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Basic Background

Prior Activity on the Issue

 “We’ve really unique in a way in that we [US] have such low energy prices. That’s a wonderful advantage for trade. But what this issue is about is consumer choice. What vehicles can you buy? The policymaking on this has to do with the Corporate Average Fuel Economy, CAFE. We’ve been living with it for 25 years. It was built on an assumption that gas prices would go to $3.00 a gallon. That never happened. But as gas goes up, it does influence the choice of vehicles. Now gas is still cheap and it’s had little affect on vehicle choice.” So the recent rise in gas prices didn’t affect sales of SUV’s, which use more gas? “No, not perceptively. The SUV’s today are more fuel efficient than the cars of the 1970’s. People fill up once a week and that’s that. J.D. Power just did a study and it shows that if gas goes up a quarter [I presume he meant goes up a quarter a gallon], that’s equivalent to just one month’s payment on a vehicle.”

“For us the big issue is CAFE. This past year there was a deal cut on the Senate floor; this was another year of a freeze [on raising CAFE standards]. This time there was a provision for a National Academy of Sciences study on average fuel economy. Now the Sierra Club wasn’t going to make a big deal about a National Academy of Sciences study, so we got another freeze. So we’re at the beginning stage of that study.”

“We knew we were asking for more than anyone would give us [but it had strategic value]. Now we have an average [requirement] for 27 ½  mpg standard for passenger cars. Now the instructions for standards for trucks were more vague: you know, that they should be set at the highest possible levels but should take into account safety and so on. But they had to do the rulemaking. They had to promulgate. The standard had been 20.7. The freeze was attached to the 2001 DOT [Department of Transportation] appropriation.”

2. “The first thing we had to do is get our members to agree that we would do something. [But let me take you back] The Motor Vehicle Manufacturers Association had twelve members. To qualify for membership you had to manufacture cars or fire engines or ____ in the United States. In 1991-92, we got rid of truck [manufacturers] and we only had Ford, GM, and Chrysler. I worked for Andy [Andrew Card, who is slated to become Bush’s Chief of Staff in the White House]. When Daimler Chrysler closed _________ we started up the Alliance of Automobile Manufacturers. The criterion for membership was manufacturing autos anywhere in the world. So we have Ford, GM, VW, Toyota, Nissan—just about everyone but the Koreans.”

“We had to get everyone to agree that the CAFE standards were flawed. Nissan and Toyota could meet them easily and they want into the market [I think he’s referring to a possible increase in the CAFE for light trucks, but I’m not sure]. They want into that market. This was not an easy thing to do. For some manufacturers, it shouldn’t matter, or it would give them an advantage if the standards went up.  AAMA started this process in response to the April ’94 _______ [rulemaking?]. [AAMA is the forerunner to the Alliance. I assume it stands for American Automobile Manufacturers Association, but I’m not sure. This succeeded the Motor Vehicle Manufacturers Association mentioned above.] So the alliance pursued a freeze. Ford, GM, and Chrysler were being crimped.”

Earlier you said that we didn’t get to strategy, so let’s go back there.

“We knew we couldn’t get a bill through for a permanent increase. So it was a ‘the DOT shall not, the Congress _______. But what we didn’t have to have that to be successful. We went to House DOT appropriations subcommittee chair, Frank Wolf [R-VA]. He’s very concerned about safety—we’ve learned that the hard way. He’s brought out the troops on that. Safety can be sold very well to him. He was in a car accident and he says ‘if the car had been lighter, we wouldn’t be here today.’ This [provision] became part of the House DOT appropriations. It went to the floor and [it couldn’t be amended there]. We never lobbied for it in the Senate; we didn’t lobby for a bill there. We didn’t want an amendment introduced. Rather, what we lobbied for was for the Senate in conference to recede to the House’s version on CAFE. And they did by a 5-4 vote. All of this was done to avoid an environmental vote on the floor. No one wants to vote against the environment.”

Advocacy Activities Undertaken

Lobbying Congress.

Commissioning research

Lobbying on rulemaking [Dept. of Transportation]

Future Advocacy Planned.

And what happens with a new administration? I’m assuming that Bush has won the election. “Tomorrow, we’re getting our members together to talk about this. Bush is already on the record as saying that there’s no reason to raise the CAFE standards. So we’ll continue to work the [NAS] study. And we’ll go back and follow the regulatory process work. And I think it will—like the Reagan and Bush administrations—result in a small incremental increase for light trucks. And the companies can live with that.”

“If Gore wins, then we’ll get a return to the Partnership for _______. This will emphasize advanced technology; vehicles that can get substantial fuel increases without sacrificing safety. And that’s what’s being argued now as we’ve called for tax credits to incentivize this. So we’ll get more emphasis on electric hybrids like the Prius and the ______ [Honda version]. The companies are not that far away from being competitive with these. But we’ve asked for $3,000 as the tax credit.”

Key Congressional Contacts

Only one mentioned is Frank Wolf, chair of House Transportation Appropriations Subcommittee. 

Targets of Direct Lobbying

Congress

Dept. of Transportation

Grassroots Targets

None mentioned

Coalition Partners

Individual automobile companies—the 13 that belong. GM and Ford more so than the foreign companies.

Other Participants

Environmental groups. Mentioned the Sierra Club by name.

Ubiquitous Arguments

“The argument, sure, it was upfront and simple.  A: What Congress intended to happen didn’t happen; and B: This was a flawed program and demonstrated by a study. There were two salient points. First, the standards were hurting domestic manufacturers. The standards were designed to make Ford, Chrysler and GM change. But it cost us U.S. jobs. 

It caused the station wagon to go the way of the dinosaurs. By getting rid of station wagons, the companies lowered their CAFE averages. The minivans that replaced them were classified as light trucks, so they didn’t have to meet as high a standard. And this gave the Japanese more of the market when the market moved toward light trucks. Second, and this has worked well, is that there is a relationship between size and weight, and safety. The increase in the CAFE standard [which made the average car lighter] meant that there were 2000 added deaths. And should car companies continue to downweight, there will be more. Now for the Alliance, that argument is a problem because the small car manufacturers don’t want us to use it. But the individual companies get around this, so GM goes up the Hill and uses it, much to the chagrin of Nissan and Toyota. So they’ve carried our water on this.”

Secondary arguments

All arguments listed above.

Targeted arguments

Safety arguments emphasized in dealings with Cong. Wolf, head of House Appropriations subcommittee with jurisdiction  over transportation.

Nature of Opposition

Environemental groups.

Ubiquitous/opposition

Earlier you mentioned the Sierra Club. What might your opponents like the Sierra Club argue:

“That we needed to do something on this. Congress has to take a stand. That we have to do this to reduce CO2 emissions and global warming. That the technology exists.” Those sound to me like pretty potent arguments. “They are. The manufacturers do have new technology. You can get more horse power and size and still get good fuel economy. You’ll get more get up and go. 

Secondary/opposition

None listed

Targeted/opposition

None mentioned

Partisan?

Yes.

Venues

Congress

Dept. of Transportation

Action Pending

Currently a freeze on change in CAFE standards pending completion of a National Academy of Sciences study of the issue. 

Policy Objectives

Status quo: auto manufacturers do not want an increase in the CAFE requirements.

Opposition: Change in the standards to require a higher average miles per gallon. 

Advocate’s Experience

I graduated in ’67, got married, went into the Navy and went to Vietnam. Came back, worked in private enterprise representing manufacturers in the Washington area. Then I went back to school for my MBA. I got a job with the Navy working in the area of their advanced ships. I covered the Hill for the Navy, liaison on appropriations. I wanted to do it more so I joined _____ [auto group] in 1979. My Dad worked on the Hill for 27 years.”

I’ve been doing this for 20 years.

Research

“We don’t do it ourselves. There are about 35 people in the office. We’re more an advocacy group than anything else.  We have some engineers but not a lot. We contract out for our research. We contract out with the University of Michigan, with Wayne State, with Charles River, with Sierra. These are people who have the expertise.” Let me ask you an indelicate question. When you contract for these studies, are they seen as suspect because they were funded by the automobile manufactures? “No doubt—they’re very definitely tainted. But we do it because it gives us something to use as a marker and it gives us something to point to. This is why the National Academy of Sciences study is so important because it isn’t going to be tainted.”

“On safety, we’re putting together a blue ribbon panel. Everyone on it gets to have some say in the design. So you have consumer advocates on it? Yes, for example, we’re asking Joan Claybrook on it. So this is a way we try to get around this [problem].”

People involved in Advocacy

People involved in Public Affairs

“Our president is Jo Cooper. A woman, she’s been around since the late 1960s. She’s been in government, on the Hill, downtown. We have a VP for state relations. We do state contract lobbying. There are 3 professionals who work for that VP. We have a VP for energy and environmental issues. And there are 3 people that work for him. The VP for safety has 2 people. There’s a General Counsel, he has VP status and he has 2 lawyers that work for him. And then there’s myself. We do all the federal lobbying. I have 3 professionals that work for me. We have also a VP for communications.” How do organize the work: by chamber, Congress vs. administration, by issue? “I divide the work but I expect everyone to know everything. We have staff meetings every morning and every evening. We have a good spread in ages, and this is my way of giving back. I’m 55 and I’ve been doing this for 20 years. Two of the lobbyists are in their thirties. So there’s a lot of interaction. But we’re basically set up on issues. One takes energy and the environment and one takes safety. But I expect that if something [gets hot and heavy], they can all be up to speed on whatever it is. In a half hour they should be able to talk about it.”

Advocate’s Outstanding Skills

Long experience (20 years lobbying for the auto industry). 

Membership Type/Membership Size

13 automobile corporations

Organizational Age

2 years.

Misc.

Question #7:

“A lot of them wouldn’t know us because of all the changes [in our associations]. A lot of them will still think of us as the big 3. I think our image may be as an industry where the byword] is ‘just say no.’ We had been in a mode where we believed that any legislative delay was a win. But this new organization’s philosophy is one of cooperation. The depowering of airbags, we took the initiative on that and it worked. On tailpipe emissions, we broke the logjam. And we’re proposing the introduction of advanced technology. But we’ve only been around since March of 1998. All of this takes time. They still think of us as the car companies.”

Anything else?
“How do you deal with the fact that we are a country that uses more energy than the rest of the world? The logical response that any economist would tell you is that you raise prices [on energy]. But we’ve never had the political will to raise prices. We’ve not been able to craft a policy that reduces our dependence on foreign oil or CO2 emissions. Conceivably we bough enough time that technology can get us out of this. 

