Europe Vies with China in Electric Bus Race
by Pilita Clark
August 2, 2013 – It is a quiet afternoon at Geneva airport.  Just outside the main entrance, an electric bus - billed as one of the most exciting developments in green public transport in years - is gliding towards a potential public relations catastrophe.
The world has plenty of electric buses already, but many cannot carry more than 60 people and need to be powered by big packs of onboard batteries that can take hours to recharge, or networks of overhead cables that clutter up streets.
This one – a prototype built by Swiss engineering conglomerate ABB – is an articulated, or bendy bus that can carry 135 people.  It has just one battery pack on the roof that gets “flash-charged” in as little as 15 seconds, as passengers get on or off, by a recharging station the size of an overgrown lamppost.
Europe’s ambitious climate change targets are helping to drive the new industry, but so is an unprecedented shift of people from farms to cities around the world, which is opening up markets that companies such as ABB are eager to exploit.
Inside the bus, which is being tested on a short route near the airport, ABB’s global product group manager, Olivier Augé, is enthusing about how it works.  “We want to transport people, not batteries,” he says, explaining the bus can run 24/7, with just a t3 to 4-minute charge at the end of the line needed, after a few en route flash-charges.
But suddenly, the bus driver appears to warn Mr Augé a massive hail storm is about to hit and the city’s drivers have been told to pull over.  Within minutes, the bus is rocked by ferocious winds.  Pebble-sized hail stones clatter down on its roof, while a hammering downpour floods the road underneath.
As the storm slowly eases, nervous looks are exchanged: will an electric test model start after such a vicious assault?  It does, and as the bus moves on, a visibly relieved Mr Augé says he is not sure a competing system that charges buses from plates beneath the road would have withstood such a battering.  Such is the rivalrous nature of the emerging market for cleaner, greener and quieter public transport.
More than half the world’s people now live in cities, increasingly in so-called mega-cities with a population of 10 million or more that the UN predicts will rise in number from 23 in 2011 to 37 by 2025, mostly in Asia.
That is opening up a fast-growing market, expected to be worth as much as $55 billion some time soon after the next decade, says Peter Harrop, chairman of the IDTechEx research group.  ABB’s fast-charging technology “sounds like a breakthrough”, he says, though he questions whether ABB’s estimate of a 10-year battery life will prove reliable.
It is also up against a lot of other companies trying to make similar progress on fast-charging, including Bombardier of Canada, though all western companies are likely to struggle to compete with Asian rivals in the near future.  “It’s very difficult to see how anyone can beat the Chinese in electric buses in the next 10 years,” he said.
China’s biggest bus maker by sales, Yutong, has already made big inroads.  BYD, the Shenzhen-headquartered battery and carmaker that counts US investor Warren Buffett as a shareholder, has made sales from California to Copenhagen.
All sorts of systems are springing up.  In Vienna, existing overhead tram wires are being recycled to power a new fleet of electric buses using technology from Germany’s Siemens.
The economics of the electric bus are compelling, says ABB’s Mr Auge, who says cities across Europe, North America and the Middle East have expressed interest in his company’s bus system, which has the ungainly title of the TOSA, short for Trolleybus Optimisation Système Alimentation.
Diesel buses might be cheaper than a TOSA bus (the price of which ABB is not disclosing), but Mr Augé says that as well as being noisier and smellier, they are more expensive to maintain than electric ones and only last around 10 to 12 years, while an electric bus has a lifespan of up to 25 years.  Diesel fuel is also expensive in many countries, he adds, so the electric bus alternative makes better financial sense in many cities, especially in those that have yet to install any major public transport system at all.
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