reaffirms those who advocate national security through economic protection, and round and round we go. The adverse effects of protectionism become arguments for further protectionism. 


Despite sentiments invoked by (gross) job loss due to foreign competition, what traditionally made U.S. “exceptionalism” exceptional was labor mobility
. In fits and starts America has been the foremost proponent and initiator of technical change, and the most able to rearrange its labor market accordingly. If policymakers are to take history into account and look past the narrow short run, they will continue the path that the 2007 Farm Bill lays out. By appropriating $420 million to develop biofuels whose effects are not felt in broader markets, and by withholding prior subsidies and tariffs from corn ethanol refiners
, the supplier of a majority of the world’s grain exports should be able to stabilize prices, alleviate international protest, and improve trade relations. These favorable results will be contingent, however, on further reductions of subsidies and tariffs. 
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