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Forget the space race. Th e commercialization of fuel-cell 
vehicles may have a bigger impact on the future of our 
planet, while this technology, which compresses hydrogen 
at high pressure, is safer on land than it is in the sky, domes-
tic manufacturers say.

 As such, the Expo 2010 Shanghai is gearing up as a testing 
ground for automakers as China aims to commercialize an 
environmentally friendly technology that gives developing 
countries the chance to catch up with, or overtake, other 
economies reliant on oil.

A total of 196 fuel-cell vehicles roam the Expo’s streets, 
comprising of six shuttle buses, 90 cars and 100 green-and-
white sightseeing buggies. For fuel, they rely on an elec-
trochemical reaction involving hydrogen and oxygen that 
produces electricity and water but no harmful emissions. 

Proponents claim several advantages over battery-oper-
ated vehicles, including better energy-conversion rates, less 
waste and a smoother ride, as fuel cells don’t vibrate.

“We are testing the performance of almost 200 fuel-cell 
vehicles during the Expo to prepare for the next level of 
development,” said Yu Zhuoping, director of the School of 
Automotive Engineering at Shanghai’s Tongji University. 
Th e school has been working with local automakers and 
joint ventures on this project for almost a decade. 

“When we talk about traditional vehicles, our technol-
ogy (in China) is maybe 30 years behind the West, so now 
we have put a strong emphasis on clean-energy vehicles 

because this is an area where China can move in step with 
the rest of the world,” he said.

“Th e Shanghai Expo is an opportunity for us to verify 
our technology while raising awareness among the public 
by letting them touch it,” said Tong Zhang, general man-
ager of Shanghai FCV Powertrain Co, Ltd. Th e company is 
working with Yu’s team at Tongji to build and test fuel-cell 
prototypes.

Th e Expo has become the latest battleground in the war 
against carbon dioxide-emitting gas guzzlers as China waits 
to see if fuel cells can compete with the internal combustion 

engine, electric or battery-operated cars and hybrids within 
as little as fi ve years.

“Th ere are no concrete plans to go commercial with fuel-cell 
cars yet. Th e technology isn’t ready, but we expect it to happen 
within the next fi ve to 10 years,” said Zhang, who worked in the 
German auto industry for over a decade. 

“I don’t want to say we’re No 1 in the world, but I can say 
we’re in the leading stage compared with our competitors. 
We have our own technology, culture and advantages, and 
they have theirs. GM and Daimler have a better power-per-
formance ratio than us, for example, but in the fi eld of costs, 
ours are just one-tenth of theirs.” 

Th e government is heavily promoting clean energy these 
days as part of the Expo’s “Better City, Better Life” motto. 
China announced last year that it aims to become a lead-
ing producer of hybrid and all-electric vehicles by 2012. On 
Tuesday, the Ministry of Finance released a list of fi ve trial 
cities in which buyers of electric and hybrid cars will soon be 
able to receive subsidies of up to 60,000 yuan for each vehicle 
they purchase. 

According to the ministry’s website, the subsidies will be 
incorporated into the selling price of the vehicles. Th e gov-
ernment will also provide funds to build charging stations 
and battery recovery networks in these cities, which include 
Shanghai, neighboring Hangzhou and Shenzhen, it said.
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Fuel-cell buses help move crowds around the Expo Garden.  

China 
fuels 
ahead

Local fuel-cell 
technology could 
be the way of the 
future for vehicles, 
Matt Hodges reports

Performers dance with the EN-V concept electric vehicle during a show at the SAIC-GM pavilion at the 2010 World Expo site in Shanghai.                                                    QILAI SHEN / BLOOMBERG


