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 TECHNOLOGY NOTE

 A Cure for Air Pollution?

Automobile emissions are responsible for at least half of all urban air pollution and a
quarter of all carbon dioxide released into the atmosphere. Therefore, the production of a
car that emits no polluting gases in its exhaust is a significant accomplishment. The only
such vehicle currently available is the electric car. Electric cars are powered by batteries, so
they do not produce exhaust gases. Supporters believe that switching to electric cars will
reduce air pollution in this country. But critics believe that taxpayers will pay an unfair
share for this switch and that the reduction in pollution won’t be as great as promised.

Electric Cars Will Reduce Air Pollution

Even the cleanest and most modern cars emit pollutants into the air. Supporters of a switch
to electric cars believe the switch will reduce pollution in congested cities. But some critics
suggest that a switch to electric cars will simply move the source of pollution from a car’s
tailpipe to the power plant’s smokestack. This is because most electricity is generated by
burning coal.

In California, electric cars would have the greatest impact. Here most electricity is
produced by burning natural gas, which releases less air pollution than burning coal.
Nuclear plants and dams release no pollutants in the air when they generate electricity.
Solar power and wind power are also emission-free ways to generate electricity.
Supporters argue that a switch to electric cars will reduce air pollution immediately and that
a further reduction will occur when power plants convert to these cleaner sources of
energy.

Electric Cars Won’t Solve the Problem

Electric cars are inconvenient because the batteries have to be recharged so often. The
batteries also have to be replaced every 2 to 3 years. The nation’s landfills are already
crowded with conventional car batteries, which contain acid and metals that may pollute
ground water. A switch to electric cars would aggravate this pollution problem because the
batteries have to be replaced so often.

Also, electric cars will likely replace the cleanest cars on the road, not the dirtiest. A new
car may emit only one-tenth of the pollution emitted by an older model. If an older car’s
pollution-control equipment does not work properly, it may emit 100 times more pollution
than a new car. But people who drive older, poorly maintained cars probably won’t be able
to afford expensive electric cars. Therefore, the worst offenders will stay on the road,
continuing to pollute the air.

Analyze the Issue

Do you think electric cars are the best solution to the air pollution problem? Why or why
not? What are some alternative solutions for reducing air pollution?


