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Abstract

The present study conducted an environmental impact assessment on the results of importing used vehicles
into Ciudad Juarez, Chihuahua. We found that in comparison to the average emissions emitted by private
cars in Mexico City, the vehicles that come from the United States to this border city have higher emission
levels of nitrogen oxide, hydrocarbons, and carbon monoxide 101, 99, and 61%, respectively. The absence of
governing regulations on emissions for cars crossing the northern border limits the incorporation of cleaner
technologies, and directly impacts on air quality and public health.

At the time of the study, Mexican law does not contemplate that imported used vehicles -temporarily or
permanently- meet certain emission levels of pollutants when they cross the border or enter the country.
Between October 2005 to May 2012 the light vehicle fleet increased by 11 million 356 thousand 790 units,
43% of which was comprised of imported used units and 57% of new cars sold in the country.

1 Introduction

Since the last decade, there is a growing concern in
Mexico on the environmental impact of used vehicles
coming from the United States, which rapidly in-
creased their presence amongst the national vehicle
fleet starting 2005, when a presidential decree 1

moved ahead the opening of the northern border
for the import of used cars over 10 years of age.
This ease in trade took place in a context of market
inequality: whereas in the U.S. the number of motor
vehicles is 806 veh/1,000 inhabitants in our country
it’s 154 veh/1,000 inhabitants.

The market volume of U.S. automobiles raises
the potential for used car sales to our country, and
poses risks for the automotive industry in Mexico:
solely in the period of November 2005 to August
2006, for every two new cars sold in an agency, three
used cars were imported2. From October 2005 to
May 2012 the light vehicle fleet increased by 11
million 356 thousand 790 light vehicles, 43% of which
correspond to imported used vehicles and 57% for

1The North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) al-
lows the importation of used vehicles since 2009

2Based on data from ”new car sales” reported by the Mex-
ican Association of the Automotive Industry (AMIA) and the
figures reported by the IRS (SAT) in the period between
November 2005 to August 2006.

new units sold in the country.

The majority of imported used vehicles are tech-
nologically obsolete models with high mileage
and they have had their catalytic converter removed
and their onboard diagnostic system (OBD) disabled.

“Chocolate” Vehicle. Campaign to Measure Vehicular
Emissions in Ciudad Juarez. Photo: CMM ARCHIVE

2 Objective

With the intention of estimating the environmental
impact of used cars imported from the United States,
a case study was conducted that analyzed the pres-
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ence and concentration of criteria3 pollutants in Ciu-
dad Juarez, Chihuahua. The study site was selected
considering that 90% of the city’s vehicle fleet consists
of used cars imported from the United States.

3 Methodology

Measuring emissions from motor vehicles in circula-
tion was performed with remote sensing equipment
(remote sensor), AccuScan brand, RSD-3000 model.
This equipment was installed in a mobile unit and
placed on a roadway previously confined to channel
vehicles moving between speed sensing bars and sen-
sors. The pollutant detection was carried out by an-
alyzing the gas trail left by circulating cars.

The monitoring was carried out in five sites in the
first business week of April 2006. In order to ob-
tain a representative sample from vehicles circulating
in Ciudad Juarez, socioeconomic status diversity was
sought for the sites selected for the measurements.

The records obtained include, besides the detected
concentrations of gas pollutants, the speed and ac-
celeration of the vehicle, as well as a picture of the
license plate.

Installation of remote sensor equipment on a road in Ciudad
Juarez, Chihuahua. Photo: CMM Archive

4 Results

A nearly 11,000 vehicles were monitored to obtain
2,500 valid measurement records that met the quality
standards required for the study.

With the analysis of the collected data, the
following problems were detected with regards to
transportation and air quality:

3The criteria pollutants included in the measurements of
the present study were: carbon monoxide (CO), hydrocarbons
(HC) and nitrogen oxides (NOx), all regulated by the Mexican
environmental law.

a) High emissions. The average used vehicles from
the United States evaluated in the study have a level
of emissions, that compared to the average emissions
of private cars in Mexico City4, are 101% higher com-
pared to nitrogen oxides, 99% higher in the hydro-
carbons sector and 61% higher in carbon monoxide
emissions, see Figure 1.

Figure 1: Hydrocarbon emissions, monitored with the
remote sensor equipment

b) Energy inefficiency. 63% of imported used cars
are Vans, Minivans, Pick-ups and SUVs, all of which
have high fuel consumption in comparison to a sub-
compact vehicle.

c) Illegality. 17% of all measured vehicles circulate
without license plates.

d) Lack of control. As part of the “fiscal stoplight”
policy, only 2% of regularized cars were inspected in
a visual manner by customs authorities, none of them
were verified for vehicular emissions before they en-
tered our country on a permanent basis.

5 Conclusions and Recommendations

The study proved that the presence of used imported
vehicles has direct impact on the deterioration of air
quality in Ciudad Juárez. Additionally, the quality
of life of the population is negatively affected, be-
cause the generalized import of used cars limits the
incorporation of clean technologies which significantly
reduce pollutant emissions and would allow more ef-
ficient fuel consumption.

It is also necessary to address the gaps in regula-
tions, legal, administrative and management mecha-

4Quantified in 2005 by the same team of remote sensing.

2



nisms of the Mexican government to control the en-
vironmental impact caused by the massive import of
used cars.

Currently, Mexican law does not require that im-
ported used vehicles - temporarily or permanently-
comply with a given level of emissions when crossing
the border or entering the country, so it is recom-
mended that physical-mechanical checkups are per-
formed of the main components related to the control
of exhaust emissions of vehicles and mechanical safety.

If these gaps are not addressed shortly, Mex-
ico could experience a phenomenon similar to Peru,
where the domestic auto industry virtually disap-
peared. In 1992 this South American country de-
clared free importation of used vehicles. This decree
caused that by 2004, 63% of its vehicle fleet was com-
prised of imported used vehicles. Another example is
Central America, where the vehicle market is domi-
nated by more than 80% with imports of used cars
from the United States and Japan.
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