
Electric vehicles (EVs) and plug-in hybrids receive a lot of attention in the media. They get a lot of exposure, because the cars are becoming more
common and because they are, well, just different than their gas-powered predecessors. 

 

 
 

The main fire risk posed by electric cars stems from the battery pack. In most cases, the packs are wrapped in an extra layer of protection. However, if the
battery pack is exposed to severe external damage it could lead to an electrical short, which could start a fire.

A fatal Tesla crash in California was a prominent news story in spring 2018. The driver hit a median barrier and the car caught on fire. It was a tragic
accident, but there is no evidence that EVs catch on fire more often or more easily than gas-powered cars. Moreover, it’s not uncommon for any vehicle
to catch on fire after a high-speed crash. 

According to the National Highway Traffic Safety Administration (NHTSA), there have been fires involving electric cars, but not nearly as many as those
involving gas-powered vehicles when compared mile per mile. That isolated fact doesn’t mean EVs are necessarily safer; there are simply far fewer on the
road. 

In fact, the likelihood of EVs catching on fire from battery systems and the severity of fires and explosions “… are anticipated to be somewhat comparable
to or perhaps slightly less than those for gasoline or diesel vehicular fuels,” it states in a 2017 NHTSA report on electric and plug-in hybrid vehicles. 

First Responder Safety

Once a lithium-ion battery catches fire, it can produce a slow-motion chain reaction, eventually igniting all the batteries it is connected to (within the
battery pack). In 2014, a Tesla Model S lithium-ion battery reignited two times after it was involved in a fatal high-speed crash in Florida: once when it was
being removed from the scene and once as it arrived at the storage yard. After that fatal spring 2018 Tesla crash in California, the battery pack reignited
three times in six days.

Firefighters must use different tactics for EV fires than they do for regular vehicles, according to the U.S. Fire Administration (USFA). Lithium-ion
batteries burn differently than regular car batteries, and methods normally used for gasoline fires may make the situation worse. Due to the possibility of
a fire reigniting, an EV or hybrid vehicle must also be stored differently after an accident. 

Pedestrian Safety

New owners of EVs often complain of people walking out in front of them in parking lots. Drivers eventually come to the realization that people just don’t
hear them coming and get used to the caveat of driving a nearly inaudible car. The National Highway Traffic Safety Administration is working on methods
to address the whisper-quiet vehicles, such as requiring electric cars to emit audible sounds while operating at low speeds. This option is already
featured on many electric cars currently on the market.

For more information on electrical safety, go to SafeElectricity.org.
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Electric Car Safety Concerns: Fact or Fiction

 

 
Plug-in hybrids run on electricity first and then once depleted, convert
to gasoline for power.

True EVs run only on electricity (charged at home with 120 or 240 volts
or at public charging stations). Some electric car enthusiasts use solar
energy to power their 240-volt charging station. (An at-home 240-volt
charging unit, known as a level 2 system, used with or without solar,
should be installed by a qualified electrician.)

The strongest allure of EVs is obvious: they run on electricity, not gas.
They’re also fun to drive (they can get up and go!) and are becoming
more affordable than the high-end versions offered by Tesla. 

Aside from the excitement of driving right past the gas station, there are
at least three main safety concerns surrounding electric cars:

Battery Fires and Explosions
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