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By KRISTEN HALL-GEISLER

PORTLAND, Ore.

ECOMOTION is not a typical car
dealership. First, there is the cof-
fee shop just inside the front door.

Second, the cars in the showroom are
small and shaped a little funny. Some
have only three wheels; one is available
in a zebra print. All are powered by elec-
tric motors.

Ecomotion opened here in September
2007 and has sold about 125 automo-
biles, including the used hybrids that
are kept in a separate showroom behind
the information desk. Ecomotion has
become one of the top-selling electric
vehicle dealerships in the country, sell-
ing cars from Zap and Myers Motors.

“It was overwhelming for us to see
that it started out pretty smooth,” said
Steve Sharer, the general manager, who
sold regular cars for years before being
hired to run the dealership. “We want to
be different.”

There are dozens of dealerships in the
country selling electric vehicles, or
E.V.’s, including ones made by Zap, the
Zenn Motor Company and Myers. Many
dealerships sell models from several
companies.

“Dealerships are what we need more
than anything right now,” said Alex
Campbell, a Zap spokesman. He said
there were about 50 independent deal-
erships that sell its car, with the major-
ity on the West Coast.

“We find that most auto dealers are

not even aware that electric cars are
available today,” he said. “Also, there is
the challenge of finding a dealer that be-
lieves in the opportunity and is willing
to work for it.” 

EnVironmental Motors in Glendale,
Calif., has become an E.V. dealer for the
second time, reopening in 2007. The
Sokolow family, which owns several tra-
ditional dealerships in the area, estab-
lished EnVironmental Motors in 2000,
but the store closed in 2003. In May 2007,
with increasing interest in alternative-
power vehicles, Taryn Sokolow re-
opened the store, selling Zaps and
Zenns.

Though there are E.V. dealerships
around the country, many are taking
advantage of the West Coast’s fusion of
car culture and green sensibilities. Tom
Kelly of Davis, Calif., attended a car
show in San Francisco and was im-
pressed by the electric vehicles on dis-
play. In April 2007, he and his partner,
Theo Drushell, opened Davis Electric
Cars, which sells Zaps and Zenns.

Alternative power once had the alter-
native lifestyle image of hippie owners
driving odd vehicles. Many dealers said
that buyers were now people concerned
about the environment or Hollywood
types looking for eco-cachet. Ms. Soko-
low said she would not mind if her
showroom, which usually has six mod-
els on display, had a more crunchy-gra-
nola feel than a standard dealership, the
better to fit the image of the vehicles.

That is one of the reasons she will be

moving the dealership this spring from
a former Buick showroom started by
her grandfather to a warehouse deco-
rated with antiques. 

For celebrities looking to make a
statement, Tesla promises that its E.V.
sports car will hit the streets sometime
this year. The first Tesla dealership is
scheduled to open in Los Angeles, possi-
bly in April, according to Darryl Siry, a
Tesla vice president. He said many Tes-
la buyers are in the technology business
in California. “They’re very intelligent
people with an engineering orienta-
tion,” he said. “They feel technology can
solve problems.”

Dealers said that many people buy an
electric car — be it an $11,200 Zap Xebra
Sedan or a $99,000 Tesla Roadster — as
a second, statement-making vehicle.
“It’s not a typical car that you go out
and buy and drive to the coast,” Mr.
Sharer said. These cars work well here,
where the land is flat, it is easy to travel
from the suburbs to the downtown area
without hopping on the freeway and
drivers generally have short commutes. 

In Davis, Calif., Darlene Kelly, Tom
Kelly’s daughter-in-law and the store’s
manager, said the about 25 vehicles Da-
vis Electric Cars has sold in the last nine
months had gone mostly to families.
“They have kids, run errands, take the
kids to soccer practice,” she said, add-
ing that E.V. owners “are giddy about
their cars — they give them nick-
names.”

Some of the store’s customers are

professionals who live and work in
nearby Sacramento, where she said
parking and battery charging are free in
some places.

Ecomotion has sold more Zap cars,
about 50, than any other dealership in
the country, according to Mr. Campbell
of Zap and Mr. Sharer, but it’s hard for a
dealership to survive selling E.V.’s ex-
clusively, which is why Ecomotion also
sells used hybrids like the Prius. 

Buying a car from an E.V. dealership
is similar to buying from a traditional
dealer. Many dealerships offer test
drives and financing, and service the
cars they sell. But there are also differ-
ences — they could actually try to talk
you out of buying the car.

The dealers said they needed to make
sure the car is right for the buyer. The
sales staff has to explain that driving a
limited number of miles at a limited
speed is feasible for most people, but
not for everyone. Drivers with highway,
hilly or long commutes should buy
something else. Ms. Sokolow says she
often asks a prospective buyer,: “How
far is it from your work to your home? I
need to know miles.”

E.V. dealers also do not usually nego-
tiate on prices. And that, they say, takes
pressure off the salesperson and the
buyer.

“It’s not a traditional thing that
they’re buying,” Ms. Sokolow ex-
plained. “And it’s not a traditional thing
that we’re selling.”

MOTORING 

Alternative Dealers Selling Alternative Power

ALL ELECTRIC Steve Sharer of Ecomotion by a Zap Xebra and, right, Darlene Kelly of Davis Electric Cars with a Zenn, rear, a Xebra, right, and an electric bike.
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EARL STEWART spends
about $50,000 a month
honoring his guarantee to

replace the tires for the lifetime
of many of the cars he sells at
his Toyota dealership in Lake
Park,Fla. He hoped that using
nitrogen to fill those tires would
save him money by getting the
tires to last longer. It didn’t.

In an eight-month trial, he
equipped several vehicles with
nitrogen-filled tires. When his
staff measured tire pressures
and compared the wear with air-
filled tires, they found minimal
differences.

“It sounds good, and it’s an
easy sell, and people want to be-
lieve it,” said Mr. Stewart, who
decided to stick with ordinary
air for his tires. “Even my parts
department wanted to believe
it.” Mr. Stewart was hoping that
nitrogen would reduce the wear
on the tires because the gas
takes longer to leak from a tire
then ordinary air. Tires low on
air wear quicker and need to be
replaced sooner than tires filled
to the correct pressure.

Ashok Mathur, business man-
ager for nitrogen tire inflation at
Air Products and Chemicals in
Allentown, Pa., said owners
could save up to $100 a year by
keeping tires properly inflated,
even with air, but that it’s easier
with nitrogen, which takes 30 to
40 percent longer to leak out.

In its January issue, Consum-
er Reports magazine published
data on a nitrogen experiment.
Over a year, tires filled with ni-
trogen lost less pressure than
those with air, losing 2.2 pounds
a square inch, compared with 3.5
for air. TIM MORAN

Deflated Hope
For Nitrogen

OPTIONAL Nitrogen leaks from
tires less quickly than air.
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