Tesla Sees Electric Car Growth as Helping Competitors
by Alisa Priddle
Oct. 10, 2014: Ann Arbor, Michigan – Tesla Motors was the square peg in a round hole Thursday, at an event here where the Environmental Protection Agency showcased technology that will help automakers get better fuel economy.  There, It announced its next step, an all-wheel drive version of the Model S.  The California-based electric car maker, led by Elon Musk, makes vehicles powered only by batteries.  
So why would Tesla show off its technology and send an executive to an EPA laboratory that tests fuels, engines, and vehicles to certify their miles per gallon (mpg) performance?  "It matters to us because our mission is to accelerate the world's transition to electric vehicles," said James Chen, vice president of regulatory affairs for Tesla.  "If we are going to do this as a societal good, we need an industry shift to sustainable transportation."
Tesla also is building a $4-billion to $5-billion "Gigafactory" near Reno, Nev., where it plans to produce many more lithium-ion batteries than Tesla itself will need.  In short, it must sell a sizable portion of those batteries to competitors.
Chen said Tesla is showing the world that electric vehicles are doable with vehicles people want to buy.  He describes Tesla's roadster and Model S sedan as the kind of vehicles that can pull electric powertrains into the mainstream of the automotive landscape, even as competition from traditional automakers and falling gasoline prices have restored consumers' preferences for horsepower and size.
Most automakers have added electrified vehicles and plug-in hybrids to meet proposed regulations by 2025, which call for much better fuel economy across their fleets and sharp reductions in emissions of greenhouse gases, principally CO2.  Manufacturers should be looking for more ways to generate electric vehicle demand, said Luke Tonachel, director with the National Resources Defense Council.  The EPA's trend report, released Wednesday, showed the industry continues to improve and has 14 years to meet new standards, said Janet McCabe, the Obama administration's nominee for assistant administrator for the EPA's Office of Air and Radiation.
For the 2013 model year, the industry average of 24.1 mpg was 0.5 mpg higher than the 2012 model year, becoming the best to date.  CO2 averaged 369 grams per mile (gpm), down 7 gpm from the previous year.
The report does not take into account that future regulations are different for cars and trucks, or factor in credits for certain vehicles that exceed targets.  But the report helps automakers see where they rank against their peers.  The agency's mileage figures are based on EPA testing and are not the same as what consumers get in real-world driving.
Climate change is no longer something to debate, McCabe said.  "It affects our lives and our world as we know it," she said.  "We know we need to pay attention to this."
Oliver Schmidt, Volkswagen of America's general manager of engineering and environmental office, said American consumers still have a tendency to buy the nicer car rather than the most efficient car, because the savings are not as great as in Europe, where fuel prices and taxes are higher.
Which brings us back to Tesla's Chen.  "We shouldn't be relying on oil from countries that don't like us very much," he said.
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