
The American Consumer Institute (ACI) is a nonprofit 501(c)(3) education and research organization. Its

mission is to identify, analyze, and protect the interests of consumers in legislative and rulemaking

proceedings. ACI supports market-driven solutions that maximize economic growth, maintain

affordability, and improve consumer welfare.

ACI is submitting these comments regarding the recent announcement from the Environmental

Protection Agency (EPA) to reform the Biden-Harris 2023 Technology Transitions Rule which mandated

switching refrigerants in air conditioning equipment.

ACI supports the reform. The Biden administration gave as little as 15 months’ notice before finalizing

its rule, forcing a rushed transition. As a result, the heating, ventilation, and air conditioning (HVAC)

industry has experienced shortages and price increases. Consumers are spending substantially more to

repair or replace their air conditioning units, and in some cases, going without.

The brief timeline given was unrealistic, and at minimum, should be extended. Efforts should

additionally focus on reducing refrigerant leakage—which drives the environmental impact—during the

manufacturing, installation, and repair processes of various air conditioning systems.

Background

The 2020 American Innovation and Manufacturing (AIM) Act authorizes the Environmental Protection

Agency (EPA) to address hydrofluorocarbons (HFC) in three main areas: to phase down the production

and consumption of listed HFCs, manage these HFCs and their substitutes, and facilitate the transition

to next-generation technologies through sector-based restrictions. The goal of AIM was a gradual

reduction in HFC production and consumption over time. It permitted the EPA to pass regulations that

will reduce U.S. HFC production and use by approximately 85 percent over the next 15 years.1
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In 2024, the EPA finalized a rule setting an aggressive phase down of HFCs.  Refrigerants with global

warming potential (GWP) above 700 would need to be phased out starting January 1, 2025. Equipment

made before that deadline could be sold and installed for up to one year. The rule is anything but

gradual. It is implementing a timeframe much quicker than suggested and outlined in the original AIM

Act.
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The majority of residential air conditioners offered for sale at the time of the proposed rule used an HFC

blend called R-410a. With a GWP of 2,088, R-410a is 2,088 times more potent than carbon dioxide (CO ).2

R-410a was developed in 1991, entered mass production by the mid-90s, and grew in popularity by the

following decade.  By 2013 it was the industry standard. While R-410a became the primary refrigerant

over the course of these 20 years, compatible equipment developed simultaneously. Never mandated,

R-410a dominated the competition due to its efficiency, effectiveness, and affordability. Independent

forces drove its innovation and market penetration.
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Under the new statute, all newly manufactured residential and light commercial HVAC systems would

be required to use low-GWP refrigerants. With few options available, the recently developed R-454b has

quickly become the new standard bearer. Its low toxicity level and GWP of 466 made it the obvious

choice.

Consequences of a Quick Rollout

The fast-approaching deadline to switch refrigerants has left manufacturers, technicians, and

contractors with little time to adequately prepare. Since refrigerants are not interchangeable and air

conditioning units and refrigeration systems are specifically designed around particular products, new

equipment compatible with R-454b would need to be manufactured. R-454b was only introduced in

2018; first-generation R-454b equipment rolled out early this year.

HVAC companies had to quickly decide whether to continue installing R-410a specific systems during

their final year or begin the transition to the new ones compliant with the new standards.

Experts predicted a 30 percent price hike across the HVAC industry by the time the rule took effect in

January of 2025.  On top of supply chain issues, training technicians with the new equipment as well as

additional time required for installation would increase service costs. R-454b’s higher flammability

classification adds another layer of training and extra precautions technicians must undertake when

installing and/or repairing equipment, further adding costs.
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Indeed, with the rush to phase out R-410a and implement R-454b, shortages of both the old and new

systems caused price increases. Some areas across the country saw prices jump upwards of 30–40

percent this past summer.  A system costing $8,000 a year ago is $11,000 today. An expert in the

industry estimated that “Americans in 2025 will pay in excess of $25 billion extra for air conditioning” on

account of the new rule.
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R-454b is still relatively new, and only a handful of chemical plants globally are equipped to produce it at

scale. As demand has surged, product availability is limited. To compound complications, the special

cylinders required to store and ship R-454b are also in short supply. The price of R-454b jumped from

approximately $10 per pound to over $70, largely due to cylinder scarcity.  Some HVAC suppliers even

placed strict limits on orders and tied refrigerant access to equipment purchases.
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The quick timeline to transition produced some confusion and disarray, and those who work in the

industry have witnessed some disconcerting issues.  Contractors are doing what it takes to get by,

including the following: Continuing to install R-410a compatible equipment even on the heals of its

phase out, stockpiling R-454b which further compounds shortages, adding R-410a refrigerant to R-

454b systems which could cause permanent damage, and attempting to chemically recreate R-454b

refrigerant themselves.
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An HVAC expert in the field stated, “At the end of the day, we phase down a refrigerant that we’ve

worked with for the last two decades, that was working. We could have done a slower transition….

Instead, they flipped the switch on us. And customers are suffering because of it.”9

A more deliberate and moderate transition would have allowed hiccups to be ironed out, permitting

manufacturers and contractors to adequately design and engineer appropriate solutions and efficiently

correct potential missteps. Instead, an entire industry was left clambering for solutions.

Burdens on Households

Consumers are paying more for air conditioning. Significantly more.

An increasing number of households are already considered energy poor because they pay a

disproportionately large portion of income on energy; those costs are rising in various regions of the

country.10
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Some of the nation’s poorest are paying up to 36 percent of their income on electricity. Several states

have and continue to see spikes in electricity rates on account of policy decisions affecting energy

generation sources. Research indicates that roughly 48.5 million households could not pay an energy bill

or pay it in full in 2024.11

Adding additional costs to keep homes cool in the summer will further stretch budgets, forcing some to

either go without, forego other necessities, or adjust thermostats to dangerous levels.

The health and welfare benefits of air conditioning cannot be overstated. Lack of proper air conditioning

can lead to serious health issues and exacerbate others. The elderly, very young children, and people

with chronic diseases are the most vulnerable populations for heat-related illnesses. Studies indicate

that residential air conditioning in the U.S. has prevented up to 18,000 deaths annually.  Making such a

basic necessity more expensive could put segments of the country at greater risk.
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Families should not be forced to make choices between cooling their homes and other essential goods.

When close to 20 percent of U.S. households below the poverty line still lack air conditioning, making

this commodity more expensive puts it further out of reach.13

Environmental Implications

Research indicates that roughly 74 percent of emissions from air conditioning are due to fossil fuel

combustion generating the electricity to operate the unit.  The rest is the result of refrigerant escaping

the system into the atmosphere during initial charging, servicing, end-of-life disposal, or other events.

While certain refrigerants do have significant warming potential, they only contribute if leakage occurs.
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Rather than focusing on banning products that will increase costs for the average American, policies

that aim to improve the quality and care of air conditioning units to reduce or prevent potential leaks

would better serve businesses and consumers.

Lawmakers can continue endeavors such as the 2024 finalized rule that addresses leaks across the

lifespan of refrigerant-containing equipment and maximizing the reuse of existing HFCs. The rule came

on the heals of a report indicating that curbing leaks and improving practices could prevent up to 90

billion metric tons by the end of the century.15
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According to the EPA, simply substituting refrigerants like R-454b for R-410a will only result in emission

reductions of up to 876 million metric tons of equivalent through 2050.  This approach is far less

effective yet far more costly than improving the manufacturing, installation, repairs, and end-of-life

treatment of equipment.
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Since enhancing HVAC system maintenance is more productive and cost-effective, efforts should

focus more on minimizing refrigerant leaks.

Conclusion

The EPA’s proposed reform to the Biden-Harris Technology Transitions Rule is a necessary correction to

a hastily implemented policy. While the goal of reducing climate-damaging HFC emissions is

commendable, the accelerated timeline has imposed disproportionate costs on consumers and

strained the HVAC industry. A more measured transition—aligned with the original intent of the AIM Act

—would allow for technological readiness, supply chain stability, and proper workforce training, all while

preserving affordability and safety for American households.

Policymakers should prioritize approaches that reduce refrigerant leakage, improve lifecycle

management, and enhance system maintenance—strategies that deliver greater environmental

benefits at lower economic cost. By recalibrating the pace of change and focusing on practical

solutions, the EPA can uphold its environmental mandate without compromising consumer welfare or

economic resilience.

A balance must be struck between environmental concerns and affordability. Consumers should not be

forced to spend an inordinate amount of funds or put their health at risk for minimal global warming

impact.

ACI supports the EPA proposal to reform the Biden Technology Transitions Rule.

Thank you for the opportunity to submit these comments.
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