
 
 

Policy Memo: Tougher 
Federal Fuel Economy 
Standards Would Be 
Counter-Productive    	

	
itle	 II	 of	 the	Clean	Air	Act	directs	 the	EPA	 to	 set	 fuel	 economy	standards	 for	
automobiles	 and	 trucks.	 The	 Trump	 Administration	 relaxed	 standards	 that	

were	made	more	stringent	under	the	Obama	Administration,	and	President	Biden	is	
poised	to	strengthen	those	standards	again.i	The	Biden	Administration’s	proposed	
goal	is	for	all	new	light-and	medium-duty	vehicles	to	be	electric-powered	and	for	
heavier	 vehicles	 to	 make	 progress	 in	 that	
direction.ii		
	
According	to	the	Utah	State	University	Institute	of	
Political	 Economy’s	 report,	How	 Good	 Intentions	
Backfire:	Negative	Effects	of	Federal	Environmental	
Policies,	 greenhouse	 gas	 emissions	 from	
automobiles	 have	 been	 reduced	 by	 90	 percent	
since	 the	 implementation	of	 the	Clean	Air	Act	 in	
1970.iii	 During	 this	 time,	 however,	 the	
Environmental	 Protection	 Agency	 (which	 was	
created	under	the	Clean	Air	Act)	has	expanded	its	
responsibilities	and	reach	to	areas	not	intended	to	
be	 governed	 by	 the	 agency.	 The	 EPA	 has	 also	
increased	 its	 annual	 budget	 from	 $1	 billion	 to	
$8.59	billion	in	2016,	despite	drastic	reductions	in	pollution	and	emissions.	As	the	
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report	points	out,	“If	the	country	has	attained	its	targets	for	emissions,	the	expected	
effect	 on	 the	 EPA’s	 budget	 would	 be	 reduced	 spending,	 not	 continual	 budget	
increases.”iv	There	is	little	doubt	that	the	Biden	Administration’s	regulation	under	
the	Clean	Air	Act	and	development	of	new	emissions	standards	would	increase	the	
budget	and	power	of	the	EPA.		
	
In	an	attempt	to	reduce	emissions	from	motor	vehicles,	Congress	passed	the	Energy	
Policy	 Act,	which	 requires	 gasoline	 and	 diesel	 refiners	 to	 blend	 fossil	 fuels	with	
renewable	fuels.v	The	goal	of	the	Renewable	Fuel	Standard	is	to	reduce	emissions	in	
a	cost-effective	and	environmentally	friendly	way.	In	reality,	a	study	by	Friends	of	
Earth	 concluded	 that	 corn	 ethanol	 (the	 fuel	 predominantly	 used	 to	 comply	with	
standard	 requirements)	 “contributes	36	percent	more	greenhouse	gas	 emissions	
than	gasoline	when	its	entire	lifecycle	is	taken	into	account.”vi	Similarly,	a	transition	
to	 electric	 vehicles	 through	 new	
emission	 standards	 is	 not	 as	
environmentally	 beneficial	 as	 once	
thought.	 The	 Foundation	 for	 Economic	
Education	 asserts	 that	 “although	
electric	 cars	 are	 a	 step	 in	 the	 right	
direction,	their	production	and	charging	
still	 contribute	 to	 CO2	 levels,	 in	 some	
cases	 even	 more	 than	 gas	 cars.”vii	 The	
production	of	electric	batteries	for	these	vehicles	requires	lithium,	cobalt,	and	other	
raw	materials	that	have	to	be	mined	and	processed,	which	expends	large	amounts	
of	 energy.	 Additionally,	 the	 source	 of	 electricity	 to	 charge	 the	 vehicles	 must	 be	
considered.	The	U.S.	Energy	Information	Administration	reports	that	63	percent	of	
electricity	generation	in	the	U.S.	 is	created	using	fossil	 fuels.	As	the	FEE	suggests,	
“using	electric	cars	is	simply	shifting	CO2	emissions	from	the	tailpipe	of	the	car	to	
the	electricity	power	plant.”viii		
	
Key	Point:	Greenhouse	gas	emissions	from	motor	vehicles	have	already	seen	
a	 drastic	 decline,	 and	 market	 forces	 will	 continue	 to	 push	 automobile	
manufactures	 to	 produce	 cleaner,	 more	 environmentally	 friendly	 vehicles.	
New	 federal	 standards	 are	 unlikely	 to	 achieve	 a	 marked	 difference	 in	
emissions,	could	potentially	be	more	harmful	to	the	environment,	and	could	
negatively	 affect	 the	 industry	 until	 technological	 innovations	 make	 the	
standards	viable.		
	
	
The	Texas	Energy	Project	is	a	project	of	the	Texas	Conservative	Coalition	Research	Institute	(TCCRI),	a	public	policy	
research	organization	based	in	Austin,	Texas.	See	txenergyproject.org	and	txccri.org	for	more	information.  
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