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L
ike the sound of  your neighbor’s new 
car? Silence?

While most cars still go vroom, Ari-
zona is taking a lead in the new era of  

electrics and plug-in hybrids, which can be 
eerily quiet.

In the 1990s, the state was among just a 
handful to get General Motors’ short-lived 
EV-1. Arizona also is one of  the launch 
states for Nissan’s all-electric Leaf, along 
with a charging network being put in place 
by Ecotality Inc. as part of  the federal EV 
Project. And it will be on the leading edge 
as the Toyota Prius and Ford Focus plug in 
within the next year.

“There are certain markets that are a lit-
tle more EV-receptive, and Arizona is one of  
them,” said Nissan’s Tim Gallagher.

“We have quite a record for the use of  al-
ternative fuels,” said Bill Sheaffer, execu-
tive director of  the Valley of  the Sun Clean 
Cities Coalition. “We have the wind at our 
backs.” 

For example, he said, Valley Metro is the 
nation’s largest user of  liquefied natural 
gas, and Phoenix Sky Harbor International 
Airport is the largest user of  compressed 
natural gas.

Local author Larry Edsall, editor of  
iZoom.com, agrees the alternative fuels 
push around Sky Harbor is a likely factor, 
but he also points to the number of  auto 
proving grounds in Arizona, which makes 
the state familiar territory to automakers. 

“Plus, Arizona has good, smooth roads — 
and, at least in the Valley, they are very flat, 
which enhances the fuel-economy figures 
people can achieve,” he said.

It doesn’t hurt that Ecotality has a major 
presence here, either, Sheaffer said. 

“Having the charging station infrastruc-
ture is a chicken-and-egg thing,” he said.

Still, GM included Arizona in the second 
wave for its plug-in hybrid Volt, also part of  
the EV Project. 

While sales began in some states in De-
cember based on demographics, dealer 
networks and other factors, the national 
rollout is scheduled for the end of  this 
year, said Richard James, 
product communications 
manager for GM’s West-
ern region.

“For alt fuel, the 
(original equipment 
manufacturers) like 
to launch in mild cli-
mates at sea level, 
where cars all run 

their best and most efficient,” Edsall said. 
While not as mild as San Diego or Los 

Angeles, Phoenix comes close — though it 
sometimes is overlooked because it is not 
widely perceived as a major market, even 
though it’s among the nation’s biggest 
metros.

Other factors, according to Dan Pierce at 
Ford Motor Co., are previous hybrid sales 
and cooperation among local governments 
and utilities. 

Phoenix is among 19 initial markets for 
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the all-electric Focus, which will launch 
at the end of  this year. In 2012, those same 
markets will get the C-Max Energi plug-in 
hybrid, a minivan-crossover concept. 

Expected to hit in early 2012 in Arizona 
and about a dozen other states is the Toyota 
Prius PHV, another plug-in hybrid. 

Although the Honda FCX Clarity hy-
drogen fuel cell-powered sedan made the 
rounds in Phoenix to show off  its technol-
ogy, it remains part of  a small test fleet 
in California.

Range anxIety and InFRastRuCtuRe
While boasting true zero emissions, 

all-electrics face what the industry calls 
“range anxiety.” The Nissan Leaf, for ex-
ample, tops out at about 100 miles.

Plug-in hybrids can relieve that anxiety, 
but again are most practical for drivers 
who do mostly short hops.

“That’s what we learned from EV-1: 
Range anxiety is real,” said James, adding 
the Volt is geared toward those who drive 
40 miles or less most of  the time and plug 
in overnight.

The key to the growth of  electrics and 
plug-ins is public infrastructure at home 
and in the workplace, he said. While 
most electrics can charge up on a 110-
volt outlet, special charging units cut 
the time considerably. Nissan says a full 
charge on the Leaf  takes about 20 hours 
on 110 volts, but just eight on a 220-volt 
Level 2 charger.

And the cost is far lower than 
running on gasoline, accord-
ing to AAA. For example, the 
auto group estimates a cost 
of  4 cents to 6.5 cents a 
mile to run the Leaf, 
versus about 11 cents 
for a comparable gas-
powered compact.

To help build that 
charging network, 
the EV Project is 

subsidizing the cost of  Level 2 chargers for 
both businesses and individuals. 

a CompetItIve edge FoR BusIness
Colleen Crowninshield, clean cities man-

ager for the Pima Association of  Govern-
ments, is helping oversee EV Project work 
in the Tucson area. That means plotting 
out where public charging stations will be 
located, working with utilities to ensure 

compatibility with the elec-
tric grid and talking with 
interested businesses.

“A lot of  business owners 
are looking at it as a competi-
tive edge,” she said.

Innovation in the auto in-
dustry generally comes from 
luxury brands, but that gen-

erally has not been the case with electrics. 
A notable exception is Tesla Motors, the 
California company that started with a 
six-figure all-electric roadster.

GM chose to start with Chevrolet rather 
than Cadillac, James said, “so people un-
derstand this is a car for everybody.”

Other electrics and plug-in hybrids set to 
hit U.S. markets in the next year or two, ac-
cording to the U.S. Department of  Energy, 
include the Fisker Karma, Smart Fortwo 
electrics, Mitsubishi MiEV, Toyota IQ and 
Rav4, and Tesla Model S sedan. Then there 
are some little-known players such as 
Wheego Whip LiFe, Coda and Think City.

Crowninshield

Chevrolet volt plug-in hybrid
avaILaBILIty: Launched in December 

in California, New York, Michigan, 
Connecticut, Texas, New Jersey  
and the District of Columbia; full  
roll-out planned in December 2011, 
including Arizona

saLes: 1,536 through March, with 
a goal of 11,000 for the year and 
45,000 in 2012

msRp: $41,000
InCentIves: Federal tax credit  

of $7,500
Range: 40 miles (electric only)

toyota Prius PHv
avaILaBILIty: Planned in early 

2012 for Arizona, California, 
Connecticut, Maine, Maryland, 
Massachusetts, New Jersey, 
New York, Oregon, Rhode 
Island, Vermont, Washington, 
Virginia and New Hampshire

msRp: Not yet announced 

InCentIves: Federal tax credit not 
yet determined

Range: 13 miles (electric only)nissan Leaf all-electric
avaILaBILIty: Launched in December  

in Phoenix, Tucson, Los Angeles,  
San Francisco, San Diego, Portland, 
Seattle and Tennessee

saLes: 1,044 sold since December, 
including 573 in April

msRp: $32,780
InCentIves: Federal tax 

credit of $7,500, Arizona 
registration fee reduced  
to $28

Range: 100 miles

So will these vehicles meet with success, 
will gasoline continue its rule, or will an-
other alt fuel jump to the forefront?

“I think we’re entering an era when 
there will be a variety of  fuels,” Edsall 
said. “Gasoline will dominate, but pure 
electrics, hybrids — including plug-ins, 
propane, etc. — all will play a role. Maybe 

even diesel, which for some reason makes 
too much sense for Americans to grasp  
its benefits, especially now that there’s 
clean diesel.

“The electrification of  our personal trans-
portation is going to grow, though not nearly 
as quickly as the ‘experts’ have been telling 
us for the past 20 years,” he said.

Ford  Focus all-electric
avaILaBILIty: Planned in  

late 2011 in 19 markets, 
including Arizona
msRp: Not yet announced
InCentIves: Federal tax 

credit of $7,500; Arizona 
registration fee reduced  
to $28

Range: 100 miles
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The Smart 
Fortwo 
electric  
car will 
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in the  
next 
year  
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The Tesla Model S Sedan is expected to 
hit the market in 2012 or 2013.
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The Chevrolet Volt plug-in hybrid was 
featured recently at a preview event along 
with other General Motors products at 
University of Phoenix stadium in Glendale.
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