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Summary
The one significant area where Tesla’s competitors have not announced the intent to compete is the long-distance road-trip charging network.
If Tesla is left alone to offer this functionality, it will have an enduring advantage.  If Tesla’s competitors spend the money to build a competitive long-distance road-trip charging network, Tesla’s remaining advantage will be gone.
So what will Tesla’s competitors do?  Time is running out.  It usually comes down to one thing.  When the history books are written, the outcome of every battle can typically be traced back to one key tipping point.  It's the one variable that separates success from failure.
In the case of Tesla, I think we have precisely such a factor.  When the history books are written, 5 or 10 years from now, on the subject of Tesla the company, it will come down to one thing.  This thing is whether Tesla maintained its supercharger network monopoly long enough to achieve scale and profitability.
To understand why this is so, we need to engage in a process of elimination, looking at Tesla's unique selling points to see whether they are meaningful and/or will be sustainable over time.  This way, we will narrow it down to the one dominant variable.
Range and Batteries
This is the big one, typically cited as Tesla's key advantage over the competition.  Clearly it's an advantage that makes the product different today.  At 265 miles of average rated range, the big Model S towers dramatically above lesser-priced pure EVs that typically have 80-100 miles of range.
We can break down this range advantage into 2 components:
Tesla's Lower Battery Cost per kWh
It is widely accepted in the industry that Tesla has a lower battery cost per kWh than any other automaker.  This fact has its origins in Tesla's choice to use a different type of battery than all other automakers.  Tesla uses the cylindrical AA-lookalike so-called 18650 batteries (18 mm in diameter, 65 mm high), approximately 7,000 of them in each 85 kWh car.
All the other car companies were of course also presented with the option to use this type of battery, with the cells coming from Panasonic in this case.  They all rejected them.  Whatever the reasons were, after exhaustive testing by the automakers, they decided to proceed with another battery format.
We often refer to this other format as the "pouch" cells, or "prismatic" batteries.  They are basically sheets about the size of a small tablet (think Apple's iPad Mini).
It is a matter of dispute in the industry - Tesla versus all the other automakers - whether the flat battery cells will catch up, in terms of cost per kWh when compared with Panasonic's cylindrical ones, and if so, when.  If you listen to the non-Tesla players, they would tell you that they think they will be on par with technology that will be shipping in cars in 2017.
I don't think it matters if the non-cylindrical batteries will be precisely on par with Panasonic's cylindrical cells exactly in 2017 or not.  Why is that?  You see, the cost of the batteries, while a big part of an electric car, isn't the sole factor of success.  The large automakers have other tools at their disposal to be competitive, tools that Tesla does not have.  Their scale and other profitable products mean that they have a lower cost of manufacturing a basic car.  The profits from their regular cars mean they can cross-subsidize their EVs.  It's already happening right now.
For this reason, Tesla's advantage, in terms of cost per kWh, doesn't matter for its ultimate success in the market.  It's "nice to have," but the big automakers can simply outspend Tesla to nullify the advantage.
In the meantime, Panasonic is happy to sell different battery cells to different companies.  It sells the cylindrical ones, rejected by all other automakers, to Tesla.  It sells the flat iPad-lookalike ones to all the other automakers, such as Volkswagen.  It competes for that business with companies such as LG and Samsung in particular.
Range Advantage
So isn't Tesla's 265-mile car an advantage over most 80-100 mile EVs?  That's like saying that a gasoline car with a 60-gallon tank has an advantage over a car with a 20-gallon tank.  It's simply a product management decision of choosing to define a product.
Tesla made a brilliant product management decision in realizing that there is a portion of the population interested in tinkering with EVs, and that they are mostly very rich people who already have another handful of cars in the garage.  Therefore, instead of making a car that's "barely scraping by" at 100 miles of range, better to charge an extra $50,000 and make a really luxurious car and sell it for close to $100,000.
It seems obvious now after the fact, but the non-Tesla car companies just didn't think so a few years ago.  They thought EVs were for cheap people who were trying to save money, betting on high gasoline prices being the chief motivation for buying an EV.  So far, it's been the wrong bet.
The fact that Tesla managed to get off the ground in 2012 and 2013 caused most of the large automakers to reconsider.  As has been well reported recently, many of the major automakers will obviously engage in the battle of premium long-range EVs.  At various tiers, they could have a range of approximately 200 miles or 300 miles.  Those cars will mostly hit the roads starting in calendar year 2017.
The conclusion from this is that neither battery cell cost, nor having long-range pure EVs, will remain Tesla advantages for more than the next 2-3 years.
Other Smaller Differentiators
Tesla has a few other areas where it differs from the larger automakers, such as:
	Infotainment system
Tesla may have the industry's most attractive infotainment system, but that's not a universally held opinion.  In addition, competitors are catching on with other attractive systems coming online in 2015 and beyond.  Do yourself a favor and study the 2016 model year offerings from companies such as Audi and Volvo.  In any case, it is hardly a differentiator that justifies an entire car purchase and a $30 billion market cap.
	Over-the-Air Updates
This is one Tesla advantage to date, but it will surely not remain for long.  Just like Android had over-the-air OS updates before Apple's iPhone, it was an obvious thing for Apple to copy.  It is also hardly a sufficiently important differentiator to justify the car purchase or the market cap.
	Direct Sales Model
This is an advantage Tesla has because of its lack of legacy dealerships.  No established automaker can copy it.  The question is whether, in the end, it is really an advantage at all, or at least if it's a significant one.  I think it's an advantage, but it's hardly one of such magnitude that it's not drowned out by other purchase considerations.
This leaves us with the subject and conclusion of this article ...
		The Supercharger Network
Of all Tesla's advantages, some are going to be copied by the other automakers, and some are simply not very significant, as far as the stock is concerned.  However, the one Tesla advantage that is both (1) significant, and (2) not known to be in the process of being copied is the supercharger network.
One does not need to believe that Tesla's supercharging network is or will be as good as the gasoline station network, to realize its importance to Tesla's valuation.  It does not need to be as practical as a gasoline system to have value.
For some people, only the very best long-distance travel fueling solution will do, nor those people gasoline and diesel will remain the best solution.  However, there is a wide shade of grays, when we consider the portion of the population not doing road trips period, or otherwise will find the compromises of electric charging to be "just good enough" to be an advantage in terms of evaluating the car's overall characteristics.
Fast-forward to late 2017.  Let's assume that most automakers - General Motors, Ford, VW, Audi, BMW, Kia, Honda and perhaps others - will have pure EVs with 200-300 miles of range.  Which car will you buy?
My argument is that the most significant residual purchase consideration, by far, is the charging network.  Tesla has one and the others effectively have nothing right now.  The problem for the larger automakers is that I am not seeing any credible initiative to build one either.  For the record, I am not counting the various city-centric solutions that Nissan, BMW and others have started to deploy.
Installing DC chargers at car dealerships and in city parking lots are a nice thing to have and can only help.  However, they are in no way relevant to competing with Tesla's superchargers.  In the home area, if you have an electric car with at least 200 miles of range, you will only very rarely be interested in those local city chargers anyway.
The only thing that matters to compete with Tesla's chargers is an equivalent installation across the major interstate highways.  To make these as attractive as possible, they need to be reliable, available 24/7 and spaced not too far apart, so that you can miss 1 or 2 of them and still make it.  This means spacing them no more than 50-70 miles apart, preferably closer to 50 miles than 70.
Tesla has approximately 140 of them in the U.S. today.  It plans to increase them to many times that number.  Each of these stations typically have 6-12 stalls.
Ultimately, to compete with gasoline, you will likely need approximately 4,000 of these locations across the lower 48 states.  Spaced 50 miles apart, you would then cover 200,000 miles of major highways.  This would be approximately 4 times the length of the interstate highway system, assuming that 75% of the usage would be on the other freeways.
What the non-Tesla automakers need to do to take away Tesla's remaining advantage in the long-range EV market is build a competitive network.  They would need to commit to this: build 500 competitive long-distance DC chargers, open 24/7 and strategically placed, by 2017.  That would cost $1 million apiece, including prepaying some annual maintenance and upgrades.  $500 million, divided by the 10 largest automakers, would be $50 million each.
If they wanted to be competitive not only with Tesla, but also with a larger chunk of the gasoline car market, they would build the whole 4,000 station network.  At $4 billion, it would mean $400 million for each of the 10 large automakers.
$400 million may sound like a lot, but it's really not for these companies.  It would be $200 million for each of 2 years.  With Volkswagen's R&D budget now approaching $20 billion per year in the next couple of years, it's 1% of that budget.  It would be a bigger % for the other automakers, but in the end, it still is a very small number even for them.
This gets us to the bottom line.  There are 2 scenarios for how Tesla's superchargers will determine the company's future:
The rest of the automakers DON'T build something similar.
In this case, Tesla will have an enduring selling point that can't be easily compensated for with price or other cross-subsidization actions.  It still may not mean Tesla stock will go up, as it in turn depends on other variables, such as margins and multiples.
It may still mean that the long-distance EV market would be too small to matter, or that Tesla can't make these cars and its surrounding business profitable, on a net basis or in terms of cash flows.  Perhaps the company simply runs out of money, getting crushed by its debt load and unable to fund capital investments.  But, if Tesla overcomes these basic hurdles, at least the supercharger network gives it a unique advantage in the eyes of the consumer.  It would help sell a lot of cars.  It is likely to help give shareholders hope.
The other automakers DO build their own supercharger network.
In this case, Tesla is most likely toast.  If BMW, Nissan, Volkswagen, Audi, GM, Ford, Honda, Kia and others join together to pay for the deployment of a truly competitive long-distance DC charging network by 2017, Tesla's advantages in the marketplace are substantially gone.
It's a matter of one big decision.  Either it happens or it doesn't.  Tesla's ability to survive, and potentially thrive, rests in the balance.  The answer is not known to the public at this time.  Perhaps no decision has been made.  Perhaps one won't be made.
One thing is clear: if the traditional automakers want to eliminate Tesla as a competitive factor in the future, especially when the $40,000 car is launched in 2017 or so, there will be only one piece of the puzzle left with which to tinker.  Considering the construction effort that will be necessary to do it, this work must begin extremely soon to achieve charging network parity with Tesla by 2017.  It is in its 1st minimal instance a $500 million investment, with an eye to $4 billion for the broader objective.  Split between the 10 major automakers, it's a pittance.
But just because it's a pittance, doesn't mean they will do it.  Traditional taxi companies didn't develop an app to compete with Uber either, and now look at who is talking with a $40 billion valuation.  It was eminently foreseeable, but no action was taken.  The upstart bet on inaction by the incumbents and won.
In the case of Tesla versus the traditional automakers, will action be taken?  I don't know the answer.  But it's the one issue where Tesla's hope lays in the balance.  What will Tesla's competitors do?
[The author regularly attends product launches with automakers, and some of those trips are paid for in whole or in part by the automakers.  The author also regularly test-drives cars provided by almost all automakers, to members of the press.]
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