Food and Climate: A New Warning
by Justin Gillis
	October 23, 2012 - As we have noted many times, one of the major questions about climate change is what it will do to the world’s food supply.  Competing factors are at work.  On the one hand, the rising level of carbon dioxide (CO2) in the air significantly bolsters the growth of plants, potentially raising yields.  Conversely, rising heat and, in some places, additional weather extremes like drought and heavy rains threaten to reduce yields.
	Climate contrarians like to cite the upside potential of rising CO2, while largely ignoring the risks.  And early research, often done under artificial conditions, did indeed suggest the gains were likely to outweigh the losses.  But a growing body of research conducted under more realistic field conditions suggests the opposite may often be the case.
	Now comes an interesting new entry in the literature.  Kees Jan van Groeningen, a scientist at Trinity College in Dublin, and colleagues synthesized the results of 63 studies, to determine what would happen to rice cultivation on a warming planet. 	Their paper was released over the weekend in the journal Nature Climate Change.  If growing practices and rice varieties remained the same, they found, rising CO2 levels would not entirely offset the effects of heat -– and would, moreover, contribute to increased releases of methane, a potent greenhouse gas, from rice paddies.
	The study found that rice yields would likely fall by 1/3 by the end of the century, while methane emissions from rice cultivation would jump 58%.  Put those factors together and, for a given level of output, greenhouse gas emissions from rice production would more than double, the study found.
	“Our results show that rice agriculture becomes less climate-friendly as our atmosphere continues to change,” Dr. van Groenigen said.  “This is important because rice paddies are one of the largest human sources of methane and rice is the world’s second-most produced staple crop.”
	The study emphasized, however, that these outcomes are not inevitable; they are merely possible if sufficient effort isn’t put into countering the problems.  The study cited the critical importance of adjusting farmer practices to lower methane emissions (draining paddies mid-season can have a big effect, for instance) and of finding new rice varieties that can stand up to rising temperatures in the important growing regions.
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