
 

Wait-and-see on e-cars is the wrong strategy
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The last year has been a good one for electric cars. Their market share
has jumped upward, pushed by new models that are affordable and offer
longer ranges. Several countries – China, India, France, and the UK –
have announced policies aiming for a complete switch from gasoline to
electric.

Years ago, as scientific evidence for climate change was growing, the oil
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industry responded with misinformation designed to spread doubt and
uncertainty in the media. The implication was clear: society should wait
a little longer to make sure climate change is real, before taking any
action. Now it seems something similar is happening with electric cars.
A large share of the news coverage on electric cars reflects doubt on
their environmental benefits. The result, among many people I talk to, is
to question whether the growth in electric cars is really a good thing.

Are electric cars greener?

The most serious accusation against electric cars is that their CO2
emissions actually exceed those of gasoline cars. Different studies have
made a variety of assumptions (as far as I can see, all of them wrong) to
reach this conclusion, but the simplest is to assume that the energy
source for manufacturing and power generation is carbon intensive.

Certainly there are countries where coal, the dirtiest of fuels, is still king.
But economic factors already speak against building new coal
infrastructure, and its share in the energy mix is falling. More
fundamentally, saving the climate requires that all energy sector
emissions will have to end quickly. The transition to 100% clean energy
is already underway, although it remains to be seen whether it will
accelerate fast enough. That means that electric cars will be getting
greener every year, and can eventually become carbon neutral. A litre of 
gasoline, meanwhile, will always produce the same 2.3 kg of CO2.

Wait-and-see is not an option

Some argue that we should focus now on greater gasoline efficiency, and
switch to electric cars once the rest of the energy system has become
greener. But this ignores the time that such transitions require.
Completely switching to electric cars, and to clean energy, will each take
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decades. Undertaking them in parallel saves us valuable time.

The other argument for wait-and-see is that a better technology might be
just around the corner. Two possibilities are hydrogen fuel cells and
alternative liquid fuels. Are these like the LED lighting that appeared in
stores just after all of us had switched over to compact fluorescent bulbs
?

Other fuels can't win the race

Using hydrogen as an energy carrier is inherently less efficient than
batteries, but arguing in hydrogen's favour is that it offers the same
driving range and refuelling time that we are used to with gasoline. Only
a few years ago this argument mattered, but today it does not. New
electric cars offer ranges over 400 km, enough for 99% of the trips
people make. For the other 1%, there is already a network of fast
charging stations at highway rest stops. By the time we could build a
network of hydrogen pipelines, or retrofit our gas pipelines, electric cars
and infrastructure will have improved even more. It's a race that
hydrogen can't win.

Producing enough biofuels to phase out gasoline would create havoc for
biodiversity, water resources, and our food supply. But it is also possible
to use renewable energy to synthesize liquid hydrocarbons from water
and CO2. This power-to-fuel technology is relatively affordable if the
CO2 comes from the exhaust gas of a fossil-fuel combustion facility.
But to get to zero emissions, the CO2 must be concentrated from the
ambient air. Direct air capture is expensive, primarily because of the
energy required. I am convinced that this is how we will produce fuels
for flying, where there is no other realistic option to go carbon neutral.
But I see no way that these fuels can become cheap enough to compete
against electricity in cars.
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If cars, then electric ones, and now

We can do a lot of good by driving less. But for those cars that do
remain on the road, far and away the best option to make them carbon
neutral is to build them with batteries instead of gasoline engines. The
faster we make this switch, and the sooner we have public policies that
facilitate it, the better.
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