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Optional Special Project

“Who Killed the Electric Car?”


The film portrays an industrial culture whose resistance to change, greed and voluntary dependence on oil extinguishes progression, and the ability to provide solutions to increase energy independence and sustainability. Big Oil and Big Gas successfully hold world domination in the marketplace, they have effectively convinced the masses that gas is the cheapest and most practical way to power cars when that is simply not the case. Losing business to new competitive technology instilled a great fear in them, so they supported all attempts to eradicate the California’s zero-emissions mandate. Furthermore, the oil industry bought up patents that would prevent the use of advanced NiMH batteries in American electric cars. 


By 2003, after California officials eliminated their zero-emissions mandate, General Motors cancelled their EV program and began pulling the EV1s and destroying them as the lease terms were up. Approximately 1200 electric cars that were built in compliance with the California zero-emissions mandate were either destroyed or disabled. The automobile industry did not want to promote the use of electric cars that required less maintenance and cheaper repairs that would, in turn, keep the consumer from returning to the dealership. Ultimately, gas-powered cars make the car industry more money then their electric counterparts. 


The federal government also had a hand in the electric car destruction; they joined forces with the auto industry in suit against California. Through the introduction of the Hydrogen Car Initiative the government redirected alternative fuel research from electric to hydrogen. The hydrogen car initiative is argued to be poor policy choice, in that it acts as a distraction whereby delaying the utilization of technologies that have more potential, such as the use of electric and hybrid cars that have a better chance in reducing greenhouse gas emissions and increasing the country’s energy independence. 


The California Air Resources Board (CARB) caved not only under intensive industry pressure, but also from the pressure of the federal government. Tragically, the elimination of CARB’s mandate relieved the car industry of the zero emissions policy, whereby bringing about the EV1 destruction and halting progression into more energy efficient vehicles.


According to the film, the unlikely success of the hydrogen car is merely a distraction that was meant to buy time and profits for “the status quo”. There are many problems with the idea of hydrogen vehicles, for instance, they are less efficient, the fuel is very expensive, and consumers cannot get enough miles out of it before having to refuel. Electric cars are able make use of the already existing electrical grid rather than having to develop a new and costly energy infrastructure to support hydrogen car fueling.


Quite simply, electric cars were not continued to be mass-produced because it did not profit the car industry as do gas-powered cars. There was no government support, and the heavy hand of the oil industry continues to be the most influential supporter of reliance on fossil fuels. 


According to an article found in Automotive News entitled “Conspiracy theories abound in EV1 flick”, paints a different picture than the film “Who Killed the Electric Car?” The film is described as, “…a film rife with political posturing, unsubstantiated allegations and flat-out errors.” Mark Rechtin, the author of the article believed that the makers of this film disregarded the realities of the free market as “…it rests on half-baked left-wing conspiracy theories.” He argues that the only “suspect” left out of the discussion was battery technology, and the fact of the matter was that the battery technology was just not there yet. Consumers were yet another factor in the EV1 destruction, consumers were not keen on the idea of a two-seater sedan that could only hold out for 80 miles before it had to be recharged again for four hours. Only 800 EV1s were sold, understandably GM gave it the ax because there was no profit potential there. 


The article also pointed out the blatant manipulations the film was built around. For instance, the movie just happens to leave out the success of Toyota’s RAV4 EVs that have sold or leased more cars then GM made EV1s, and those cars are currently still on the roads. 


Where Rechtin admits that the movie was not without credible information, such as the surfacing of the confidential 1995 American Automobile Manufacturers Association document that blatantly reveals the automotive industries attempts to round up public relations in efforts to put a stop to pro-electric car sentiment. There is also the fact that electric vehicles received a max of $4,000 in federal tax credit when some large SUVs, pick up trucks and vans were deductible up to $10,000 as a business expense in 2003. One cannot ignore that GM ended the EV program one month after they bought the Hummer brand (as if those two aren’t distinct opposites). 


Ultimately, the article expresses the opinion that the film played “too loosely with the facts”, and the free market is what primarily led to the end of the EV1, and not a slew of fun conspiracies fit for a detective tale.  



I view the EV1 phenomena as a result of a tragic blend of unfortunate circumstances that led to the death of the EV1. First and foremost, I blame the federal government who is charged with protecting the health and progression of society. I think that they failed in supporting an industrial change that would have been one of the biggest historical successes of the country, as well as mankind, all for the love of greed and sleeping with automotive and oil industries. The rest is not surprising, leave it to society to resist change in any arena unless it is aggressively marketed and supported by the masses. The oil and automotive industries—absolutely—they are going to dig their nails into high profit making motives. 


Nancy Drew, put your magnifying glass away. This was the work of the human tendency—love of money, love of greed, love of status quo. 


What can we do? Support progression and not the interests of big business. Support sustainability and co-inhabitance, not waste and short-term profit. Make educated decisions and help guide the market in the right direction instead of responding to simple marketing tactics and good PR.

