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Progress, but No 
Game-Changer (Yet)

Automakers Offer Varying  
Shades of Green

President Obama and 
the Environmental 
Protection Agency 
made history in June 
by announcing a draft 
rule that will, for the 
first time, require 

states to lower carbon dioxide emissions 
from power plants. The average reduction 
of 30 percent below 2005 levels by 2030 
sends a critical signal in advance of next 
year’s international climate talks that the 
United States is finally taking climate 
change seriously.

But the rule can and should be 
strengthened. We’ve already reduced 
power plant carbon emissions by 15 per- 
cent, so requiring another 15 percent—and 
giving states until 2030 to do so—is too 
modest. We need much steeper reductions 
to avert the worst consequences of global 
warming; learn more on p. 2.

Over the coming months, UCS will 
show that the United States could cost- 
effectively cut emissions by 50 percent if 
we unleash the full potential of renewable 
energy, while receiving other benefits 
such as greater electric reliability and 
lower stress on water supplies. I look 
forward to working with you and other 
UCS members and partners to push for a 
tougher standard, and am confident that 
together we can convert a good draft rule 
into a climate game-changer.

In the market for a “greener” car or truck? With the explosion of fuel-efficient vehicles 
on showroom floors, today’s drivers have lots of good options from which to choose. 
But some automakers are more interested in creating greener vehicles than others, as 
our new report Automaker Rankings 2014 shows (www.ucsusa.org/autorankings2014). 
Using model year 2013 data, we assessed the eight best-selling vehicle manufacturers to 
see who leads—and who lags—in reducing smog-forming and global warming pollution 
from their fleets.

GREENEST CARS ≠ GREENEST AUTOMAKER

Several automakers have notable green options: Toyota’s Prius hybrids, General Motors’ 
Chevy Volt plug-in hybrid, Nissan’s all-electric Leaf, and Ford’s EcoBoost-equipped 
gasoline vehicles, to name a few. But selling a few green models is not enough to earn 
the top spot in our ranking; what’s more important is making environmental improve-
ments across the board, particularly in the best-selling models we see on the road every 
day. For example, the winner of our Greenest Automaker award, Hyundai-Kia, does 
not make the greenest individual vehicle, nor is it top-ranked in any vehicle class, but 
its midsize cars and SUVs—which account for more than 60 percent of the company’s 
sales—both surpass the industry average. 

Results within vehicle classes uncovered some interesting findings. Toyota devotees, 
for example, who need a family car larger than the Prius V station wagon might be 
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When shopping for a car or truck, look for a model with the highest fuel economy and lowest emissions, not just a model from 
your favorite automaker.
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Electric vehicles (EVs) reduce heat- 
trapping carbon dioxide emissions by 
running on electricity instead of gasoline 
for some or all of the miles they drive. 
But tailpipe emissions tell only part of 
the story. An EV that uses electricity 
generated by wind or solar power will 

have much lower global warming emissions than one powered 
by electricity from a coal-fired power plant. UCS research 
shows that no matter where you live—even in regions heavily 
dependent on coal—an EV that runs exclusively on electricity 
will pollute less than a typical gas-powered vehicle. 

How do electric vehicles’ global warming emissions compare 
with gasoline-powered vehicles?  

—Linda Engle, Pocatello, ID

Rachael Nealer, Kendall Science Fellow in the UCS Clean  
Vehicles Program, responds: 

In June, the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) proposed 
a new rule that would reduce existing power plants’ heat- 
trapping carbon dioxide emissions approximately 30 percent 
below 2005 levels by 2030. The electricity sector is the United 
States’ largest source of global warming emissions, so this 
standard will help combat climate change and the impacts that 
threaten our health, environment, and economy. Although this 
is a meaningful first step, the reduction goals are not strong 
enough to meet the challenge of global warming; we need to 
seize the opportunity to strengthen this standard and achieve 
even deeper and more cost-effective emissions reductions 
from the power sector. 

UCS analysis shows that a combination of strong federal 
energy policies could drive a more ambitious carbon standard: 
one that would cut the power sector’s emissions 47 percent 
below 2005 levels by 2020 and more than 60 percent by 2030. 
Efficiency standards would reduce electricity demand; renew-
able energy standards would meet the remaining demand 

{TAKE ACTION}

A Historic Opportunity to 
Combat Climate Change

ASK  
THE  
SCIENTIST
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Even in regions that depend 
heavily on coal, an EV that 
runs exclusively on electricity 
will pollute less than a typical 
gasoline-powered vehicle.

An assessment of the total emissions associated with 
a vehicle’s entire life cycle must take into account not only 
the fuel but also the manufacturing and disposal processes. 
For example, because EVs have larger batteries that require 
more resources to produce, an EV is responsible for more 
global warming pollution than a similarly sized conventional 
vehicle when it reaches the dealership (assuming the electricity 
used during production comes from the same source). But 
in most cases these higher manufacturing-related emissions 
are more than offset by the lower emissions associated with 
driving an EV. 

At the end of the vehicle’s useful life, most studies 
conclude that the carbon emissions associated with recycling  
or disposing of EV parts are small or negligible (though  
the data are limited because EVs are still a relatively new  
technology). Overall, most studies agree that EVs are cleaner 
than the average conventional vehicle—and will only get 
better as the United States adds more renewable energy to 
the electricity grid. 

To learn more, visit www.ucsusa.org/electricvehicles.
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FAST
FACTS
Playing with Fire
Hotter, drier conditions are already 
contributing to wildfires in the western 
United States, and with development 
expanding in wildfire-prone areas, the 
risks (and costs) are likely to grow.

• The costs associated with putting out 
wildfires have surpassed $1 billion 
(in 2012 dollars) every year since 
2000—more than double the annual 
average from 1985 to 1999. 

• More than 1.2 million homes—
with a combined estimated value 
of more than $189 billion—in 13 
western states are threatened 
by wildfires. The majority of the 
highest-risk properties are in 
California, Colorado, and Texas.

• Wildfires can also affect tourism: 
visitors to Yellowstone National 
Park, for example, spend $6.1 million 
less in years with wildfires than in 
years without any.

To minimize the threat of wildfires—
and the costs—we must invest in fire-
safety and forest-management measures 
that better protect communities, limit 
future development in wildfire-prone 
areas, and reduce global warming 
emissions. Learn more at www.ucsusa.
org/playingwithfire.

with zero-emissions electricity. Wind 
and solar power are already delivering 
safe, reliable, and affordable power to 
consumers across the country, and 
providing a source of new jobs. 

The proposed standard gives states 
the flexibility to include renewable 
energy and energy efficiency in their 
compliance plans, and to pool their 
resources for the purpose of acquiring 
clean energy. In so doing, states can 
achieve deep emissions reductions 
cost-effectively while avoiding an over-
reliance on natural gas, which comes 
with serious climate, health, consumer, 
and environmental risks (see www.
ucsusa.org/gasceiling to learn more). 

Write to the EPA today and urge 
the agency to raise its carbon emissions 
reduction targets to at least 50 percent 
below today’s levels by 2030. Send your 
comments via the online UCS Action 
Center at www.ucsusa.org/action or 
mail them to:

Environmental Protection Agency
EPA Docket Center (EPA/DC)
Mailcode 28221T
Attn.: Docket ID no. OAR–2013-0602
1200 Pennsylvania Avenue NW
Washington, DC 20460

JOIN THE  
CONVERSATION

There’s no bigger 
consumer of oil than 
the U.S. armed forces, 
which burn through 
more than 100 million 
barrels each year. 
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The USS Makin Island saved approximately  
1 million gallons of fuel on her maiden 
voyage thanks to onboard hybrid-electric 
technology, and is expected to save more 
than $250 million annually in fuel costs.

www.ucsusa.org/ClimateGameChanger

However, the military is also 
pioneering innovative new 
ways to use less oil in its ships, 
vehicles, aircraft, and ground 
operations without sacrificing 
performance or protection. 
With applications beyond the 
battlefield, these methods can 
make using less oil a winning 
strategy for everyone.

A new video produced by 
UCS and the Truman National 
Security Project (online at 
www.ucsusa.org/militaryoiluse) 
shows how ramping up fuel- 
efficient technology, clean 
fuels, and electric vehicles 
could cut our nation’s oil use 
in half. Following the mili-
tary’s lead on this front could 
help make us all healthier, 
wealthier, and more secure.
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Automakers Offer Varying Shades of Green
(continued from front page)

surprised to learn that the company’s minivans fall short of the 
industry average. Even Honda—winner of our previous five 
Greenest Automaker awards—has below-average performance in 
its midsize cars, which make up more than a quarter of its sales.

If you’d like to buy American, consider Ford, which fared far 
better than its Detroit counterparts. Ford outpaces the industry 
average in all classes except midsize cars, thanks in large part to 
the fact that nearly 40 percent of its 2013 fleet was equipped with 

an EcoBoost turbocharging package, which allows for a smaller, 
more efficient engine. GM and Chrysler offer a few efficient 
models (e.g., Chevy Volt, Fiat 500e), but not in sufficient numbers 
to come close to Ford.

PROGRESS OVERALL—AND ROOM FOR MORE

While automakers vary in environmental performance, one 
driving force has improved the fleet as a whole: federal fuel 
economy and tailpipe pollution standards, which have pushed 
all eight automakers in our rankings to reduce their emissions 
over time. Since 1998 (the baseline for our first Automaker 
Rankings report in 2000), smog-forming tailpipe emissions 
have dropped an impressive 87 percent. And as UCS works for 
continued improvement in these standards, the number of clean 
vehicles available to consumers will continue to grow. 

When you consider that more than 15 million new cars and 
trucks were sold in the United States in 2013, that these vehicles 
will spend an average of 15 years on our roads, and that they 
account for about 20 percent of total U.S. global warming and 
smog-forming emissions, there are a lot of good reasons to buy 
the most fuel-efficient, least-polluting model you can afford.  
To compare fuel economy and emissions estimates for new and 
used vehicles, and calculate personalized fuel cost estimates, 
visit www.fueleconomy.gov.

Industry Average

Hyundai-Kia 86.4

Honda 90.2

Toyota 92.2

Nissan 92.6

Volkswagen 92.6

Ford 104.5

GM 109.9

Chrysler 114.9

Environmental Impact of the Top Eight Automakers 
Compared with the Industry Average

Hyundai-Kia topped our 2014 automaker rankings because it made envi-
ronmental improvements across the board. Unfortunately, Detroit’s Big 
Three still have some catching up to do.

As UCS works to further improve 
federal fuel economy and tailpipe 
pollution standards, the number of 
clean, efficient vehicles available 
to consumers will continue to grow.

YOU’VE MET YOUR MATCH!
We’d like to thank everyone who made gifts in response to our Summer Matching Challenge. A group of generous donors challenged 
us to raise $250,000, which they would match if we were successful. Thanks to your generosity UCS now has an additional $500,000 
to put to good use addressing climate change, improving our food system, and much more.


