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EPA Proposes Letter Grades for Cars, Light Trucks, Based on Fuel Economy Rating
The Environmental Protection Agency and the Department of Transportation announced a proposed rule Aug. 30 that could give cars and light trucks letter grades based on their fuel economy and greenhouse gas emissions as part of revisions to the fuel economy labeling system.
The agencies also proposed fuel economy ratings for electric vehicles and plug-in hybrids expressed in equivalent miles-per-gallon based on electricity used, as part of a new system for providing fuel economy and emissions information on the EPA labels posted on new vehicles.

EPA and NHTSA officials said the new labels would keep pace with the new generation of fuel-efficient cars and trucks being produced and allow buyers to make better-informed decisions when purchasing vehicles.

The new label proposal is required under the Energy Independence and Security Act (Pub. L. No. 110-140), passed by Congress in 2007, which directs EPA and the National Highway Traffic Safety Administration to rate new vehicles on emissions of greenhouse gases and other pollutants, in addition to fuel economy.

The labeling proposal also is in response to limits on greenhouse gas emissions from cars and light trucks announced by EPA and NHTSA March 31 and published May 7 (75 Fed. Reg. 25,324; 41 ER 723, 4/2/10).

The proposal includes two options for revising fuel economy labels for new vehicles.

One of the options would feature most prominently a letter grade--A through D--for fuel economy and greenhouse gas emissions, with numerical ratings listed below the letter. It also would show how much money the vehicle saves or costs compared with vehicles that achieve average fuel economy.

A second option is similar to labels in use now and would display prominently figures for fuel economy and the cost of fuel consumed by the vehicle.

NHTSA Administrator David Strickland told reporters during a telephone news conference that neither option is preferred and that both would improve the provision of information to the public.

Gina McCarthy, EPA assistant administrator for air and radiation, told reporters that using the proposed vehicle grading system, the median grade for all vehicles is B-.

Under the grading system, McCarthy said, electric vehicles would receive an A+ grade, which translates into 117 miles per gallon or higher. Plug-ins would get an A, and some hybrids--the Ford Fusion, Honda Civic, and Toyota Prius--would get A- grades.

B- cars include the Chevrolet Cobalt with manual transmission, Toyota Corolla with a 1.8-liter engine and manual transmission, and Volkswagen Golf with manual transmission.

Auto Industry Reacts.

A representative of the automobile industry said he disliked the letter-grading proposal.

Dave McCurdy, president of the Alliance of Automobile Manufacturers, issued a statement saying, “A car is generally a consumer's second biggest expenditure, and automakers support providing our customers with meaningful information for decision-making on vehicles that meet their particular needs, but the proposed letter grade falls short because it is imbued with school-yard memories of passing and failing.”

Vickie Patton, general counsel for Environmental Defense Fund, said in a statement, though, that either labeling proposal “will make it much easier for consumers to comparison shop. With clearer labeling, consumers can make smart choices that protect our economy, our security and our environment.”

Patton pointed to a report EPA released with the proposal in which a panel of marketing experts endorsed the grading system. “Consensus was strong regarding the recommendation of using a single, bold alphabet-based 'grade' that would dominate the label with any other legally required information being provided at the bottom of the label and in such a way as not to compete with the grade,” the report said.

According to the report, the experts consulted also said many individuals have specific needs that may not be met by fuel-efficient vehicles, such as the need to haul large quantities of people or goods, but that a letter-grade approach “will be intuitive for most consumers.”

Electric Vehicle Labeling.

Currently, labels for electric vehicles are addressed on an individual basis.

Under the proposed new labels, electric vehicles would be rated on both the kilowatt/hours of electricity they consume and the equivalent fuel-economy rating in miles-per-gallon. The agency calculates that a gallon of gasoline is equivalent to 33.7 kilowatt/hours.

EPA and NHTSA plan for labels to show zero tailpipe emissions from electric vehicles, with a website that would show how much emissions are produced from the power plants that provide the electricity.

Dan Becker, director of the Safe Climate Campaign, said the upstream emissions data should be provided on the fuel economy label. Most consumers would not know to go to the website, he said.“Consumers shopping for a clean car need to be able to compare a Prius with an EV,” Becker said. “Not knowing how much coal-burning power plants emit to recharge the EV obscures the choice.”

If it is produced from coal, the electricity used to power electric vehicles can produce more emissions than a hybrid vehicle using petroleum-based fuel, Becker said.

The agencies said they will take comment on providing upstream emissions data on electric vehicle labels.

Other Air Pollutants.

Fuel economy labels also would rate emissions of other pollutants from vehicles on a 1-to-10 scale. These pollutants include nitrogen oxides, hydrocarbons, carbon monoxide, particulate matter, and formaldehyde.

The agencies will take comment on the proposal for 60 days following publication in the Federal Register. Comments should be identified by Docket ID No. EPA-HQ-OAR-2009-0865 or NHTSA-2010-0087, or both, and may be submitted athttp://www.regulations.gov. Follow the online instructions for submitting comments.

By Steven D. Cook


More information on the proposal is available at http://www.epa.gov/fueleconomy/regulations.htm.

For further information, contact Lucie Audette, of EPA's Office of Transportation and Air Quality, at (734) 214-4850, or audette.lucie@epa.gov; or Gregory Powell of NHTSA at (202) 366-5206, or gregory.powell@dot.gov.
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