US Electric Vehicle Sales Soared in 1st Quarter, while Overall Auto Sales Slid
by Dan Gearino
April 28, 2022 – In a challenging few months for the auto industry, sales of electric vehicles are rising, while just about every other category is falling.
U.S. electric vehicle sales rose 76% in the 1st quarter, which was enough to double EVs’ share of the market to 5.2%, up from 2.5% in the 1st quarter of 2021, according to Kelley Blue Book.
Overall sales of new cars and trucks were down 15.7% for the quarter, as automakers dealt with shortages of computer chips and other vital supplies, leading to slowdowns in production.
Clean energy advocates have reason to be excited that EVs are getting closer to the mainstream of the U.S. market, which is essential if the country is going to reduce emissions from transportation.  Notably, the strong 1st-quarter results came before the most anticipated EV debut of the year, the Ford F-150 Lightning pickup, which began mass production on Tuesday.
Reaching 5% market share is an important milestone, said Matthew Degan, an editor for Kelley Blue Book and Autotrader.  “This is just the beginning” of the ramp-up in EV sales, he told me.
But I don’t want to overstate the significance for the entire EV category, since the strong results were largely because one company—Tesla—had an incredible quarter.  Tesla continues to expand.  It has been creative in finding ways to avoid delays due to parts shortages.
Even with strong financial results, Tesla’s share price took a beating on Tuesday, because of investor concerns about how CEO Elon Musk’s plan to buy Twitter Inc. may affect the automaker.  Tesla lost about $120 billion in market value in 2 days.
In the 1st quarter, Tesla sold 71,358 units of its top-seller, the Model Y, an increase of 89% from the prior-year quarter.  Of all the EVs sold in the United States during the quarter, 41% were the Model Y—more than all of the non-Tesla EVs combined.  The runner-up was the Tesla Model 3, with 46,707 vehicles sold, an increase of 126%.
Tesla has been more nimble than its peers in devising workarounds to parts shortages, especially of computer chips.  The company rewrote software to accommodate new suppliers of computer chips that were filling the gap left by suppliers that are unable to fill orders, as Automotive News has reported.  Also, the company has tweaked some of its designs to eliminate the need for some chips, according to CNBC.
Tesla’s success is pulling up the entire EV category, while progress by other automakers is more modest.
But competition is about to intensify.
Ford held a launch event Tuesday to mark the beginning of mass production of the F-150 Lightning at the company’s flagship Rouge assembly complex in Dearborn, Michigan.
“Whenever the world needed us, we met the moment with American ingenuity and American muscle,” Ford president and CEO Jim Farley said at the event.  “And right now, the world needs zero-emissions vehicles.  And more importantly, it needs us to bring them to the many, not just the few.”
Ford said customers have made 200,000 reservations.  The company is already playing catch-up to meet demand, with some customers unlikely to see their orders filled until late this year or into 2023.
Other automakers have also stepped up their games on EVs.
The Hyundai Ioniq5 ranked 5th on the EV best-seller chart in the 1st quarter, with 6,244 vehicles sold.  The Kia EV6 ranked 6th, with 5,281 vehicles sold.  The models were released last year and have gotten good reviews.
Hyundai and Kia are the 2 largest automakers in South Korea, with some overlap in ownership.  The companies are working together on electric vehicles.  Hyundai is developing a battery and motor system that is being used in both of the new models.
Degan said the Ioniq5 and EV6, with prices that start at about $40,000 before tax credits, are EVs that a typical new-car buyer can afford.  Each model is eligible for a $7,500 federal tax credit.
“Not everybody can afford to pay the price for a Tesla,” he said.  For example, the Model Y has a starting price of about $62,000.
There have also been some disappointing performers.  Among them is the Volkswagen ID.4, the 1st model from the company’s ID line of electric vehicles to be sold in the United States.  The ID.4 was 11th on the best-seller list, with 2,755 vehicles sold.
Despite lots of talk about the potential of the ID line and some good reviews, sales of the ID.4 have suffered because of Volkswagen’s difficulties obtaining parts.  Among the challenges, the production of the vehicle slowed down because the company couldn’t get parts from a supplier in Ukraine, a spokesman said.
Looking ahead to the rest of the year, the F-150 Lightning should start going on sale in larger numbers, and Tesla should continue to increase its output at new plants, including the one opened this month in Texas.  Many new models are scheduled to go on sale, including crossover SUVs from major brands: the Nissan Ariya and the “near-twin” models jointly developed by Subaru and Toyota, the Subaru Soltera and the Toyota bZ4X.
But since most of the growth is coming from Tesla, I’m going to give Musk the last word on the topic of his company’s ambitions.
“We only crossed 1 million units in the past 12 months recently,” said CEO Elon Musk about global production, in an April 20 presentation about Tesla’s 1st quarter financial performance.  “We aspire to head to 20 million units a year.  So, we’re basically 5% along the way towards our goal.  And we are growing very, very rapidly year-over-year.”
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