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I asked him to update me on both gas prices in the abstract and gas prices as they relate to the debate over CAFE standards.

[He spoke first about gas prices] “Right now we have a little blip—about a nickel—in the price of gasoline. But all signs are that they will go down after this. The biggest change is that we live in a different world. We’re now importing lots of oil from Russia. That’s different from when we had to deal with OPEC. Now this could all change—change quickly—if we invaded Iraq or something like that. So who knows? But that said, there doesn’t appear to be anything on the horizon, nothing in the near term that is going to affect gas prices dramatically.”

“What’s fascinating to me is that none of the impetus for the [Bush administration] energy bill are still here. The reason we have this little blip now is that the refineries have cut back.”

“On CAFE standards the Department of Transportation has initiated rulemaking to evaluate the maximum feasible technology for a new standard for gas mileage. So this is going to happen. There may be a notice [in The Federal Register] as early as tomorrow, maybe next week. This regulation is going to work.”

“The more difficult question is what’s going to happen legislatively. The House did pass a bill on August 2nd that modified Department of Transportation standards so that by the year 2020 the nation had to save 5 billion gallons of gas a year over what consumption would be if we held to the CAFE standards in effect in 2002. There was an amendment introduced on the floor that would have raised it beyond that but it lost by 100 votes. They [the environmentalists/liberals] got greedy.”

“Now we go to the Senate. Senator Kerry is taking the lead on this. Honestly, I have to tell you that he sees this for more than it is. But he’s from Massachusetts so he has a free hand on this. We had a meeting with him, it was only supposed to last an hour but it lasted two hours. I’m not sure he knows what he wants to do [at this point]. He’s had one hearing and he’s going to do two more I think. Now it’s about foreign security and the need for energy independence. You can’t do it [become energy independent on CAFE standards alone. Maybe with something on CO2.”

“The politics on this has become very muddy. For the Republicans, the Holy Grail is ANWR [Artic Natural Wildlife Refuge and their hope to open it up to oil drilling]. For the Democrats it’s something they’re willing to fall on their swords on. Some people in Washington say that this is never going to happen because the two sides will never get together. . . I don’t think Daschele is going to let ANWR go through. And there isn’t the votes to beat a filibuster.”

How much difference does it make to your organization that you have Bush as president?
“It’s huge. If it had been President Gore, he would be leaning on the industry to do more [on gas mileage].”

How about having Andy Card. . .

“My old boss.”

who used to work in your industry as the President’s Chief of Staff?

“He’s recused himself from some of these decisions. You know he’s the Chief of Staff and it’s his job to keep the President focused on those issues he needs to be focused. This [issue] has never risen to that level. But it’s always to your advantage to have your friends in office.”

The flip side of this is that now you have Daschele as Senate leader. Has that been a disaster for you?

“It has the potential to be. He’s in control . . .  He’s deciding now whether to put the Kerry bill in as part of his base bill. It’s much harder to get something out of the base bill than it is to defeat an amendment on the floor. If Lott was leader, then it would be an amendment and not part of the base bill.”

Has the administration’s push for an energy bill changed the basic coalition you work with? That is, because there’s an energy bill do you to work with energy producers rather than just working [coalescing] with auto manufacturers?

“Well, I’m schizophrenic. We’d prefer an energy bill without a CAFE standard but we are supporting an energy bill. You can’t lobby against your friends.”

When I interviewed you before I asked you what the basic argument is when you talk to policymakers about this. You said that it’s “When you raise mileage standards, Americans lose their jobs.” Is that still your basic argument?

“Boy, it must have been awhile since you talked to me. No, that’s not what we say. The world is a different place now. There’s been more building of factories in this country by Toyota, Nissan, and others [foreign-based companies]. We have a proactive strategy now. We’re all working on increasing fuel efficiency. The EPA foresees an increasing fuel efficiency in engines of 2 percent a year. But the problem is that the fuel efficiency of the fleet has not improved. That’s because light trucks [or trucks and light trucks, my notes aren’t clear] are now more than 50 percent of the fleet, and as we all know, they don’t get as good as fuel economy as cars do. The program is flawed and everyone knows it. So what’s the appropriate policy?”

“We came together as an industry. The companies are all working on making [new models] that are highly efficient. Toyota has one [the Prius]. Nissan, which isn’t a member of our group, has one. Ford, GM, Daimler-Chrysler are all working on this. The cost will come down. The problem is that these hybrids have two engines. But the cost will come down.”

“In the House we got a bill passed which gave consumers a tax rebate for buying one of these [hybrids]. That’s the way you do it. You get more bang for your buck this way. We want to be positive. There’s also fuel cells. But it’s going to take 20 to 30 years for the changeover from the internal combustion engine to be completed. Isn’t the problem with fuel cells not having gas stations equipped for them? Exactly, it’s all infrastructure.”

Looking back, would you say that your organization has been effective on this issue?

“Absolutely. Explain please. This is a gut issue. It comes down to should you have government policy outcomes . . . Every other country [has addressed this] by raising gas prices. But we don’t have the backbone to do that. Americans want their cake and eat it to. They want their cars [and the independence that comes with them] and they want low gas prices.”

