History of Fuel Economy:
One Decade of Innovation, Two Decades of Inaction
Adjusted Fuel Economy by Model Year
(Three Year Moving Average)
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1970s
• In response to the oil price shocks of the early 1970s, Congress passed the nation's first fuel economy standards in
1975. The law called for a doubling of passenger vehicle
efficiency—to 27.5 miles per gallon—within 10 years. The
National Highway Traffic Safety Administration (NHTSA)
was also given the authority to set a separate standard for
"light trucks," which at the time accounted for only onefifth of new vehicle sales.
• That fuel economy law gave NHTSA the authority to propose standards beyond 27.5 mpg for passenger vehicles,
subject to veto by the Senate.2
• Domestic automakers predicted fuel economy improvements would require a fleet full of subcompacts. In 1974,
Ford testified the standards could "result in a Ford product
line consisting …of all sub-Pinto-sized vehicles."3 Congress
passed the law anyway, and today Ford's top seller is its FSeries pick-up.

1980s
• Vehicle efficiency increased steadily throughout the early
1980s, due to phase-in of the fuel economy law. Between
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1975 and 1985, passenger vehicle mileage doubled from
around 13.5 to 27.5 mpg, while light trucks increased
from 11.6 to 19.5 mpg.
• In the mid-1980s, Ford and GM, however, lobbied the
Reagan Administration to lower the standard. NHTSA
complied, setting a 26 mpg standard for 1986, prompting
Chrysler Chairman Lee Iacocca to declare, "We are
about to put up a tombstone, 'Here lies America's
energy policy.'"4
• At industry's
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urging, for
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economy levels at 26 mpg,
Chrysler advertisement, New York Times,
August 11, 1985.
below
the
benchmark
set by Congress. The agency also failed to raise light
truck standards during this period, holding them at 20.5
mpg. Finally, in 1989, NHTSA restored the 27.5 passenger
vehicle standard, but lowered light truck requirements to
20 mpg.
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1990s
• In 1990, Senators Richard Bryan (D) and Slade Gordon (R)
sponsored legislation raising fuel economy standards for
cars and light trucks 40% over a decade. It passed 14-4
in the Commerce Committee, but was filibustered on the
Senate floor.
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• When the Clinton Administration began the process for
raising light truck standards, Congress responded with an
appropriations rider taking away its authority to increase
vehicle efficiency. This anti-fuel enonomy rider remained
in force from 1995 to 2000. According to the Government Accountability Office, NHTSA’s technological expertise with respect to fuel economy has yet to recover from
the impact of these congressional riders.6
• The steady increase in light truck sales, partly driven by the
loophole holding trucks and SUVs to lower fuel economy
standards than other passenger vehicles, actually drove
down fleet-wide efficiency during the 1990s. The average
car and truck sold at the end of the decade went about a
mile less on each gallon of gas than it did 10 years earlier.

2000-Present
• In 2002, the National Academy of Sciences reported that
cars and trucks could meet a 37 mpg, fleet-wide standard
within 10-15 years without sacrificing performance or
safety. The Academy also estimated that the nation currently saves 2.7 million barrels of gasoline per day because
of previous increases in vehicle efficiency.7
• After Congress lifted the freeze on fuel economy in 2000,
President Bush enacted a pair of minimal light trucks
increases. His latest rule, finalized in 2006, will raise standards from 22.2 miles per gallon to 24 miles per gallon
between model years 2008 and 2011, a mere 2% annual
increase.

• That light truck rule replaced the single average standard
for each automaker's light truck fleet with a size-based
system that sets mileage requirements according to a vehicle's footprint.
• In 2005 after four years debate, Congress passed comprehensive energy legislation that failed to increase vehicle
efficiency standards.
• In his 2006 State of the Union speech, President Bush
talked about our addiction to oil, but did not mention vehicle inefficiency—one of the primary causes of that dependence. In his 2007 address, he set a target of
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thority to "reform" passenger vehicle standards without any
guaranteed improvement. Bi-partisan legislation in the
House and Senate (H.R. 1506 and S. 357) would grant the
Administration its regulatory flexibility while requiring
NHTSA to meet a fleet-wide 35 mile per gallon target,
achieving the President's efficiency objective.
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