U.S. Hybrid Gasoline-Electric Vehicles Sales Soar
by Gene Fry
May 30, 2007 - Hybrid vehicles are powered by internal combustion engines, but they also have batteries that are recharged while driving and an electric motor to assist with power. They typically cost $3,000 to $6,000 more than traditional models.
	Sales of gasoline-electric cars such as the Toyota Prius and Honda Civic have been soaring, driven by high gasoline prices and other factors.  For example, Honda’s hybrid Civic is 45% more efficient than its gasoline model, while Toyota’s hybrid Camry is 36-39% more efficient than the gasoline model. Gasoline prices now exceed $3 / gallon.  They are predicted to rise further in the summer of 2007.  Gas prices provide a powerful incentive to consider fuel efficiency in buying new vehicles.
Hybrid sales grew 10-fold from 2000 to 2004, when they hit 83,153.  In 2004 Japanese brands accounted for 96% of the hybrid vehicles registered.  Detroit carmakers began introducing new hybrid models, to stop the hemorrhage in market share and have a shot at regaining financial viability.  In 2005, hybrid sales topped 1% of the 17 million U.S. vehicle sold.  Growth slowed a bit in 2006, to merely triple 2004 sales.  That amounted to 254,545 hybrids sold, or 1.5% of vehicle sales.  In February 2007, hybrids sales grabbed 1.83% of the US market, including 0.99% for the Prius, trailed by the Toyota Camry (0.27%), Civic (0.16%), Toyota Highlander (0.15%), and Ford Escape (.14%).  One analyst said hybrids could make up 30-35% of the U.S. market by 2015, as long as the hybrid price premium comes down.
Hybrids lead the American market in fuel efficiency.  Gasoline mileage sticker estimates with the current methodology are 60/52 (city/highway) for the Prius and 49/51 for the Civic hybrid.  However, all car sticker mpg estimates are being revised downward for 2008 to better reflect real-world driving conditions: air conditioning, heating in winter, much more high speed driving, faster acceleration, and more stop-and-go braking.
The revised EPA estimates are 48/45 for the Prius and 40/45 for the Civic hybrid, a decrease of about 16%.  Compare that to decreases of 11-12% for gasoline-power Camrys, Corollas, Civics, and Accords.
While only one hybrid guzzles gasoline, not all hybrids sip fuel like a Prius or Civic.  Using the new methodology and averaging city/highway driving for hybrids, the Nissan Altima and the Camry get 34 mpg, the Escape 30 mpg (27 with 4 wheel drive), the Saturn Aura and Honda Accord 27 mpg; the Saturn Vue, Toyota Highlander and Lexus 400h 26 mpg; the Lexus 450h 23 mpg; and the GMC Sierra Classic pickup truck 16-17 mpg.
Many gasoline-powered cars get mileage similar to these hybrids.  The leaders (manual transmission, smallest engine) include Toyota’s Corolla and Yaris (both 32.5); the Ford Focus (28.5); the Nissan Sentra, Chevy Aveo, and Mazda 3 (28); the Honda Civic (27); the Dodge Caliber, Saturn Ion, and Chevy Cobalt (26.5); and the Volkswagen Eos (25).  Few of these cars are efficient enough to meet the minimum efficiency standards in China, much less Europe or Japan.  Almost 30 years ago, Volkswagen sold a diesel Rabbit rated at 52/40 mpg.  I averaged 48.3 mpg over 157,000 miles in that car.  No air conditioning, 47 horsepower.  It could go fast.  Hybrids help with fuel economy, but they are not essential.  American cars are big, heavy, and very powerful by world standards.  Ditto for pickup trucks, vans, and SUVs.
Hybrids are attracting a lot of interest for fleet use.  Wal-Mart has bought more than a dozen in northwest Arkansas, and plans to buy more hybrid trucks.  New York City’s entire taxi fleet will be converted to gas-electric hybrids by 2012.  UPS has deployed 50 next-generation hybrid delivery trucks in Atlanta, Dallas, Houston and Phoenix.  FedEx now operates 97 hybrid vehicles in New York, Tampa, Sacramento, Denver, Washington, and elsewhere.  Enterprise Rent-A-Car is adding 160 Saturn VUE hybrids in California for 2007, while Avis and Hertz are adding 1,000 Priuses each in June/July 2007.  GM of Canada provided Saturn VUE hybrids to 16 Toronto-area florists.
In New Jersey, Public Service Electric and Gas (PSEG) will replace 1,300 vehicles with hybrid cars and light trucks, hybrid bucket trucks, electric-drives and alternative fuels.  This will reduce its carbon emissions by 81,000 tons.  PSEG will install electric drive units in its 450 traditional aerial lifts.  This allows utility workers to operate the lift, or the bucket, on battery power instead of idling the engine.  This will save a further 6.5 million gallons of fuel and 73,000 tons of CO2.
Meanwhile, General Motors is testing hybrid electric-gas vehicles that recharge from a wall socket for their car and bus fleets. 	GM is developing the Chevy Volt, a plug-in gasoline-electric hybrid car.  A large battery will give it an electric-only range of 40 miles, far enough for the average commute.  For longer distances, it gets 50 miles per gallon of gasoline.  The engine converts gasoline into electricity to extend its range.  When operating on battery power, the car trades the emissions from gasoline for emissions from the electric grid.
	The Volt can make a 650-mile trip from Detroit to New York on one tank of gas.  However, the big battery is still quite expensive, so it could be 5-10 years before the Volt hits the market.  What will its competitors be doing in the meantime?
	Electric utilities are getting into the plug-in vehicle act.  The New York State Energy Research and Development Authority recently solicited contract bids for 9 plug-ins.  This may lead to converting its 535 hybrids into plug-ins.  The Sacramento Municipal Utility District is conducting a 3-year test on a couple of plug-in vehicles.  In 2006 Austin’s power company launched a $1 million plug-in incentive program.  San Francisco ordered diesel hybrids from DaimlerChrysler for its municipal fleet.
	For more information, see, for example, www.greencarcongress.com/2007/03/us_sales_of_hyb.html; www.fueleconomy.gov/feg/findacar.htm; www.environmentalleader.com/2006/11/30/state-local-governments-test-plug-in-cars/; www.abcnews.go.com/GMA/Technology/story?id=2776458; www.abcnews.go.com/Business/wireStory?id=2776630&page=2; www.environmentalleader.com/2007/05/22/nycs-yellow-cabs-100-green-by-2012/; www.environmentalleader.com/2007/05/23/ups-adds-50-hybrid-electrics-to-fleet/;  www.environmentalleader.com/2007/02/22/fedex-adds-electric-hybrids-to-denver-fleet/; www.environmentalleader.com/2007/01/10/enterprise-adds-saturn-vue-hybrids-to-california-market/; www.environmentalleader.com/2007/05/30/pseg-to-replace-1300-vehicles-with-hybrids/; &  www.environmentalleader.com/2007/02/14/saturn-lends-vue-green-line-hybrids-to-florists-for-v-day-deliveries/. 

