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Opinion: There’s more than
one way to power an electric
vehicle: Hydrogen
We’ll need EVs powered by batteries and by hydrogen fuel
cells to meet our emissions goals

Brian DeBruine 1:30 AM MST on Feb 12, 2023 ! " # $

M

 MORE IN OPINION

aking more zero-emission vehicles of all types available to more
people quickly will be essential to achieve the zero-emissions
goals that policymakers have pledged to meet. 

At this stage of the energy transition, two options for zero-emission
vehicles have emerged as commercially viable to meet consumers’ needs:
battery electric vehicles and fuel cell electric vehicles. It will take both
batteries and fuel cells together to decarbonize emissions across the
transportation sector, especially the 57% of greenhouse gas emissions
from light-duty vehicles — the passenger cars we all drive.

However, the recently released U.S. National Blueprint for Transportation
Decarbonization does not recognize any long-term opportunity for fuel-
cell electric vehicles to reduce emissions from light-duty transportation.
While the federal agencies did see a role for hydrogen-powered mobility
solutions for other transportation applications, the omission of fuel cells
for light-duty is a disservice to consumers as they become more familiar
with the electric-powered solutions the federal and Colorado state
governments are mandating.

Americans have become accustomed to picking the vehicle that fits their
needs and lifestyle. Auto manufacturers developed and deployed gasoline
and diesel vehicles over the past century to meet consumer demands.
From transporting your family to running a business, consumers expect
vehicles to fit their schedules. And like gasoline and diesel vehicles, those
that run on the electricity of batteries and fuel cells can meet consumer
requirements and decarbonization targets.

While a battery-powered car could meet all the needs of a local commuter,
with the ability to charge while at work or in the evenings at home, the
same cannot be said about a small business owner that is more reliant on
their vehicle. For rural and long-distance travel, a fuel-cell electric vehicle
offers a longer range and faster refueling to keep a vehicle on the road and
a business operating.

Further, for drivers living in dense urban areas or in buildings without
dedicated parking, charging a battery-powered vehicle while at home
might not be feasible. By embracing fuel cells, refueling infrastructure
similar to existing gas stations will help meet the needs of consumers
without the space or means to install a charging station for their vehicles.
A single hydrogen refueling station could serve hundreds or thousands of
vehicles a day.

Geography will also play an important role in determining which zero-
emissions vehicle will meet a driver’s requirements. Rural drivers need
greater range with less frequent fueling, which only fuel cell electric
vehicles can provide. Additionally, fuel cell electric vehicles do not
experience diminished performance in varying environments. This is
especially important for Colorado drivers that navigate cold weather and
changes in elevations and steep roadway inclines. 

The need for multiple zero-emissions options is reflected in consumer
polling on battery electric vehicles as well. While about a third of all
drivers say they are considering adopting an electric vehicle, the
remaining drivers will need to be accounted for to fully decarbonize the
transportation sector. Some of those will find a battery electric vehicle can
fully meet their personal transport needs after becoming more familiar
with its capabilities, but a significant number of drivers will still need an
fuel cell electric vehicle to meet their requirements and preferences.
Policymakers must recognize this fact and meet consumers where they
are.

The U.S. blueprint simply adopts the narrative being advanced by the
loudest voices in the room, which are shouting that battery electric
vehicles have won the race for the light-duty market, and why would we
need to develop fuel cell electric vehicles? But the facts tell a different
story.

While batteries have outpaced fuel cell
deployment to date, those numbers pale in
comparison to the challenge being addressed.
Gasoline and diesel vehicles remain
overwhelmingly dominant, encompassing 97
percent of the U.S. auto market. This
transition is just getting started and all
options should be on the table to meet net-
zero goals.

Reframing the narrative to see the
complementary attributes of battery-powered
and fuel cell-powered vehicles will help us
achieve 100% zero-emission vehicle
deployment faster and be a far more productive use of time, energy and
resources. By developing each solution, demand for critical minerals, like
lithium and cobalt for batteries and platinum group metals for fuel cells,
can be reduced over the long term and make resource sourcing and
deployment goals more realistic across the value chain.

Additionally, demand on the electricity grid can be reduced by developing
an independent hydrogen refueling network, which will make the future
transportation sector more resilient in the event of a disruption to either
infrastructure system.

The U.S. blueprint presented an opportunity to showcase what a resilient
and decarbonized transportation sector could look like. Unfortunately,
policymakers made the decision to prescribe the solutions available to
drivers across the U.S. Battery electric vehicles may have jumped ahead
with a larger market share for now, but over the long term, fuel cell
electric vehicles of all classes will play a significant role in the race for
decarbonized mobility.

Brian DeBruine, of Evergreen, is co-director of the Colorado
Hydrogen Network, a nonprofit advocacy organization seeking to
promote hydrogen and fuel cell technology.

Follow Colorado Sun Opinion on Twitter, Instagram and Facebook.
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