Gas Prices Drive Fuel-Efficient Car Rental Fleets
by Robert Duffer
June 19, 2013 - The Ford Expedition is not a vehicle you associate with fuel efficiency.  Last month I rented the mega-SUV for a quick trip with my family.  As a fuel-conscious guy, as part of a fuel-conscious family, visiting the fuel-conscious state of Colorado, it felt a bit off.  Especially since I was covering fill ups and my brother was covering the rental itself.  It gets about 15 mpg.
I got the best end of that deal.  We only had to fill it up once before returning it to the airport rental place.  When you consider that it transported 2 families for 3 days, it was far and away the most fuel-efficient option for 4 adults and 4 kids.  The cost of 2 more fuel-efficient cars would have been a greater expense.
Of all the variables that go into rental decisions, it is not surprising that fuel costs have the greatest influence, according to Lee Broughton, spokesperson and head of Corporate Sustainability for Enterprise.  “There is distinct behavior that is matched with the cost of fuel at the pump,” Broughton says.  “Even the hybrids ebb and flow with gas prices.”  
The paradigm of fuel economy is in every sector of the auto industry.  The average mpg for cars sold in the U.S. in 2013 is at a record high.  The 24.8 average sales-weighted mpg is up from 20.8 mpg in 2007, a 19% increase.  The government, along with automakers, are aiming to get the mpg average to 54.5 mpg by 2025.
Last year, Consumer Reports found that 37% of car shoppers cite fuel economy as the most important factor, which was more than 2 times the next factor, quality.  
Rental trends reflect this consumer preference.  "We’re the conduit," Broughton says of the relationship between automakers and consumers.   
While Enterprise offers several hybrids and fuel-efficient compacts, it’s hard to calculate an exact fleet %, because it varies based on the needs of each of its estimated 6,200 branch locations.  Further confounding the numbers, rental cars are sold in the used car market at the local level, after 9-12 months.  Still, Enterprise estimates that 56% of its fleet has a highway average of at least 28 mpg; 28% of the fleet averages 32 mpg or higher.
“We feel fairly confident that Enterprise has one of the most fuel efficient fleets in the world,” Broughton says.  “And that’s based on volume.”  By volume, yes.  Enterprise estimates 1.2 million cars in its fleet, nearly 3 times the size of its next competitor, Hertz.  But not by %.
74% of the Hertz fleet, or 35 models, exceed 28 mpg highway, and 59% achieve 32 mpg highway or higher.  Hertz carries 5 hybrid or electric “green traveler” models, including the Toyota Prius, Camry Hybrid, Nissan Altima Hybrid, Volkswagen Jetta TDI ,and the Nissan Leaf.
John Barrows, Vice President of Communications for Avis Budget Group Inc, the 3rd largest rental company, says about 2/3 of the 2013 model year vehicles in the Avis fleet have a fuel efficiency rating of 28 MPG or better (highway).  About half of the fleet (approximately 150,000 vehicles) is rated at 30 MPG (highway) or better.  It offers about 4,100 hybrids.
A more accurate reflection of what consumers want or need around town might be better demonstrated at the local level.  The big 3 have all recently acquired car-sharing services, which lean towards the more fuel-efficient, small side, compared to the more comprehensive offerings of car rental agencies.
Avis Budget Group Inc bought car sharing market leader Zipcar earlier this year, while Enterprise acquired Chicago-based nonprofit I-GO last month.  In fleets of car share companies, compacts make up about half of I-GO’s fleet, for instance.  I-GO was the last major independent acquired, according to Tribune reporter Julie Wernau.
The increased popularity of car sharing is due to the relative ease of terms and use, the hourly rate options, and accessibility or proximity to home, especially in cities and college campuses.  “It allows users to pick up a car from a nearby parking space rather than trudging out to an airport or rental car store for trips of an hour or two,” Wernau wrote.  “Gas and insurance are included, unlike with traditional car rentals.”
Enterprise sees the acquisition as a return to its local roots.  “Our DNA is in local car rental,” explains Laura Bryant, an Enterprise spokesperson.  Enterprise started as a neighborhood rental agency in 1957, then grew “organically” to more than 6,000 locations it has now, Bryant says.  “The infrastructure we have in place is the crux of our success.  Without the accessibility, the model doesn’t work.”
The rental companies are all about giving people what they want.  Sometimes renters want a rental that impresses clients, other times it’s a functional need.  Most times, according to Broughton, rental choices are a reflection of what people have in their garage.
“Our observation is that hybrids are getting much more traction than EVs,” says Laura Bryant of Enterprise.  That might change, as sticker prices drop for electrics and mpg standards increase.  Assessing the demand at the local level of its car-sharing operations may also sway trends in the larger fleets.  “We’re a significant part in the value chain of bringing alternative vehicles to market and that’s an important concept to us,” Broughton says.
Either way, the awareness of and the demand for the highest performing fuel efficient vehicles are out there.  For now, in rare cases, the best option may be a gas-guzzling SUV.  Increased demand for fuel efficiency is represented in rental car fleets.  Yet fickle consumer preference makes it hard to calculate which models are best.
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