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$6.00 Per Gallon Gas: 
Not High Enough To Fight Global Warming?

Ben Lieberman

It is hard to say which is scarier—apocalyptic
global warming scenarios or the economic impact
of some of the proposals designed to prevent them.
A recent European Environment Agency (EEA)
study reported that greenhouse gas emissions from
motor vehicles continue to rise due to increased
driving, despite heavy motor fuel taxes that boost
prices above $6.00 per gallon. Even with gas prices
that are more than two times those in the U.S.,
Europe is falling short of its global warming goals.
If $6.00 a gallon gas is not high enough to discour-
age European drivers, then what would it take to
make U.S. drivers cut back? Those who support
legislative efforts like increased gas taxes to combat
global warming should come clean to the American
people about their proposals’ likely impacts on
Americans’ wallets.

Motor Vehicles and Global Warming. The
release of carbon dioxide, a natural constituent of
the atmosphere and the byproduct of all fossil fuel
combustion, has at least some warming effect on the
planet. Approximately one third of man-made car-
bon dioxide emissions come from transportation—
primarily cars and trucks, but also rail, air, and sea
transport. The rest comes from electricity genera-
tion, commerce and industry, and residences. Thus,
any serious attempt to reduce carbon dioxide emis-
sions cannot ignore motor vehicles. 

The nations comprising the European Union
(EU) signed on to the 1997 Kyoto Protocol, the
multilateral treaty to combat global warming by
reducing carbon dioxide emissions. Under this
agreement, they are required to reduce their emis-

sions 8 percent below 1990 levels by 2008. The U.S.
has not ratified the treaty, due to concerns over
compliance costs and the exemptions granted to
China, India, and other developing nations. 

Gasoline taxes were higher in Europe than the
U.S. even before Kyoto and currently average nearly
$4.00 per gallon, bringing the pump price well
above $6.00.1 In comparison, gasoline in the U.S. is
subject to federal taxes of 18.4 cents per gallon and
varying state and local taxes, for a total of 42 cents
per gallon on average. The current average price for
regular gas in the U.S. is $2.58 per gallon. 

$6.00 Is Not Enough. The British, Germans,
French, Belgians, Dutch, and Italians are now shell-
ing out $6.55, $6.45, $6.21, $6.44, $7.09, and
$6.24 per gallon, respectively, for premium gas.2

Nonetheless, they are driving more, not less.
According to EEA’s “Transport and Environment:
On The Way To A New Common Transport Policy,”
miles driven and driving-related carbon emissions
are on the rise. “Emissions have increased continu-
ously both for passenger transport (increase of 27%
from 1990 to 2004) and for freight transport
(increase of 51% between 1990 and 2003),” the
report concludes. 
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Although this outcome has stumped policymak-
ers, it is not irrational. Joel Schwartz, visiting fellow
at the American Enterprise Institute, believes that
“despite the costs of owning and operating an auto-
mobile, people choose automobiles the world over
because no other form of transportation comes any-
where close to providing comparable speed, flexi-
bility, privacy, and convenience.”3 Even at $6.00 per
gallon, many Europeans—whose per capita
incomes are lower than those in the U.S.—are will-
ing to cut back on other things rather than cut back
on driving.123 

Most EU nations are not on track to meet their
Kyoto targets because of increasing carbon emis-
sions, and “the main reason for increases between
1990 and 2004 was growing road transport
demand,” notes EEA. EEA expects the upward
trend in driving to continue.

But sharp declines would be needed for the Euro-
peans to have any chance of coming into compli-
ance with Kyoto. “We cannot deal with the
increasing GHG [greenhouse gas] emissions…with-
out dealing with the increasing traffic across the
spectrum: on our roads and railways, in the air and
by sea,” says Jacqueline McGlade, Executive Direc-
tor of the EEA.

In other words, taxes that pushed the price up
above $6.00 a gallon are still not nearly enough to
comply with Europe’s global warming agenda. 

Although the U.S. is not a party to the Kyoto Pro-
tocol, several bills introduced in Congress seek to

replicate Europe’s strategy of setting limits on car-
bon dioxide emissions.4 Proponents of these bills
are big on bluster about saving the earth but are
sketchy as to the cost, especially the price per gallon
it would take to get vehicle emissions in line with
their emissions targets. But in order to meet their
stringent targets, gasoline usage will have to decline
substantially, and if $6.00 per gallon is not high
enough to accomplish that in Europe, then what
would it take in the U.S.? And why are some of the
very same legislators who complained about $3.00
a gallon gas last summer supporting measures that
could boost the price far higher than that? 

All Economic Pain, No Environmental Gain?
The reality that clamping down on carbon dioxide
emissions will not be cheap is beginning to dovetail
with another reality: Global warming is not nearly
as serious a threat as some have made it out to be.
Virtually everything the public has been told about
global warming that sounds scary is not true, and
what is true is not particularly scary. Fears of sub-
stantial sea level rise from melting polar ice caps,
increased hurricanes and other weather disasters,
and a wider spreading of malaria and other tropical
diseases are proving to be exaggerations and are not
part of any scientific consensus.5 To the contrary,
evidence is building that the consequences will
likely be modest. 

For example, despite claims of a possible 18 to 20
foot sea level rise in Al Gore’s documentary and
book An Inconvenient Truth, the latest United
Nations summary report on global warming esti-
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mates a rise of only 7 to 23 inches over the next cen-
tury, and some scientists dispute the plausibility of
the high end of that range. The low end of that
range is comparable to the rate of change over the
last century, which has occurred with few if any
adverse effects. 

Overall, the threat of global warming is worth
addressing, but it is far from being a crisis warrant-
ing a “money is no object” approach. 

Further, even if the U.S. were part of the Kyoto
Protocol and even if its European counterparts were
meeting their targets, the treaty would, according to

proponents, avert an inconsequential 0.07 degrees
Celsius of warming by 2050.6

Conclusion. Supporters of congressional efforts
to restrict carbon dioxide emissions should come
clean with the American public about the price tag.
Given the failure of $6.00 gas to help Europe’s glo-
bal warming agenda, that price tag is likely to be
astronomical.

—Ben Lieberman is Senior Policy Analyst in the
Thomas A. Roe Institute for Economic Policy Studies at
The Heritage Foundation.
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