Electric Cars Will Provide Hefty Boost to Australia’s Economy
by Peter Hannam
July 27, 2015 - Electric cars have much going for them -  including superior acceleration, plus lower fuel and maintenance costs than petrol-powered rivals - but restricted model choice and incoherent government policies are limiting their take-up by Australians, a new study has found.
Just 3 in every 10,000 passenger cars sold locally each year is powered by an electric motor.  This lags countries such as Norway, where the ratio is now more than  800 per 10,000, according to research by Energeia, commissioned by the Energy Suppliers Association of  Australia.
While consumers are often put off by the high cost of new electric vehicles (EVs) – perhaps twice that of standard cars – as big a barrier is the limited number of models available, said Melanie Koerner, a consulting director for Energeia and author of the report.  "It's been on the supply side that manufacturers have really struggled," Ms Koerner said.  "The lack of policy support hasn't helped either."
One option for the government to boost the market might be to require car makers to offer more of their product range in Australia.  Only about 5 EV models are available here, while suppliers have introduced 22 EV models into the US market into the past 2 years.
The benefits of such policies will quicken an inevitable surge in demand for EVs, the report found.  It cited the appeal of superior acceleration and the absence of exhaust pipe pollution.  Fuel security is also improved, as reliance on refined or crude petroleum products is reduced.
By 2035, EVs will account for 18% of the country's fleet, or 3.4 million vehicles, with little policy support, Energeia predicts.
That take-up, though, could be accelerated further, by removing industry barriers and providing low or no-cost incentives, such as access to priority lanes or parking.  Those measures would lift the EV fleet by a further 600,000 to 4 million in 20 years' time, bringing extra economic benefits of about $1.2 billion, the report found.
The "do nothing" approach would end up hurting the economy, to the tune of more than $1.2 billion in costs or lost jobs and growth, with an additional import requirement of about 2.7 million barrels of oil over the 20 years
"Australia does not have a comprehensive alternative fuel vehicle policy framework at the federal level, and is lagging behind many international peers," the report said.
Norway waives GST costs, for instance, while the Netherlands - which has among the richest incentives, including  zero vehicle duty - has 43,000 EVs on its roads.  Norway aims to lift that tally to 1 million by 2025.
Network Boost
Although compiled for the peak electricity suppliers' group, the report only makes passing reference to the benefits EVs might bring to an industry facing flat or falling power demand.
Depending on the tariff structure in place, the rise of electric cars could add to network revenue and, by making greater use of available infrastructure, and lower everybody's power bills, the report said.  For instance, power demand may jump by 25% in the Northern Territory and 43% in Victoria.  "These increases would more than offset the decline in annual consumption to uptake of rooftop solar PV," the report said.
Kieran Donoghue, general manager for policy at the ESAA, said that a "ball park estimate" of the benefits indicated that 1 million EVs, charging mostly at home at off-peak times, would deliver savings of about $200 million a year.
"Overall, they represent one piece in the evolution of the energy system," Mr Donoghue said.  "Integrating large amounts of wind and solar energy into our system will require the demand side of the system to become more flexible," he said.  "EVs could play an important role in providing that flexibility.
The impact on carbon emissions from the EV take-up is less clear.  If the consumers tap the usual mix of electricity sources from the grid, electric cars will actually add to emissions, the report found.  As the grid itself takes up more renewable energy, though, the emissions profile improves.
Many consumers may also integrate their cars with home-based solar panels or buy green power, further reducing the carbon footprint of their transport.
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