Vectrix

04/15/2004

Note: The press conference sound files did not come out well at all (I must have stood too far away) so I cannot post them, as it would not be worthwhile.  I will do the best I can to summarize.  I did make a recent phone call to the company to verify a few points and get updated information.

1.  There are two projected products:

A) NiMH Pure-Battery-Powered Scooter (a silver one was on display, and is in my pictures on my EVS-20 summary page).  

Top Speed: 100 km/hr (62 mph).  

Range: Approx. 110 km @ 40 km/hr

Fuel: Plug it in to any standard socket... 110 volts in the U.S., 220 in Europe.

Projected Release Date: Q1 2005, Italy and UK, later in 2005 in the US.  (This release date is revised from the Summer-2004 projection made at EVS-20)

Projected Price: $5500 was mentioned at the Press Conference, but this may have changed.

B) A Hybrid Scooter: Fuel-Cell+Battery-Powered (the red one in my pictures on my EVS-20 summary page).

Top Speed: 100 km/hr (62 mph)

Range: 250 km (?) @ 40 km/hr

Fuel: In this case, Methanol and, also, I think the vehicle can be plugged in.  The company is not entirely and completely locked in to the Methanol-type Fuel Cell approach, but that was what was on display.

Projected Release: Late 2006 commercially available for orders, with early 2007 delivery at the earliest.

2.  At the press conference, the issue of the top speed came up, and this was labled a software issue: i.e. The company has some choice as to top speed based on the intended market niche.  I think the top speed has been revised upward slightly, from about 55 mph to 62 mph.  The overall idea discussed at the press conference was of traveling with in a European City, and having sufficient speed and range, if needed, to go out to the city “ring” in order to hop over to the other side of the city.

3.  As can be seen from the specs, the primary purpose of the company exploring a Fuel Cell Hybrid is to increase range.  The DMFC fuel cell is not a high power cell... its 800 watts are only about 1.1 hp and are not sufficient to dramatically add to the battery power.  Instead, the power of the Hybrid is about the same as the power of the Pure-Battery vehicle.  The difference is not in power but in range.  The range of the Hybrid is much higher.  The choice of methanol, a liquid fuel arguably easier to handle than Hydrogen, was interesting and was discussed only very briefly at the Press Conference.  The downside I guess is that a DMFC fuel cell does not give you the power of a Hydrogen PEM fuel cell, but the upside I guess is that you have perhaps fewer fuel storage and refueling issues?

4.  A consultant elsewhere at EVS-20 remarked to me out of the blue that if the balance of a Chassis is something he looks for very closely in an EV, then he thought the Vectrix, in particular, had very good balance for a 2-wheeler.

5.  EVS-21 is to occur in Monaco in Spring, 2005, so if Vectrix holds to their Spring 2005 release date for Italy and the UK, then this would really be something.... they could make quite a splash by having some tres chic vehicles on the road and for sale, within only a short distance from the conference.

6.  This 40 km/hr average speed, at which the company provides its range projections, has some significance as stated at the Press Conference, but I was unable to make out precisely what that significance is.

7.  CEO of Vectrix Europe is Carlo Di Biagio.  He was introduced as being recently CEO of Ducati Motorcycle.  This impressed the heck out of me, and a couple of things fell into place for me immediately when I heard this.  


First, the panache and speed, and eye-catching design of a Ducati Motorcycle may sort of be something Vectrix is striving for.  Would a Ducati Executive join the Vectrix effort if the product itself did not impress him?  I mean, it's like seeing a top Ferrari Executive join a small unknown sports-car-production effort.  It makes you take a little notice.  


Second, this helped me understand the connection, as to why Italy is one of the first places this will be introduced.  


Third, and perhaps most important, the company had done some research to understand the European market and how it is different from the American Market for this type of product.  Mr. Biagio's remarks were completely inaudible from my sound file (not his fault... it wasn't his accent so much as his soft-spoken tone and the overall terrible quality of the file) but in any event, the point was half-brought-home just by his presence: Europe is a place for this sort of vehicle.  


Lastly, the addition of such an executive to the company made sense just in terms of the visual effect of the product.  The Red Fuel Cell Prototype, even though 

8.  On the issue of market research for such vehicles in Europe, a few quotations I pulled more or less intact from the Press Conference: 

1st Speaker: .... In the category of “Scooter”, in Italy, per year, currently, and for the last four years, $1,000,000,000 worth of product was sold.  That's our ... market.  It's much bigger than folks know about here in America....

Q.
[question about market]

A: 
Christopher Moe, CFO of Vectrix: 
The total European “PTW” “Power To The Market” is about 1 ½  Million units.  About .5 Million are Mopeds, 50 cc class, a legal issue, and anything above that is a motorcycle legally, so of that 1.5 Million, about a million are sold a year of which today about 42 % are styled as max scooters, and the balance are [...] as motorcycles.  

9.  From my followup conversation with the company in April 2004:

CFO Christopher Moe:

“The bike we're going to market with, and for which we have orders for at least 9000 units, [which is over $50,000,000 US, at wholesale], is the all-electric bike.  That's our business.  That's what we're selling.  

“Now, our presumptive Generation 2 Bike will be the Fuel-Cell-Battery-Hybrid Bike.  And you saw a DMFC version of that demonstrated, but our patent and our technology covers anything that powers that battery system, so it could be a hydrogen fuel cell, it could be other things.  We're actually fiddling right now with the optimum combination.”

10.  It was made clear at the Press Conference that the Vectrix effort was the result of work with quite a few different companies.  So, for example, it was mentioned that Lockheed Martin had been consulted on the frame.  And Parker Hannifin was mentioned several times as being an important collaborator.  I went over this also with the Director of Marketing in my phone call.  He said that Parker Hannifin was leading a consortium of companies including Methanex (i.e. Makers of the fuel for a DMFC fuel cell) and Giner (pronounced “Gee-Ner”).

11.  I also went over the question of the batteries with the Director of Marketing at EVS-20.  Here is an brief transcription of that conversation:

Why Gold Peak NiMH batteries?  

Vectrix Rep at EVS-20: “Well, Gold Peak specializes in nickel metal hybrid batteries from [busses] to scooters.  We conducted extensive tests comparing all different types of batteries, looking at cost, range, charging cycle, and performance, and longevity.  And nickel metal hybrid just came out on top.  Best (inaudible) kilometer.  The most recharge cycles.  For, example this battery pack has seventeen hundred deep discharge cycles.

Q:
[Reaction: Wow.]  

A:
And with a range of a hundred kilometers per charge it’ll give you a theoretical range of a hundred and seventy thousand kilometers.

Q:
What kind of degradation by this seventeen hundred did you say?

A:
Seventeen hundred.  .... We will be guaranteeing the bike and battery for forty-eight months, that’s four years.  Based on our calculations the batteries potentially could last as long as ten to fifteen years.  On an average usage of about six thousand kilometers a year, that’s typical for scooters this size.

Q:
What kind of recharge time?

A:
Eighty percent recharge in two hours.  And that’s from any hundred and ten or two hundred and twenty-volt outlet.  ... Vectrix is really a technology company.  We have six patents embodying over a hundred claims and we looked at two, three, and four wheel applications but we also took a look at a market and the market in Europe for two wheel vehicles such as motorcycles, mopeds, and scooters is going through enormous growth, primarily due to  traffic congestion, problems with parking....

Q:
.... The cost of gas I have to figure.... 

A:
And the cost of gas as well is promoting the sales of electric scooters.

12.  Some other quick excerpts from the Press Conference:

-- 
Q: 
Plans for U.S. Market?


A:
They're going to look to get established in Europe, and then look for Distribution Network here [in the States], probably California or New England.

--
Company started seven years ago

--
[discussion of different companies which contributed to the makeup of the vehicle, the batteries, etc., such as Parker Hannifin, and Lockheed Martin consulting on the frame of the Vehicle... effort to go “Top-Drawer all the way”.]

--
Q.
Question about Top Speed


A:
....
The speed question is always interesting.  It's interesting to remember that this is a software product.  So, the speed can be whatever we want.  We've picked [inaudible 55?..... 100 km/hr is what I was later told, which is more along the lines of 62 mph] mph... thinking that that would handle a little bit of “ring” road exposure.  ... Say you're in the heart of the city, and you want to get to the other side of the city, traffic's bad, you could jump up on to the ring road, [...], so we didn't think you needed much more than [50] mph, and that was a nice balance [against the range] which is 110 km if you drive it at a [40] kmh average speed, and that happens to be the average speed of [inaudible communities].

---
[... discussing the reason for the Fuel Cell Hybrid effort] We have great batteries, great motor, great power-switching.  It would be nice to make electricity on board the vehicle.  If you can make the power onboard the vehicle, then it reduces the amount of [...] infrastructure, .... and it gives our customers....potentially a pure electric vehicle or hybrid vehicle.  This would be interesting in that it would be a liquid fuel, methanol, rather than [inaudible].

--
“These are our upper-end scooters.  .... The [marketplace] we're involved in is the Vectrix Scooter.  This product is comparable with the high end sort of [  ] scooters made by Honda, Yamaha... players like that.  And we're the same exact weight, same [price], a little faster acceleration and of course we have a great range for in the city....

13.  I have said elsewhere, and will say here, that I am always a bit reluctant to get too into recommending 2-wheelers, in the sense that I think driving 4-wheelers is already the most dangerous thing most of us do on a day-to-day basis, with many dying from it worldwide every year, and 2-wheelers offer even less passenger protection. But, hopefully, the Vectrix will turn out to be a “comparatively” safe vehicle.  There doesn't seem to be anything I can do to avoid this issue.  On the one hand, it seems to be inherent to covering efforts in progressive-technology vehicles that tremendous strides are installed at the low-speed 2-wheeler level quite often before they are brought into the larger-vehicle level.  An example would be my interview of EVT, where they developed this great 1 hp efficient hub motor and looked around for a product to put it into.  And so they put it into a 2-wheeler.  I keep running across Evs, and other alt-fuel efforts, in vehicles that I consider less safe than cars.... and cars are already a bigger risk than many of us would like to take.  

I don't know what to do about this safety aspect of things, except to keep noting the exciting new propulsion technology advances, and to keep noting, on the other hand, the risks of the vehicles and the traffic.  In the case of the Vectrix design, just looking at it, I'm hopeful that some of the “overhang” would act as a barrier to protect parts of the body in the event of the bike falling, but I have not asked the company this question.  One Motorcycle rider I spoke with said that such a feature on his touring bike had come in very handy for him.

14.  My recollection is that I found the brief Vectrix Test-Ride, out in the parking lot, quite exciting.



