
116 February 2007

“Rules are for the interpretation of wise men
and the obedience of fools.”—Colin Chapman

The fact is, the new rules are upon us when it
comes to EPA emissions, though we had no say, 
no vote and no complicity in their formulation.
With this firmly in mind, I hope you forgive your
humble scribe for limiting his comments to opin-
ion and occasional interpretation of these rules—
and their justifications as set forth by official
proclamation. Truth is, I couldn’t say it worse
myself, and so I’ll let “them” do most of the 
talking here.

Emission standards for 2006 and later model
year motorcycles

Exhaust emissions from Class III motorcycles
(That’s “us,” as in big-inch street bikes) shall not
exceed the standards listed in Table E2006-2.

Notice that the standard is not a straight-up
“tailpipe sniff.” Rather, it is a combination of
hydrocarbons plus nitrogen oxide particulates as
well as carbon monoxide emitted over a distance,
measured in grams per kilometer. (As a frame of
reference, a single sheet of paper weighs 4.5
grams.) For those of us not reared in Metricland
these emissions numbers translate roughly 
to: 0.03 ounces in 0.62 miles. It’s also help-
ful to note that these standards apply to 
motorcycles as entities—not motorcycle 
engines alone.

In an attempt to clarify the new rules, 
the EPA published a set of Frequently Asked
Questions, along with the agency’s answers. 
Here are some excerpts with my comments:

Are motorcycles a less-polluting
alternative to cars?

No, in fact, motorcycles produce
more harmful emissions per mile than
a car or even a large SUV. The cur-
rent federal motorcycle standard for
hydrocarbon emissions is about 90
times the hydrocarbon standard for
today’s passenger cars. And when
new emission standards go into effect,
SUVs will be about 95 percent clean-
er than today’s motorcycle.

Supposedly, the cleanest motorcycles in the
2001 model year certified at a level of about 0.32
grams/mile of hydrocarbons on the Federal Test
Procedure. On the exact same test procedure the
Toyota Prius Hybrid certified at a hydrocarbon

level of 0.0024
grams/mile. The clean-
est (highway) motorcy-
cle is therefore more
than 100 times dirtier
than the Prius. Said
another way, you could
drive the Prius for
more than 100 miles
before you got to the
same hydrocarbon lev-
els the motorcycle
would emit in only 
one mile of driving.

Personally, I consider that a very apples-to-
oranges pseudoscientific rationalization at best.
I’d also like to see supporting research from inde-
pendent sources, before I buy into the “fact” that
something as efficient as a motorcycle is a worse
hazard overall to the environment than a car,
especially a hybrid. I’d wager in a “cradle to
grave” comparison, there is less energy and fewer
materials used to create the motorcycle; less
abuse of resources like fuel, oil, asphalt and
infrastructure during its life, and one hell of 
a lot less Hazmat to worry about (like dealing
with dead hybrid batteries and such) when the
thing becomes landfill once its useful life is 
over. In short, EPA stance on this is more 
shallow justification than deep-think science… 
or straight answer.

Why is EPA adopting new emis-
sion standards for highway motor-
cycles?

Today’s motorcycles produce
more harmful emissions per 
mile than a car or SUV. The new
standards, the first in 25 years, will
reduce these emissions significantly,
and will assist many states in meet-
ing their air quality goals by reduc-
ing ozone and its harmful effects.
The new standards will also reduce
the exposure of motorcycle riders to
air toxins and particulate matter.

Implying that the states actually asked for
this? Good grief! Even allowing some credibility
regarding SUVs (let alone hybrids) running
cleaner than motorcycles, there are still only
three or four states with motorcycle registrations
statistically significant to their smog problems.
Granting there are more motorcycles than ever on
the roads, based on vehicle registrations nation-
wide, we riders ultimately represent only about
one percent of the “mobile pollution” vehicle
population in this country. And most bikes are
ridden on an occasional, recreational basis. In
other words, they accumulate on aggregate far
less than one percent as much mileage per annum
as autos, trucks and SUVs. Which in my mind
negates any BS about motorcycles being worse
for the environment. So we’re being selected for
new standards, in my view, simply because we
have a higher profile than ever before, and hardly
any organization or deep-pocket lobby force to
prevent it.

Will new highway motorcycle
emission standards affect motorcycles
on the road today?

The new regulations will only
affect new motorcycles produced for the
2006 and later model years. Anything
manufactured prior to the 2006 model
year will not be affected.

Not to imply that it will, but this could result
in the same kind of thinking, acting and hoarding
that happened with cars from the pre-smog ’50s
and ’60s. Bearing in mind the 2006 and later
EPA rules apply to complete machines rather
than engines alone, it becomes an interesting
mental exercise to guess what any kind of engine
swap might look like in the future.

Will catalytic converters be
required on all highway motorcycles?

No, EPA does not require the use
of any specific technology. About 20
percent of current motorcycles use cat-
alytic converters, and we project this to
increase to about 50 percent when the
second phase of standards takes effect
in 2010. Ultimately the manufacturers
will be responsible for selecting how to
distribute the use of various technolo-
gies among their motorcycle models.

For the record, Harley dressers, at least in
California, have used cats since about 1995, so
they’re nothing new for The Motor Co. That
doesn’t make them a panacea for all the CO ills
that H-Ds in particular suffer from, but it’s their
best option for short-term compliance. Make no
mistake, more than any other motorcycle sold
here (with the possible exception of Moto-
Guzzi), hide-bound traditions of air-cooling, two
valves, and more, mean that inefficiency in basic
design must be masked over, rather than dealt
with at the source. The idea that future, “off-road,
high-performance” exhausts for H-Ds might take
the form of high-flow cats the size of a car 
muffler sure conjures up an image doesn’t it?

What kind of emission controls
may be used by manufacturers?

We are adopting standards that
manufacturers can meet on an average
basis, which may encourage manufac-
turers to use a broader array of tech-
nologies across their product line. EPA
does not specify what emission controls
manufacturers must use to comply with
the regulations, but anticipate many
manufacturers will choose to meet them
by increasing their use of secondary air
injection, electronic fuel injection, and
some catalytic converters. These tech-
nologies are used to varying degrees on
current highway motorcycles.

Midterm technological solutions from Harley
most likely will involve increases in displace-
ment, and more efficient combustion chambers
(complete with air injection and/or catalytic 
converters), rather than any earth-shattering
breakthrough elsewhere.

How will these controls, especial-
ly catalytic converters, affect safety?

These controls, including catalytic
converters, are being used on many
motorcycles today, both in the United
States and worldwide, and have shown
no adverse impact on vehicle safety.
Motorcycle manufacturers agree with
this assessment and have said that the
safety of motorcycles will not be com-
promised by new emission controls.

Yeah sure! Anyone out there know how hot a
catalytic converter gets? Want to guess how much
they affect other areas of the riding experience,
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TABLE E2006-2 CLASS III 
MOTORCYCLE EMISSIONS STANDARD 

Emission standards (g/km)

Tier Model Year HC + NOX CO

Tier 1 2006–2009 1.4 12.0

Tier 2 2010 and later 0.8 12.0
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like, say, burnt feet or legs, or melting surround-
ing items you might ride through, like weeds? 
If anyone ignites themselves, their house or 
property because of “safe” cats, do they get to
sue the EPA?

How much will new emission
controls cost?

We estimate increased costs on
average of about $30 per motorcycle for
the 2006–2009 model year standards,
then an incremental $45 for the 2010
model year standards. Actual costs are
likely to vary depending upon the 
specific motorcycle model and the actu-
al technological improvements required
to meet the standards.

It’s certainly anybody’s guess, so this is as
good as any, except for one thing: Have you actu-
ally priced any of the smog equipment that came
with your machine as a replacement part? Ouch!
Let’s just say number one, it would be marvelous
if such stuff actually was such a small addition to
the sticker price, and number two, thank God for
emissions warranties…

What does the term “useful life”
mean?

EPA uses the term “useful life” to
describe the period (usually years
and/or miles) over which the manufac-
turer must demonstrate the effectiveness
of the emission control system. The 
current useful life for motorcycles with
engines over 279cc is five years or
30,000 km (about 18,640 miles),
whichever occurs first.

For more reasons than the ones above! You
see, implicit in this “useful life” definition is the
concept that (how shall I put it?) once the period
of the smog warranty is over, if the smog equip-
ment no longer functions it’s not your problem
and you can’t be forced to fix it on your own
dime, right? Useful interpretation begins here.

Would new emission standards
make it illegal to customize my
motorcycle?

No, the standards will not
make it illegal for owners to 
customize their motorcycles.
However, as established under
the Clean Air Act in 1977,
motorcycle owners cannot 
legally make modifications 
that would cause the emissions 
to exceed the applicable 
standards, and they cannot
remove or disable emission 
control devices installed by 
the manufacturer.

Say what? Sounds suspiciously
like the EPA is trying to confine
“customizing” to adding cosmetic
doodads and surface treatments
alone. I question whether such 
customizing staples as polishing
engines, diamond cutting fins, and
changing air cleaner covers would
affect emissions, particularly if they
alter the powerplant’s ability to 
make or shed heat. If so, do these
sorts of embellishments come 

under the heading of tampering rather than 
customizing?

How will the new emission
controls affect performance?

Advancements in engine tech-
nologies in recent years should allow
the use of new emission control tech-
nologies with little to no impact on
performance. Motorcycle manufac-
turers have been unanimous in telling
us that the performance of future
motorcycles will be equal to or better
than current motorcycles.

The sheer naiveté of bureaucrats! I have no
doubt that The Motor Company can deliver a
cleaner running, more powerful product to the
showroom floor and that they will by 2008 or
2010. Where EPA thinking goes astray is assum-
ing that “as delivered” performance levels are
going to be acceptable to typical Harley riders.
Therefore the real question should be, “How will
the new emission controls affect performance
potential?” Methinks a bunch, but I could be
wrong. If so, it will be wise men and their
interpretations that show the way.

How will the rule affect the
motorcycle aftermarket industry?

New emission standards are not
expected to have any adverse effect on
the aftermarket industry. The aftermar-
ket parts industry is a substantial part
of the motorcycle industry and can
readily and successfully adapt to any
changes that might result from this rule.
In addition, the vast majority of after-
market items have nothing to do with
emissions, and will thus be unaffected.

My first reaction to this doggerel was,
“Bullshit!” The aftermarket has been in slow but
inexorable retreat for the last few years anyway
(and not just in terms of performance parts),
thanks to certain strategies and politics within
the industry, let alone EPA regs. The notion that
these new rules will open any hitherto unknown
windows of opportunity to them is sheer non-
sense. Even holding their own over the foresee-
able future is an open question. What is not is
that the most viable candidate for reaping the

whirlwind here is the factory. If and when all the
other players are flattened, the one(s) still stand-
ing will be all the more high-profile and the
sport will be the poorer for lack of choice in 
the matter.

How closely do the new rules fol-
low the California rules?

The new rules mainly parallel the
California model with some exceptions:

• California has more stringent evapo-
rative emissions regulations.

• California does not regulate scooters
and mopeds with small (under 50cc)
engines.

• California standards will be effective
two years before EPA’s standards.

As goes the Golden State, so goes the nation.
That might be a good thing. California has the
most motorcycles in the nation and a long history
of hotrodding innovations, not to mention head-
quarters for almost every OE (except Harley) and
most of the industry in general. And the state has
a two-year head start on figuring the true signifi-
cance and coping with the impact of these new
rules. Likewise, they can hopefully ferret out any
tricky ways around or within those rules, to 
benefit horsepower junkies everywhere.

Where can I get more information?

More detailed responses regarding
these and other questions, as well as a
detailed description of the regulatory
requirements, can be found in the final
rule documents. Visit EPA’s Website
at:www.epa.gov/otaq/roadbike.htm.

Please!
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