
The environmental impacts of cars,
explained
Automobiles have a big footprint, from tailpipe emissions to road
infrastructure. Learn more.

Cars can convey a sense of freedom and movement, not to mention style

and status. But they also can have a big impact on the planet. Here's a few

key areas to consider.

Production and Destruction

Cars consume a lot of energy before they ever make it to the open road.

Automotive production leaves a giant footprint because materials like
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About three-quarters of today’s average car, including the bulk of a steel frame, can be
recycled.
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steel, rubber, glass, plastics, paints, and many more must be created before

a new ride is ready to roll.

Similarly, the end of a car’s life doesn’t mark the end of its environmental

impact. Plastics, toxic battery acids, and other products may stay in the

environment. Fortunately, junkyard pile-ups are becoming much smaller

than they were in the past. About three-quarters of today’s average car,

including the bulk of a steel frame, can be recycled.

Production, recycling, and disposal costs to the environment are difficult

to quantify and largely beyond the control of most consumers. It's also true

that most of an automobile's environmental impact, perhaps 80 to 90

percent, will be due to fuel consumption and emissions of air pollution and

greenhouse gases that climate scientists say are driving global warming.

Fortunately, the level of that impact is very much under the control of the

driver.

Fuel Costs

Petroleum products raise environmental red flags even before they are

burned. Extracting them from the earth is an energy-intensive process that

can damage local ecosystems. Shipping fuels can also consume a lot of

energy, and creates an occasional environmental disaster such as an oil

spill. As world demand rises, and unconventional fuel sources, such as oil

sands, become more economically viable, the ecological impacts of

petroleum extraction might also increase dramatically. That’s one more

reason why fuel efficiency is so important.
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It's also partly why electric-powered vehicles can help reduce

environmental impacts, because they don't burn fossil fuels.

Air Quality

Vehicles are America’s biggest air quality compromisers, producing about

one-third of all U.S. air pollution. The smog, carbon monoxide, and other

toxins emitted by vehicles are especially troubling because they leave

tailpipes at street level, where humans breathe the polluted air directly

into their lungs. That can make auto emissions an even more immediate

health concern than toxins emitted high in the sky by industrial

smokestacks.

Infrastructure

Also difficult to quantify, another associated impact of cars is the building

of roads to support them, as well as the urban sprawl that tends to follow

in their wake. This issue can be difficult to tease out of other factors, such

as population growth and resource consumption, but it is also not easily

addressed by technological advancements like fuel efficiency and electric

propulsion. Road building has a big impact on emissions and wildlife.

Visit a laboratory where crash test dummies undergo high-impact testing to ensure they
accurately simulate the human body in a car accident scenario.

A D V E R T I S E M E N T

S H A R E T W E E T E M A I L

READ THIS NEXT

You have 3 free articles left this month.

Subscribe Now

https://adclick.g.doubleclick.net/pcs/click?xai=AKAOjsvPAKuoLjX6OrfDcIayn7aeYoH_PjMrK5R6rczMkziSZ861BSwzN7yYeN2epWov4r6y50xWnXsWEpKA-FrOM89vSazqNJgil8Hhk5ogvJYA8MB3DDpctxS6vLVkqvVYZLYt5GMN4UuNNwo2lfd_OSwetxIMiy2ZO5x5QuM&sig=Cg0ArKJSzOFIoPtpbRq5&cry=1&fbs_aeid=[gw_fbsaeid]&urlfix=1&adurl=https://adclick.g.doubleclick.net/pcs/click%3Fxai%3DAKAOjstZcudpDENm4XAuwO5-aY5jTWELGfGHptGwNIxSdMsWv_dViBCzZrINJSV7I3ViJYCN6amWsyODL2b47Cc9Pv1bbhgDSH5iqtpRcrLDnMKVmyYsr_6X-XOUJB34D4cu_HuaNcdiz25SM4CT02KcTf3E5CKsKMTj4TI9TCyie-ACLcEKkMeOGAhnkXUiVmQFgEId-RmbYjmNpmIedZedsCyS2ADSdXxNs_dEF-t8unqOFPENINOORVEM3_b9SUgJhRdfcpX67vUy_5cBeUcVzsir3LYS-LriGVxHDWAPb2-AFDN_s7opz6GIePCs58Rqj3j0UVZHatQxofwu9-FsVB9QJcf7xp8dCIF1hpZCBjA%26sig%3DCg0ArKJSzNcgmKURYZq4EAE%26fbs_aeid%3D%5Bgw_fbsaeid%5D%26urlfix%3D1%26adurl%3Dhttps://www.ralphlauren.com/sustainability-and-citizenship%253Futm_SOURCE%253DDISPLAY%2526utm_MEDIUM%253DBAN_NATGEO_Static_RLSustainabilityEarthPoloIncremental_168834680_330741598%2526dclid%253D%2525edclid!
https://www.nationalgeographic.com/science/article/impossible-chemistry-may-reveal-origins-of-life-on-earth
https://ngmdomsubs.nationalgeographic.com/servlet/OrdersGateway?cds_mag_code=NGM&cds_page_id=262246


'Impossible' chemistry may reveal origins of li…
Experiments suggest that metabolism could have begun spontaneously
on our primordial planet—and that scientists may need to rethink how we
define life.
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