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Volkswagen shows we can't trust car companies to regulate themselves.

The diesel engines on which Volkswagen relied for at least seven years
(http://www.timesfreepress.com/news/business/aroundregion/story/2015/sep/21/volkswagen-stops-selling-
2015-diesel-cars-20-liter-engines/326259/) could meet critical emissions standards
(/story/money/cars/2015/09/18/epa-accuses-volkswagen-audi-evading-emission-laws/72400018/) only with
software designed to cheat on government tests, the Obama administration disclosed this month. But in the
ranks of cheaters, VW is not alone. At some point over the past four decades, VW has had plenty of company
among big automakers (http://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2015-09-23/carmaker-cheating-on-emissions-
almost-as-old-as-pollution-tests) in trying to evade emissions restrictions.

Four steps could put an end to this history of automotive malfeasance: The government must investigate the
extent of the cheating, punish VW, prosecute company officials wherever criminal behavior is found — and overhaul its system for testing vehicles’
emissions and fuel efficiency.

Right now, companies conduct tests (http://www.nytimes.com/2015/09/25/business/international/volkswagen-emissions-pollution-regulations.html) for fuel
efficiency (http://www.ibtimes.com/automakers-are-cheating-meet-european-emissions-fuel-economy-goals-report-1721519) as well as smog and soot
emissions — which cause and exacerbate (http://www.lungchicago.org/diesel-pollution-trains/) lung disease and worsen childhood asthma — largely on
their own. With little spot-checking, the government accepts the results. But the polluters have proved they cannot be trusted to police themselves. The
Environmental Protection Agency must take complete control of the tests.
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Since the 1970s, company after company has been caught cheating. Chrysler recalled roughly half its 1973 vehicles
(https://news.google.com/newspapers?nid=2002&dat=19740307&id=Bf0qAAAAIBAJ&sjid=c9oFAAAAIBAJ&pg=2798,1291941&hl=en) after the
EPA caught it using “defeat devices” that increased smog-causing nitrogen oxide emissions. General Motors paid a $45 million penalty
(http://www.ibtimes.com/volkswagen-scandal-2015-vw-not-first-automaker-adopt-defeat-devices-override-2110859) for using devices that let 1991
Cadillacs spew three times the carbon monoxide allowed by law. Honda paid a $267 million fine
(http://yosemite.epa.gov/opa/admpress.nsf/016bcfb1deb9fecd85256aca005d74df/46c8f6584782b19085256628005f62b3?
OpenDocument&Highlight=0,honda) for using defeat devices on 1.6 million 1996 and 1997 models. Diesel engine manufacturers were fined more than
$1 billion (http://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2015-09-23/carmaker-cheating-on-emissions-almost-as-old-as-pollution-tests) in the 1990s for using
similar devices.

Last year, Hyundai and Kia were fined for overstating their models’ fuel efficiency (http://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2015-09-23/carmaker-
cheating-on-emissions-almost-as-old-as-pollution-tests) — their gas mileage — and Ford was forced to roll back
(http://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2015-09-18/epa-says-volkswagon-software-circumvented-car-emissions-testing) its efficiency claims. Improved
fuel efficiency (http://www3.epa.gov/otaq/climate/regulations.htm) — spewing less carbon dioxide — is key to fighting global warming.

Among the testing flaws: The protocol lets companies (http://www.ibtimes.com/automakers-are-cheating-meet-european-emissions-fuel-economy-goals-
report-1721519) routinely measure their most efficient, least polluting models and then extrapolate across their entire production, projecting companywide
mileage to demonstrate whether they are meeting government standards. This allows them to deliver the most optimistic, though not necessarily
accurate, reports. And you wonder why the mileage you get differs from what the window sticker claimed?

Rather than spot-checking 15% to 20% of all models before allowing companies to offer them for sale, the government must check 100% — on the road
as well as in the lab. The automakers’ cheating has made the expanded testing necessary. They must pony up the additional cost.
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EPA must also find out which VW officials were responsible for what appears to be one of the biggest frauds in recent automotive history and how the
company will make sure that every polluting vehicle is repaired.

Agency hearings featuring sworn testimony from all auto CEOs — subject to perjury laws — should explore whether their vehicles pollute too much. The
lasting image of Big Tobacco’s chiefs lined up to tell congressional investigators 20 years ago (http://www.nytimes.com/1994/04/15/us/tobacco-chiefs-say-
cigarettes-aren-t-addictive.html?pagewanted=all) that nicotine is not addictive might make the auto executives think twice about similar deception.
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Clearly, the penalties haven’t been sufficient to discourage cheating.

The government must levy the strongest allowed punishment on VW. Anything less than roughly $18 billion — reflecting the maximum allowable fine of
$37,500 per vehicle (/story/money/cars/2015/09/18/epa-accuses-volkswagen-audi-evading-emission-laws/72400018/) — would be inexcusable.

The threat of criminal prosecution of company executives could be an even more powerful disincentive to fraud. The administration must prosecute any
VW officials who helped the company break the law, and it must be prepared to go after executives at other companies found to be getting around
emissions requirements.

The automakers have a long history of fighting environmental proposals and lobbying for loopholes. No environmental victory is safe from this errant
industry. Car makers are now trying to weaken (http://www.nytimes.com/2015/06/19/automobiles/wheels/for-automakers-a-coming-fuel-economy-
mountain-has-become-a-molehill.html) the Obama administration’s fuel efficiency standard that would deliver a new-car fleet averaging 54.5 mpg in 2025
—  arguably the biggest single step any nation has taken to fight global warming.

Volkswagen’s conduct is only the latest evidence that auto companies cannot be trusted to implement critical laws that keep the air clean and fight global
warming pollution. Only strict regulation will do the job. We need tight monitoring by regulators with strong enforcement authority and the guts to make
sure companies comply with strict regulations, and an auto industry that is certain it will face painful punishment if caught.

Government guard dogs must watch more closely and bark louder. But that's not enough; auto companies must feel their bite as well.

Dan Becker (http://www.safeclimatecampaign.org/advisors) directs the Safe Climate Campaign (http://www.safeclimatecampaign.org/) of the Center for
Auto Safety. James Gerstenzang is the campaign’s editorial director.

In addition to its own editorials, USA TODAY publishes diverse opinions from outside writers, including our Board of Contributors (/reporters/boc.html). To
read more columns like this, go to the Opinion front page (/opinion/).
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