
climate- change studies, there’s this enticement: Electric ve-
hicles offer all-American driving fun. When you push the 
compact Focus’s accelerator to pass a car on the freeway, it 
feels like you’re driving a larger BMW or a Mercedes. That’s 
because EVs have lots of torque: All the power of the electric 
motor is available the moment you press the gas pedal. 

All-electric vehicles are also eerily quiet: With an electric 
power train, there’s no engine revving or gears shifting—just 
forward motion. (An electric car’s motor converts 60 percent 
of the current it receives from the utility grid into forward mo-
tion, compared with 20 percent efficiency for a gas-powered 
engine.) They are so quiet that carmakers have had to engineer 
software-generated sounds to alert unsuspecting pedestrians 
and cyclists of an approaching EV.

And they are cheap to operate, costing 2 to 3 cents per 
mile, as opposed to 15 to 16 cents per mile for a gas-powered  
car. The EPA calculates the miles per gallon equivalent 
(mpge) of electric cars, which is not the amount of miles 
you can actually drive before recharging but rather a way to 
compare the efficiency of apples (plug-in cars) and oranges 
(gasoline-powered cars) using the familiar miles per gallon 
rubric. The mpge of all-electric vehicles—from 89 for the  

Tesla Model S to 118 for the Honda Fit EV—makes a stan-
dard Prius, which is rated at 50 mpg combined, look like a 
fuel-economy poseur.

So what’s delaying our zippy, quiet, low-maintenance 
future? Purchase price, for one. The least expensive mass-
market all-electric car on the road today is the Mitsubishi i, 
which has a sticker price of about $29,000. Most EVs cost in 

the mid- to high $30,000s. Factor in a federal tax credit of 
$7,500 for most plug-in vehicles, and the bottom line stays 
within range of the price of the average new car sold in the 
United States: around $30,000. (Unless your choice is the 
Tesla, which comes in around $100,000. For that, you get a car 
that goes from zero to 60 in 4.4 seconds and travels 265 miles 
between charges . . . and has an 11-month waiting list.) Ford 

says the battery pack in the Focus EV costs $12,000 to $15,000, 
which helps explain why the well-equipped Focus EV costs 
some $25,000 more than a bare-bones gas-powered Focus. 

If you’re comparing an EV with an under-$20,000 high-
mpg gas compact, payback becomes a slippery issue. Accord-
ing to research that TrueCar.com compiled for the New York 
Times, with gas at $3.85 per gallon, it will take 8.7 years for the 
Nissan Leaf ’s gas savings to make up for the approximately 
$11,000 price difference between it and the gas-powered  
Nissan Versa. But the payback day does come, with gas savings 
of $1,100 per year. In the meantime, do you want your dol-
lars going to distant oil-producing nations and ExxonMobil? 

It’s probably “range anxiety” that makes potential EV pur-
chasers hesitate most. That “freedom of the road” ethos takes 
a hit if you have to stop to recharge for three or four hours 
after driving 62 miles (Mitsubishi i), 73 miles (Leaf ), 76 miles 
(Focus), or 88 miles (Coda). EV advocates point out that most 
Americans drive less than 40 miles per day, and if you charge 
up at home each night, well, no worries. All-electric car driv-
ers typically install a high-capacity 240-volt charger, costing 
about $2,000, in their garage; otherwise, charging can take 
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Drivers willing to accept a bare-
bones car from a new manufac-
turer for long electric range.

Who will drive it? Almost no one, sadly (as of Au-
gust, Ford had sold only 135).

A select few lessees who want 
the über-practical Fit propelled 
by an über-efficient motor.

Urbanites looking for the least-
expensive EV.

Anyone who’s ever owned a 
hybrid (and a Volvo before that).

A CEO or CTO with an IPO and 
$$$.

Buyers glad to see American 
innovation and afraid of getting 
stranded by a pure EV.

Anyone who wants to emulate 
Justin Bieber, Leonardo Di-
Caprio, and Ashton Kutcher.

Prius fans who want a bigger 
helping of electric oomph.

“The electric motor groans 
in low deep spasms as speed 
builds. At higher speeds, wind 
noise and buzzing intrude.” 
(New York Times)

How fun is it to drive? “Refined manners, precise steer-
ing, and playful character.”  
(Car and Driver)

“Although far from a sports car, 
the Fit EV felt as responsive and 
fun as the standard Fit.” (CNET)

“Performs reasonably well for 
lower-speed commuting, but 
it’s out of sorts on the highway.” 
(Car Connection)

“Acceleration is brisk from the 
first tap of the throttle, and the 
car gets up to speed with little 
fuss.” (Edmunds)

“This car slips silently as a dag-
ger into triple-digit speed.”  
(Wall Street Journal)

“Around-town, stop-and-go 
traffic is where the Volt shines, 
sluicing effortlessly to speed.” 
(Wall Street Journal)

“The big-and-heavy Karma . . . 
handled quite well, staying flat 
in the corners and responding 
quickly.” (Consumer Reports)

“The same lackluster driving 
characteristics as its non- 
plug-in sibling.” (Car and Driver)

Get a roof rack for bikes and 
bulky items: With its small trunk 
and lack of a hatchback, cargo 
space is tight. 

How much gear can you  
cart around in it?

Consider taking up ultralight 
sports; the battery pack con-
sumes a lot of the cargo area. 

All you’ve got: The battery pack 
barely reduces the cargo room 
of the capacious gasoline-
powered Fit.

Fold the rear seats flat and 
the i’s jelly bean shape offers 
a cavernous space for your 
outdoor gear. 

It’s got a smallish trunk, but it’s 
a hatchback, so you can toss 
your bicycle in the back if you 
remove the bike’s front wheel.

Fold the rear seats and it’ll swal-
low your $10,000 carbon-frame 
road bike. And up front there’s 
a 5-cubic-foot “frunk” for your 
dressage miscellany. 

With 10.6 cubic feet—half that 
of a Prius’s—the trunk will carry 
enough for a dayhike. Folding 
the hatch’s seats opens up 
space for your hockey gear. 

The trunk is tiny, so your rock- 
climbing equipment may end 
up in the backseat. Or just send 
it on ahead with your valet.

The large cargo area can swal-
low a week’s worth of camping 
gear, with or without the rear 
seats folded.

It’s the first Chinese-made auto 
available in the United States, 
so who knows? Japanese and 
Korean automakers were once 
novelties too.  

Will it be around  
in 10 years?

Yes, if the EV market takes off. 
Today it’s available only in 
California, New York, and New 
Jersey. 

Another wait-and-see car. 
Honda is only leasing them, and 
only offering 1,100 of them for 
lease in California and Oregon 
(for now).

Likely so, if Mitsubishi makes 
good on its promise to offer 
eight EV models worldwide 
by 2015.

Nissan has bet its future on 
EVs. Starting in December, its 
Tennessee plant will be able to 
churn out 200,000 EVs per year.

Bad news: The U.S. hasn’t seen a 
successful new automaker since 
Chrysler, in 1925. Good news: 
Toyota has invested millions 
in Tesla.   

Let’s hope so. With decent 
all-electric range plus unlimited 
gas-powered miles, GM’s got 
Americans’ desire for “unlimited 
mobility” covered. 

It’s gorgeous, so hope springs 
eternal. But Fisker, a start-up, 
has suffered setbacks and 
delays.

If not, a meteorite has struck 
Earth. Toyota has sold more 
than 4 million Priuses, so the 
plug-in version benefits from 
the halo effect.

Continued on page 68

Grid Locked?
“BUT ELECTRICITY COMES FROM COAL!” say critics of elec-
tric vehicles. Since greenhouse-gas emissions are created when 
generating electricity, why bother to use it to fuel cars? 

The nation’s utility grid, however, is getting cleaner. Some 32 
percent of America’s electricity comes from burning coal, down 
from 50 percent five years ago. Electricity is one automotive fuel 
source that gets cleaner over time.

What matters most to an EV driver, of course, is where his or her 
own electricity comes from. According to State of Charge, a 2012 report 
by the Union of Concerned Scientists, for about half of the U.S. popu-

lation, “electric vehicles produce lower global warming emissions 
than even the most efficient gasoline hybrids.” A Nissan Leaf driven 
in California, a state whose utility grid has one of the least-polluting 
power mixes in the country, is responsible for releasing about as much 
carbon dioxide as a car that gets 78 miles per gallon. (Parts of New 
York, the Northwest, and Alaska are also among the “cleanest” elec-
tricity regions.) For a driver in Michigan, where nearly 60 percent of 
electricity comes from coal, that number is closer to 38 mpg. 

Here’s how TreeHugger puts it: “The environmental impact of 
driving an electric car will vary a lot more than a gas car, though 
even the worst case scenario (charging with coal) tend[s] to be close 
or slightly better than burning gasoline in an internal combustion 
engine.” —R.M.

PLUG-IN HYBRID

* Price includes MSRP plus destination charge. The Toyota qualifies for a $2,500 federal tax credit.    † The EPA’s fuel-cost estimates assume that you will drive 15,000 miles per year with an electricity cost of $0.12 per 
kilowatt-hour. (For comparison, a gasoline-powered, four-cylinder Honda Accord sedan costs $2,100 to fuel; a six-cylinder Toyota Camry, $2,250.)
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