Electric No Go
by

Eyes Right

Springfield, VA  -  Two recent articles in the Wall Street Journal suggest that much of the world is racing toward an era of all electric vehicles.  No less an “expert” on the subject, retired comedian Jay Leno, is quoted as saying, “Give me the electric.”  He predicts that “a child born today will probably drive in a gasoline car about as often as people do in standard shift cars today.  They’ll still be around, but everything will be electric.”   The other article discussed Japan passing legislation which will outlaw the sale of vehicles after 2035 which rely only on internal combustion.  Several other countries, such as the U.K., Norway, France, and Germany are planning similar bans.
My doubt that this transformation will take place even in the intermediate future are based on experience derived from ownership in the past five years of two electric vehicles, both Nissan Leafs.  I thoroughly enjoyed both vehicles and, if I needed another car, would enthusiastically buy one.  At the same time I came to understand some of the significant challenges associated with charging the battery.  I paid $600 for a 240-volt charging station which a friend and I installed in my garage making it simple and convenient to charge my Leaf.  I also added an app for my phone which lists nearby public charging stations when driving.  Although the app was updated frequently as new stations came online, it did not inform me if the station was in use by another vehicle or if it was operational.  On more than one occasion, I drove to a listed charging station only to find that it was not working.  But these issues are not insurmountable challenges.  Presumably as more electric vehicles come onto the roads, there will be far more charging stations available for drivers when out and about.  At the moment, however, charging stations are generally few and far between – a local shopping center has about 8 outlets for Tesla vehicles, but those connectors do not fit onto the connections on most other brands of current electric cars.  It  has no other charging stations.
The real problem/challenge is finding a way to charge electric cars overnight where people live.  There is no significant issue (other than cost) when the owner has their own garage;  simply install the same type of charging station that I did.  Even if there is no garage, you can run an extension cord from any 120-volt outlet to plug in your vehicle (although charging times with 120-volts are considerably, very considerably, longer than with 240-volts, or the public stations which use 480-volts).  But apartment and even townhouse dwellers will have big problems if they have an electric vehicle.  There is nowhere to plug in if you have to park on the street as many of the occupants of local apartments do.  And large high-rise apartments will have to have rows and rows of charging stations somewhere in the vicinity.  At least here in our area, many of these folks have two (or more) vehicles – often one personal car and one work vehicle.  Where do they plug in?  Recently I was considering moving into an independent living apartment complex which has over 1000 units.  They currently have 2 charging stations.  
My point is not that these are insurmountable problems, but that there must be massive infrastructure changes to eliminate gasoline engines in vehicles.  In my Leafs, I have on several occasions during winter nearly run out of battery power when driving locally.  If you become stuck in traffic in the winter, you have to choose whether to conserve battery by shutting off the heater or staying warm while your car dies in traffic.  As opposed to internal combustion vehicles which use engine heat to provide “free” warmth in the cabin, electric cars must use battery power to blow air over an electric coil.  You can literally watch your available miles decline if you have the heat turned on in your electric car even as you are not moving.  

I might also add that long trips in an electric vehicle are a bit of a crap shoot.  Will there be an operable charging station where and when I need it? It took a minimum of 30 minutes to charge my Leaf to 85% battery capacity when using a public 480-volt charging station.  Greater capacity batteries take longer and using less than 480-volts is simply prohibitive in terms of time.  Are travelers willing to wait when the fellow with a gasoline engine car can fill up his tank in less than 5 minutes?
I pose these questions not to dismiss electric vehicles as a good option for the future, but to inject infrastructure reality.  Until a nation does more than only passing “feel good” legislation mandating the extinction of the internal combustion engine, we are not going electric.
I thought you might like to know.
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