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By Julie Schmit, USA TODAY
BERKELEY, Calif. — Here's a sticker shock
that feels good: 245 miles per gallon.
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Motors is one of an increasing number of
electric-vehicle dealers aiming to tap distaste for
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high gas prices and growing environmental
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By Noah Berger for USA TODAY

Green Motors in California sells the Zenn and other
electric vehicles like the iT, shown here getting a
once-over in the dealership's showroom.

The Zenn, which began selling in the USA a year ago, falls into the
category of "neighborhood electric vehicles" (NEVs) or "low-speed
vehicles." NEVs are legal only on roads marked for 35 miles per hour
or less. In most states, they can go up to 25 mph; in two states up
to 35 mph. Depending on make, NEVs will run 30 to 50 miles after a
four-to-eight-hour charge and plug in anywhere.
But unlike electric golf-cart-like vehicles popular in retirement
communities, the Zenn looks like a regular car. It's based on
Europe's Microcar, which has been produced as a gas or
diesel-powered low-speed vehicle for more than 20 years.
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Instead of an engine, a bank of batteries fills the space
under the hood of a Zenn electric car.
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Former software salesman Marc Korchin, who opened the Berkeley
dealership in October, says his goal isn't to get drivers to ditch
gas-fueled cars. He wants them to use those cars less and drive
electric on low-speed city streets. His mantra? "Use the right tool for
the job," he says. "You wouldn't hang a picture with a sledgehammer,
and we're all driving sledgehammers."
Clean and quiet
The Zenn cars, short for Zero Emission, No Noise, cost $12,750 to
$17,600 and are slightly smaller than the Mini Cooper. Korchin also
sells a four-seat sedan from Dynasty Electric Car for $20,000, as
well as the Dynasty mini-truck for $25,000.
Both Zenn and Dynasty are based in Canada. Zenn Motor gets car
bodies from Europe and adds electric components. Other NEV
providers include California companies Miles Electric Vehicles and
Zap and North Dakota-based Global Electric Motorcars from
Chrysler. The 10-year-old GEM, largely sold through Chrysler
dealers, has 34,000 NEVs on the road.
Big carmakers have long dabbled in highway-speed electric cars but
haven't delivered and promoted a mass-market product. Tesla
Motors, a Silicon Valley start-up, plans to deliver a highway-capable
roadster next year for about $100,000. General Motors (GM) is
working on the Chevrolet Volt electric car for 2010. Miles, which
launched its first NEV in 2005 and has about 200 on the road, says
it'll have a highway-speed electric vehicle in 2009.
The neighborhood electric vehicles, Korchin says, are here and now.
And they spin heads.
On a recent drive through Berkeley, Korchin stopped at a stop sign,
and a motorist dropped his window to yell, "What kind of car is that?"
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"It's electric. Go to gogreenmotors.com," Korchin yelled back.
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Green Motors has sold 11 cars — one Dynasty and 10 Zenns —
about half to people with solar-powered homes. Korchin expects low profit margins in part because there'll be little service
revenue. Electric cars have a handful of major parts compared with hundreds in a regular car. The batteries, like those in
regular cars and in boats, make up half of the Zenn's 1,200-pounds, for instance. Dealership technicians will make house
calls, if needed.
While Zenn looks like a regular car, there are differences. Tires are on a petite 13 inches. Drivers flip a switch to go
forward or backward. Because they are low-speed vehicles, crash testing isn't required. Seat belts are required but air bags
aren't.
The 245 mpg claim, an estimate, is based on the energy output of a gallon of gas, which is about the same amount of
energy required to charge the Zenn seven times, the company says.
Korchin, who has two children ages 7 and 12, doesn't fear taking them in his Dynasty, which, like the Zenn, has an
aluminum frame. The U.S. Department of Transportation, which set safety rules for the vehicles in 1998, requires they
have seat belts, turn signals and rearview mirrors. Zenn may make air bags optional, it says.
Playing to an eager market
Green Motors inhabits the space of a former Cadillac dealership in one of the USA's most liberal cities. For Korchin, it is a
work of love. A year ago, he bought his first electric car, a Dynasty. Wherever he parked it, people gathered. His wife,
editor of an environmental magazine, created a promotional flier. Korchin then saw Who Killed the Electric Car?, a 2006
documentary that largely blames the oil and auto industries, and vowed never to buy another gas-powered car. His family
also owns a 1989 Honda (HMC) Accord. He gave up a regular job and plunged into the electric motor dealership.
Instead of being a big contributor to the greenhouse gas problem, "I'm part of the solution," says Korchin, 52.
Kathleen Giustino of Berkeley feels the same way. She and her husband bought a Zenn last month to reduce the amount
of carbon dioxide they release into the atmosphere. Four years ago, they converted their house to solar power.
NEVs have long attracted enthusiastic supporters. A paper published in 1994by an expert on transportation and energy at
the University of California, Davis, said the benefits were "potentially so large … it would be irresponsible not to pursue
NEVs." The paper noted that NEVs cut carbon dioxide emissions more than 60% when compared with a subcompact gas
car.
Like Korchin, the Giustinos also have a gas car. Kathleen uses the Zenn to commute to her teaching job and for errands.
She drives it about 7 miles a day. While she says she'd feel more comfortable if it went 30 mph, "in case I have to escape
something," she's fine at 25 mph as long as she's on streets where traffic is slow. She and her husband, who is 6-foot-2,
sit comfortably in the car together.
The slower speeds aren't for everyone. Glenn Nunez of Oakland recently test drove the Zenn and "felt like I was slowing
up traffic," he says. Still, he says, "It's a perfect city street vehicle."
Curbed appeal?
The vehicles' limitations will curb their appeal, says Bruce Harrison of market researcher Global Insight. Because they're
not highway-capable, they'll attract consumers who like the novelty and who can afford a second or third car, he says.
Washington and Montana allow the cars to go 35 mph. Electric-car supporters in other states are pushing for the same,
says Steve Mayeda, co-owner of MC Electric Vehicles in Seattle. NEVs aren't legal on public roads in Connecticut,
Delaware, Nebraska, Pennsylvania and Wyoming. Canada recently gave them the green light, but each province must
decide whether to let them on the road.
Zenn has shipped about 200 cars to the USA. Zenn founder Ian Clifford says the company hopes to launch a
highway-capable electric car next year, assuming advances in battery technology.
Korchin says he's ready to adapt. After all, he's already altered his bedtime routine. He and his wife still ask each other
whether the doors are locked and whether the kids are tucked in. Now they add a new question: "Honey, did you plug in the
car?"
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dwilli11 wrote: 1h 21m ago

These cars do not go too slow on city streets. The real problem is that the gas guzzlers are going too fast.
In a few more years oil will be a thing of the past and then we can all slow down and start "smelling the
roses"
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