FACT CHECK

WHY THE PRESIDENT’S PROPOSALS REGARDING FUEL ECONOMY AND BIOFUELS ARE NOT MEETING THE CHALLENGES OF OIL DEPENDENCE AND GLOBAL WARMING
President Bush is claiming that the combination of his proposal to increase fuel economy by 4 percent a year and his proposal to produce 35 billion gallons of alternative fuels by 2017 will result in a reduction of 20 percent in our projected fuel consumption in 2017.  He predicts that three quarters of that savings will come from alternative fuels and one quarter from new auto fuel economy standards.  

Here is why this amounts to a carbon and fuel economy chimera:

1. FUEL ECONOMY

The President has proposed a goal of increasing fuel economy 4% per year, but refuses to require it, and has sent a bill to the Hill that does not even include any mention of his stated goal!  Four percent improvement per year is roughly equivalent to the Markey-Platts bill (see attached), so there is no quarrel with the goal.  It can be done and should be done. But so far, this “goal” has been undermined by the repeated assertions of the President’s spokespeople that he would oppose any enforceable requirement, and by the weakness of the draft bill that he sent to Congress omitting any requirements at all.  Thus the 4 percent “goal” remains simply something the President says in speeches, but refuses to demand from Congress.  It is simply a rhetorical device intended to buy time, not reduce oil dependence or carbon emissions.

Fuel economy standards for cars have remained unchanged since 1985!.  Successive Republican administrations have refused to use their existing discretion to increase fuel economy standards, and the Republican Congress actually passed appropriations riders during the Clinton Administration to prohibit any increases.  Currently, overall U.S. fuel economy is about 26 miles per gallon (mpg). China's is 35 mpg. Japan's is 45 mpg. The President proposed to increase U.S. fuel efficiency standards to 35 mpg in 10 years – a standard that a Toyota Prius or a Ford Escape Hybrid already meets today.

The National Academy of Sciences report in 2002 declared that existing technology (circa 2001) would permit us to reach 35 miles per gallon or better in 10 years.  Here we are 5 years later, the hybrid revolution is upon us (which the NAS did not include in its analysis), and still the Administration refuses to move.  Instead, the Bush Administration is asking for more expansive discretion than it already has to do what it is already doing – which is to say, nothing!

 
The Markey-Platts bill would require that the combined fleetwide fuel economy average (combining both SUVs and cars) MUST meet 35 mpg by 2018, and would require increases of 4 percent a year in 2019 and beyond unless NHTSA said no.
2. “ALTERNATIVE” FUELS
The President has proposed converting the Renewable Fuels Standard to an Alternative fuels standard and increasing it to 35 billion gallons by 2017. 

He is using the term “alternative” instead of “renewable” in order to make fuels eligible that are not considered renewable.  In particular, by expanding the type of fuels that qualify, he has opened the door to meeting the requirement with liquid fuels derived from coal, which produce twice the amount of carbon dioxide, the chief global warming pollutant, as gasoline. (note – the President has not limited coal liquids to those produced with carbon sequestration).  If liquid coal were to provide a significant portion of the 35 billion gallons, the President won’t be able to claim any reduction of greenhouse gas emissions from this program and could even be making the problem worse. 

Furthermore the President’s plan calls for unspecified “safety valve” to protect against unforeseen increases in the prices of alternative fuels or their feedstocks. This undermines the certainty that financers are looking for when investing in new and unproven renewable fuel production. His safety valve may make reaching the 35 billion gallon mark impossible except with coal-to-liquids, thus ensuring that his carbon emission reduction assumptions are not fulfilled.

CODA:  Remember that 78 percent of all greenhouse gas emissions comes from sources other than passenger vehicles.  The president has yet to support any mandatory initiatives to reduce non-vehicle emissions.
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