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BUSINESS WORLD OCTOBER 20, 2010

By HOLMAN W. JENKINS, JR.

Volte-Face
GM's new electric car depends on coal-belching power plants to charge its batteries.
What's the point?

GM must be thrilled, if not a little disoriented, by its latest leap to Apple-like cultural relevance, given
the passionate fanboy debate over its latest disclosures about the Chevy Volt.

The car, strictly speaking, isn't at every moment driven by electric power. At highway speeds, the
gasoline engine that generates electricity when the batteries are depleted will, under certain
circumstances, directly turn the planetary ring gear and help drive the car.

I know. When I heard this, I ran about the house shrieking "Well, then, the Volt is not an 'extended-
range' EV but a series-parallel hybrid!" I'm sure you did too.

Some of the more ardent students of such esoterica now accuse GM of having "lied" about the Volt's
fundamental nature, but GM must be astonished that so many want to take up the argument at all. As a
bonus, debating the Volt's electric bona fides changes the subject from the mileage tests starting to come
in from independent reviewers, such as Popular Mechanics.

GM claimed for months that the car would get 50 miles
per gallon (mpg) when in gas mode, though this was
scarcely believable. Popular Mechanics finds that,
running on gas, the car gets 38 mpg on the highway
(burning premium fuel no less), or slightly worse
mileage than its conventional sister, the Chevy Cruze.
And this performance, GM now tells us, is 10% to 15%
better than it would be if the gas engine weren't
sometimes directly driving the wheels.

Discerning critics still applaud the originality and
cleverness of GM's engineering, and we will too. But the
question lingers: Why bother with all this complicated
doohickery?

Cars account for 9% of America's CO2 output, making
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power plants a much more sensible target if your worry
is global warming. Ironically, the Volt rolls out amid
news that an investor is abandoning a big U.S. nuclear
project, leaving America more dependent than ever on
"dirty" coal for its electricity.

Storing electricity—which is what the Volt's batteries do
—is probably the least efficient thing you can do with
the output of such plants. Then again, perhaps this
explains the rapturous greeting the Volt is receiving

from the utility industry.

In GM's backyard, Detroit Edison will be chipping in $2,500 each to cover the cost of installing home
charging stations for the first 2,500 electric car buyers—in a territory where most of the power is
supplied by nine coal-fired power plants.

In central Michigan, Consumers Energy will install a like number of charging stations for its customers—
who get a majority of their power from four large coal plants.

The city of Lansing, as owner of the Lansing Board of Water and Light, will install 25 charging stations
for the city's 450,000 residents—most of whose power comes from three large coal plants, including one
built in the 1920s.

The Volt's defenders will shout that the Volt is a blow against terrorism and in favor of energy
independence. Two answers: The Volt doesn't need defenders if it's a car that consumers want, and that
GM can make and sell at a profit. But GM can't. And it's doubtful that many of the Volt's early adopters
(aside from a Hollywood plutocrat or two) would be interested in the absence of a giant tax credit of
$7,500 per car (paid for by you and me).

The second answer is that even if every American drove a Volt, and every car in America was a Volt, it
would not appreciably change the global challenges we face. Oil would remain an immensely versatile
commodity, and Middle Eastern countries (which have the lowest production costs) would continue to
reap large revenues.

Likewise, the idea that our military budget is mainly spent to keep oil flowing from the Persian Gulf is an
illusion. In fact, the one significant attempt to block the Gulf was undertaken by the U.S. itself, to shut
Iraq and Kuwait out of global markets after Saddam's 1990 invasion—which ought to tell you
something.

Freedom of the seas is a vital principle, but the practical use of U.S. military power is to deny others that
freedom when it suits our interests. To imagine this would change as a result of some change in how we
fuel our cars at home is to understand nothing about military power and why we invest to get and
maintain it.

The hunt for a rationale for the Volt subsidies—not just buyer handouts, but government loans for
assembly and battery plants—is destined always to come up empty. The ethanol scam is your model
here—a gravy train that will have to continue in perpetuity because mass-market electric cars can't
survive on their own merits.
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GM CEO Ed Whitacre and the (mostly) electric
Chevy Volt.
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