UC Davis  Plug-In-Hybrid GMC Suburban Test Ride

JOSH:
This is a test drive in UC Davis controllable Grid-Chargeable Hybrid GMC.

Fellow Passenger: 
Just when you thought there was a desert here, nobody would come and show up, and here we all show up.

JOSH:
Andy Frank rules, we all know that.  

Fellow Passenger: 
So what are we in here, now?.

UC Davis Rep:
So we’re in a Plug-In Hybrid.  It's more akin to an electric vehicle with a motor assist than it is to any of the hybrids here.  

Fellow Passenger: 
So this is a parallel?

UC Davis Rep:
It’s a parallel.  We have 60 miles all-electric range.  

JOSH:
That’s pretty substantial.

UC Davis Rep:
Very substantial.

Fellow Passenger: 
When you say it’s a parallel, you mean the internal combustion is actually driving the wheels?

UC Davis Rep:
It can.  It’s designed to, instead of charging the batteries.  It will maintain the state of the charge on the batteries so that they do not get low enough to where they may be damaged.  But it is not designed to actively recharge them, back to 100%.

Fellow Passenger: 
And how about regenerative braking?

UC Davis Rep:
All of that is like in an electric vehicle.  You have regenerative braking.

Fellow Passenger: 
And that charges the batteries.

UC Davis Rep:
That charges some of the batteries back.  It recaptures braking energy.   It does not completely bring it back.

Fellow Passenger: 
Ultra-capacitors?

UC Davis Rep:
It’s just batteries.  

JOSH:
What was the purpose of building this particular vehicle?

UC Davis Rep:
It was part of the Future Truck competition.  So you’ll notice we’re going to launch and drive electric.  Now the computer would normally control the vehicle such that it tries to use as much electricity as possible.  

Fellow Passenger: 
It's all electric now?

UC Davis Rep:
This is all electric right now.  And so we looked at models and many simulations and we believe that electricity is the best fuel for a vehicle.  The cleanest full fuel cycle emissions.  That varies locally, but especially here in California electricity is the best way to go.  So you’re gonna try and use as much of that as possible.  However…

Fellow Passenger: 
In California we have pretty high cost electricity.

UC Davis Rep:
It’s still a third of the cost of gasoline per mile.  If you were to charge this in your garage it’s gonna be both cheaper for you and more convenient than running to the gas station every so often. 

Fellow Passenger: 
And I think this has an application more for bigger vehicles... [loud noise... inaudible conversation]...  But for a bigger vehicle, I think you would have a stronger case for a plug-in hybrid.  

UC Davis Rep:
It makes no difference: Bigger vehicle or smaller vehicle, the same principles will apply.

Fellow Passenger:
Is this a mechanical transmission?

UC Davis Rep:
Yes, it’s a manual transmission.  That’s mostly why I’m driving.

Fellow Passenger: 
So you have a mechanical clutch?

UC Davis Rep:
Yes.

Fellow Passenger: 
And that’s between the engine and the transmission?

UC Davis Rep:
Yes, the electric motor and the transmission.  It's an inline power train.  So the gas engine, through-shaft on the electric motor, to the transmission.  So we basically insert an electric motor between a conventional, manual vehicle.  So right now we have the vehicle turn-on speed set low so that we can demonstrate the engine turning on and …..

Fellow Passenger: 
Is the engine on now?

UC Davis Rep:
Yeah, we were driving on engine power. ...  That was all engine right there.

JOSH:
So, even if you're driving on engine power exclusively, you’re still using the electric motor?

UC Davis Rep:
It’s spinning, but it doesn’t have to be producing power.

Fellow Passenger: 
But you can do both.

UC Davis Rep:
So, here I’m launching and driving all electrically.  The engine’s not being used.  But it’s still…[sound of strong acceleration] ... 

Fellow Passenger: 
.... Now were you using both the engine and the motor [in that acceleration]? 

UC Davis Rep:
That's exactly right.  They both combined.  Exactly.  So: power and performance is not sacrificed.

JOSH:
Why did you go for such a high range on the electric side?  Such a large battery.  Most of the grid-chargeable hybrid people are talking about 10-20 miles.

UC Davis Rep:
They talk about 10 or 20 miles of range because it’s far cheaper.  The battery size can be significantly smaller.

JOSH:
All right.  

Fellow Passenger:
What are you in now here, electric?

UC Davis Rep:
Electric right now.  

So driving around town low speeds, ... the computer is gonna use as much electricity as possible.  It’s gonna use all that first if it can.  And that way you’re producing zero emissions.  So, soccer moms going to to get the kids, going to the grocery store.  Any around town day-to-day stuff where you’re not going to be doing heavy accelerations, you’re not gonna be going very far, it can be a zero emissions vehicle.  

So this is producing as many emissions as your EV1 right now, and it's a Suburban.  But it’s still not limited in range or performance.  Or capability, functionality.  

JOSH:
How about if you run the air conditioning, does that cause problems?

UC Davis Rep:
No, it’s an electric air conditioning, so we can turn it on.  So we have air conditioning as well.  I mean everything, all consumer features and functionality is maintained.  Towing, acceleration.

JOSH:
Same or similar amount of capacity load that you can load onto the truck?

UC Davis Rep:
Absolutely.  We’ve towed a 7000 lb. trailer with it.

Fellow Passenger: 
You have, huh?

UC Davis Rep:
Yeah, and we’re faster than the stock Suburban time, over a given course.

JOSH:
You didn’t want to do a diesel so you can run bio-diesel?

UC Davis Rep:
Generally it’s been our experience….. Yeah, the diesels are not as clean and the ones we have access to.... we don’t have access to advanced technology diesels.  And we can do far more ourselves with gasoline engines, and Californians tend to look at gasoline engines as much cleaner and more efficient vehicles.  

JOSH:
[End of Ride] Well that was worth it.  Yeah I appreciate it, that’s great.  Thanks.

Notes

After the ride, the UC Davis Rep said that in a worst-case scenario, using no electricity, he could get about 27 miles per gallon.

I also noted to them that I thought this vehicle would be an excellent candidate to present to Governor Schwarzenegger's people.  Since the Governor was known to be researching different vehicles and fuels, for modifying his own Hummers and for the future choices for California, I thought that using some developed-in-California-Universities technology would be a good idea (if only just from a Political point of view), and I am a big fan of this type of Plug-In-Hybrid.  Also, this was a particularly large alt-fuel vehicle, with a particularly excellent balance of Energy Efficient operation and no-sacrifices convenience.  Even though the Governor's team seems to have decided that Hydrogen is “the way to go”, I hope he will keep such efforts in mind as the UC Davis PIHEV Suburban.



