Ontario Drive Clean testing to be pushed back two years
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TORONTO — Ontario will change its controversial auto emissions testing program, the government said Monday — but not until the fall election campaign.

The changes will push back the initial Drive Clean test on vehicles by two years, meaning cars, trucks and light buses will be brought into the program when they’re seven years old, as opposed to the current five-year standard.

The government says the change is a result of improved pollution controls on new vehicles, cleaner fuels and better automobile maintenance standards.

“Exempting these vehicles will save many Ontario drivers time and money while posing no risk to the environment or the air we breathe,” Environment Minister John Wilkinson said in a statement. “This allows the program to continue to focus on vehicles most likely to pollute.”

The changes will take effect Sept. 1, just days before candidates hit the campaign trail in earnest.

A Conservative critic dismissed the change as pre-election pandering.

“Rather than tinker with it, this program should be scrapped altogether,” Tory MPP Frank Klees added. “It has outlived its purpose.”

The McGuinty Liberal government is also scrapping tests on vehicles transferred between family members, leased vehicles purchased by the lessee and any vehicle having its registration renewed after passing a test in the previous year.

Ontario’s Drive Clean program, introduced in 1999, is designed to regularly test cars for tailpipe emissions.

The test costs roughly $30 plus tax and is required every two years on older vehicles. Repairs required by a failing test are capped at $450. An investigative series by the Hamilton Spectator in 2004 found the program was an expensive and blunt tool to root out relatively few polluting vehicles. The province changed the program following those findings, moving the initial test (which then was performed on cars that reached three years old) back two years.
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