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In May this year, a Toyota Mirai broke the world record for distance driven without
refuelling when it came to a halt in central France some 1,003km from where it started in

southern Paris.

The fuel was green hydrogen and, with
prices sky-rocketing for petrol and diesel
later in the year, it has reignited the debate
over whether fuel cell vehicles (FCEVs)
could provide a viable solution for zero-
emission, long-distance driving at a time
when most car manufacturers only have
eyes for BEVs.

Toyota certainly thinks so, and the
Japanese car maker has a track record
of following its own path to the future.
In 1997, its first-generation Prius was
the world'’s first mass-produced hybrid
passenger vehicle and more than one
million models of the vehicle have since
been sold in Europe alone.

Such pioneering spirit resurfaced in 2014
when the company launched the Mirai
—which is Japanese for ‘future’ — as the
world's first mass-produced hydrogen-
powered car and continued when its
second-generation Mirai was released this
year — bigger and more luxurious than its
predecessor and with a smaller, lighter
and more powerful fuel cell.
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The certified range of the new model

is 650km (400 miles) but could be even
longer based on the world-record 1,003km
that was achieved by careful ‘eco-driving’.
And with a refuelling time of just five
minutes at the hydrogen pump, the Mirai
offers a tantalising vision of convenient,
long-range and clean mobility to compete
with battery-powered propulsion.

But if only things were quite so simple.
While Toyota firmly believes FCEVs will
form part of the long-term future, others
do not share its confidence. The only other
FCEVs currently being manufactured

is the Hyundai NEXO after Honda
announced in August that it was ending
production of the Honda Clarity Fuel Cell.

Daimler is continuing to develop fuel cells
for heavy-duty vehicles while BMW has
developed a fuel cell prototype based on
its X5 SUV and plans to build a test fleet of
100 cars next year.
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Apart from that, the FCEV cupboard

is pretty bare. Most manufacturers are
backing a different horse and the massive
levels of investment being poured into
electrification leaves little left over for
alternative technologies.

By bringing fuel cell vehicles to market
however, this will help to expand the
demand for hydrogen, helping build

the infrastructure and make it more
commercially viable. Hydrogen also has
the ability to be used in a wide variety of
different purposes included heavy trucks,
industrial vehicles, generators, trains and
marine applications.

Renewable or ‘green’ hydrogen, created
through the electrolysis of water using
renewable energy, is gaining traction but
is significantly more expensive to produce
than the grey alternative.

The lack of any unified appetite for FCEVs
across the industry makes it even harder
for hydrogen cars to break through
because the refuelling infrastructure is
simply not there.

While EV charge points are proliferating,
there are currently only 11 hydrogen filling
stations in the UK, mostly in Greater

London and the South East, which
means FCEVs are not an option for vast
majority of consumers. Tellingly, Toyota
has had to focus its Mirai sales strategy
on California, where hydrogen fuel is
more widely available.

That's not to say that things won't
change. Researchers are continuing

to look at lowering fuel cell costs,

while the British chemical giant Ineos
recently announced a $2.3 billion
investment in new green hydrogen
plants. Significantly, it is also revealed
that its automotive arm was developing
a hydrogen-powered version of its
Grenadier off-roader.

Automotive may be going down an
Electric Avenue right now, but there are
roads that still lead to hydrogen.

The massive levels
of investment
being poured into
electrification
leaves little left
over for alternative

technologies
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