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Executive summary 
In New York City, pollution from unnecessary vehicle idling threatens public health, 
wastes fuel and money and contributes to environmental problems like global warming. 
Environmental Defense Fund studied three key problems associated with idling in the 
city: 1) health impacts; 2) environmental impacts; and 3) economic impacts.  
 H ealth impacts. Idling is a significant source of roadside air pollution, increasing 
the risk of health problems for all New Yorkers, including the driver of the idling vehicle. 
M odeling shows that idling cars and trucks in New York City annually produce 760 tons 
of smog-forming nitrogen oxides, the equivalent of 3,000 large trucks each driving one 
million miles. Idling vehicles also emit 1,600 tons of smog-forming volatile organic 
compounds, 20 tons of soot particles and 4,700 tons of carbon monoxide. These 
pollutants are associated with a variety of health risks, including respiratory disease and 
impaired lung development, cancer, asthma, heart disease, lower IQ levels and prenatal 
complications.  
 Environmental impacts. In addition to air pollution that harms health, the model 
shows that idling cars and trucks each year produce 100,000 tons of carbon dioxide, 
which contributes to global warming. Citywide, idling also wastes on average 14,000 
gallons of gasoline and 11,000 gallons of diesel every day.  
 Economic impacts. With gas prices over $4.00 per gallon, vehicles waste more 
than $45 million annually by idling, or about $70 for an average car and $650 for an 
average truck. In addition to fuel costs, idling unnecessarily adds to maintenance costs 
because vehicles are running longer.  
 
Solutions to help improve idling practices focus on three key targets: private motorists, 
businesses and fleet managers, and enforcement agencies.  
 M otorists. Educating motorists about the costs of idling is essential. M any drivers 
do not know that idling wastes more fuel than stopping and restarting the engine. A 
public education campaign focused on the benefits of going idle-free can help improve 
idling habits.  

Businesses and fleet managers. Reducing idling saves money on fuel, helps limit 
driver exposure to air pollution and improves air quality. Businesses can adopt these 
practices: 

·  Implementing a fleet-wide no-idling policy and regularly communicating 
the policy to drivers 

·  Installing anti-idling technologies such as auxiliary power units (APUs) 
and automatic engine-shutoff devices 

·  Reducing the number of left-hand turns made in delivery routes 
·  Informing drivers of the health impacts associated with idling  

Enforcement agencies and policymakers. Strategies for reducing idling include: 
·  Increasing ticketing and enforcement of the existing three-minute idling 

law 
·  Increasing signage about idling laws and penalties 
·  Creating no-idling zones in areas with sensitive populations (e.g., schools) 
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Introduction 
New York City is the most densely populated 
metropolis in the nation. With so many people 
living, working and traveling throughout the city 
each day, air quality is of paramount concern. 
Pollution from automobiles threatens the health 
of New Yorkers and also contributes to global 
warming. M eanwhile, skyrocketing fuel prices 
increase the financial burden on small businesses 
and truck fleets. Although broad policy changes 
are certainly needed to solve these issues, many 
simple steps can be taken now to simultaneously 
improve air quality, reduce our global warming 
impact and ease our collective expenditure on 
fuel. Reducing unnecessary vehicle idling is one 
of those steps.  

 
Heal th impacts from idl ing 

Poor air quality is a significant problem for the 
millions who live and work in New York City. 
The American Lung Association ranked New 
York the eighth-worst city for smog pollution in 2008.1 Smog and other pollutants are 
linked to health problems like asthma—a disease that afflicts New Yorkers twice as often 
as most Americans.2 
 

The cars and trucks that clog city streets are a major source of this harmful pollution. Though 
regional sources like power plants and major industrial facilities also play a role, recent 
science has shown that air quality near major roads is often much worse than across the 
region as a whole. These roadside “hot spots” create an added health risk for the millions 
of New Yorkers who live and work near busy roadways.3 Idling cars and trucks are a 
significant but easily avoidable source of roadside pollution. 
 
Recent heal th studies on vehicle pol lution 
Studies have shown a wide range of health effects from vehicle pollutants. The most 
commonly studied illnesses have been asthma and lung disease (especially in children), 
and heart disease. Traffic emissions, and especially diesel soot, are widely implicated in 
triggering asthma attacks and impairing lung function. Some studies have found 
associations between traffic-related exposures and stroke; cancers, including childhood 
leukemia; lower IQ levels in children4; and adverse reproductive outcomes, such as 
stunted fetal development, low birth weight and premature birth.5 Outlined below are 
just a few recent findings from health researchers: 
 

·  Childhood respiratory consequences: Children are especially vulnerable to the effects 
of traffic-related air pollution; studies show increased prevalence of asthma,6,7 
respiratory symptoms8,9  and stunted lung development. 10  

Debunking five myths about idl ing: 

1. Idling does not warm up the  does not warm up the  does not warm up the  does not warm up the 
engine engine engine engine efficiently or effectively. 

2. Although idling powers heat and 
cooling systems, it  createit createit createit creates s s s 
harmful  inharmful  inharmful  inharmful  in---- cabin pol lutioncabin pol lutioncabin pol lutioncabin pol lution. 

3. Idling does not reduce engine does not reduce engine does not reduce engine does not reduce engine 
and ignit ion star ter  wearand ignit ion star ter  wearand ignit ion star ter  wearand ignit ion star ter  wear  
compared with restarting. 

4. Restar t ingRestar t ingRestar t ingRestar t ing the engine does not does not does not does not 
require more fuelrequire more fuelrequire more fuelrequire more fuel  if the vehicle 
wil l be stopped for more than ten 
seconds. 

5. Running the engine wil l  not avoid wil l  not avoid wil l  not avoid wil l  not avoid 
a ta ta ta t icketicketicketicket by creating the 
appearance that the driver is not 
parked or wil l return shortly—it is 
stil l  a violation of New York City 
and State law. 
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·  Cancer risks: H igher exposure to traffic emissions was associated with increased 
risk of breast cancer among women in Erie and Niagara counties of New York 
State.11 A study in Stockholm found a 40% increase in lung cancer risk for the 
group with the highest average traffic-related exposure to NO2 (nitrogen dioxide, 
a prevalent vehicle pollutant).12 A Danish study reported rates of Hodgkin's 
disease increasing by 51% in children whose mothers were exposed to higher 
levels of NO2 during pregnancy.13  

·  Heart disease: A Los Angeles study found that using exposures of localized 
pollution levels, rather than ambient air pollution levels, can triple risk estimates 
of death from heart attacks.14 Another study from Worcester, M assachusetts, 
found a 5% increased risk of acute heart attack for each kilometer closer a subject 
lived to a major roadway.15 

·  Dangerous diesel concentrations: M ultiple studies have found serious health effects 
from exposure to heavy-duty diesel trucks, including increased mortality rates. 
Diesel emissions on busy roads have been associated with triggering asthma 
attacks and may play a role in the initial onset of asthma.16 

 
Heal th r isk from ozone 
Idling vehicles put out a mix of emissions including nitrogen oxides (NOx) and volatile 
organic compounds (VOCs). When NOx and VOCs react with sunlight, they form 

ozone (O3). Ozone can build up throughout the day, 
particularly during the long, sunny days of summer. 
Ozone contributes to smoggy days and is a very 
damaging lung irritant. Asthmatics are particularly 
vulnerable. Physical activity increases breathing rates 
and exposes people to higher levels of air pollutants, 
including ozone, making it riskier to exercise 
outdoors on high ozone days. While auto engines 
have become significantly cleaner throughout the 
years, they still emit significant amounts of NOx and 
VOCs. Personal autos contribute substantially to the 
ozone problem in our area.  
  
Heal th r isk to dr ivers 
Whereas idling puts other New Yorkers at risk, it 

can also affect the health of the driver. In 2007, a study published by the Natural 
Resources Defense Council and the Coalition of Clean and Safe Ports reported that truck 
drivers serving the Port of Oakland had an elevated cancer risk because of increased 
exposure to diesel fuel emissions.17 The study found that idling contributes to the 
emissions linked to health effects.  

Five New York City heal th facts� �
1. One out of eight New Yorkers has been 

diagnosed with asthma.  
2. 300,000 children have asthma.  
3. In Central Harlem, Central Brooklyn and the 

South Bronx, one in four children has 
asthma; this is more than double the 
national average. 

4. In 2000, NYC children were almost twice as 
l ikely as an average U.S. child to be 
hospitalized because of asthma attacks. 

5. Out of 3,000 counties nationwide, Queens’ 
diesel pollution r isk was the 10th worst.  

 
(Source: NYC Dept. of Health and M ental Hygiene) 
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Environmental  impacts of idl ing 
Carbon dioxide (CO2) is the main 
greenhouse gas that contributes to climate 
change. In 2005 alone, New York City 
released more than 58 million metric tons 
of CO2. Approximately 12 million tons 
came from cars and trucks.18 While 
improved vehicle technology has reduced 
many harmful tailpipe emissions, carbon 
dioxide emissions (primarily governed by fuel efficiency standards) have remained 
relatively stagnant (see figure 1).  
New Yorkers face myriad threats from global warming, including sea level rise, heat 
waves, more severe weather and worsening smog.19 We cannot afford to wait for long-
needed changes in automobile efficiency to avert these threats. Changing consumer 

behavior by encouraging better 
idling practices is one of many steps 
New York City needs to take 
immediately to lower its carbon 
footprint.  
 Idling also contributes to 
noise pollution. Large numbers of 
diesel vehicles, especially near truck 
stops or delivery zones, can detract 
from a neighborhood’s aesthetic 
value and can raise blood pressure, 
heart rates and levels of stress 
hormones.20 Several Canadian 
communities, such as Kingston21 and 
Victoria22, have enacted anti-idling 
rules as part of noise ordinance laws.    
 

 
Economic costs of idl ing 

Some people may believe that idling does not cost 
much. Observation and models show differently: 
The fuel wasted by New York City drivers in idling 
is substantial.  

 
Fuel ing our  fuel  dependency 

On average, idling wastes more than 24,000 gallons of fuel daily in New York City. This 
translates into a loss of over $45 million annually.23 Not only does wasting fuel hurt 
individual consumers, it also increases our nation’s demand for oil and perpetuates higher 
prices at the pump. With transportation accounting for nearly two-thirds of all the oil 
used in the United States,24 reducing idling is a simple step individuals can take towards 
reducing our nation’s oil dependence.  

Idl ing in New York City: 
·  wastes over  wastes over  wastes over  wastes over  5555 mil l ion gal lonsmil l ion gal lonsmil l ion gal lonsmil l ion gal lons 

of gasoline and over 4 mill ion 
gallons of diesel annually 

·  costs New York City $45 mil l ion $45 mil l ion $45 mil l ion $45 mil l ion 
in wasted fuel 

Idl ing and global  warming; the numbers: 
·  100,000 tons100,000 tons100,000 tons100,000 tons: The amount of CO2 emissions 

caused by NYC idling per year. 
·  505,000 miles505,000 miles505,000 miles505,000 miles: The distance a car could 

drive using the gasoline wasted daily by 
NYC idlers. 

·  12,000 footbal l  fields12,000 footbal l  fields12,000 footbal l  fields12,000 footbal l  fields: The area of new 
trees needed to absorb the CO2 emitted 
annually by NYC idlers. 

FIGURE 1 
Exhaust improvements for  personal  autos 

Approximate emissions reductions since 1994 
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Maintenance costs 
Idling contributes to 
engine wear, thereby 
shortening engine life 
and increasing 
maintenance costs. Yet 
many drivers mistakenly 
believe that idling is 
somehow beneficial for a 
car’s engine. These 
beliefs may have held 
some truth in past years; 
however, with 
improvements in vehicle 
technology, idling is no 
longer beneficial. In fact, stopping and restarting helps reduce engine wear.  
 
 

 
 

Dr iving smar t: FAQs about idl ing 
Q: Do car engines need time to warm up during the winter? 
 

A: Today's electronic engines do not need idling to warm up before being operated. 
The best way to warm the engine is by easing into your drive and avoiding excessive 
revving. The vehicle's engine warms twice as quickly if driven instead of idled. Easing a 
vehicle into a drive will also speed up warming or cooling of the cabin’s interior.  
 
Q: Does stopping and restarting an engine burn more fuel than idling? 
 

A: No. A study for the Natural Resources Canada Office of Energy Efficiency found 
that idling for more than ten seconds burns more fuel than stopping and restarting. An 
idling diesel truck will burn approximately one gallon of fuel an hour.  
 
Q: Are frequent restarts hard on the car’s engine and battery? 
 

A: Whereas batteries in the past may have faced a relatively short lifespan, today’s 
batteries last longer, use less power during ignition and recharge more quickly. A 
Natural Resources Canada study found that frequent vehicle reignition resulted in less 
than $9 in battery and starter costs annually. This can be compared to the fuel wasted 
by idling, which can cost $70–650 per year depending on fuel prices, idling habits and 
vehicle type.  
 
(Source: Review of the Incidence, Energy Use and Costs of Passenger Vehicle Idling; Gordon W. Taylor, 
P.Eng. Prepared for the Office of Energy Efficiency, Natural Resources Canada, 2003) 

FIGURE 2 
Fuel  pr ices in the United States 
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Solutions for  reducing idl ing 
The reasons for idling vary from driver to driver. For this reason, multiple approaches are 
needed to curb unnecessary idling. A combination of outreach to drivers, better 
enforcement and sharing 
successful business fleet 
strategies is the best way to 
improve idling behavior.  
 
Outreach to individual 
motor ists 
Public outreach is critical to 
reduce idling among 
motorists. Educating 
motorists about the 
economic and health 
benefits from cutting idling 
provides a “carrot” to balance 
the ”stick” of stricter enforcement. But in order to have a meaningful impact, this 
outreach should take an informed approach—targeting the appropriate audiences and 
using the most effective channels of communication.   
 
Targeting trucks and personal  autos for  maximum effectiveness  
Idling pollution comes primarily from two vehicle types: trucks and personal autos. As 
shown in Figure 4, VOCs (a precursor to smog) come mainly from personal automobiles, 
while particulate (soot) emissions come largely from trucks. M eanwhile, nitrogen oxides 
(NOX), carbon monoxide (CO) and carbon dioxide (CO2) are split between these two 
groups. Thus, efforts to reduce idling should specifically target both personal autos and 
trucks.   

For both groups, a successful strategy should center upon improving access to 
technology and changing behavior. Drivers are likely to respond if educated about the 
harms associated with idling and provided with viable alternatives. Those who remain in 
noncompliance may be targeted through the improved enforcement mechanisms 
described below. 

� � �
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FIGURE 3 
Profile of time spent idl ing in New York City by vehicle 
type (total  = 65 mil l ion hours annual ly) 
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Current DAILY Emissions from Idling Vehicles in New York City
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Communication channels  
Advertising can play a critical role in public education. Banners, signs and posters could 
be used to remind motorists to shut off their engines. Ideally, information could be 
posted in areas such as gasoline stations and truck delivery zones. A more ambitious 
campaign might incorporate direct personal contact. Vounteers or workers could patrol 
streets to inform drivers concerning the dangers of idling and educate them about anti-
idling laws.  
 
School  par ticipation  
Participating schools can provide a simple and effective way to disseminate information. 
Anti-idling toolkits, complete with design-your-own vehicle decals, brochures, stickers, 
bookmarks and informational cards could be distributed to children. Children would be 
encouraged to share such information with their parents or guardians. This approach 
could have a great impact in reducing idling, especially around school zones. The success 
of this program would depend on positive communication and reinforcement among 
school administrators, teachers and organizing groups. 
 
Enforcement of anti- idl ing laws 
New York City limits vehicle idling to three minutes. There are two exceptions to this 
rule: emergency vehicles and vehicles that are loading or unloading. Violators of the law 
may face fines up to $2,000. Although there is no federal law on idling, 31 states and 

FIGURE 4 
Breakdown of New York City idl ing pol lution by vehicle type 
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dozens of municipalities have enacted similar anti-idling rules. New York City’s three-
minute law is among the nation’s most stringent.  

New York City’s idling law lacks effectiveness, however, largely because of  poor 
enforcement. The New York City Department of Environmental Protection (NYCDEP) 
is authorized to enforce the law but it lacks adequate personnel. The New York City 

Police Department (NYPD) can issue summons to idlers but it also 
has been relatively ineffective in curbing idling. The NYPD cites the 
fact that more pressing city matters take priority. As a result, idling 
tickets are only rarely issued.  

Environmental Defense Fund urges the NYPD to expand 
ticketing authorization to traffic enforcement officers and provide 
easier access to ticketing information. For example, idling could be on 
top of the list provided via hand-held ticketing computer devices. 
Traffic enforcement officers also should be properly trained in how to 
identify idling behavior and enforce idling laws. Finally, the city and 
state should encourage compliance by including questions on the 
driver’s license exam about legal idling practices.  

 

Improving best practices for  businesses and fleet owners 
Companies, fleet managers and corporate drivers can turn to a variety of solutions to 
reduce idling. M any technologies exist to power vehicle equipment without running the 
engine. Changing driver routes and reducing turns that increase idling are also ways to 
minimize idling and improve fuel economy and safety. The success of all these solutions 
is substantially improved with proper management support and driver education. 

 
Anti- Idl ing Technologies  
Whereas turning off the engine is the 
quickest, most effective way to cut fuel 
costs and reduce pollution from idling, a 
number of anti-idling technologies 
provide alternatives for instances when 
auxiliary power is needed or behaviors are 
slow to change. Although each of these 
devices requires an initial investment, they 
can easily help businesses and truck fleets 
save money through reduced fuel and 
maintenance costs: 

·  Engine shutdown and restart: 
Sensor devices can signal the engine to shut down when in idling conditions. The 
most common devices work on a timer, though some use innovative designs like 
motion sensors. 

·  Supplementary diesel heat: Various devices can supply heat to diesel engines 
without requiring the engine to burn fuel. 
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·  Block heater: Installing an electric-powered device to prewarm the engine and 
ease starting in cold weather is an effective method for reducing idling and 
allowing heat to be delivered in the cabin sooner than driving from a cold start. 

·  Grid power systems: Plug-in power systems can be installed as a source of 
electricity instead of idling. 

·  Truckstop electrification (TSE): A network of electic power setups for truckers is 
growing across the nation. TSEs provide window devices that can deliver a variety 
of services including heating and air conditioning, 120 VAC power for appliances 
and entertainment services (e.g., Internet, television). There is a one-time cost for 
the window panel and an hourly plug-in charge.   

·  Electric-driven auxiliaries: Battery or electricity-powered secondary (auxiliary) 
engines can be used to generate enough energy to power some devices on a vehicle 
without running the engine. A special type of plug-in system for refrigeration and 
freezer trucks called “reefers” is available; however, it is not as widely used here as 
it is in Europe because of the lack of infrastructure and locations. 

·  Generator sets (GenSets) and auxiliary power units (APUs): Both GenSets and 
APUs use the diesel engine to charge the generator. Such devices can consume 
less than one-eighth the amount of fuel of an idling truck engine.25 The use of 
auxilary engines is particularly effective on trucks needing heating, cooling, 
lighting or lifting power.  

 
Figure 5 shows the idle-reduction 
potential of several of these 
technologies. The lowest-cost ones 
are shut-down devices and places 
where vehicles can plug in for 
power, like TSE stations. These 
options typically cost only a few 
thousand dollars to install or use 
annually, and the payback period is 
typically less than a year. GenSets 

and APUs can be the most costly, ranging from several thousand up to ten thousand 
dollars depending on power needs. But they can be used anywhere, and the payback 
period typically ranges from one to two years. 

 
Improved access to loans 
Unfortunately, the high upfront cost associated with anti-idling technologies prevents 
smaller fleets from purchasing them. Although managers for smaller fleets may 
understand the long-run advantages, they simply do not have sufficient revenue to invest 
in APUs or cabin heaters. While the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) does have 
some limited financing programs, improved access to loans or tax credits from local 
municipalities and state governments could increase the use of anti-idling technolgies. 
The New York State Energy Research and Development Authority (NYSERDA) should 
consider instituting short-run loan programs to facilitate these purchases. M any anti-

FIGURE 5 
Summary of idl ing reduction technologies 
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idling technologies have relatively quick payback periods, offering a solution that is 
economically and environmentally attractive.  

 
 
Engaging dr ivers   
Directly engaging with 
drivers and understanding 
their opinions on new rules 
and technologies is critical 
to crafting effective idling 
policies. Numerous anti-
idling technologies received 
favorable reviews after 
drivers were given the 
opportunity to try them. 
This engagement will 
foster acceptance of new 
policies and facilitate the 
education campaign 
necessary for the policies to 
succeed. For example, 

many truck drivers idle to keep a cabin comfortable during New  York City’s scorching 
summer and frigid winter. Suggesting that drivers should not idle, without providing a 
reasonable alternative, could be perceived as unfair and might meet resistance. A 
concerted effort should be made to explain the costs, benefits and available alternatives 
for any new idling policy.  

 
Smar t fleet management  
M onitoring the performance  of individual drivers has become easier with the use of 
onboard computers. Fleet managers are now able to record idling time for each driver. 
M anagers can use this information to optimize fleet and vehicle peformance and reward 
drivers who idle least. Involving drivers in developing a no-iding policy improves the 
viability and success of the program. 

Fleet managers should also be responsible for properly educating their drivers. 
M any truck drivers are unaware of New York City and State anti-idling laws. Educating 
truck drivers about these laws, the reasons for their existence and the risks of 
noncompliance could help reduce idling.  

M ost importantly, fleet managers and business owners need to invest in 
equipment that reduces the human error associated with idling. Careful review of fleet 
characteristics is important when evaluating what anti-idling technologies might work 
best for each company’s fleet and driving needs. Given the price of fuel, investing in the 
right equipment to encourage idle-free behavior (e.g., TSE accounts) and prevent 
unintentional idling (e.g., switch-off devices) makes sense from both a cost and 
occupational health perspective. 
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Spotl ight on corporate approaches 
 
M any fleets have successfully incorporated anti-idling technologies or features in their 
trucks. Small and large companies alike are searching for anti-idling methods and devices 
to help achieve better fuel savings. In addition, federal programs are available to help 
companies commit to cleaning up tailpipe emissions. 

 
Smar tWay 
Numerous fleets have joined EPA’s SmartWay Partnership. The 
voluntary partnership creates financial incentives for increasing 
fuel efficiency and lowering greenhouse gas emissions. For 
instance, SmartWay works with banks and state governments to 

establish improved financing options that allow participating firms to pollute less while 
maintaining or improving profit margins. Reducing engine idling is one of the three 
primary components of the program; EPA seeks to create a nationwide network of idle-
reduction technologies along the country’s biggest highways.  

 
Wal-Mar t 
Wal-M art has outfitted its 7,000-vehicle truck fleet with 
auxiliary power units (APUs). Despite the seemingly 
high capital cost, Wal-M art estimates an 18-month 
payback period due to fuel and engine wear savings. 
Wal-M art’s fleet drivers seem to be more than satisfied 
with this transition; the overwhelming majority prefers 
the APU to provide heat and cooling over the noise and 
pollution from engine idling.  

 
 
Smithfield Transpor tation Company, Inc. 
Smithfield Transportation is a subsidiary of Smithfield Corporation, a national grocery 
store headquartered in Virginia. In an effort to reduce idling and cut costs, Smithfield 
installed 150 APUs on its truck fleet. Although this large capital undertaking cost the 

company a total $750,000, Smithfield experienced a rapid 
payback on their initial investment. Smithfield’s anti-idling 
effort does not stop at APUs. The company monitors its 
trucks with on-board computers to ensure the technology is 
being used properly. In addition, Smithfield holds quarterly 

training sessions on safety and compliance. Smithfield enjoys significant benefits from its 
anti-idling activities and saves an estimated $54,000 a month in fuel. M oreover, the 
company recognizes that idling is the most strenuous stage for the components of a diesel 
engine. The savings in engine wear allow for higher resale value on trucking fleets. Before 
Smithfield installed APUs, it considered ten different devices and allowed drivers to 
select the one they liked best. 
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Sharp Electr ical  Corporation 
The Sharp Electrical Corporation has instituted a “zero-idle” policy at its headquarters in 
New Jersey and has posted several signs on its premises to inform drivers of the rule. 
Although Sharp does not operate its own fleet, it 
does give drivers an alternative to idling. The firm 
provides a breakroom for drivers, reducing the 
need for them to spend time in a temperature-controlled cabin. Even though compliance 
is not 100%, Sharp is actively working to engage drivers and reduce their idling behaviors 
through both communication and enforcement. 
 
Jones Brother  Trucking, Inc. 

Jones Brother Trucking is headquartered in M ontana and operates primarily 
in the West. Given its location, cabin temperature for its fleet drivers is a 
prime concern and Jones Brother Trucking uses cabin heaters to address this 
problem. During the winter, such technology results in an 80–90% 
reduction in idling. By shutting off the diesel engines, the fleet avoids 
prematurely wearing down fuel injectors. In addition, the company has an 
education program to train drivers in using the technology.  

 
 



  

 15 

Pol icy changes for  better  idl ing practices 
 

Sensible regulation 
Although it makes smart economic and environmental sense not to idle, laws are needed 
to help motivate some drivers to turn off their engines. Unfortunately, some regulations 
are too lenient.  

Temperature is rarely a reason to idle these days. As truckers are offered an 
alternative to idling that can deliver cabin heating and warm cold engines, the current 
exemption that permits idling at freezing temperatures should be retracted. A schedule 
for dismantling this exemption should be assessed in order to give firms sufficient time to 
create plans for anti-idling technologies and purchases. 

The exemption for emergency service providers is too lenient. Ambulances, police 
vehicles, fire trucks and other emergeny vehicles should not be allowed to idle unless 
emergency services are being provided and shutting the engine off would compromise the 
delivery of services, potentially endangering health or safety. All too often, drivers are 
running the engine while eating, sleeping or otherwise not engaged in providing essential 
emergency services. Given that these drivers are responsible for the health and safety of 
the community, their engines should not needlessly contribute to local air pollution and 
resulting health impacts.  
 

Leading by example 
New York City vehicles should lead the way by reducing or 
eliminating their idling time. The M etropolitan Transit 
Authority has recently ordered 850 diesel-electric hybrid transit 
buses. Such buses are expected to improve fuel economy by up 
to 30% and release just 10% of the particulate matter and 60% 
of the NOx produced by older bus fleets. These improvements 
will help offset emissions generated from idling transit buses. 
New regulations on New York’s yellow taxis are driving a shift 
towards an all-hybrid fleet by 2012. This new fleet will help 
reduce CO2 pollution from for-hire automobiles, which 
currently constitute 5.6% of the city’s total CO2 emissions from 
idling.26 Clearly, New York is taking progressive steps to 

combat respiratory ailments from air pollution and global warming. I ts commitment to 
its citizens and the environment must not end there.  

 

Photo by Mike Lee 

One of many hybrid vehicle in New York 
city’s taxi fleet.  
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Conclusion 

Unnecessary idling is wasteful. M ore importantly, pollution from idling harms the health 
of drivers and the public. Both voluntary and regulatory approaches are needed to solve 
the idling problem. Technological, management and policy solutions exist. Leadership 
and funding are needed to champion idle-free behavior. Everyone has something to gain 
by reducing needless idling. 
 
 

Spotl ight on New York City buses 
Given that children are particularly vulnerable to pollution from 
idling, extra attention must be paid to school zones and bus 
fleets. Idling buses exacerbate existing health conditions among 
children, prompting higher absenteeism rates. In fact, a study by 
the New York State Attorney General’s office in 2003 found that 
despite the three-minute idling law, many school buses were 
idling for more than 20 minutes, spewing diesel exhaust around 
public school grounds. In 2004, former Attorney General Eliot 
Spitzer sued five school bus companies for breaking the idling 
law. The lawsuit resulted in a settlement agreement with the bus 
companies agreeing to reduce idling time to no more than one 
minute. Spitzer©s office estimated that idling by the four school 
bus companies resulted in annual emissions of approximately 1.3 
tons of particulate matter, 60 tons of nitrogen oxides and 20 tons 
of carbon monoxide in the metropolitan region. 
 
(Source: Attorney General’s Office Press Release, dated January 23, 2004, online 
reference available at: http://www.oag.state.ny.us/press/2004/jan/jan27a_04.html) 

Photo by: Ben Bligh 
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