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RAC written submission to the BEIS committee inquiry into electric vehicles

This response has been written by Nicholas Lyes, RAC Public Affairs Manager, on behalf of RAC Motoring Services


About the RAC

With more than eight million members, the RAC is the oldest and one of the UK's most progressive motoring organisations, providing services for both private and business motorists. As such, it is committed to making driving easier, safer, more affordable and more enjoyable for all road users. 

The RAC, which employs more than 1,500 patrols, provides roadside assistance across the entire UK road network and as a result has significant insight into how the country’s road networks are managed and maintained. 

The RAC is separate from the RAC Foundation which is a transport policy and research organisation which explores the economic, mobility, safety and environmental issues relating to roads and their users.

The RAC website can be found at www.rac.co.uk. 

In September 2016, the RAC published its latest Report on Motoring. 
RAC Response

1. What are the key barriers to development of the UK's electric vehicle market?

1.1 Statistics from the Department for Transport show that between 2014 and 2015, the take-up of pure electric vehicles was stagnating at around 10,000 vehicles a year
, however more recent statistics from the SMMT shows that take-up amongst motorists is once again increasing.
 
1.2 Research from last year’s RAC Report on Motoring showed that only 2% of motorists were considering a pure electric vehicle as their choice of next car. The RAC believes there are several reasons which could impact upon the development of the electric vehicle market from a consumer point of view. These include:

a. Concerns about EV range and initial costs: Even after Government grants, a new pure electric or plug-in hybrid vehicle is likely to cost consumers more to purchase than a similarly sized conventional vehicle. 
However, running costs are likely to be lower when compared to a conventional vehicle. A survey conducted on electric vehicles in 2013 using the RAC opinion panel found that for almost one in five (24%) of motorists, the cost of replacing the batteries would be a major concern should it become necessary. To date, very few pure electric vehicles have been on the road for sufficiently long to know whether in practice this is likely to be a problem. However, concern about vehicle range on a full charge was the most common concern (31% of motorists).
The RAC is planning to conduct new research on features which would encourage motorists to choose an electric vehicle later this year, and we would be happy to share the findings with the Committee once these are available. 
b. Charging fees and structure: At present, when motorists run low on fuel in a conventional vehicle, refuelling takes only a few minutes and there are sufficient filling stations available such that very little advanced planning is required. Motorists have confidence that each filling station will have prices displayed so they understand how much they will have to pay. It is a simple and easy process. However, for owners of electric vehicles, the process is far less straightforward. There are multiple charging networks, the majority of which only allow access for those who subscribe to the network concerned.  Tariffs vary from network to network making some extremely expensive, particularly for the owners of plug-in hybrids, because of the high fixed cost/charge. Whilst motorists may also have the ability to charge their vehicles at home, this is only really available for those with off-street parking. 
c. Increased costs from VED rates for new ultra-low emission costs: It is unrealistic to expect all motorists to switch from a conventional petrol or diesel vehicle to a pure electric vehicle in the short term. This is because of the limitations on range of affordable pure electric vehicles and because of the limited availability of charging facilities and the time it takes to fully recharge the batteries. Unless a motorist can afford to purchase one of the few pure electric vehicles with a range comparable with a conventional vehicle (i.e. in excess of 250 miles), pure electric vehicles are only really suitable for those who only make short journeys in city or urban areas. 
However, plug-in hybrids offer an immediate option for the majority of motorists. They can run on pure battery power when travelling relatively short distances in city and urban areas, where air quality is poorest, but have the ability to switch to a conventional engine (normally a modern low-emission petrol engine) when travelling longer distances. This overcomes all of the concerns in terms of vehicle range and the availability of refuelling stations and time to refuel. Research from this year’s RAC Report on Motoring found that 5% of motorists are considering a plug-in hybrid as their next car, showing this option to be more popular than pure electric vehicles at present
. 
New Vehicle Excise Duty (VED) rates introduced on the 1st April have substantially increased the tax burden on new ultra-low emission vehicles, which includes conventional and plug-in hybrids when compared to the previous VED regime. Analysis by the RAC
 showed that those opting for a typical plug-in hybrid vehicle could be paying up to an extra £130 for 2 years, or £520 over 5 years compared to the previous VED regime. We believe this could seriously impact upon the take-up of plug-in hybrids which are arguably are far a more realistic alternative to a conventional vehicle than a pure electric vehicle in the near future. Prior to the 1st April, all ultra-low emission vehicles paid zero VED.
d. Infrastructure: Drivers of plug-in vehicles will wish to charge their vehicles at home; however at present, with only a very small number of exceptions, this is only a possible for those with off-street parking. Those who park their vehicles on-street do not have the same access to home charging facilities due to a lack of local charging infrastructure in residential streets. Whilst public charging facilities are becoming more common, (e.g. most motorway service stations now have charging points), there is still insufficient charging capacity (numbers of charging points)  to cater for a dramatic or immediate shift of motorists switching to pure EVs. 
At present, the time to fully recharge a vehicle’s battery can be limited either by the charging facility or the vehicle itself. The majority of electric vehicles currently on the road will take hours rather than minutes to recharge and pure electric vehicles will only be seen as a viable alternative for longer journeys when recharging times are measured in minutes and associated charging stations are widely available in sufficient numbers to a degree that a motorist can be confident that one will be available whenever and wherever they need to recharge their vehicle (eg – no queues).
2. Does the Government's Industrial Strategy sufficiently address the challenges and opportunities for electric vehicles?

2.1 The RAC welcomes the Government’s focus on new technology to optimise grid capacity, such as smart grids. It is important that motorists have confidence in the infrastructure’s ability to cope with higher demand from growth in the EV sector.  

2.2 Proposals currently included in the Vehicle Technology and Aviation Bill will assist in providing further clarity on standardised charging points, standards on pricing and interoperability, and clauses which specify where public charging points should be located by law. 

2.3 However, as stated in our response to question 1, it is important that the taxation regime encourages a switch new plug-in hybrids, as well as new pure electric vehicles. Owners of the latter are currently exempt from paying vehicle excise duty, providing their vehicle does not have a list price of £40,000 or more (if registered after 1st April 2017). 
3. What support for purchase costs should the Government provide after 2018, in response to the changing costs of electric vehicles?
3.1 As discussed, the RAC believes that the Government’s current tax regime for new cars encourages vehicle owners to purchase pure electric vehicles. However, a very small proportion of people are considering switching to pure electric vehicles at present. Therefore, we would encourage the Government to review the current VED rates for new vehicles to help people switch to plug-in hybrids as an alternative to pure electric vehicles. 
3.2 The Plug-in grant scheme, which provides grants to motorists to switch to EVs and plug-in hybrids, is due to come to an end in 2018, so the Government should consider setting aside further funding to encourage take-up. As more EVs and ultra-low emission vehicles come on to the market, increased competition amongst manufacturers should help to lower initial purchase prices for consumers and this will also encourage more motorists and companies to switch. The Government should work closely with manufacturers and their trade association (SMMT) to ensure the scheme delivers the right incentives for purchasers and also delivers best value for money for taxpayers. However in principle, the RAC favours extending Government incentives to help motorists switch to ULEV alternatives beyond 2018. 

4. How best can the Government ensure that there is consistent provision of charging infrastructure across the country?

4.1 The RAC is responding to this question from the point of view of charging location, rather than from a grid perspective. Provision of charging infrastructure at Motorway Service Stations and petrol stations is being considered in the Government’s Vehicle Technology and Aviation Bill, however we would encourage the Government to look a little further than these locations.
4.2 We believe that it is important that Government looks at the following:

· Ability to charge from home: The Government should work with local authorities to ensure that all motorists, whether they have off-street parking available to them at home or not, have the same ability to charge their vehicles overnight. This, for example, may require all lamp posts in areas where residents are dependent on on-street parking to be replaced by lamp posts with built-in on-street charging facilities for a minimum of 2 vehicles at a time per lamp post. 

· Ultra-rapid charging infrastructure: Motorists are accustomed to refuelling at a petrol station in minutes. Where they are on long journeys, provision should be made for rapid charging infrastructure (when such technology is more common) at motorway service stations and petrol stations. Charging facilities that take a long time to fully recharge a vehicle will not be suitable when there is widespread take-up of pure EVs.

· Public and private parking facilities: Provision should be made for public and private car parks to offer EV charging facilities. Given the nature of parking, some motorists may leave their vehicle all day, for couple of hours, or for less than 30 minutes. As such, it is essential there is enough charging infrastructure to meet the needs of all types of visitors. We need to plan for the likelihood that in the future, every parking space will need access to recharging
4.3 Even though the rate of take-up of pure EVs is uncertain, it is possible to consider the potential longer term implications for the national grid. For example, if every vehicle parking at motorway services needed to recharge and every parking bay had recharging facilities, could the existing power distribution network cope with such a demand and if not, how do we need to plan for such a demand?
5. Is the Government's road transport decarbonisation strategy sufficiently flexible to adapt to potentially disruptive market trends such as driverless cars? How might these impact requirements for, and use of, charging infrastructure?


5.1 The RAC is unable to answer this, however we believe the Government sufficiently understands the benefits both of EVs and connected and autonomous vehicles technology and the importance of preparing the UK for further take-up of both. 
Please address any comments or further contact to:

Nicholas Lyes, RAC Public Affairs Manager

 nlyes@rac.co.uk 

David Bizley, RAC Chief Engineer

 
dbizley@rac.co.uk   



Pete Williams, RAC Head of External Affairs
 peter.williams@rac.co.uk
Date of submission: 6th April 2017
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