
 Enlarge This Image

Tools
Image Gallery
Email this article
Print this article
Share Comments

 

Get Mother Earth’s FREE 
Organic Fertilizer Guide

When you sign up to receive
Mother Earth Living e-mail tips.

 

Submit

Issue #216, June/July 2006

Green Gazette

Who Killed the Electric Car?
By Scott Hollis

What if you could have a car with all the power and
speed you’d expect, but that’s also clean, quiet and
doesn’t need gas? Considering the price of gas these days and instability
in the Middle East, who wouldn’t want to ditch a gas-guzzler in favor of a
better alternative?

Those cars do exist, but according to a new documentary film, you won’t
be driving one now or anytime soon. Who Killed the Electric Car? follows 
the recent history of the battery-electric car. In 1990, General Motors
funded the EV1 prototype, a sporty car and an engineering marvel. Given
this emerging technology, the California Air Resources Board (CARB)
issued a mandate requiring an increasing percentage of new cars sold in
the state to have zero tailpipe emissions.

At first, automakers such as Honda, Toyota, Ford and GM created electric
vehicles to comply with the mandate. But then something odd happened
— GM and others sued CARB to drop it, even as eager drivers joined long
waiting lists to lease electric cars. With rising pressure from the
automakers, the federal government and the oil industry, CARB eventually
dropped the mandate.

How could this have happened? To answer this
question, Who Killed the Electric Car? focuses
mostly on the EV1 and its lessees. It’s a
feel-good story up until GM’s puzzling recall —
and subsequent destruction — of the EV1 fleet.

The film is packed with emotional testimonies
from former EV1 lessees who fought and
pleaded to keep their cars. Ironically, GM cited
lack of consumer interest as its reason for the

recall, which begs the question: Why didn’t GM promote the EV1 more?
Aside from the 800 lessees, few people, especially outside of California,
even knew the cars existed.

“I’ve never had a product I had to beg to lease, and then fight to keep,”
says former EV1 driver Peter Horton. “I’ve never seen a company be so
cannibalistic toward its own product.”

The lucky few who leased EV1s never wanted to give them up — the cars
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had great range (75 to 130 miles), cost just pennies a mile to operate, and
required no gas, oil or mufflers, and almost no brake changes. Typical
maintenance consisted only of recharging the battery at home, refilling the
windshield wiper fluid and rotating the tires.

In classic “who-dunnit” style, writer/director Chris Paine also explores a
number of compelling theories (some would say conspiracies) about the
demise of electric cars in California. Did it happen because automakers
and the auto parts industry stood to lose billions in revenue for parts and
maintenance … because oil companies were concerned their monopoly
on fuel was in jeopardy … because of ineffective leadership within CARB
… because of industry-loyal politicians … or was the EV1 just a fad, with
consumer acceptance limited to a small but vocal group of quixotic
Californians? In the end, the blame is spread among all these groups.

But Who Killed The Electric Car? is not only about the electric car. The
documentary is a statement about Americans’ transportation choices, and
about how industries and governments manipulate them. And even though
electric cars have been defeated (for now), the documentary ends
positively. Mother Earth News readers already know there’s never been
more hope for the future: Recent advancements in batteries,
gasoline-electric hybrid vehicles and plug-in hybrids are driving significant
change in our transportation options.

The movie opens nationwide in July 2006. For details, go to
http://www.whokilledtheelectriccar.com. To learn more about electric
vehicles, read “Drive an EV and Never Buy Gas Again.”
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1. Bill Thompson 

A few weeks ago I had a great interest in electric cars. I did some 
research on the net and sent for some info from manufacturers. The 
one I personally liked was the GEM. After further reading, I was 
amazed in the federal regulations that severly restrict the use of such
vehicles. I was interested in buying one but it would be worthless to 
me at this time. With a maximun speed of 25 mph, and can only be 
driven on roads with a 35 mph posted speed limit or less, I would be 
in violation if I left my street. I guess big oil and the auto makers in 
bed together running the federal government will continue to keep 
things like this from the public. 
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