Utilities Push Into Fuel Stations for Electric Cars
Feb. 19, 2015 – Since hitting the mass market about 5 years ago, electric vehicles have failed to take off, largely, experts say, because a robust network of public charging stations has not been built.  Car companies, retail chains, and members of an infant charger industry have announced partnership after partnership to build the stations, but their number still falls well short of what is needed to nudge millions of drivers into making the switch, analysts say.
But now, if major electric utilities have their way, that could change.  In several regions, utilities — big companies experienced in financing, building and managing power infrastructure, as well as selling electricity — are getting into the vehicle charging business.  Their goal is nothing less than making the electric car a viable alternative for millions of consumers and, in the process, helping shore up their own flattening business of supplying electricity.
In Kansas City, Mo., for example, the main utility is building a network with more than 1,000 charging stations for the metropolitan area.  In California, Pacific Gas and Electric recently became the last of California’s 3 big utilities to file a proposal with regulators that would allow it to install 25,000 public chargers — costing $654 million — in a state that has about 6,300 public chargers, at about 2,000 stations.  In all, 3 major utilities envision building as many as 60,000 chargers in California, in the coming years.
Nationwide, there are about 9,000 public stations, with about 22,900 chargers, according to the Energy Department.  The electric vehicle industry has a long way to go to catch up to the availability of gas.  In 2012, there were about 114,000 gas stations in the United States, according to the Census Bureau.
“We’re looking to really remove barriers to E.V. adoption, to really build to scale where all business models can work,” said James Ellis, director of electrification and electric vehicles at the utility.
Although California leads the nation in electric vehicle sales, with about 40% of the market, it is under pressure to meet aggressive goals that would require 100,000 chargers that are faster than traditional home outlets — enough to support 1 million vehicles — by 2020.
Beyond California, automakers face strict federal mandates to improve fuel efficiency and reduce carbon emissions.  By 2025, their fleets must average at least 54.5 miles a gallon, more than double the current average of about 25 miles a gallon.  To reach that goal, analysts say, automakers have little choice but to expand the consumer market for vehicles that require a plug-in charge, beyond the 120,000 sold last year.  Over all, automakers sold about 16.5 million vehicles in the United States in 2014.
But developing that electric market has proved difficult, with charging companies struggling to figure out how to make money and even going bankrupt, despite generous federal support and, in some states, prohibitions on utilities entering the market for fear of stifling competition.  California regulators had enacted one such ban, but they overturned it at the end of last year.
Mindful of what Dan Bowermaster, manager of electric transportation at the Electric Power Research Institute, a non-profit utility organization, called the speed-bumps of developing the network, regulators, and the industry were beginning to turn to the electric companies.  Some private companies, like Ecotality, went out of business — even after receiving generous taxpayer support — and had difficulty maintaining the stations.
“Everyone has different opinions about whether or not the utility model is the right one, but it is regulated and every stakeholder can get involved,” he said.  “What the utilities can do is, they have scale, so they can drive costs down.”  For the utilities, whose revenue is being squeezed by slowing growth in electric demand and, especially in states like California, the explosion in residential solar power, the charging business represents a potential boon.
Utilities could benefit not only from increased electricity sales, but also by investing in building the underlying infrastructure, on which they earn a set return recovered through customer rates.  In addition to that, executives said, passenger cars sucking up power at public stations during the day could absorb excess electricity flowing from the solar farms that are increasingly coming online.
“There’s a significant opportunity to actually operate the grid more efficiently by managing electric vehicle charging,” said Jim Avery, senior vice president for power supply at San Diego Gas and Electric, whose proposal would install equipment that allows customers to manage their charging based on price, convenience, or other factors, through their smartphones.  Electric vehicle industry executives say they welcome the utilities into the market, as powerful and important partners in building the charging network.
Still, the utilities’ push has met resistance, from competing companies and ratepayers themselves.  Some executives at charging companies said that the utilities should not use ratepayer money to compete directly with them, but should limit their role to building, owning and maintaining the electrical infrastructure, rather than the stations themselves, and in setting standards.
Pasquale Romano, chief executive of ChargePoint, developer of the nation’s largest charging station network, praised a proposal from Southern California Edison that the company helped influence, but cautioned that Pacific Gas and Electric — which plans to own the chargers but use contractors to develop and operate them — could end up stifling competition and innovation.
“Just like we have to add lanes to roads as population increases in areas and build subways, we need to make sure we can deliver enough energy to parking lots everywhere - to be able to take advantage of new technology that allows us to drive on electrons,” he said.  The private sector has already shown a willingness to begin investing in charging stations, he said.  If the utilities simply took on the cost of the electric infrastructure, it would accelerate that process.
But Mark Toney, executive director of the Utility Reform Network, which advocates for ratepayers in California, questioned whether it was fair to burden the majority of California ratepayers with building the network at all.  “I have a lot of skepticism that E.V.s are even going to be successful — I just don’t know,” he said, adding that Toyota appeared to be betting on hydrogen vehicles over electric ones.  “They’re not a fringe player.  So that makes me wonder, ‘Is this the technology that at the end of the day takes off?’ ”
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