Electric Vehicles Sales Plummet in Ontario after It Cancels Rebate
by Allison Jones
Dec. 15, 2019 – Sales of electric vehicles in Ontario have plummeted since the Progressive Conservative government cancelled a rebate last year, hampering progress toward a national target.
In the 1st 6 months of this year, sales in Ontario were down more than 55% from the same period in 2018, according to data from Electric Mobility Canada.  In the 2nd quarter of this year, 2,933 electric vehicles were sold in the province, down from 7,110 in the same period last year.
Ontario is the only province not seeing increased sales, year over year.  Quebec and British Columbia, which have their own provincial rebates, have long been leading in total sales.  Ontario's figures had been increasing on par with theirs until the province's financial incentive disappeared.
Under the previous Liberal government, Ontario had offered up to $14,000 back for buyers of electric vehicles, but Premier Doug Ford's government cancelled it after winning the June 2018 election.  He said it was going to people who could already afford expensive cars.
Shortly after that, Ontario's sales sharply dropped — and national sales did, too.
They rebounded after the introduction this spring of a $5,000 federal rebate, but national sales of electric vehicles are still only at 3.5%, which is a far cry from the federal government's target of 10% in 2025.
"It's going to be challenging for the federal government to meet that target...then even more by 2030 (when Ottawa hopes the number rises to 30%)," said Al Cormier of Electric Mobility Canada.
Rebates Key to Take Away Price Shock, Non-Profit Says
"If Ontario was in the game again, it would make the whole thing a lot easier."
B.C. is now at 10% of sales, with Quebec close behind at 7%.  In Ontario, electric vehicles made up around 3% of total passenger vehicle sales at its highest point, then dropped to below 1% after the provincial rebate was cancelled, then climbed to just under 2% after the federal rebate was introduced.
Experts say rebates are key, because the up-front cost of an electric vehicle can be anywhere from $10,000 to $30,000 more than a similar gas-powered car.  Rebates take away some of that initial price shock, said Cara Clairman, the CEO of Plug'n Drive, a non-profit devoted to electric vehicles.
"The total cost of ownership, when you take into account that you're not going to be paying for gas and there's less maintenance ... is actually lower for an EV than for most gas cars," she said.
Mark Nantais, president of the Canadian Vehicle Manufacturers' Association, said that right now, the auto industry is taking a loss on electric vehicles of upwards of $10,000 a car.  The cost of the technology is still so much higher than that of gasoline-powered vehicles, he said, but it won't always be that way.
Survey Finds Price Is Barrier to Electric Vehicles in GTA
"We see that gap, or that differential, there until probably where you see cost parity in late next decade," Nantais said.  "We've been quite clear on the need to continue with the consumer point-of-purchase incentives.  That's really critical until we reach price parity with internal combustion engines."
Transportation Minister Caroline Mulroney's office refused to make her available for an interview.
Clairman said a 2017 survey of about 1,200 drivers in the Greater Toronto Area found that price was a larger barrier to people purchasing electric vehicles than range anxiety — people's worry that their electric vehicle will run out of power before reaching their destination.
It helps that vehicle manufacturers are now coming out with models with a battery range of 400 kilometers, Clairman said, but more public charging infrastructure is still needed.
In Ontario, the former government had put $20 million toward installing a network of 500 charging stations across the province.  Nearly 350 of them were ultimately put into service, but the current government has not built any more.  Metrolinx, the provincial transit agency, actually removed some earlier this year.
More Charging Stations Needed in Ontario, Experts Say
Private companies such as Petro-Canada are stepping in to build charging stations.  There are now roughly 1,400 public chargers in Ontario, according to federal and provincial data.  Experts say more are needed.
It would help, Cormier said, if the government put in place requirements for charging stations in new public buildings and garages.  Earlier this year, the Ontario government removed a requirement for new homes to include the wiring for potential electric vehicle charging stations.
"It's not just that they haven't supported building these things up, they've actually got in the way of what we were already doing," said Dianne Saxe, Ontario's former environmental commissioner whose job was axed by the Ford government.
The transportation sector makes up Ontario's largest chunk of greenhouse gas emissions, at 35%.  But electric vehicles are not the silver bullet, she suggested.  "I don't start with saying we need to change gasoline cars into electric cars," she said.  "What we most need to do is reduce the need to travel by car."
Building denser communities that reduce the need for vehicle travel is the best "bang for the buck," Saxe said, followed by public transit, followed by electric vehicles for transportation needs that can't be met the 1st 2 ways.
Urgency of Climate Change Means Pace Needs to Pick Up
Clairman believes that the pace of electric vehicle sales will one day pick up in Ontario, just perhaps not as quickly as it otherwise would have.  "Do I think rebates would help?" she said.  "Yes.  We'll get there eventually either way.  We'd love to speed it up.  With the urgency of climate change we really should speed it up."
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