
The transportation sector accounts for more than half 
of California’s statewide greenhouse gas emissions 
and 80% of harmful smog emissions, making it a 
pivotal focal point in the state’s ongoing efforts to 
combat climate change and clean the air. California’s 
primary policy solution is to swap out gas-powered 
vehicles for zero-emission ones, with a strong focus 
on electric vehicles (EVs). Successfully decarbonizing 
the transportation sector hinges on a clean electric 
grid that is reliable, with affordable electric rates 
that promote the adoption of EVs and other zero-
emission vehicles (ZEVs).1

California’s Ambitious Clean Car Goals: Ending 
Gas Car Sales by 2035 and Installing Hundreds of 
Thousands Electric Vehicle Chargers 

In September 2020, Governor Newsom issued an 
executive order that phases out the sale of gas-
powered passenger vehicles by 2035 and heavier 
work trucks by 2045. A prior executive order former 
Governor Jerry Brown issued calls for 250,000 level 
2 electric vehicle chargers, 10,000 fast chargers, and 
200 hydrogen fueling stations by 2025. Numerous 
programs also have been enacted to support 
California’s clean transportation goals 

• The Clean Transportation Program. Through 
revenues from certain vehicle fees, this program 
funds alternative fuel vehicles and projects.

• The California Vehicle Rebate Project. Using 
funds from the Greenhouse Gas Reduction Fund, 
this program provides direct rebates to eligible 
consumers to encourage them to purchase EVs 
and plug-in hybrids. 

• The Advanced Clean Trucks Rule. This requires 
truck manufacturers to sell an increasing number 
of zero emissions trucks starting in 2024. 

• The Advanced Clean Fleets Rule. Under 
development by the Air Resources Board, this 
rule would begin to require all public and private 
fleets to begin purchasing an increasing number 
of zero-emission vehicles starting in 2024. 

1  ZEVs include three primary types of vehicles: battery electric, plug-in hybrid, and fuel cell.

These programs — along with many others — 
have led to or are expected to lead to significant 
progress. For example, in 2010 only 661 passenger 
ZEVs were sold in California; during the first three 
quarters of 2021, more than 187,000 have been 
sold, a dramatic increase. The lion’s share of these 
vehicles are EVs: 98% of purchased passengers 
ZEVs are EVs, according to the California Energy 
Commission (CEC). Statewide, there are now more 
than 66,000 public level 2 chargers and more 
than 6,000 fast chargers. Tens of thousands more 
chargers will be needed to meet the state’s goals.

The Role of the Electric Sector: Promoting EVs, 
and Providing Clean, Reliable and Affordable 
Power

The state’s publicly owned electric utilities (POUs) 
provide clean, reliable and affordable power to 
25% of the state. POUs are actively working in their 
communities to facilitate the transition to ZEVs, with 
a focus on EVs. POUs and their governing boards 
— with community input — have developed many 
customer programs, such as offering rebates to 
help with purchasing EVs and rebates for installing 
EV chargers. Many POUs also offer specific electric 
rates that encourage customers to charge their 
vehicle at cheaper times of the day, while also 
supporting efforts to promote public EV charging in 
the community.
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At the same time, California’s POUs have focused 
on implementing the state’s clean energy laws, 
particularly the Renewables Portfolio Standard that 
requires a 60% renewable energy supply by 2030 
and the 100 Percent Clean Energy Act of 2018, 
which put the state on a path to 100% clean energy 
by 2045. Successfully implementing these laws 
is important to decarbonizing the transportation 
sector, because doing so largely relies on powering 
vehicles with electricity. 

The transition to more renewable energy and 
eventually 100% clean energy poses two primary 
challenges: maintaining reliability and keeping 
electric rates affordable. A 100% clean energy 
electric grid will rely on intermittent power sources 
and new technologies that change the way grid 
managers keep the lights on 24/7. This takes careful 
planning and collaboration. Californians won’t want 
to participate in the transition to EVs if they can’t 
charge their vehicles when they need to because the 
electric system is frequently unreliable and could 
potentially leave them stranded. 

The move toward a 100% clean energy grid also 
has significant costs. An initial study led by the 
CEC found the transition could cost as much as 
$72 billion, or an additional $4.6 billion each year 
for electric ratepayers. California electric rates are 
already relatively high compared to other states. 
The Legislative Analyst’s Office has warned high 
electric rates discourage the adoption of EVs. 
Furthermore, electric costs are not proportional 
for all Californians. Low-income and fixed-income 
consumers spend more of their monthly pay on 
power bills, as do residents who live in hotter 
climates. 

As POUs work to achieve the state’s clean energy 
goals and help decarbonize the transportation 
sector, they also operate their own vehicle fleets that 
are deployed in the field in all kinds of weather for 
extended periods of time. These highly specialized 
vehicles are essential to ensuring every Californian 
has reliable electricity to power their homes, 
businesses and vehicles, and policies need to carefully 
consider their essential role and market availability. 

The Road Ahead: Continued State Support of 
Chargers, EVs, and Affordable and Reliable Power

The Legislature and Governor — and the federal 
government — have made significant commitments 
in support of decarbonizing the transportation 
sector. Most recently, the 2021 state budget 
provided $3.9 billion for ZEV-related investments 
and the Governor has proposed another $6.1 billion 
this year. Through the recently enacted federal 
bipartisan infrastructure bill, $7.5 billion nationwide 
will be available for state and local governments to 
strategically deploy EV chargers.

Continued state and federal investments in EVs 
are not only crucial for success overall, but also 
for ensuring affordable electric rates. While POUs 
and their customers are likely bear some of the 
costs associated with transportation electrification, 
decarbonizing the transportation sector is a shared 
societal goal.

To meet California’s clean energy and clean 
transportation goals in tandem, it is critical that 
state leaders and regulators make careful and 
coordinated policy decisions that support a reliable 
electric grid and affordable, and easy-to-understand 
electric rates.


