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The CAFÉ Standard Debate

The measure that could arguably have the most effect on CO2 emissions while reducing our nation’s dependence on foreign oil would be an increase in the fuel efficiency of our vehicles.   Burning one gallon of gasoline releases 20 pounds of CO2 into the atmosphere.  On average, a model year 2000 truck will burn 3,500 gallons more gas than a passenger car, and emit 33 tons more CO2.  While we have long been aware of the environmental impacts of excessive gasoline use, we are once again taking note of the foreign policy implications.  Since global climate change and national security are issues that will stay with us in coming decades, the debate around the Corporate Average Fuel Economy (CAFÉ) standard is bound to go on. 
The CAFÉ standard was first established in 1975, when Congress passed the Energy Policy and Conservation Act.  The Act was the congressional response to the energy crisis of the 1970s.  The standard was seen as a means to improving the fuel economy of cars being manufactured, thus reducing the American dependence on foreign oil.  Initially, the standard met its objective of encouraging the manufacture of more fuel-efficient vehicles each year.   Fuel efficiency in cars peaked in 1985, the last year the CAFÉ standard was raised.  Since then average fuel efficiency has been on the steady decline. The current CAFÉ standard is 27.5 miles per gallon (mpg) for passenger cars.  Light trucks, Sport Utility Vehicles (SUVs), and minivans must get an average of 20.7 mpg.  Trucks and SUVs weighing more than 8,500 pounds, such as the H2 Hummer and the Ford Excursion are exempt from the regulations.  (Don’t Be Fueled). 

The CAFÉ standard has not been raised in 19 years, which illustrates the difficult nature of this debate.  Opponents of the standards argue that raising fuel efficiency standards causes manufacturers to build lighter cars, which are inherently less safe.  They further contend that forcing auto makers to meet stricter efficiency standards will cause job losses in the auto sector.  (Griscom). 
Proponents of stricter standards counter that there is not a direct link between vehicle weight and passenger safety.   They argue that jobs will not be lost if the standards are increased, and in fact jobs may be created.  They maintain that raising CAFE standards is imperative if we are going to slow the increase in CO2 emissions and reduce our nation’s vulnerability to the unstable global oil market.  The debate rages while these two factions argue over whether the standards should be relaxed or even abolished, or strictly increased.    

The Energy Policy and Conservation Act gave the National Highway Traffic Safety Administration (NHTSA) regulatory authority over CAFÉ standards.  In 1986, the Competitive Enterprise Institute (CEI) filed a lawsuit against the NHTSA, hoping to get the standards abolished by linking them to car occupant fatalities.  CEI also got economists Robert Crandall and John Graham to author a study titled The Effect of Fuel Economy Standards on Automobile Safety. The study, which was published in 1989, claimed that between 2,000 and 4,000 deaths per year could be attributed to CAFÉ standards.  “We found strong evidence that vehicle weight and safety are correlated,” the report stated.  It further claimed that “in the 1989 model year, CAFÉ reduced the weight of cars by 14%, but that led to a 14% to 20% increase in fatalities in that model year’s car.”  (Fuel Efficiency Standards and the Laws of Physics).  

This argument has arisen time and again each time CAFÉ legislation is considered in Congress. The assertion that CAFÉ standards compromise human safety by forcing people into smaller, less safe cars is the most effective argument used by opponents of the standards because it evokes an emotional response.  CAFÉ opponents argue that increased fuel economy standards will automatically lead to more automobile deaths “There is no question that if carmakers are forced to build smaller cars in order to meet new, extremely stringent fuel standards that more people will die as a result”, stated Julie DeFalco, a policy analyst with CEI.  
In addition to playing on peoples fear for their safety, this argument is also effective because of its simplicity.  “You can’t argue with physics- the bigger the car the safer it is,” CEI spokeswoman Emily McGee asserted in 1999.  (Fuel Efficiency Standards and the Laws of Physics).  Although this assertion is actually quite contentious, it has been repeated over and over as fact.  When looked at scientifically, the argument looses much of its validity. 
Laws of motion dictate that in a collision, the velocity change of the lighter car will exceed that of the heavier car, in proportion to their relative weights.  Studies have shown that the risk of death in a collision increases as a function of velocity change.  Thus if two vehicles of different weights collide, the risk of death is greater for the occupants of the lighter vehicle than the heavier vehicle.    


This increased risk only occurs when there is a difference in the weights of the two vehicles. This means that for a consumer deciding on what vehicle to purchase today, when half of vehicles sold are SUVs and light trucks, it may seem safer to purchase a larger vehicle.  Proponents of stricter CAFÉ standards for all vehicles point out that if trucks and SUVs were downsized proportionally with cars, there would be no increased risk, and consumer wouldn’t feel the need to choose between safety and fuel efficiency.  The assertion that smaller, lighter vehicles are less safe “is true from the perspective of a single private individual considering his own best interests and ignoring the interests of others, but it is false from a societal perspective.” (Fuel Efficiency Standards and the Laws of Physics, p.3)  


While consumers in the free market will be expected to act in their own self-interest, democratically elected governments have the responsibility of protecting the public interest.  This is the justification for government actions such as smoking bans in public places.  Nonetheless, the idea of more government intervention is frequently cited as un-American.  In her article on proposed CAFÉ legislation Gretchen Randall of the National Center for Public Policy Research stated that “The government does not have the moral right to…rob consumers of their right to choose what size vehicle they drive.”
(Randall, 2).
Proponents of stricter CAFÉ standards also argue that the standards don’t necessarily lead to lighter cars. They point out that there are alternative ways to make cars more fuel-efficient.  For example, reducing engine power improves fuel efficiency.  Since cars with short acceleration times have high occupant fatality rates, reducing engine power to improve fuel efficiency would also have safety benefits.  Another factor in determining fuel efficiency is the speed at which the vehicle travels.  Studies have shown that vehicles achieve the highest fuel efficiency when traveling at 55 miles per hour.  It is estimated that a 55 mph federal speed limit would reduce fuel consumption by one to two percent, and prevent 2000 to 4000 accident deaths each year.  (Fuel Efficiency Standards and the Laws of Physics, p.2).  Therefore discussions that deal with fuel efficiency only as it relates to vehicle weight only address one aspect of the situation.    


Even thought there seems to be significant evidence that increased fuel efficiency standards do not necessarily lead to decreased passenger safety, it is a difficult argument to discredit. The emotional nature of the argument makes it difficult for legislators to speak out in favor of CAFÉ standards.  In drafting the 1990 National Energy Plan, there was so much controversy around CAFÉ standards that they were eventually cut from the plan. (Stagliano, 332).

Legislation dealing with CAFÉ standards has tended to emerge in this country when global events have driven up gas prices, and led Americans to question our dependence on foreign oil.  In 1990, at the time Saddam Hussein invaded Kuwait, Senator Richard Bryan of Nevada proposed legislation that would phase in a 40% increase in CAFÉ.  The legislation failed by one vote to overcome the filibuster brought by Donald Riegel, a Michigan Democrat.  The debate centered around job losses in Detroit and issues of passenger safety. (Don’t Be Fueled!).   


In 2001, attention in the U.S. was once again brought to national security and our vulnerability to events around the world.  Our dependence on foreign oil was again seen as a factor contributing to this vulnerability.  In 2002, two bills were introduced in the Senate to increase CAFÉ standards.  Senator McCain’s bill would have set the CAFÉ standard at 36 mpg by 2016 for cars, trucks, SUVs, and minivans.  The bill introduced by John Kerry and Fritz Hollings would have kept the two separate classes of vehicles, but would require CAFÉ standards to be increased to 38.3 mpg for cars and 32 mpg for light trucks, SUVs, and minivans by 2013.  

In the debate, the familiar arguments around passenger safety and consumer choice arose. Trent Lott pointed to a picture of Daimler Chrysler’s Smart Car, which gets 75 mpg and is popular in Europe, and stated “This is till America…We shouldn’t have the federal government saying you are going to drive the purple people eater.”  (Manjoo 1).     

The car industry echoed the dramatic language.  A spokeswoman for the Alliance of Automobile manufacturers claimed that “If these proposals pass, the only place you’ll see a light truck is in a museum.” (Manjoo, 1).  The 2002 legislation was shelved, and the Senate instead directed the NHTSA to study the fuel efficiency issue over the next two years, taking into account the economic impacts such as potential job losses.  (Don’t Be Fueled, p.2) 

Interestingly, there is some evidence that public support for increased fuel efficiency standards is building.  The Consumers’ Union, the independent non-profit publisher of Consumer Reports recently conducted a survey that found overwhelming support for higher CAFÉ standards.  Eighty-one percent of survey respondents agreed or strongly agreed that the federal government should require automobile manufacturers to produce automobiles with higher fuel efficiency.  (“Consumers Support Greater Fuel Efficiency Standards”).   

The Consumers Union also issued recommendations to the National Highway Traffic Safety Administration regarding the reform of CAFÉ standards.  Specifically the group recommended increasing the standard for light trucks by 1 mpg per year for the next five years.  They suggested moving SUVs from the “light truck” category to the “passenger car” category and raising the standard for this category to 34.5 mpg over the next five years.  Finally, the group recommended that the heaviest passenger vehicles, such as the Hummer and the Ford Expedition, be brought into the CAFÉ program. “The current CAFÉ system is disastrous and has helped spawn large, fuel gulping vehicles,” said Consumers’ Union spokeswoman Sally Greenberg.  (“Consumers Support Greater Fuel Efficiency Standards.”) 

 It seems that this recent support for higher fuel efficiency standards can be attributed in large part to increasing gasoline prices.  In addition to making recommendations regarding stricter CAFÉ standards, the Consumers Union and the Consumer Federation of America recently wrote to President Bush urging an investigation into the oil and gas markets.  Both groups believe that the markets should be made more competitive and transparent to put downward pressure on gas prices.  

While the motivation is largely financial rather than environmental, it is still an important factor in achieving higher CAFÉ standards.  As consumers continue to see gas prices climb, they will undoubtedly pressure Congress and the President to act.  Acton can be taken on either the supply side or the demand side, or both.  The Administration has already attempted to lower gas prices by negotiated with Saudi Arabia in the hopes of increasing the gas supply.  It is significant that consumers are also considering adjustments made to the demand side of the equation, in the form of more fuel-efficient automobiles.  

It seems that perhaps people have finally realized that the auto industry can manufacture more fuel-efficient vehicles, and it is a matter of will rather than technology.  The National Academy of Sciences reports that a 40 mpg standard could be met quickly using existing technology.  In fact, the prototype for a 40 mpg Suburban already exists, but automakers continue to pressure legislators to oppose any increase in fuel efficiency standards. 

The 2004 presidential elections will undoubtedly help guide the direction of the US policy around fuel economy standards. John Kerry has maintained support for stricter standards throughout his congressional career.  In his presidential campaign he has laid out a plan to increase the standard to 36 mpg.  President Bush has actually increased the number of vehicles that are exempt from the standards.  He claims that Kerry’s plan would lead to a loss of 450,000 jobs.  However Kerry is promoting the message that auto workers will not lose their jobs. “They can just make cars that are more efficient.” (Griscom, 3).  It seems that Kerry’s argument is somewhat effective.  A poll commissioned by the Sierra Club found that 77% of 650 likely voters polled in Michigan support increasing CAFÉ standards to 40 mpg over the next decade.  (Griscom).
Thus it seems that public support for stricter CAFÉ standards is building, even in the regions most affected by the auto industry.  Consumers are choosing the fuel efficient vehicles that have made it onto the market.  The Toyota Prius, which gets 55 mpg and was named Motor Trend’s car of the year, is selling quickly around the nation.  U.S. auto manufacturers need to get on board with this change in consumer demands.  The government can help by passing a stricter CAFÉ standards and even including financial incentives to manufacturers if needed.  This would benefit the automotive companies because eventually they will need to manufacture more efficient automobiles, and they can “save face” by doing it sooner rather than later.  There is no doubt that the car companies can produce more efficient vehicles and remain profitable. Probably the biggest hurdle to more fuel efficient vehicles is the oil companies, because unlike the car companies, their revenues will be directly affected by this change.   Releasing the government from pressure from the oil companies will be a much bigger challenge, which could only be overcome by intense public pressure. 
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