China Is Racing to Electrify Its Future
by Jennifer Conrad
June 29, 2022 (abridged) – The country wants electric vehicles to make up 40% of new cars sold by 2030.  But first, it has to figure out how to keep them charged.
A couple of years ago, simple electric vehicle charging points popped up seemingly overnight around a village near the Ming Tombs, a collection of imperial resting places dating back half a millennium.  The village on Beijing’s rural outskirts, home to fewer than 900 people and with little more than fields, orchards, and a few rural restaurants, hardly looks like a center of China’s EV future.  But it forms one small, crucial part of an ambitious strategy.
China has set a goal of having 40% of the vehicles sold in the country be EVs by 2030.  That means a lot more vehicles will need to be charged.  By 2025, the government aims to have in place charging infrastructure to meet the needs of more than 20 million cars.  Right now, of China’s 810,000 public charging points, more than 70% are in heavily populated coastal areas, such as Guangdong and Shanghai.  But that’s starting to change.  Guidelines issued in January, by the National Development and Reform Commission and several other agencies, call for bringing charging stations to all counties and villages, as part of the government’s “rural revitalization” effort.
The electrification project forms a key part of China’s plan to become carbon neutral by 2060.  The signature initiative of President Xi Jinping has the potential added benefit of reducing dependence on oil and gas imports.
Chinese leaders began thinking about ways to build a domestic EV industry in the 1990s.  Back then, China was aware it couldn’t match the West in internal combustion engine innovation, says Fengming Lu, a lecturer in the department of political and social change at the Australian National University.  But with EVs, China saw an opportunity to leapfrog automakers in the US, Germany, and Japan, to develop what it saw as the industry of the future.
Today, not only does China produce the majority of the world’s EV batteries, it’s also forging ahead with the development and manufacturing of EVs—and selling them to the world.  These efforts to grow the EV industry are already paying off domestically.  At the end of 2021, EVs made up just 3% of the total passenger fleet in China.  But that figure is expected to rise to 32% by 2030 and 77% by 2040, according to a projection by Bloomberg New Energy Finance.
“Foreign auto brands were seen as the most desirable.  But that’s different for electric vehicles,” says Ilaria Mazzocco, a fellow at the Center for Strategic and International Studies who has researched the Chinese EV industry.  Many young people are drawn to the idea of owning a more eco-friendly vehicle, she adds.
And local governments offer plenty of incentives.  In some cities, EV owners pay less for license plates and can keep driving on days when conventional vehicles are restricted due to high air pollution.  But each EV sold is another vehicle that needs charging.
In 2009, China’s government enacted a series of policies to promote research and development and encourage state oil companies to invest in EV infrastructure.  But uptake was slow.  Only 7 of 25 cities met a goal of having 1,000 EVs and hybrids on the road by 2012, according to research by Sabrina Weithmann of the Aschaffenburg University of Applied Sciences.  The flurry of activity had the potential to create chaos, with EV owners having to navigate a patchwork of different charging systems that weren’t always interchangeable.
In 2013, government agencies launched a new set of pilot programs, this time insisting on interoperability for charging systems and infrastructure.  Today there is one standard for charging that even Tesla, which uses a proprietary charging system in North America, has had to adapt to.  In contrast, the US has 3 different systems.  (Earlier this month, the US government proposed standards aimed at stemming some of the chaos.)  The EU has a common plug standard, but different payment systems for charging networks can still cause confusion.
China’s interoperability gives it an advantage over other countries that are trying to encourage EV adoption, says Anders Hove, a Beijing-based researcher for the Oxford Institute for Energy Studies.  Drivers can plug into any outlet and generally don’t need special cards or subscriptions; they can pay with QR codes using common payment methods such as WeChat Pay or Alipay....  See original URL for rest of story.
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