In the Year of the Electric Truck, Some Real Talk from Texas Auto Dealers
by Dan Gearino
Jan. 6, 2022 – The transition to electric vehicles will enter a new phase this spring, with the debut of the Ford F-150 Lightning pickup truck, the 1st all-electric edition of the country’s top-selling vehicle.
In McKinney, Texas, a far-flung suburb of Dallas, the enthusiasm for the new model is running high, said Bob Tomes, owner of Bob Tomes Ford.  His customers have made deposits on nearly 500 of the EVs, which is a lot.  “People are extremely, extremely excited about it,” Tomes said.
But he also is disappointed that parts shortages and other issues mean that Ford is unable to build the trucks fast enough to meet demand, so only a few of his customers will get one right away.
I reached out to Tomes and other Texas Ford dealers this week, to try to answer one of the biggest questions facing the F-150 Lightning: Will a significant share of existing truck buyers want to move away from the internal combustion engines they’re accustomed to and buy this electric pickup?
Texas, epicenter of the nation’s oil and gas industry and its top oil and gas producer, is a good place to ask, because the state also leads the country in sales of Ford’s F-Series pickups.  From January to October last year, Texans registered 85,654 new F-Series pickups.  That was more than double the next state, California, which had 35,555, according to IHS Markit.
The F-Series is the top-selling line of pickups in the country.  The F-150 has long been the most popular model, outselling all other cars, trucks and SUVs.
Dealers told me that the F-150 Lightning looks like it will be a hit in urban and suburban Texas, but rural Texas will be slow to embrace an all-electric truck.
McKinney is the kind of place where the truck has strong appeal, allowing customers to make their daily commutes, which are often 50 to 60 miles roundtrip, and do nearly all of their charging at home.  Drivers no longer need to buy gasoline and they have few fears about battery life, since the model has a range of about 230 miles.
But it’s a different story in Winnsboro in northeastern Texas, a city with about 3,500 residents.  “There aren’t a bunch of people standing in line for an electric vehicle with a range of 230 miles,” said Larry Brown, general manager of Texas Country Ford in Winnsboro.  A common drive, like a roundtrip to Dallas/Fort Worth International Airport, would use up all the battery range.
If his local customers buy an electric vehicle, it is likely to be a gas-electric hybrid, he said.  His personal vehicle is a hybrid F-150, and he has been pleased with its power and range.
I specified “local” customers because the all-electric vehicles that Brown sells are usually to customers who are driving long distances from urban areas, because their local dealerships have sold out.  A good example is the Mustang Mach-E, an EV introduced in 2020.  It had sales of 27,140 vehicles in 2021, which was about half of the sales of the gasoline-powered Mustang.
Ford has been feeding a hype machine for the F-150 Lightning.  It is spending on some of the most expensive advertising time, like on NFL games, to make the case the new vehicle has features that may make it better than a gasoline model.  One ad shows a family using their Lightning to provide backup power to their house.
This week, Ford said it was nearly doubling production of the Lightning, going from 80,000 vehicles per year to 150,000 vehicles per year by 2023 at the River Rouge plant in Dearborn, Michigan.  Ford said this is part of a plan to increase manufacturing capacity for electric vehicles over the next 2 years, to reach a global target of 600,000 per year.
For some perspective, the company sold 726,004 of the F-Series in the United States in 2021.
The company also said it has nearly 200,000 reservations for the Lightning, which is a large number.  To make a reservation, a customer puts down a $100 refundable deposit, which puts them in line to buy the model when it becomes available.  I want to use caution when talking about reservation numbers, though, since it’s not much of a commitment to put down a refundable deposit.
That said, Ford’s announcement that it’s increasing production of the Lightning is a sign that the company expects this to be a huge seller.  Also, the success of the Mach-E gives Ford some credibility that its big talk on EVs will be followed by big results.
Ford is making a push into an EV market led by Tesla.  Meanwhile, Tesla has been working to introduce the Cybertruck, the brand’s 1st pickup.  Tesla had initially said Cybertruck would go on sale in 2021.  But CEO Elon Musk said in October that the model’s debut was being pushed back to late 2022 because of shortages of some parts.
The Cybertruck has a polarizing design that doesn’t seem to be aiming for typical pickup truck buyers.  Even so, Tesla touted more than 500,000 pre-orders for the model in early 2020.  That’s a lot.  But we’ll see how many of those translate into sales.
Another one of the new trucks is the R1T, the debut model from Rivian, a California-based company that wants to be for electric trucks what Tesla has been to electric cars.  The R1T was produced in limited quantities last year, and got rave reviews from the automotive press.  Customers who ordered the truck should start getting them as soon as March.
The arrival of the F-150 Lightning, the Cybertruck, the R1T, and several other new electric trucks in 2022 will represent an expansion of the EV market, continuing a shift from a time when most EVs were compact or subcompact cars.
Chevrolet is not far behind.  It plans to release an all-electric version of its Silverado pickup in spring of 2023.  The company gave a 1st look at the model on Wednesday at the Consumer Electronics Show in Las Vegas.  It provided new details, like a battery range that starts at 400 miles and pricing that starts at $39,900.
But it may be a while until all-electric vehicles become desirable in rural areas.  I asked Brown, of Texas Country Ford, what battery range he thinks his customers would demand before they were comfortable with an EV.
“It would need 400 to 500 miles,” he said.  “I’m in Texas and that’s a whole other kind of world.  You leave town and it’s a while.  You’ve got a long way to drive.”
Automakers continue to increase their battery ranges, thanks to improvements in design and materials, so it may not be long until an affordable vehicle comes with a long-haul range.
One of the larger points, from talking with dealers, is that customers are basing their decisions on a vehicle’s price and whether it can meet their needs, not on considerations about the environment or wanting to support oil industry jobs.
“I think our society is doing a great job with the electric vehicles.  But we’ve got a little work to do to make them highly popular out in the country,” Brown said.  “In the city, those people are loving it.  You get in your car and drive 10 miles to work and you never have to buy gas.  It’s a great thing.”
He is touching on one of the unifying features of American drivers: nobody, at least nobody I’ve ever met, gets pleasure from buying gasoline.
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