


There are a number of different
areas in which we could argue
against the adoption of laws

which would make it illegal to allow
cars to idle for various periods of
time. Any of these points, as well as
several others not mentioned, could
easily take-up the allotted space for
this article. With that in mind, it is
my intent to only present the most
basic arguments against car idling leg-
islation, which will hopefully allow
readers to investigate further and
make up their own minds about this
invasive principle.

The first theory often cited by
those in favor of legislation preventing
car idling is that the extended idling
of vehicles has a direct impact on
global warming. Obviously, this is not
the forum to discuss whether global
warming actually exists, much less
what it is impacted by, but I simply
ask that readers keep an open mind to
the fact that there is a substantial
amount of research which calls into
question many beliefs about the
cause/reality of global warming.
Unfortunately, many of these are nev-
er printed in the national news media,
thus the public is denied the right to
know there is a legitimate and well
documented contrary side to the glob-
al warming controversy. 

There is also a Constitutional argu-
ment to be made against car idling
laws. Basically, car idling laws, like seat
belt laws, represent expanding law
enforcement, and such laws infringe on
a person’s rights as guaranteed in the

Fourth, Fifth, and the Ninth
Amendments, and the Civil Rights sec-
tion of the Fourteenth Amendment.

In theory, if your car is idling (say
as you wait at the end of the line at a
traffic light on an extremely frigid
day) you could be stopped for a minor
traffic violation that otherwise would
be ignored. This creates the possibility
you may also be targeted because of a
bumper sticker, your license plate,
your age, race, or gender. This opens
the door for police harassment, stalk-
ing, intimidation and profiling. Young
people, women, and minorities are
vulnerable, especially when traveling
alone and at night, or in certain
neighborhoods. Would there be more
enforcement of idling laws in affluent-
Anglo neighborhoods at drug-store
windows, or in low-income minority-
dominated neighborhoods at fast-food
restaurants?

There is also the first-step legisla-
tion which car idling laws would repre-
sent. For those not familiar with the
term “first-step” it is the practice of
moderate laws being enacted which
will provide a gateway to more strict
regulations.

Would next-step legislation be to
mandate vehicles be required to meet
certain fuel-efficiency standards?
Obviously this removes the most basic
reason to be opposed to car idling legis-
lation—that it directly inhibits con-
sumer choice.

There is no doubt that idling a
vehicle for an extended amount of
time uses more gas. However, as a
consumer, every time I fill up my tank
I make a choice about how I am going
to use the product I purchased.
Perhaps I want to use my vehicle to

take a drive and view the foliage. Will
the next step be that a commission
will decide that this is not an accept-
able way to use gasoline?

If I am purchasing the gasoline for
my vehicle, might it be possible that I
am more than willing to pay for addi-
tional gas to make sure my vehicle is
warm when I get inside? Isn’t the fact
that I am consciously using gas to
warm my vehicle proof that I would
rather have a warm vehicle than the
money saved from using less gas?

This is also apparent in the kind of
vehicle I choose to drive. If I make the
decision to buy a large SUV with poor
gas mileage, I am making a statement
that there is something about that
vehicle which fulfills my needs/desires
as a consumer, and I am willing to pay
the price which accompanies this at
the gas pump.

Conversely, there is also a theory
that people who are adamant about
not allowing vehicles to idle, might be
more inclined to be wasteful in other
areas of their lives. In seat belt studies,
this is known as “risk compensation.”
Essentially, a driver believes that
because he/she is wearing a seat belt,
they tend to drive more recklessly.
With energy conservation, it is easy to
see how this theory may be mimicked. 

The reality is that these arguments
are just a small handful of the many
reasons that lawmakers and voters
should be very wary of any legislation
that would curtail basic civil liberties
and consumer choice.

Mitch Smith is a freelance writer from
the central part of Vermont.
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