
Automobile Fuel Economy Standards and Global Climate Change 
 
∗ Congress passed the Energy Policy and Conservation Act (EPCA) in 1975, in the wake of the 1970s 

energy crisis, to conserve energy, decrease reliance on oil, safeguard the environment, and protect 
the U.S. from energy related national security risks. 

 
∗ The EPCA requires the National Highway Traffic Safety Administration (NHTSA) to set motor 

vehicle fuel economy standards under the Corporate Average Fuel Economy program (CAFE). 
 
∗ The NHTSA must determine and require the maximum feasible average fuel economy while taking 

into account technological feasibility, economic practicability, effects of other government motor 
vehicle standards on fuel economy, and need for energy conservation. 

 
∗ The transportation sector (primarily passenger cars and light trucks) accounts for 66% of U.S. 

petroleum use, 33% of U.S. greenhouse gas emissions, and 7% of global greenhouse gas emissions. 
 

∗ Motor vehicles on average each produce 5.7 tons of carbon dioxide per year. Motor vehicles produce 
about 40% of all U.S. carbon dioxide emissions, and the U.S. creates 24% of global carbon dioxide 
emissions. U.S. vehicles are responsible for about 10% of the world’s carbon dioxide emissions. 

 
∗ Light trucks alone use more than 4 million barrels of oil per day, accounting for more than 20% of 

our nation’s oil consumption.  Light trucks currently produce close to 10% of U.S. greenhouse gas 
emissions, more than the combined transportation sector greenhouse gas emissions of China, India 
and Africa. Light trucks account for more than half of new vehicle sales, and their oil consumption 
will reach 6 million barrels per day by 2017 absent a new policy action to increase gas mileage. 

 
∗ Under current CAFE standards, automakers must maintain an average of 21.6 miles per gallon (mpg) 

for 2006 light trucks, with a small increase to 22.2 mpg for 2007 vehicles. Passenger cars need a 
27.5 mpg average, with fuel economy targets based on the automaker’s mix of vehicles. 

 
∗ The new CAFE standards adopted by the Bush administration in April 2006 would raise gas mileage 

requirements only slightly (about 2% per year), leading to a 24.1 mpg average by 2011, a total 
improvement of only 1.9 mpg over four years. 

 
∗ Readily available cost-effective technologies already exist for automakers to double the current 

average fuel economy of light trucks, cutting this portion of greenhouse gas emissions approximately 
in half. A minimum fuel economy standard of 45 mpg for light trucks should begin in 2008. 

 
∗ A fleet-wide fuel efficiency of 38 mpg could be readily achieved by 2015, for an oil savings of 1.1 

million barrels per day, about 5.8 times more oil than the Bush administration proposal. 
 

Inadequacies of the 2006 CAFE Standards for Light Trucks 
 

The new standards adopted by the Bush administration: 
 
* Would raise gas mileage requirements only slightly (about 2% per year), for a total improvement 
of only 1.9 mpg over four years. 

 
∗ Bow to pressure by automakers opposed to higher fuel efficiency and fail to require available 

technologies that could double the current average fuel economy of light trucks. 
 



∗ Fail entirely in their inadequate Environmental Assessment of the light truck rule to consider vehicle 
greenhouse gas emissions that contribute to global climate change. 

 
∗ Fail to prepare a more thorough and required Environmental Impact Statement or to review the 

impacts of lower fuel efficiency on species listed under the Endangered Species Act. 
 

∗ Rely on marginal cost-benefit analysis and err by predetermining the maximum feasible average fuel 
economy for light trucks. 

 
∗ Fail to monetize the costs of greenhouse gas emissions and the benefits of a reasonable range of 

possible fuel economy standards. An estimate of the true economic costs of carbon emissions is one 
of the most important inputs for determining the maximum feasible average fuel economy level. 

 
∗ Improperly dismiss global climate change costs as “uncertain” while relying on questionable 

projections of claimed economic hardship from the automobile industry. 
 

∗ Fail to provide safeguards against the unwanted side effect of fleet upsizing, i.e., automakers 
creating larger “light trucks” to avoid compliance with fuel efficiency requirements. 

 
∗ Illegally attempt to prohibit states from setting emission standards for greenhouse gases. States have 

authority under the Clean Air Act to issue vehicle emission standards for heat-trapping air pollutants 
that cause global climate change, such as carbon dioxide, methane, nitrous oxide, and hydro-
fluorocarbons. 

 
Impacts of Global Climate Change 

 
The impending global climate change crisis implicates all aspects of society, including environmental 
health and biodiversity, public health, economic stability and national security.  The World Health 
Organization estimated in 2000 that 154,000 deaths and loss of the equivalent of 5.5 million life years 
annually worldwide were attributable to global climate change.  In the absence of substantial reductions 
of greenhouse gas emissions, global climate change and its impacts will accelerate rapidly in this 
century.  Recent events such as hurricanes Katrina and Rita reinforce the need for strong energy 
conservation policies, with the temporary loss of refinery capacity after the hurricanes rapidly driving 
gas prices up about 20 percent.  The unprecedented hurricane season and near-record warm temperatures 
confirm the rapid pace of global climate change and the consequences of continued wasteful energy 
policies. 
 
Global climate change is emerging as one of the leading threats to all species worldwide, with a 2004 
study of 20 percent of the world’s surface area concluding that up to one-third of the 1,106 species 
studied may go extinct by 2050 because of global climate change.  Global climate change has already 
been documented to have severe impacts on endangered species.   
 
The polar bear is directly threatened with extinction by global climate change.  Polar bears are 
completely dependent upon Arctic sea-ice habitat for survival, needing it as a platform from which to 
hunt their primary prey (ringed seals), to make seasonal migrations between the sea ice and terrestrial 
denning areas, and for other essential behaviors such as mating.  The polar bear’s sea-ice habitat is 
melting away due to accelerated Arctic warming, and the Arctic may be ice-free in the summer well 
before the end of this century.  Scientists announced last month that glaciers and ice sheets at the poles 
are melting faster than previously thought and could cause a rise in sea levels around the world by as 



much as 13 to 20 feet by the end of the century.  The Center submitted a petition to list polar bears under 
the Endangered Species Act in February 2006. 
 
Two Caribbean coral species, elkhorn and staghorn coral, are proposed for listing as threatened species, 
in part due to global climate change and increased carbon dioxide concentrations.  Sustained increased 
ocean temperatures cause these coral to expel symbiotic algae on which they depend for photosynthesis 
and energy, the deadly phenomenon known as “coral bleaching.”  The Center submitted a petition to list 
the Caribbean coral species under the Endangered Species Act in March 2004. 
 
Listed butterflies such as the Quino checkerspot in southern California and the Bay checkerspot in the 
San Francisco Bay Area, which cannot shift their ranges northward or to increased elevations in 
response to climate warming, are also threatened by habitat changes from global climate change.  In 
addition, motor vehicle emissions are a primary source of excess nitrogen in the environment, 
contributing to reduced water quality, eutrophication of estuaries, changes in plant community 
composition and disruptions in nutrient cycling.  Nitrogen deposition has contributed to the severe 
decline of habitat for threatened species such as the bay checkerspot butterfly, California gnatcatcher 
and desert tortoise. 
 
In defiance of scientific evidence and rational policy, the Bush administration has argued against any 
meaningful action on reducing greenhouse gases and has attempted to cast doubt on the science of 
global climate change.  The causes and impacts of global climate change are no longer in doubt and 
scientific consensus has existed for years on the causes of climate change.  A 2002 National Academy of 
Sciences (NAS) report affirmed the now well-known principle that greenhouse gases are accumulating 
in Earth’s atmosphere as a result of human activities, causing surface air temperatures and sub-surface 
ocean temperatures to rise.  The NAS report summary was incorporated into the U.S. Department of 
State’s U.S. Climate Action Report, submitted to the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate 
Change Secretariat in 2002 as the official position of the U.S. government. 

 
As early as 2001, the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change Third Assessment Report, confirmed 
by the NAS, stated that “there is new and stronger evidence that most of the observed warming over the 
last 50 years is attributable to human activities.”  In the past five years the evidence has continued to 
mount and is now unassailable.  Groundbreaking research by NASA in 2005 confirmed, via precise 
measurements of ocean temperature, the Earth’s energy imbalance due to greenhouse gas 
concentrations.  Another leading paper demonstrated that the observed warming of the world’s oceans is 
far beyond what can be explained by any source of natural variability. 
 
For more information on the impacts of global climate change, visit the Center for Biological Diversity’s 
climate web page at http://www.biologicaldiversity.org/swcbd/programs/policy/energy/index.html 


