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The electric car is stepping out 
of its niche as a green product, 

as numerous launches from 
mainstream manufacturers is 

making the eco choice look 
increasingly attractive. We 

consider the challenges for the 
next generation car, and take 

a closer look at some of the 
most compelling electric cars 

on the market

If we want to keep driving 
we have to get creative, as 
fossil fuels will not last that 

much longer. Running a car from 
an electric socket is emerging 
as the next step in automobile 
evolution, as eco cars are breaking 
out of the tree-hugger niche and 
into the mainstream. 

“Global trends are changing the 
automotive environment and 
causing structural shifts,” says 
Claire tracey, manager of Smart 

Nissan Leaf

By Jessica Furseth
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operations at Mercedes-Benz UK. the 
electric mini-car from Smart, which 
operates under the Mercedes-Benz 
division of Daimler, is a familiar face on 
the eco car scene. Until now, this arena 
has been dominated by environmentally 
conscious drivers keen to reduce their 
carbon footprint but, says tracey, the 
growing market means an increasingly 
diverse groups of drivers are starting to 
think electric.

Vauxhall, Renault and Peugeot are just a 
few of the manufacturers now launching 
zero-emissions electric cars, most of 
which can run 100 miles on a single 
charge. But while choice and range 
is improving, we are a long way away 
from electric cars becoming the default 
choice. Driving 100 miles for £1.25 in 
electricity is remarkable, but the upfront 

cost is significant and the battery only 
lasts about six years. In order to help 
with this, the UK government will 
chip in a good chunk of money to help 
those keen to make the change, and 
the number of public charging points is 
expanding to ease the transition to the 
plug-in habit.

The big picTure 
“while the automobile has advanced 
significantly during the past 100 years, 
the one factor that has not evolved is 
the dependence on fossil fuels,” says 
Bambos Kouyiounta, category manager 
of electric vehicles at nissan Motors. 
“To date, attempts to find alternatives 
have been rather half-hearted, but with 
environmental issues now escalating 
rapidly there is a genuine motivation to 
develop alternatives.” 

Kouyiounta welcomes competition in 
the electric car arena, as more choice 
will improve credibility and acceptance. 
equally important is how it will help 
dispel the perception of eco cars as a fad 
or the purview of the climate brigade; 
the realities of dwindling oil reserves 
and the climate change threat are issues 
that concern us all. Kouyiounta quotes 
nissan CeO Carlos Ghosn: “nothing 
can stop the car being the most coveted 
product that comes with development, 
and more efficient conventional engines 
are not the answer. we must have zero-
emission vehicles.”

ahead of the launch of the third-
generation fortwo car this summer, 
Smart takes a similar big-picture view. 
“Shrinking oil reserves, rising energy 
prices, a growing urban population, 

and intense demand for mobility are all 
factors now driving the transformation of 
the automotive industry,” says tracey. 

bridging The gap 
“It is still very early days for the electric 
vehicle industry as being something 
that could replace a regular car,” says 
Gian avignone, country manager for 
the UK and Ireland at tesla Motors. 
established in Silicon Valley in 2003, 
tesla’s stated goal is to “prove that 
electric vehicles can be awesome”, 
and the company certainly managed 
to turn a few heads with the launch of 
the Roadster, its zero-emissions luxury 
sports car. 

“tesla set out to build something a 
car enthusiast would want to buy. 
the Roadster is fun and fast,” says 
avignone. as a sports car that just 
happens to be electric, the Roadster 
appeals mainly to the luxury market, 
but tesla’s role in pulling the electric 
car out of its traditional niche has been 
valuable. “we are using the Roadster 
to try to catalyse the broader market, 
to show that electric cars can be 
something desirable.” 

Most of tesla’s customers are what 
avignone describes as ‘sustainability-
conscious’ but unwilling to compromise 
on style. “Buying an electric car is both 
a rational and an emotional decision.” 
the tesla Model S, a luxury saloon car, 
will launch this year, followed later 
by the Model X, a SUV. Unlike the 
Roadster, the Model S will be applicable 
for the UK government grant.

the expansion of the eco car market 
will see people attracted to electric 
cars for a variety of reasons, following 
early adopters who, says nissan’s 
Kouyiounta, “are mostly relatively well-
off, technologically savvy individuals 

with a strong sense of social duty”. He 
expects the financial benefits to become 
more of a motivator for buyers, however 
the high upfront cost means people will 
still need to be driven at least partially 
by environmental concerns. 

The plug-in car granT 
Buyers of ultra-low emission cars 
can get up £5,000 off the sales price 
through the Department for transport’s 
(Dft) Plug-In Car Grant. the funding, 
guaranteed until 2015, applies to cars 
with emissions of no more than 75g of 
CO2/km. 

“the Dft has a number of strategies in 
place to encourage the uptake of low-
emission vehicles,” says a spokesperson 
for the Dft, whose policy is not to provide 
names of staff below ministry level. 
“One of these is the Plug-In Car Grant, 
but we are also funding technology 
advancements and providing money for 
the roll-out of the charging network.”

a total of 2,610 electric cars were 
licensed in Great Britain by the end  
of 2011, 1,204 of which were registered 
for the first time last year. The 
government has set aside £80m to 
support research and development, with 
£30m allotted for charging points in 
public places such as shopping centres 
and car parks. More than 2,500 charge 
points are now in place, 765 courtesy of 
the Dft, with 4,000 more committed by 
the private sector to be installed by the 
end of this year.  

“an important point is that we need to 
change people’s mindsets about how 
and when they fuel their cars,” says the 
Dft spokesperson. “People are used to 
going to petrol stations, but with electric 
cars they can charge overnight, while at 
work or while shopping. we will need to 
think a little differently.” 

The range problem 
as electric cars now typically run 100 
miles between charges, the power 
problem is put into perspective by 
considering that 70% of drivers travel 
less than 50 miles per day. 

“the problem of charging has been 
exaggerated a bit, yes,” says tesla’s 
avignone, when asked if this is the case. 
“But the reality is that the consumer is 
not yet psychologically ready for a short-
range vehicle. a car represents the idea 
that you can go anywhere you want.” 

nissan’s Kouyiounta concurs: 
“Infrastructure is a problem because of 
the ‘what if’ scenario. Most people will 
charge at home and never use public 
infrastructure, but they fear finding 
themselves in a situation where they 
needed to charge remotely, and there is 
not sufficient accessible infrastructure to 
ensure they can get home.”   

the technology exists to make cars that 
can run 300 miles without charging, but 
cost is preventing manufacturers from 
pushing forward with these yet. “to do 
what we do is enormously technically 
challenging,” says avignone. “we have 
made huge technological advancements, 
and part of our remit is to help other car 
companies bring their own models to 
market. By 2015 we should start to see 
some very interesting cars coming along.”

STepS To The fuTure 
PSa Peugeot Citroën, on the market 
with the Citroën C-Zero and the Peugeot 
iOn, believes electric and hybrid 
vehicles could make up 15% of the 
market by 2020. Consequently, over 
the next few decades we will likely see 
a mixture of technologies, with electric 
cars existing alongside petrol cars, 
synthetic fuels and vehicles running 
on alternative technologies such as 
hydrogen-powered fuel cells. 

fuel cell technology is an interesting 
possibility for the future, concedes 
avignone, but tesla will focus on near-
term technologies. “an electric vehicle 
with a hydrogen fuel cell range extender 
may be the holy grail, but we are a long 
way away from that. […] we intend 
to focus solely on building long-range 
electric vehicles.” 

THE TECHNOLOGY EXISTS TO MAKE 
CARS THAT CAN RUN 300 MILES 
WITHOUT CHARGING

THE AUTOMOBILE HAS 
ADVANCED SIGNIFICANTLY 
DURING THE LAST 100 YEARS, 
BUT OUR DEPENDENCE ON 
FOSSIL FUELS HASN’T

Smart third generation ForTwo
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Hybrids will play an important  
part by bridging the gaps, and toyota’s 
contribution to the green car arena 
is the upcoming launch of the Prius 
Plug-In Hybrid. this car has a standard 
engine to supplement the shortcomings 
of the electric engine. a spokesperson 
for toyota says: “we feel this is the 
answer to eco cars for the short to 
medium future.” 

Bigger manufacturers such as Mercedes-
Benz are taking a multi-pronged 
approach. Says Smart’s tracey: 
“Mercedes-Benz’s aim is to create an 
intelligent mix of technologies, to offer 
the right solution for every mobility 
requirement from urban commuters 
to long-distance drivers.” nissan’s 
Kouyiounta also expects to see a mix of 
technologies in the future: “we do not 

peugeoT ion
This electric car will reach a maxi-
mum speed of 81mph, accelerating 
from zero to 30 in 5.9 seconds, The 
range per charge is 93 miles for the 
lithium manganese-oxide battery, 
which requires seven hours to charge 
to 100%, or take it to a fast-charge 
spot and it reaches 80% in 30 
minutes. The cost of powering the 
iOn is £2.50 per 120 miles. Features 
include electrical climate control and 
the Garmin Navigation System as 
an option. The vehicle seats five, 
has six airbags and the same brake 
safety features as Peugeot’s standard 
range. Price: £26,216.

SmarT Third-generaTion 
forTwo 
Due for UK launch this autumn, the 
third-generation two-seater from 
Smart has been improved according 
to feedback from previous models. 
The range per charge reaches over 
140km, with top speed now exceed-
ing 120km/h for the 55kW magneto-
electric motor. The lithium-ion battery 
car can be charged overnight at 
home in eight hours, or in less than 
an hour at a quick-charge point. The 

car comes with a host of features, in-
cluding pre-air conditioning that can 
be triggered remotely via a dedicated 
iPhone app that controls entertain-
ment and navigation. Price: TBA.

niSSan leaf
This electric car can run 109 miles 
per charge of its lithium-ion battery. 
The required 30.275 kWh translates 
into as little as £1.30 per full-range 
trip, presuming the car is charged at 
night. Seating five people, speed can 
reach over 90mph. Features include 
an advanced IT navigation system 
specific to the Leaf, however the car 
has the same safety features as  
Nissan’s standard range. Features  
include A/C with pollen filter,  
automatic wipers with rain sensor, 
keyless entry system. A roof spoiler 
with solar cells is an optional extra. 
Price: £25,009.

TeSla roadSTer
The electric sports car is a different 
breed to its eco peers, starting with 
design but also in terms of range: 
the Roadster can go 245 miles on 
a single charge. It accelerates from 
zero to 50mph in 3.7 seconds, 

producing up to 295lbs-ft of torque 
and 300 horsepower. The electric 
powertrain responds instantly, with 
the option of custom-tuned suspen-
sion. Choice extras include premium 
leather or microfibre seats, and a 
high-level entertainment system with 
a large in-dash touchscreen with 
features such as GPS navigation and 
DH radio. Price: £87,945. 

miTSubiShi i-mieV
The i-MiEV will run around 90 miles 
between charges, which takes seven 
hours if done overnight and will 
amount to £1 in electricity costs. At 
a rapid charge spot, the lithium-ion 
battery fills to 80% in 30 minutes. 
Like the brand’s other cars, the 
i-MiEV is built using its RISE safety 
frame, has six airbags for five pas-
sengers and Mitsubishi’s stability 
and traction control system. Optional 
extras include a multimedia system 
and some fun details such as a red 
centre console, seats and stitching, 
or choose from 10 graphic decora-
tions. Price: £23,990. 

All prices include VAT and discount 
the Plug-In grant where applicable. 

anticipate the new technologies will fully 
replace fossil fuel vehicles. we expect 
there will still be a place in the market for 
high-efficiency fossil fuel engines, albeit 
in much lower volumes than today.”

as the government subsidises the rollout 
of low-emission vehicles in the name 
of battling climate change, there is also 
a compelling argument for supporting 
UK manufacturers to ensure they can 
claim their share as the next generation 
automotive industry is taking shape.

“electric vehicles are the arrowhead for 
a low-carbon revolution in motoring, 
and as more models come to market 
we will begin to see sales gather pace,” 
said transport Minister norman Baker 
as the Plug-In Grant was extended to 
include vans in January. Buyers receive 
up to £8,000 when buying a van, a 
significant step to encourage business 
uptake. added Baker: “It is radical 
initiatives like these that will allow us  
to create a transport system that 
both cuts carbon and is an engine for 
economic growth.” 

Tesla
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