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Plugging into the Green World on Two Wheels

Kermit the Frog got it right when he sang "It's not easy being green". 

From environmental wrongs to animal rights, it is becoming increasingly important to be an "ethical shopper". And motoring is no exception. 
Green party junior minister Trevor Sargent led by example recently when he bought as his ministerial car a hybrid-engine Toyota Prius. But what about those of us who think "two wheels good, four wheels bad"? 
The new Vectrix moped has just been unveiled here. 
It is aimed at the environmentally-conscious urban commuter. There is no denying the green credentials of this battery powered, fully electric "executive scooter". 
The Vectrix produces no emissions directly; the amount of carbon emitted in the production of electricity used to fuel the bike is negligible compared to the CO2 put out by a typical car or even a hybrid-engine vehicle. 
So it gets the nod from the green brigade, but is it any good? The short answer is "yes". 

The first thing you notice when you start the bike is what's missing -- noise. The electric motor is silent when standing still and only rises to an unobtrusive hum when moving. 
The second thing you notice is the power. This scooter has plenty of torque and, although not exceptionally quick when taking off, has a surprising amount of pace between 40kmh and 70kmh. The makers claim the electric motor provides power equivalent to a 400cc petrol engine (the Vectrix can be driven by those with only a provisional motorcycle license). 
The low centre of gravity makes the scooter easy to handle and the controls are all standard, with one key exception. As well as conventional disc brakes, there is a "regenerative braking system". This is engaged by pushing the throttle forward and the use of this brake recharges the battery as you drive, extending its life by up to 12pc. 
But the real novelty of the bike shines through when you go to power it up; instead of a petrol cap there is an extension lead and a three-pin plug under the seat. It can be plugged into any standard mains and takes two hours to charge. 
The drawback of this is that those of us living in apartments with underground car parks will have difficulty finding a place to recharge -- the novelty of the electric engine could quickly wear off if we had to go around "siphoning a few amps" from any available socket. In London, some car parks offer free parking and power for electric vehicles and a similar initiative here would go a long way to broadening the appeal of the Vectrix. 
A full charge of the 120V nickel metal hydride (NiMH) battery will provide a range of 110km, based on an average speed of 40kmh. The scooter is programmed with a top speed of 100kmh; the motor is capable of producing higher speeds but these would reduce the range of the bike. 

As with fair-trade coffee and organic oranges, so it is with the Vectrix that the ethical option is not the cheapest option. The moped retails at €10,700. That is several thousand more than its combustion-engine rivals. 
However, the electric scooter costs a fraction of the price of its petrol equivalents to run. According to Robert Nolan of Ireland's sole distributor, Green Machines in Terenure, Dublin: "It is estimated that it will cost 50c a day, or under €200 a year, to run the average Vectrix scooter. This is a saving of around 90pc when compared to petrol. Also, there is virtually no maintenance required for the bike, which comes with a four-year warranty, and the battery has a 10-year life before needing replacement. 
All of this might just persuade Trevor Sargent to swap his four-wheel hybrid for some two-wheel cool -- and the rest of might not be too far behind.
