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GOP claim on rising gas prices is
misleading

By Alex Kuffner

We received an e-mail from the National Republican Congressional Committee recently that
blamed the country s high gas prices on the Obama administration and Democrats in Congress.

The news release, which specifically targeted Rhode Island Democratic U.S. Rep. David
Cicilline, posited several reasons why gas prices have skyrocketed, including unreasonable
environmental regulations and too few offshore drilling permits.

The overall effect on gas prices has been historic, according to the GOP committee.

99%: THE AMOUNT GAS PRICES HAVE INCREASED UNDER OBAMA, THE HIGHEST GAS PRICE
INCREASE SINCE CARTER, the April 20 e-mail blared.

A quick check of two numbers in the release $1.928 per gallon, the national average price of
regular, unleaded gas in February 2009, versus $3.843 per gallon, the price on March 29,
2012 -- confirmed that prices have indeed climbed by 99 percent since President Obama s
inauguration.

But what about the second part of the claim: is this really the highest increase since Jimmy
Carter was president more than three decades ago? And is the implication that Mr. Obama is
responsible for the increase accurate?

At PolitiFact, we treat these types of blame/credit statements in two parts. We examine
whether the numbers are right and how much experts say the person being blamed is
responsible.

Let s start with the claim that the gas price increase is the highest since the Carter
administration.

Nathaniel Sillin, a spokesman for the NRCC, told us that the group came to that conclusion by
looking at the presidencies from Carter onward and comparing the average gas price at the
beginning of each president s time in office with the price at the end. Since Mr. Obama is still
in office, the committee is using the most recent price of gas for the number during his
presidency. Sillin sent us a chart updated with the average price of gas from April 4.

The chart showed that under Carter the price of gas increased by 103 percent; under Ronald
Reagan it dropped by 66 percent; under George H.W. Bush it went up 20 percent; under Bill
Clinton it increased 32 percent; under George W. Bush it rose 20 percent; and so far under Mr.
Obama it has gone up 104 percent.

So according to the updated chart the NRCC could actually claim that the increase is higher
than that under Carter.

The NRCC chart was based on data from the Bureau of Labor Statistics and AAA. We decided
to check their prices with the U.S. Energy Information Administration, the official statistical
and analytical arm of the Department of Energy.



The only major difference we found using the Energy Information data was that the drop in
price under Reagan wasn t as dramatic as the NRCC said. Instead of a 66-percent decrease,
the Energy Information database gave us a still healthy decrease of 37 percent. And using the
Energy Information data, the increase under Mr. Obama so far is actually 107 percent.

But we have two main questions about the NRCC s claim.

First, is it fair to compare gas prices during Mr. Obama s presidency in April with prices for his
predecessors in January? Historically, gas prices generally rise through the summer and fall in
the autumn and this year they are projected to once again follow that pattern. (The price
peaked last year in May.)

For an extreme example, look at 2008, during George W. Bush s presidency, when gas prices
skyrocketed to more than $4 a gallon that July and plummeted to $1.79 a gallon the following
January. If we look at the price that April the same month the NRCC used for Mr. Obama in its
claim and compare it with the first month of Bush s term, then the increase would have been
139 percent.

That increase is in fact higher than Carter s 103 percent or Mr. Obama s 107 percent. And if
we use the highest price in 2008, from August, and compare it with Bush s first month in
office, the increase is a whopping 180 percent.

We also calculated the increase using precisely the same length of time for Bush that the
NRCC used for Mr. Obama. So we compared the price in February 2005, the first month of his
second term, with the price in April 2008 and came up with an increase of 81 percent. When
we did the same calculation using January 2009 as the end date, we came up with a decrease
of 6 percent. Again, this demonstrates how prices can change seasonally.

Our second major question relates to the premise of the NRCC s assertion that Mr. Obama is
responsible for high gas prices. How much control does a president really have over gas prices?

Virtually none, Tom Kloza, chief oil analyst for Oil Price Information Service of New Jersey, told
us. The real factors are global.

Oil is a global market in which America is a big consumer but a small supplier, Richard Thaler,
a University of Chicago economist who has donated to Mr. Obama and informally advised his
administration, wrote in The New York Times. We consume about 20 percent of the world s oil
but hold only 2 percent of the oil reserves. That means we are, in economics jargon, price
takers.

Domestic production has increased during the Obama administration, but it has had minimal
effects on global prices because, as producers, we are just too small to matter much. And
even if domestic oil companies further increased production, they would sell to the highest
global bidder.

With supplies tightening because of conflicts in North Africa and the Middle East and demand
growing in China and Japan (which shut down its fleet of nuclear power plants), the price of oil
is going up, according to analysts. Fears about a disruption to oil production in Iran have
increased the upward pressure.

Unfortunately, presidents get blamed for world market changes that occur during their time in
office ... but generally, they do not cause them, wrote Peter Van Doren and Jerry Taylor,
senior fellows at the libertarian Cato Institute in Washington, D.C.

Our ruling

The National Republican Congressional Committee said that gas prices have increased by 99
percent since Mr. Obama became president and that it s the highest gas price increase since



Carter.

The NRCC framed the question in such a way that it didn t make an apples-to-apples
comparison between presidencies. Seasonal fluctuations in gas prices could easily change the
NRCC s calculation for Mr. Obama s presidency a variation the committee didn t note in its
news release.

It also didn t say that it was comparing the first and last months of a president s term. The
release implies that gas prices haven t risen so high percentage-wise at any time under any
other president since Carter.

But that s not true. When George W. Bush was in office, the national average price rose much
higher by percent before falling.

Finally, blaming presidents for gas prices is missing the point. Presidents have little control
over them. The global economy is the prime factor.

We rule the statement Mostly False.



