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TIRE STANDARDS WOULD SAVE ENERGY WITHOUT ADVERSELY AFFECTING SAFETY
July 14, 2005

The Senate energy bill includes a provision (sec. 143) establishing a fuel efficiency program for
tires. The program includes performance standards ensuring that replacement tires will be at least
as energy efficient as the original equipment (OE) tires sold on new vehicles. The program
would save a substantial quantity of oil, and ACEEE supports this provision.

Role of tires in fuel consumption: Thirty percent of the fuel energy that makes it to the wheels
of a vehicle goes toward overcoming the rolling resistance of the tires. Taking into account
energy lost in idling, braking, running auxiliary systems, and the transmission and driveline, two-
thirds of energy consumed goes to propelling the vehicle, so that losses due to tire rolling
resistance are about 20% of total vehicle energy use.' Some tires perform significantly better
than others in this regard, however. In particular, OE tires typically have lower rolling resistance
than aftermarket tires, because energy-efficient tires help manufacturers raise their Corporate
Average Fuel Economy. Each 10% reduction in tire rolling resistance leads to roughly a 2%
increase in fuel economy.”

Oil savings opportunity: While data on the efficiency of tires now on the road is limited,
analysts estimate that the average OE tire has a rolling resistance on the order of 20% lower than
that of the average replacement tire. Thus, if aftermarket tires were as efficient as the average
tires on new vehicles, as required by the Senate bill, vehicle fuel economy would improve by
4%. Using a conservative figure of 3% improvement, ACEEE estimates that this would save
one-quarter million barrels per day by 2015.

Interaction of performance characteristics: Tire rolling resistance, dry and wet traction, and
tread wear are interrelated in complex ways. The rolling resistance of some tires has been
substantially reduced with no adverse consequences for safety. In its 1995 NPRM on tire
grading, the National Highway Traffic Safety Administration stated: “The agency does not agree
with the assertions of some commenters that rolling resistance cannot be improved without
detracting from other tire characteristics.” Reducing tire rolling resistance in fact may have a
positive impact on safety, since the friction due to rolling resistance creates heat in the tire
which, if not dissipated, can cause the tire to fail at high speeds. Furthermore, the Senate tire
provision explicitly precludes any negative impacts of the proposed program, requiring that
“[t]he minimal fuel economy standards for tires shall...not affect tire safety...[and] not adversely
affect the tire life of replacement tires.” It is important to keep in mind that the provision requires
the efficiency of replacement tires to equal the efficiency of the OE tires that people drive on for
the first 3-4 years of owning a new car. These tires do not exhibit inferior safety performance.

' See, e.g., comments of K.G. DuLeep of Energy and Environmental Analysis, Inc. to NHTSA Docket No. 94-30,
August 1995. A figure of 4-7% is often cited as the percent of total vehicle energy dissipated through the tires. This
fails to convey the potential for fuel economy improvement through tire efficiency, however; reducing engine load
also reduces the very high losses in the engine’s conversion of fuel to propulsive energy.
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Ibid.
3 Federal Register Vol. 60, No. 100, May 24, 1995, p.27480.
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Ongoing studies: In 2003, the California Energy Commission issued a report on tire efficiency
that found significant potential for oil savings through low rolling resistance tires. The report
concluded that any incremental costs of these tires to consumers would be paid back through fuel
savings in about one year’s time.* The state is now conducting extensive tire testing in
preparation for a fall rulemaking. At the same time, the National Academy of Science is
conducting a National Tire Efficiency Study from which a report is expected in early 2006. The
tire program established by the Senate energy bill, which requires standards for replacement tires
to be put into place by 2008, is well-timed and structured to take advantage of the findings of
these studies.

For more information, call Therese Langer at 202-429-8873 or tlanger@aceee.org.

* California State Fuel-Efficient Tire Report, California Energy Commission 600-03-001F, January 2003.
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