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New Car Rules Reopen a Fight Over Cost, Gas

and Climate

The administration says looser fuel standards could lower car prices, but critics warn
drivers may pay more at the pump.

The Trump administration is rolling back federal
fuel economy standards for new vehicles, ac-
cording to a PBS NewsHour interview with Reuters
transportation reporter David Shepardson. Fuel
economy standards are rules that tell automakers
how far, on average, their vehicles must travel on a
gallon of fuel. The new policy gives car companies
more flexibility and reverses stricter rules from the
Biden administration that were designed to push
the auto industry toward more efficient vehicles
and more electric vehicles.

The change matters because it reaches into several
parts of ordinary life at once: the price of a car, the
cost of gasoline, the amount of pollution from
transportation, and the speed at which the country
moves toward electric vehicles. The administration
says the fleet-wide average, meaning the average
across an automaker’s mix of cars and trucks, will
be 34.9 miles per gallon in 2031. Under the earlier
Biden-era rules, that average would have been
over 50 miles per gallon.

Supporters of the rollback argue that the stricter
rules pushed automakers to build vehicles Wash-
ington wanted, not necessarily the vehicles many
buyers wanted. Transportation Secretary Sean

Duffy said the change would let automakers make

An illustrated car lot splits toward gasoline vehicles on one side and an electric vehicle charger on the other.

the vehicles Americans want to buy. That argument
is partly about consumer choice and partly about
price. New vehicles are expensive, and the PBS
segment noted that the average vehicle costs more
than $50,000. If rules require automakers to install
more fuel-saving technology, the companies say
that adds costs before the vehicle ever reaches the
dealership.

The administration says the rollback will reduce
the cost of a new vehicle by about $1,300. Shep-
ardson said the government’s estimate is that tech-
nology costs for automakers would fall by about
$1,289 per vehicle. That difference matters: a cost
saving for a company is not automatically the same
thing as a price cut for a buyer. There is no require-
ment that automakers pass the savings along. A
company could lower prices, keep more of the sav-
ings, spend them elsewhere, or respond differently
depending on competition.

The opposing argument starts with what happens
after a person buys the car. A less efficient vehicle
may cost less at the dealership, but it burns more
gasoline over time. Shepardson said the adminis-
tration’s own estimate is that fuel costs over the
life of the vehicles would rise by about $1,600 on
average. That means the same rule could look
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helpful or harmful depending on whether someone
focuses on the purchase price today or the total
cost of owning the vehicle for years.

The environmental trade-off is also central. Less ef-
ficient vehicles burn more fuel, and burning gaso-
line releases pollution, including greenhouse gases
that trap heat in the atmosphere. According to the
PBS interview, the administration’s own documents
estimate that the rule would increase gasoline use
through 2050 by close to 5 percent. One estimate
cited in the segment put the added fuel use at
about 120 billion gallons between now and 2050,
costing drivers roughly $300 billion to $400 billion.

Automakers have their own stake in the change.
Under stricter rules, companies that sold many
gasoline-powered vehicles could have needed to
buy credits from companies that sold more electric
vehicles, such as Tesla or Rivian. Credits are a
compliance tool: one company can use another
company’s cleaner vehicle sales to help meet gov-
ernment requirements. By loosening the standards,
the administration reduces pressure on traditional
automakers to rely on those credits or to shift
quickly toward electric vehicles.

That is why the rule is not just about miles per gal-
lon. It is also about whether government should

speed up a market transition toward electric vehi-
cles, which run on batteries instead of gasoline, or
step back and let consumer demand lead more of

Written from reporting by PBS NewsHour.

the change. Shepardson said many of the federal
triggers pushing automakers toward more electric
and more efficient vehicles are now gone. The
$7,500 federal electric-vehicle tax credit, which
made some electric vehicles cheaper for buyers, is
also no longer part of that push, according to the
interview.

California remains an exception, at least for now.
The PBS segment said California still has authority
to regulate vehicles and require electric vehicles,
though Republicans in Congress are trying to re-
voke that power. That sets up another conflict:
whether states with different air-quality and cli-
mate goals should be allowed to set tougher rules
than the federal government, or whether automak-
ers should face one national standard.

The administration also argues that cheaper vehi-
cles could improve road safety if people replace
older cars sooner with newer ones. Newer vehicles
can include updated safety features. But the over-
all balance is hard to measure because the num-
bers are huge: millions of vehicles sold each year,
hundreds of billions of dollars in fuel spending, and
pollution effects that build up over decades. The
core disagreement is not whether efficiency, af-
fordability, and cleaner air are all good. It is which
goal should carry more weight when a single rule
pushes them in different directions.
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THINK IT THROUGH

1. If a rule lowers the upfront price of a car but raises fuel costs over time, which cost should
policymakers prioritize, and why?

A strong answer: A strong answer should weigh short-term affordability against long-term ownership costs and
consider how different households experience those costs.

2. Should government rules actively push industries toward new technology, such as electric
vehicles, or should consumer demand decide the pace of change?

A strong answer: A strong answer should engage with market choice, public costs like pollution, and the role of
regulation in shaping future technology.

3. Should California be allowed to set stricter vehicle rules than the federal government, or is one
national standard fairer and more practical?

A strong answer: A strong answer should consider federalism, environmental differences between states, and the
burden on automakers operating nationwide.
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New Car Rules Reopen a Fight Over Cost, Gas and
Climate
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New Car Rules Reopen a Fight Over Cost, Gas and

Climate
3
2 3
4 5
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10
ACROSS DOWN
2 Devices that store electrical energy for 1 Business that sells new or used vehicles
vehicles or machines 3 Tools, machines, and methods for solving
6 Person who buys and uses goods or problems or doing tasks
services 4 Change from one condition, system, or
Layer of gases surrounding Earth power source to another
Liquid fuel used by many cars and trucks 5 Meeting a rule or requirement
Ability to travel farther while using less
fuel
10 Harmful material released into the air or

environment
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New Car Rules Reopen a Fight Over Cost, Gas and
Climate — answer key
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New Car Rules Reopen a Fight Over Cost, Gas and

Climate — answer key

environment

3
D
3
BIA|T|T|E|IR|JI|E|S
E A
C L
H E
4 5
N R T C
6
CIO|N|S|UIM|E|R O
7
L H A MIO|S|P|H|E|R]|E
GIA[S|O|L|I|NJE N P
G P S L
9
Y EIF|F[I I|E|IN|C|Y
T A
3
PlojL|L|u|T]|TI N
O C
N E
ACROSS DOWN
2 Devices that store electrical energy for Business that sells new or used vehicles
vehicles or machines Tools, machines, and methods for solving
6 Person who buys and uses goods or problems or doing tasks
services Change from one condition, system, or
Layer of gases surrounding Earth power source to another
Liquid fuel used by many cars and trucks Meeting a rule or requirement
Ability to travel farther while using less
fuel
10 Harmful material released into the air or
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Where this came from

This article was written for 3andB from the reporting below. It is not a reprint — the
wording is ours and the facts are theirs.

PBS NewsHour

“What Trump's rollback of fuel economy standards means for drivers”

Published Monday, September 28, 2026
Read by us on Tuesday, September 29, 2026

https://www.pbs.org/newshour/show/what-trumps-rollback-of-fuel-economy-standards-means-for-drivers

WHAT IS IN THIS PACKET

The article with a note on each question, a word search, a crossword, and the answer key
to both.

COPYING AND REUSE

Free to print, copy and hand out for classroom use. Please keep this page with the packet,
so the next teacher can see where the story came from.

More where this came from

If this short lesson worked for your class, our full workbooks go further with the same
care:

= Complete units with student and teacher editions
= Worked solutions for every exercise
= Standards-aligned, classroom-tested, print-ready

See the full lessons at 3andB.com
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