California Extends Support for Plug-in Cars
by Morgan Lee
Dec. 18, 2014 – California took new action Thursday to speed up the spread of plug-in electric vehicles, adding financial perks for car owners and inviting regulated utilities to invest in car charging infrastructure.  The California Public Utilities Commission voted 5-0 on guidelines for new incentives for car buyers and first-time utility investments.
In San Diego, the new electric-car incentive is likely to take the form of an annual credit against utility bills - for customers who identify themselves as plug-in vehicle owners.  The value of the credit is not yet clear.  Southern California Edison is proposing an up-front rebate of $250 to $350 for new cars.  Utilities can propose a credit, rebate or combination of both.
About 12,600 electric vehicle users in San Diego and southern Orange counties would be eligible for San Diego Gas & Electric’s bill credit.  A much smaller number of personal vehicles running on compressed natural gas will receive their own perk — a reduction in the price of natural gas at public access fueling stations run by SDG&E.
Meanwhile, the commission is hoping to speed up investment in car-charging infrastructure, by allowing some utility-owned projects.  Electric cars are far less useful without access to charging stations at workplaces, multifamily buildings and public parking areas.  But expanding that infrastructure has lagged behind many expectations.
The change means all utility customers, whether they drive an electric vehicle or not, may wind up paying for the heavy circuitry needed to make plug-in cars more convenient and useful.
SDG&E wants authorization to install 5,500 new chargers, over the next decade, at workplaces and outside multifamily housing units, where plug-in points for cars are in short supply.  The plan would cost $103 million.  To the north, Southern California Edison has a proposal to help install 30,000 chargers.
The commission will consider utility infrastructure investments on a case-by-case basis.  Commissioner member Mike Florio said he hopes to maintain some limits on utility involvement, to preserve competition and customer choices.  “If we err on the side of too much utility investment, we could kill any private market development,” he said.
California is looking for ways to get 1.5 million plug-in vehicles on the road by 2025, to clean up air pollution form the transportation sector, including greenhouse gas emissions linked to global warming.
The state surpassed 100,000 personal electric vehicles earlier this year.
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