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What Is An Electric Car?

An electric car is powered by an electric motor instead of
a gasoline engine. The electric motor gets energy from a
controller, which regulates the amount of power- based on
the driver’s use of an accelerator pedal. The electric car
(also known as electric vehicle or EV) uses energy stored
in its rechargeable batteries, which are recharged by
common household electricity.

Unlike a hybrid car-which is fueled by gasoline and uses
a battery and motor to improve efficiency-an electric car is
powered exclusively by electricity. Historically, EVs have
not been widely adopted because of limited driving range
before needing to be recharged, long recharging times, and
a lack of commitment by automakers to produce and
market electric cars that have all the creature comforts of
gas-powered cars. That’s changing. As battery technology
improves-simultaneously increasing energy storage and
reducing cost-major automakers are expected to begin
introducing a new generation of electric cars.

Electric cars produce no tailpipe emissions, reduce our
dependency on oil, and are cheaper to operate. Of course,
the process of producing the electricity moves the
emissions further upstream to the utility company’s
smokestack-but even dirty electricity used in electric cars
usually reduces our collective carbon footprint.
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Another factor is convenience: In one trip to the gas
station, you can pump 330 kilowatt-hours of energy into a
10-gallon tank. It would take about 9 days to get the same
amount of energy from household electric current.
Fortunately, it takes hours and not days to recharge an
electric car, because it’s much more efficient. Speaking of
convenience, let’s not forget two important points:
charging up at home means never going to a gas station-
and electric cars require almost none of the maintenance,
like oil changes and emissions checks, that internal
combustion cars require.

Electric motors develop their highest torque from zero
rpms-meaning fast (and silent) zero-to-60 acceleration
times.

Note: In the illustration, we show the relative features of
electric cars and gas-powered cars. However, it doesn't
have to be an “either-or” situation. Plug-in hybrids offer
many of the benefits of electric cars while mitigating most
of the drawbacks, such as limited driving range.

Up and Coming Electric Cars

Just as the major car companies were crushing their
electric car programs in 2004 and 2003, the perfect storm
was brewing on the horizon: Hurricane Katrina, growing
acceptance of global warming, runaway Prius sales, oil
price spikes, green marketing galore... The major auto
companies went right back to the drawing board and
emerged with big plans for electric cars.
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BMW Megacity

BMW is working on a small electric car that could
launch in 2012. The Megacity is a low-slung three-door
four-seat hatchback coupe. The car is smaller than the
Honda Fit, and will have a projected range of 100 miles.
The BMW Megacity, which could be sold either as a
BMW or Mini, is not much more than a concept at this
stage, but pressure on BMW to meet California’s zero
emissions vehicle requirements might bring the car to life-
albeit in small numbers.

Ford Focus EV

The Ford Focus EV, due out in late 2011, is the first
electric car designed for the generic aisle of the dealership.
Ford’s plans for the Focus EV are not aimed at buzz and
sizzle. Instead, the company is focused on addressing the
biggest obstacle between EVs and the mainstream: cost.
By choosing an existing platform-the Focus-and using
technology developed by auto supplier Magna, Ford will
save the expense associated with developing a unique
design. The Ford Focus EV is targeted to have a range of
100 miles between charges, courtesy of a 23 kWh battery
pack.
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Mercedes BlueZero

In late 2008, Mercedes-Benz unveiled its BlueZero
concept vehicles-the core idea is to build electric, plug-in
hybrid, and fuel-cell cars on a single platform. Daimler had
previously announced that its next generation FCV fuel cell
cars will be built on a subcompact (B-class) chassis in
2010. Migrating to the BlueZero would only be a minor
adjustment. Daimler’s future electric cars could also shift to
the BlueZero-because the guts of its electric cars already fit
in the smaller Smart and A-Class. Sharing platforms and
technology architectures could allow Daimler to telescope
development and production timelines, and save money on
rolling out new electric models. At this stage, it’s still a
concept.

Tesla Model S

‘What makes the Model S so cool? First of all, the visual
design is gorgeous. Second, it seats five-or seven if you
count the two side-facing rear seats for small children.
There are killer features, like the 17-inch touch screen that
provides all of the vehicle’s interface components such as
climate control and entertainment, but also offers 3G or
wireless connectivity. But most importantly, the Model S is
way more affordable than the company’s $109,000 Tesla
Roadster. The current price target for the Tesla Model S is
$57,900 (minus a $7,500 federal tax credit)-still not in
range for most mainstream buyers but moving in the right
direction. The Model S is planned for release in late 2011.
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