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By Christian Elliott

Growing up in lowa means growing up with corn. To an outsider, the scale can be
overwhelming. It’s all you see for miles. For me, though, it was just normal: The fields around
my family farm were my childhood playground. But one thing struck me as off: Nothing ate
the corn, as we had no cows, pigs, or chickens. Each year, the harvest disappeared down the
highway on semi-trucks.

And it’s where the corn ended up that’s
problem: likely, in your car’s gas tank. N
corn ethanol is fueling the rapidly expar
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Ethanol wasn’t meant to last. But as the automotive industry embraces electrification, ethanol
faces an existential crisis.

The Biden administration threw the ethanol industry a lifeline in the Inflation Reduction Act,
which established an $85 per metric ton subsidy for geologic carbon sequestration. The
carbon dioxide that ethanol plants produce is pretty clean — easy (and now more profitable
than ever) to capture and sequester deep underground. Central Illinois, serendipitously, has
some of the most favorable geology in the country for carbon sequestration, in the form of a
deep saline reservoir of porous rock more than a mile below the cornfields called the Mt.
Simon Sandstone. And ADM, which ( ) o
agricultural emitter of CO2, is home to t.

sequestration well, built more than a de«
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It’s an equation industry has managed to solve perfectly — a source of emissions and a way to
sequester them, both sides propped up by lucrative subsidies and tied together by a pipeline
of high-pressure liquified carbon dioxide.

But there’s a problem at the ADM plant, held up as an example of U.S. carbon sequestration
research — it leaks. In 2024, ADM discovered 8,000 metric tons of CO2 and saline brine had
migrated into an unauthorized zone. The carbon dioxide likely corroded the 13 Chrome steel
pipe, thought safe for sequestration wells. ADM reported the leak to the EPA. But most locals
didn’t learn of the issue until later in the year, when E&E News broke the story. In September
2024, a second monitoring well leaked, and ADM temporarily stopped injecting CO2. In
response to a request for comment, ADM directed Undark to a statement on its website.

”,45 the automotive mAdiictriy emhrarac alertrifiratinn
ethanol face
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Residents vented their concern and frustration through the Protect the Mahomet Aquifer
campaign, led by the Prairie Rivers Network, Eco-Justice Collaborative, and Illinois People’s
Action, all local environmental groups. The Mahomet supplies drinking water for much of
central Illinois. It also happens to overlie the most favorable geology for sequestration.

As carbon sequestration scales up, four proposed projects would drill through the aquifer to
Mt. Simon Sandstone. Some research shows that carbon dioxide leaks could contaminate
aquifers by leaching heavy metals into water, or introduce brine from deeper saline aquifers.
Environmentalists also worry about bigger unknowns — corrosion in wells, cracks in caprock
layers from seismic activity, or unmapped abandoned oil wells could provide irreparable
paths for the CO2 to return to the surface. And companies are incentivized by subsidies to
put CO2 underground, not necessarily to keep it there, said Andrew Rehn, the Prairie Rivers
Network’s climate policy director.
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ADM and the fluid migration has had “no impact” on drinking water. “What happens at 5,000
feet stays at 5,000 feet” said Susan D. Hovorka, a senior research scientist at the University of
Texas at Austin’s Bureau of Economic Geology who's studied carbon sequestration since 1998.
Class VI wells are the latest in an EPA program that’s regulated the disposal of waste
products — from radioactive chemicals to wastewater from hydraulic fracturing —
underground to protect water for half a century. The technology is as routine and safe as
plumbing, Hovorka said, and any sequestration well through an aquifer would be triple
walled. Plus, a CO2 leak in an aquifer would just result in “soda water,” she said.

“This isn't a “Well, we have to stop and rethink everything’ moment,” said Briana Schmidt, a
geologist at Lawrence Livermore National Laboratory, part of a consortium of Department of
Energy labs studying geologic carbon storage risks. But, she added, there is significant effort
to incorporate the lessons from Decatur “as fast as possible into the new permits.”
Enforcement of rules, she noted, depends on an adequately staffed EPA.

But even with regulations in place, issues can arise. Some central Illinois residents fought a
yearslong court battle after a natural gas leak that affected the Mahomet, and infamously, a
carbon dioxide pipeline ruptured in Satartia, Mississippi, sending residents to the hospital. But
Locke, Hovorka, and other CCS researchers say some level of risk is unavoidable.

That all may be true. But if sequestration keeps moving forward in central Illinois, ethanol
will remain profitable — an agricultural system that threatens water quality and quantity by
tapping aquifers like the Mahomet for crop irrigation and ethanol production and polluting
streams and rivers. And if political priorities change, carbon captured from ethanol plants
could just as easily be pumped along pipelines for enhanced oil recovery, as it has been
historically, warned Secchi. For activ
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It’s “proof that change can happen and new conversations can occur, and new relationships
can be formed to promote alternative visions for the future,” said Secchi.

“At the local level,” she added, “I haven’t seen this level of organizing and protest.” Water is a
powerful motivator.

The leak is an immediate crisis that caused a strong reaction. But perhaps the most important
thing it can do is draw attention to the slow disaster unfolding all around us. Once your eyes
are opened, it’s hard to look out across the fields surrounding my childhood home state and
see anything else.

Christian Elliott is a science and environ
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About Undark

— Undark is a non-profit, editorially independent digital magazine exploring the
L intersection of science and society. It is published with generous funding from the
John S. and James L. Knight Foundation, through its Knight Science Journalism

Fellowship Program at MIT.

The name Undark arises from a murky, century-old mingling of science and commerce — one that
resulted in a radium-based industrial and consumer product, called Undark, that was both awe-
inspiring and, as scientists would only later prove, toxic and deadly. We appropriate the name as a
signal to readers that our magazine will explore science not just as a “gee-whiz” phenomenon, but as a
frequently wondrous, sometimes contentious, and occasionally troubling byproduct of human culture.

As such, the intersection of science and society — the place where science is articulated in our politics
and our economics; or where it is made potent and real in our everyday lives — is a fundamental part
of our mission at Undark.
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