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Where Do Our Crops Go?
American farmers help feed the world. The United States Corn Belt is dominated by
corn and soybeans, which are key ingredients for national and global animal feed.
However, this intensive system results in nutrient loss, soil degradation, and erosion. 

FoodS3 enables Institute on the Environment (IonE) researchers to
trace crops to their destination counties, thus connecting users to
a landscape. Using FoodS3, IonE researchers find that crops grown
in the foodscape are mostly used as fuel and feed within the
foodscape—so producers and consumers depend on each
other. 

Almost all foodscape corn is used for animal feed or ethanol
production. 

Ethanol uses more than half of the foodscape corn, a much higher
percentage than the national average (38%). The ethanol
fermentation and distillation process produces a byproduct called
dried distillers grains with solubles (DDGS). Because most of the
fiber and protein from the corn remain in DDGS, it is commonly
used in animal feed. 

The foodscape produces more DDGS than the local livestock can
use, so over half is shipped by barge down the Mississippi River to
be exported at the Port of New Orleans. 

Within the Corn Belt, The Nature Conservancy (TNC) has identified
the Upper Mississippi River Foodscape as an area ripe for
collaborative agricultural transformation to help mitigate these
environmental threats. 
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However, there is no publicly available information on the
movement of corn or other commodity crops within the U.S.,
making it nearly impossible for TNC to identify the users of the corn
grown in the Foodscape. 

Port of 
New Orleans

https://foodscubed.umn.edu/


Insights

TNC is working with a wide array of stakeholders in the foodscape who grow or use corn and now
know how interconnected they all are—all the more reason to work together. 

Crop, livestock, and ethanol
production in the foodscape
are interconnected.

This brief was created in partnership with The Nature Conservancy. The publication of this material was made possible
through funding by the Walmart Foundation. The findings, conclusions, and recommendations presented in this brief are
those of Foods

3
 alone and do not necessarily reflect the opinions of the Walmart Foundation.

So what? 

Ethanol and livestock producers could incentivize additional crops, such as small grains
and cover crops, that require less nitrogen and can help break pest and disease cycles.

It’s easier to change livestock diets than to retool ethanol plants, so livestock producers
could work with farmers and create a market for new crops. 

How can they work together?

Ethanol and livestock producers who want to lower their GHG emissions will need to
partner with local farmers, who we now know are their direct suppliers.  

Corn requires large amounts of N fertilizer, which has significant greenhouse gas (GHG)
impacts and causes local water pollution. But changing production can be expensive, and
farmers cannot absorb the costs alone. 
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83% of corn grown in the foodscape stays in the foodscape:
70% goes to ethanol and 25% to feed animals.
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Corn in this foodscape stays local, but a different landscape could tell a much different story. 
We can use FoodS3 to tell the stories of different parts of the United States. Visit foodscubed.umn.edu
to learn more.  

Each landscape tells a different story. 

DDGS

Visit foodscubed.umn.edu/foodscape_crops to learn more about Foodscape crops.

https://foodscubed.umn.edu/foodscape_crops
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