
An environmental group filed suit today to block the 
Obama administration’s new automotive fuel economy 
standards for model year 2011 cars and trucks.

The Center for Biological Diversity claims that the 
8 percent increase required by the corporate average 
fuel economy, or CAFE, rulemaking falls short of the 
“maximum feasible level,” which is the standard set 
by the 2007 energy law that mandated a minimum 40 
percent increase in fuel economy by 2020.

The rule, finalized last week, sets a combined CAFE 
level of 27.3 miles per gallon for model year 2011 
cars and trucks. It set the passenger car standard at 
30.2 mpg, up from the current 27.5 mpg level, and the 
light truck class mark at 24.1 mpg, a 1 mpg increase 
(Greenwire, March 27).

The new standard represents a 2 mpg increase over 
model year 2010 standards but is actually lower than 
the 2011 standards proposed by President George W. 
Bush last spring. That proposal covered model years 
2011 through 2015 and would have set a combined 
CAFE standard at 27.8 mpg, with cars needing to 
reach 31.2 mpg and trucks 25 mpg. Bush’s proposal 
would have forced automakers to improve fuel ef-
ficiency by 25 percent, to a combined 31.6 mpg, by 
model year 2015.

“Reducing the proposed fuel economy standards is a 
step backward from the clean energy future President 
Obama has promised,” said Kassie Siegel, director of 
the group’s Climate Law Institute. “These low stan-
dards, which ignore greenhouse gas emissions and the 
climate crisis, are illogical, illegal and very disappoint-
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ing from a president who has promised to make the 
United States a leader in the fight against global 
warming.”

Bush’s proposed standards drew sharp criticism 
from a handful of lawmakers -- including the 
author of the energy bill’s CAFE language, Rep. 
Ed Markey (D-Mass.) -- because it relied on mod-
est forecasts for future fuel prices. The congres-
sional reaction to Obama’s reduction was muted, 
however, in large part because the White House is 
expected to impose stricter CAFE standards in the 
future.

Bush left office without finalizing his proposal, 
leaving Obama with limited time to finalize the 
2011 rule by an April 1 deadline. Obama has called 
for a full review of the subsequent model year 
standards and hinted that future standards could 
grow more stringent.

In the final rule, the Transportation Department 
said the rulemaking for model years 2012 and 
beyond will be set only after a host of new infor-
mation and methodology is considered. DOT says 
that it is “reasonable to anticipate” that the new 
analyses may lead to changes and that ongoing 
review will include many new concerns, including 
both the “financial health of the industry” and the 
nation’s “energy and climate change needs.”

The lawsuit was filed against the National High-
way Traffic Safety Administration and the Depart-
ment of Transportation in the 9th U.S. Circuit 
Court of Appeals in San Francisco.

 


