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	Hybrids are investment in greener environment
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What was merely an afterthought just a few years back is now a certified trend — the purchase and use of alternative-fuel vehicles by officials at the local, county and state levels of New Jersey government. With all of the blame laid on fossil fuels for a host of environmental ills, it is gratifying to watch government shift gears, so to speak, and make the purchase of cleaner-running trucks and cars a clear policy goal. 
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First, hats off to the Middlesex County freeholders for pretty much starting it all around these parts by purchasing five Toyota Prius gasoline/electric hybrids a few years ago. Those small, lightweight cars powered by something other than gasoline alone are just the sort of vehicles that make sense for the around-the-town, stop-and-go driving that many county and local government officials must do every day; the Toyota hybrids actually earn better fuel economy in local driving than on the highway. 
Towns have jumped on board, too. Highland Park was probably the first to begin purchasing hybrid vehicles, about three years ago. Now Old Bridget, North Brunswick, Woodbridge and Edison have added hybrids to their fleets, with Woodbridge set to make the biggest purchase yet of a dozen Ford Escape hybrids. Freeholder grants are helping bring down the cost for local towns and fuel the increased interest in hybrids. 

Various state entities are encouraging local governments to give the hybrids a look as well. The state pays for 85 percent of the costs of a natural-gas fueling station, for example, and the state Board of Public Utilities offers rebates for alternative-fuel cars to schools, local governments and universities that purchase them. 

It would be misleading to suggest that hybrids are saving government any money, at least in direct costs. They are not. Hybrids are more expensive to buy than gasoline-powered vehicles, so much so that it takes many years for savings at the pump to make up for their high sticker price. Still, it can be done. Plus, hybrids offer financial incentives of another sort, namely the reduced costs to the environment when gaz guzzlers are removed from the road. If this trend continues, New Jersey might just clean up its air, especially if its citizens get in on the act. 


