
2020 has been a forgettable year for 
new car sales as the economic impact 
of the global pandemic has dented 
people’s appetite for ‘big ticket’ purchases. 
However, sales of electric vehicles (EVs) 
have never had a better year. Has electric’s 
time finally come? Cameron Dunn 
investigates

Electric turns a corner?
There are a bewildering range of EVs on the market, 

ranging from pure battery power (BEVs) to various 
types of hybrid combining a traditional petrol or 

diesel engine with a battery and electric motor (Figure 
1). All promise lower greenhouse gas emissions, better 
fuel economy and a greener driving experience.

Until recently two major problems limited the 
switch to electric: limited driving range and high 
purchase price.

Rising sales
Figure 2 shows September 2020’s new car sales in the 
UK. Compared to September 2019, BEV sales jumped 
by 184% while diesel sales declined by 38%. All types 
of EV represented 32% of September 2020 new car 
sales, up from only 13% in 2019. Elsewhere in Europe 
the picture was similar:
• In Germany around 10,600 electric and hybrid 

cars were sold in October 2017, rising to 86,100 by 
October 2020, representing over 25% of all new car 
sales.

• 10.6% of new car sales in France for September 2020 
were BEVs or PHEVs.Figure 1 Types of electric vehicle
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Why switch?
Among the explanations for EV’s rapidly increasing 
popularity are:
• A wide range of models and styles are now available 

from Kia, Renault, VW, Peugeot, Mini, BMW as well 
as Tesla.

• Prices have fallen and when combined with 
government grant incentives (up to £3,000 in the 
UK; up to €9,000 in Germany) prices are now 
similar to traditional petrol and diesel cars.

• Many EVs now have ‘real world’ driving ranges of 
100–300 miles.
As EV technology matures costs are likely to fall and 

choice increase, perhaps tempting more consumers to 
make the switch.

China powers ahead
In some ways Europe is catching up with China, which 
currently has around 4 million electric vehicles on its 
roads, just under 50% of the global total. In 2019 three 
of the world’s top selling plug-in electric vehicles were 
Chinese, all virtually unheard of outside China (BAIC 
EU-series, BYD Yuan EV, SAIC Baojun E-series). 

In 2020 over 100 of the 140 lithium ion battery 
megafactories planned to open worldwide by 2029 
are in China. These battery factories are critical to the 
development and production of electric vehicles. The 
supply of EVs to meet rising demand is heavily reliant 
on battery factories coming on-stream rapidly. 

Going green?
EVs are more environmentally friendly than petrol or 
diesel cars, but they are not without environmental 

Further research

You can view new UK vehicle registrations on 
the Society of Motor Manufacturers and Traders 
website at www.smmt.co.uk/vehicle-data/car-
registrations

The US Department of Energy website on how EVs 
work www.afdc.energy.gov/vehicles/how-do-
all-electric-cars-work 

impacts:
• Hybrids, especially MHEVs, still use a petrol or 

diesel engine for most of their power.
• EVs utilise lightweight plastic and composite 

materials to compensate for the weight of heavy 
batteries, and there can be high carbon emissions 
associated with making these materials.

• Recharging EV batteries usually means plugging 
them into the national grid: 35% of UK electricity is 
still generated by using fossil fuels.

• Lithium mining uses huge volumes of water, scars 
landscapes and creates toxic residues.
Nevertheless, over the full life-cycle of a car, from 

manufacturing through use to disposal, EVs are likely 
to have lower overall carbon emissions than petrol or 
diesel cars, despite having higher carbon emissions 
associated with manufacturing.

Figure 2 UK new passenger car registrations, September 2019 and 2020 (data from SMMT)
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