Who Killed the Electric Car? Give Me a Break!

By Gary Witzenburg


Anyone inclined to believe the nonsensical notion that General Motors is to blame for “killing” the electric car needs a quick history lesson.

First, it was GM (via high-tech contractor Aerovironment) that created the advanced concept EV called Impact and began serious work to try to productionize it -- well before California’s Air Resources Board (CARB) decided to force all major makers to do it. Second, it was CARB’s unrealistic sales mandate that attempted to artificially create a market for EVs before the technology was remotely ready for widespread acceptance. 

It was January, 1990 when GM unveiled the teardrop-shaped two-seat Impact concept car. It looked great, performed remarkably well and had achieved (in one test under ideal conditions) an astounding 120 miles on a charge -- better than any battery EV ever built.


Reaction to it from media and showgoers was hugely positive. So GM that April appointed Ken Baker, an inspirational engineering leader with previous experimental EV experience, to put together a select team of some of the company’s best, brightest and most dedicated engineers to investigate the feasibility of mass-producing such a car.

That summer, inspired by Impact’s apparent potential and GM’s effort to design and build a production version, CARB passed a law mandating the top several automakers to sell a specific percentage (starting with five percent and growing over time) of their California totals as “zero emission” (battery electric) vehicles. That was not good news to any maker it affected.

Even if a practical EV could be developed at a price people would be willing to pay -- a very big if -- GM wanted to be there first and lead an emerging market for them. No one knew how many could be sold, and no business wants its toughest competitors jumping into an unpredictable new market segment all at once. Also, no business wants to be told how many of anything it must sell, since a mandate can’t force people to buy something they don’t want.

I joined GM’s growing EV effort the following April as manager of vehicle test and development. My job was to put together and manage a small Proving Ground-based team of engineers and technicians who would test and develop the car’s ride, handling, NVH (noise, vibration and harshness) and, above all, its energy consumption.

Because its 1,100-pound pack of advanced lead-acid batteries (the best available at the time) could hold a mere half-gallon of gasoline-equivalent energy, our car would have to be incredibly efficient to achieve even barely acceptable range. The ultra-light Impact’s 120-mile test achievement was not realistic for a production car that would meet U.S. consumer needs and safety standards, but we thought 70-90 miles (on a good warm day) was possible.

Then, one cold December morning in 1992, Ken Baker emotionally told us that our program was being “put on the shelf.” A few days later, newly-appointed GM CEO Jack Smith hosted all 400 of us for lunch to apologize and explain why he had reluctantly decided to table our program as he struggled to save the corporation. He had already canceled or delayed some volume programs and said this was his last and perhaps most difficult such decision. I was privileged to sit at his table, and he could not have been more sincere.

Three-quarters of our group was reassigned, but roughly 100 remained to continue development. Because of my past media experience, my team planned and executed a series of press drives using three of our seven “Proof of Concept” prototype cars. That brought a lot of positive stories, most predicting that our car – if produced – would be the best-ever EV.

We also managed the critically important job of “burning in” 50 more prototypes that would be loaned to consumers in a dozen U.S. cities. This innovative, expensive and risky “PrEView Drive” program accumulated hugely valuable real-world experience and reams of data on how the cars performed, how people used them and what they liked and disliked.

When Bob Purcell was appointed our new leader, his mission from Jack Smith and the Board of Directors was to revive the program and “make a business of it.” If California was determined to mandate EV sales, GM wanted to find a way to make them profitable. The plan was to lead the industry in EV technology and market it to other OEMs who chose not to invest hundreds of millions to develop their own -- exactly Toyota’s plan for its hybrid technology. (I later learned that the positive articles resulting from our POC-vehicle press program had been instrumental in convincing the Board to go forward with what became the production EV1. 

When we shipped the first 1997 EV1s to California Saturn dealers, we knew the market for an expensive two-seater with very limited range would not be strong. But we knew the PrEView Drive EV loaner volunteers had loved our cars and learned to live with their range limitation. We also knew that long-term success would depend on battery technology. 

We worked hard to prepare our 1999-model EV1 for optional nickel-metal hydride (NiMH) batteries – roughly twice lead-acid’s energy capacity but much more expensive – which could nearly double its range. But the lithium-polymer chemistry then being developed by 3M Corp. and others, which promised gasoline-competitive cost and range, never panned out.

I understand why those who had EV1s loved them and hated to give them up. And I understand why GM could not risk leaving potentially dangerous 312-volt cars out there as they aged, nor commit to providing parts and service for years to come, as required by law.

Just don’t let anyone tell you that GM wanted that program to fail. You don’t table it, revive it, then do everything we did -- and invest at least a billion precious product development dollars -- on something you don’t want to succeed. From CEO Jack Smith down to those of us who worked so hard to make a great car and a viable business of it, we felt confident that just about everyone at GM desperately wanted it to.

If road-going battery EVs ever will succeed in sustainable numbers, they will need safe and affordable on-board battery energy at least competitive with a tank of gas, or diesel. No amount of wishful thinking or well-intentioned legislation will alter that reality.
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