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Thank you for the opportunity to appear before you today to discuss the state of U.S. auto 
lending. I am a policy analyst at Frontier Group, a non-profit public policy think tank and am 
also testifying today on behalf of the U.S. Public Interest Research Group, with whom we co-
authored our recent report, Driving Into Debt. Our report examined how auto lending has 
changed since the Great Recession, and how those changes have ultimately put consumers at 
risk.  
 
SCOPE OF PROBLEM 
In much of the country, owning a car is a virtual necessity. It is how you get to work, to the 
grocery store, and to the doctor. A car, in short, is the price of admission to leading a full, 
productive life. Owning a car is also expensive. Transportation is the second-leading expenditure 
for American households, behind only housing.1 Approximately one hour of the average 
American’s working day is spent earning the money needed to pay for the transportation that 
enables them to get to work in the first place.2 These expenses of car ownership drive millions of 
households to take on debt. 
 
Currently, Americans owe more for their cars than they ever have before. The total amount of 
outstanding auto debt is over $1.2 trillion. Since the end of 2009, the amount Americans owe on 
their cars has increased 75 percent (51 percent when adjusted for inflation).3  
 
But it is not only that overall auto debt has reached historic levels – the number of Americans 
who owe for their cars is also at its highest in U.S. history with over 113 million open loan 
accounts, a jump of nearly 40 percent from 2010 to 2018. In mid-1999, there were approximately 
18 auto loan accounts open for every 100 Americans. By mid-2017, that figure had nearly 
doubled, to 34 accounts per 100 Americans.4 
 
And consumers are at risk. Delinquencies are rising. The percentage of auto debt that is seriously 
delinquent – meaning 90 days late or more – is the highest it has been since 2012 and is still 
climbing. More than 7 million Americans have missed at least three monthly car payments.5 
 
                                                
1 U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, Consumer Expenditures – 2017 (press release), 11 September 2018, archived at 
https://web.archive.org/ web/20190111151547/https://www.bls.gov/news. release/pdf/cesan.pdf. 
2 Based on U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, Consumer Expenditure Survey, 2017, accessed at 
https://www.bls.gov/cex/2017/combined/age.pdf. Mean household transportation expenses were $9,576, in 2017, 
and mean household income was $73,573. Transportation expenses were equivalent to 13 percent of income, 
representing approximately one hour of an eight-hour working day. (Transportation expenditures also include 
spending not specifically related to work travel.) 
3 Federal Reserve Bank of New York, Center for Microeconomic Data, Household Debt and Credit Report (Q3 
2018), November 2018, data downloaded 5 December 2018 from https://www.newyorkfed.org/ 
microeconomics/hhdc.html. 
4 Ibid. 
5 Gabrielle Coppola, “Auto-Loan Delinquencies Are the Highest Since 2012,” Bloomberg, 12 February 2019. 



These numbers are concerning on their own. What makes them deeply troubling is that they are 
happening in a strong U.S. economy. Compared with the size of the U.S. economy, outstanding 
auto debt is larger now than at any time other than the period between the 2001 and 2007 
recessions, at 5.5 percent of gross domestic product.6  
 
Something important has been happening in the auto credit market. Since the Recession, the 
lending practices that have boosted auto sales have also put the financial well-being of millions 
of American households at risk.  
 
HOW WE GOT HERE 
In the aftermath of the 2008 financial crash, investors and lenders alike noticed that auto debt 
performed relatively well during the Recession.7 This - coupled with the federal government’s 
bailout of the auto industry and key lenders - sparked interest across the board in bringing more 
borrowers into the auto credit market and onto showroom floors.8 Lenders of all types took steps 
to do so. 
 
First, lenders loosened standards for prospective borrowers. Immediately following the federal 
bailout of the auto industry, GMAC publicly stated it would use its bailout funding to offer credit 
to consumers, lowering the minimum credit score to qualify for financing from 700 down to 
621.9 Other lenders followed suit. 
 
We found in our report that auto debt has risen across all income levels, but it’s risen the fastest 
among those with the lowest incomes. Since 2009, according to data from the Consumer 
Financial Protection Bureau, borrowing by residents of low-income neighborhoods has increased 
nearly twice as quickly as borrowing by residents of high-income neighborhoods.10  
 

                                                
6 Percentage of GDP calculated based on outstanding auto loan balances from Board of Governors of the Federal 
Reserve System, Consumer Credit – G.19, data downloaded from https://www. 
federalreserve.gov/datadownload/Build.aspx?rel=g19, 21 December 2018; and nominal GDP from Federal Reserve 
Bank of St. Louis, Gross Domestic Product, Billions of Dollars, Quarterly, Seasonally Adjusted Annual Rate, data 
downloaded from https://fred.stlouisfed. org, 21 December 2018. Note: the Federal Reserve Board reports lower 
outstanding auto loan balances than the Federal Reserve Bank of New York, whose data are used in most of this 
report, due to differing underlying data sources. (The New York Fed data are based on credit reports, while the 
Federal Reserve data are based on reports from lenders.) 
7  Ben McLannahan, “Debt Pile-up in U.S. Car Market Sparks Subprime Fear,” The Financial Times, 29 May 2017.  
8 Associated Press, “Chrysler Financial Gets $1.5B Loan from Bailout,” NBCNews.com, 16 January 2009, archived 
at https://web.archive.org/ web/20190113193907/http://www.nbcnews.com/ id/28694293/ns/business-
autos/t/chrysler-financialgets-b-loan-bailout/. 
9 Bree Fowler, “GMAC Says It’s Using $5 Billion from Rescue Plan to Loosen Credit on Auto Loans,” Associated 
Press, 31 December 2008. 
10 Consumer Financial Protection Bureau, Lending by Neighborhood Income Level (CSV file), accessed at 
https://www.consumerfinance.gov/data-research/consumercredit-trends/auto-loans/lending-neighborhoodincome-
level/, 21 December 2018. 



Lending in the subprime market followed a similar trajectory. During the Recession, subprime 
lending fell steeply. In 2007, subprime and deep subprime loans accounted for 23 percent of all 
U.S. auto debt outstanding, a figure that fell to 14 percent by the end of 2009.11 The surge in 
subprime lending during the economic recovery caused that figure to bounce back quickly. By 
2016, lending to subprime and deep subprime borrowers made up as much as 26 percent of all 
auto loans originated that year.12 
 
In addition to benefiting from low interest rates, lenders used other tools to bring additional 
borrowers into the marketplace, including lengthening the terms of auto loans. 
 
Extending loan terms brings down the monthly payment. In the era of Netflix and other monthly 
subscription-based services, the monthly payment is an important measure by which many 
consumers determine affordability. Low-income borrowers are particularly sensitive to changes 
in loan maturity according to a 2007 study, suggesting that the longer loan terms of recent years 
may have been an important spur for the rapid rise in auto loans to low-income households.13  
 
While longer loan terms may reduce the monthly payment amount, they also mean that the 
consumer will pay more over the life of the loan in interest payments, and will spend more time 
“underwater” on a car – or owing more for the car than it is worth. 
 
Whereas a 48-month loan used to be the industry standard, loans of five or more years have 
become increasingly commonplace. In 2009, new auto loans with a term of six years or more 
accounted for 26 percent of all loans originated. By 2017, it was up to 42 percent.14 
 
Consumers with a six-year long loan are twice as likely to default as those with a five-year 
loan.15 Borrowers with these longer-term loans are also more likely to have a poorer credit 
history. An analysis by the Consumer Financial Protection Bureau found that the average credit 
score of a borrower taking out a six-year auto loan is 39 points below that of a borrower with a 
five-year term auto loan.16  
 

                                                
11  Consumer Financial Protection Bureau, Borrower Risk Profiles (CSV file), accessed at https:// 
www.consumerfinance.gov/data-research/ consumer-credit-trends/auto-loans/borrower-riskprofiles/, October 2017. 
12  Jessica Silver-Greenberg and Michael Corkery, “The Car Was Repossessed, But the Debt Remains,” New York 
Times, 18 June 2017.  
13  Orazio P. Attanasio, Pinelopi K. Goldberg and Ekaterini Kyriazidou, Credit Constraints in the Market for 
Consumer Durables: Evidence from Micro Data on Car Loans, March 2007 
14 Kenneth P. Brevoort, et al., Consumer Financial Protection Bureau, Quarterly Consumer Trends: Growth in 
Longer-Term Auto Loans, November 2017, accessed at http://files.consumerfinance.gov/f/ 
documents/cfpb_consumer-credit-trends_longerterm-auto-loans_2017Q2.pdf. 
15 Ibid. 
16 Ibid. 



This period also saw the rise of more outright abusive and predatory tactics in one part of the 
auto credit market: dealer financing.  
 
INDIRECT LENDING 
A direct loan, or a loan a consumer gets directly from a traditional financial institution like a 
bank or credit union, is the safest avenue for consumers. There are clear laws, regulations and 
oversight over this kind of transaction. 
 
Indirect lending is when a consumer finances through a dealership, with the exception of Buy-
Here Pay-Here lots which provide in-house financing. In dealer-arranged financing, the dealer is 
a creditor in this arrangement, selling the loan to another financial institution, and often having 
the consumer sign a retail installment sales contract. Dealer-arranged financing creates incentives 
that often work to the detriment of consumers, and it is governed by rules that are often less 
protective of consumers’ interests.  
 
ABUSE 
One major area of abuse is excessive interest rates. Dealers have the ability to mark up the 
interest rates they receive from the lenders to whom they sell their finance contracts, pocketing 
the difference as profit.17 
 
Having consumers sign a retail installment sales contract not only allows a dealer to charge a 
higher interest rate, these rates can sometimes exceed state usury limits. In one example, a 
package of securities Santander Consumer Holdings Inc., one of the largest U.S. auto lending 
firms, was selling to investors was found to have 57 percent of included loans from the state of 
New York carrying interest rates that would have been illegally high if it had been the bank 
making the loan to consumers directly. Because those contracts were indirect loans, those 
interest rates were legal.18 
 
There’s also been evidence of lenders failing to verify the income of borrowers. For example, in 
2017, Santander Bank was found by Moody’s to have verified the income of borrowers on only 8 
percent of auto loans it then bundled into $1 billion worth of bonds and sold to investors.19 At 
dealerships, there have been instances of car salespersons raising the reported income of a 
consumer when shopping around a loan in order to ensure the consumer qualifies for financing, 

                                                
17 Christopher Kukla, “The Hidden Cost of Car Loans,” U.S. News & World Report, 27 February 2014. 
18  Ryan Felton, “The Devastating Loophole that Sticks Car Buyers with Interest Rates that Would Otherwise Be 
Illegal,” Jalopnik, 29 March 2018, archived at https://web.archive.org/ 
web/20181004211628/https://jalopnik.com/thedevastating-loophole-that-sticks-car-buyers-within-1823885194. 
19 Matt Scully, “Auto Lender Santander Checked Income on Just Eight Percent in Subprime ABS,” Bloomberg, 22 
May 2017, accessed at https:// www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2017-05-22/ subprime-auto-giant-checked-
income-on-just-8-ofloans-in-abs.  



even if they ultimately can’t afford to repay the loan.20 In key respects, auto lending in the last 
decade has been a “Groundhog Day”-like repeat of many of the same practices that contributed 
to the mortgage crisis. 
 
Dealer-arranged financing has also enabled discriminatory pricing. Since its creation, the 
Consumer Financial Protection Bureau has investigated a number of large captive finance groups 
that work with dealers to provide indirect financing for charging borrowers of color higher 
interest rates than similarly situated white borrowers. This includes some of the largest indirect 
lending firms in the nation, like Toyota Motor Credit, whose policies led to many African-
American borrowers paying $200 more on average for financing.21 These CFPB investigations 
had repeatedly found that lenders giving dealers the ability and incentive to mark up interest 
rates enables this kind of discrimination. 
 
In 2018, however, Congress passed and President Trump signed legislation revoking the CFPB 
guidance on indirect auto lending that had provided notice to lenders that actions like those 
against Toyota Motor Credit and other lenders such as Ally, American Honda Finance and Fifth 
Third Bank may occur. This congressional action, while it does not alter the CFPB’s statutory 
authority to address discrimination in auto lending, may make it more likely that discriminatory 
auto lending practices will go unchallenged.  
 
These are only a few examples of the ways dealer financing threatens the financial well-being of 
Americans. There are add-on products dealers can make to sound mandatory, and yo-yo 
financing practices that force consumers to renegotiate after they were told the deal was done.22 
The entire list of threats consumers – and particularly the most vulnerable amongst us – face is 
appalling. That so little action has been taken to stop these predatory behaviors is even more so. 
 
CONCLUSION 
Americans currently owe more for our cars than we have at any point in history. More of us are 
making monthly car payments and we’re paying them off for longer. Delinquencies are rising 
even though the economy is strong, and it’s in large part due to lending practices designed to get 
more people into a new car as soon as possible, including abusive and deceptive tactics that 
target borrowers with the most to lose. I think we can all agree that American consumers deserve 
better. 

                                                
20 Federal Trade Commission, FTC Charges Auto Dealerships in Arizona and New Mexico with Falsifying 
Consumers’ Information on Financing Documents (news release), 1 August 2018. 
21 Consumer Financial Protection Bureau, CFPB and DOJ Reach Resolution with Toyota Motor Credit to Address 
Loan Pricing Policies with Discriminatory Effects (news release), 2 February 2016, accessed at 
https://www.consumerfinance.gov/ about-us/newsroom/cfpb-and-doj-reach-resolutionwith-toyota-motor-credit-to-
address-loan-pricingpolicies-with-discriminatory-effects/. 
22 Delvin Davis, Center for Responsible Lending, Auto Loans: The State of Lending in America & its Impact on U.S. 
Households, December 2012.  


