Ford Ends Natural Gas Vehicle Program, Concentrates On Hybrids
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Ford Motor Co. is going to drop production of all its natural gas vehicles, sources familiar with the decision tells Inside Fuels and Vehicles. The company will also be discontinuing the production of its propane gas vehicles after the 2004 model year. 

The move away from the clean burning technology by a Big Three manufacturer will be a blow to Federal and state fleets struggling to meet alternative fuel vehicle purchasing requirements, as well as regions that see the vehicles as a component to meeting federal air quality standards.

A source with Ford confirmed the company is phasing out natural gas vehicles in favor of gasoline/electric hybrid technology.

"We have shifted our emphasis from EV [battery-electric vehicles] and natural gas [vehicles] to hybrids," the source asserted. Ford will begin selling a hybrid-electric version of the Escape mid-sized sport utility vehicle in late summer. The official added the company is also moving forward with internal combustion hydrogen development programs, which uses a similar technology as its natural gas vehicles. Internal combustion, hydrogen-fueled vehicles would be even cleaner burning than natural gas vehicles.

Another Ford official confirmed that the natural gas powered version of several models would be dropped from the company's product lineup. They include the Ford Excursion and Expedition large SUVs. In addition to the two large SUVs, Ford also produces natural gas version of the best selling pickup truck, the F-150, and a large passenger van.

Natural gas-fueled vehicles emit substantially fewer harmful emissions than gasoline or diesel-fueled vehicles. The Federal government and energy providers buy them to meet federal requirements that 75 percent of new fleet purchases be alternative fuel vehicles

While this announcement is significant for the AFV industry it is important to consider that there are other options. General Motors has natural gas vans and pickups and is in a position to fill in behind Ford. Also, the NGV up-fitter, Bachman NGV, is already working on a natural gas Crown Victoria. The emergence of Bachman immediately following Ford’s announcement to discontinue the Crown Victoria sedan is an indication that there are viable markets for NGV industry suppliers and it is likely that in addition to Bachman, others would see this as an opportunity. 

Up-fitters of GM products are assessing the situation and may enter the market.

The State of California is interested in petroleum displacement from NGV’s and could increase its role in supporting the industry. Ford’s move towards Hydrogen internal combustion products is a positive indicator for the AFV industry. Existing CNG stations are an appropriate "base infrastructure" for compressed Hydrogen fueling. 

