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impact of the batteries used in electric cars

1. Summary of petition

In the petitioner’s opinion, according to the latest research, combustion engines are far more 
environmentally friendly than cars using electric batteries. He claims that the production of 
electric cars is no more environmentally friendly than the production of combustion engines. 
He also claims that  promoting only electric cars is deliberately destroying the European car 
industry. The petitioner enumerates several environmental burdens arising from using 
batteries in cars: lithium mining, that devastates nature because of the invasive methods used 
for extracting lithium from rock using chemical non-degradable substances, and the freight 
costs and pollution resulting from the transport of lithium to the battery manufacturers and 
subsequently to automakers around the world. Furthermore, he deplores several drawbacks of 
electric cars, such as the high cost of batteries (even with the EU subsidies), the lack of 
guarantee for the range in kilometres (which varies depending on multiple factors such as 
load, speed, air conditioning) and battery capacity after 2-4 years, very high recharging costs 
at a fast station and the lack of infrastructure in more than 80% of the EU territory. He also 
questions the resale value and the reparation and dismantling costs of electric cars.

2. Admissibility

Declared admissible on 10 August 2020. Information requested from Commission under Rule 
227(6).

3. Commission reply, received on 18 January 2021

Electric vehicles (EVs) have a major environmental benefit, over those powered by internal 
combustion engines (ICE), as there are no tailpipe emissions of air pollutants or carbon dioxide 
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when in use and, as studies1 show, associated well-to-wheel greenhouse gas emissions are 
generally lower than those of comparable ICE vehicles. The rapid decarbonisation of the 
electricity sector in the EU will contribute to EVs becoming more beneficial over time. As such, 
they will play a key role in the transition towards zero-emission mobility essential to achieving 
the 2050 climate-neutrality objective. 

However, the petitioner is right that there is an environmental cost associated with producing 
batteries and at the end of their working life. Nevertheless, with the rapid pace of technological 
developments, this environmental impact is falling as is the cost of this technology.

In terms of cost, a report from the International Energy Agency2 shows that the cost of batteries 
for EVs is falling markedly. Average battery pack prices in 2019 were $156 per kilowatt-hour 
(kWh) down from more than $1,100/kWh in 2010. The Commission expects this trend to 
continue as the global demand for EVs will increase over the coming years.

There is also a major effort by the industry and supported by the Commission, primarily through 
the planned legislative proposal (referred to below), to reduce the environmental impact of 
battery manufacturing. For example, the first gigafactory to be built by Northvolt in Skellefteå 
in northern Sweden will reportedly be powered by 100% renewable energy. Gigafactories also 
allow for economies of scale that will reduce the costs still further.

Batteries do use raw materials, such as cobalt and lithium, and it is a priority of the Commission 
that these materials are produced in an environmentally and socially responsible way and that, 
at the end of life phase, circular economy principles are followed. The Commission has recently 
launched the Critical Raw Materials communication3 including a 10-point action plan focused 
on diversifying sourcing from third countries, strengthening domestic sourcing, and increasing 
resource efficiency and circularity. The Commission’s new Circular economy action plan 
focuses on sustainable product design and durability.

The Commission will only support lithium extractive activities in Europe that are 
environmentally and socially friendly, fulfilling all legal obligations imposed by EU and 
national laws. The Commission stresses that any lithium-mining project in Europe must comply 
with the Environmental Impact Assessment Directive4, the Habitats5 and Birds Directives6 and 
the strict requirements laid down in Directive 2006/21/EC7 on the management of waste from 

1 An example is a recent study by Ricardo Energy & Environment on “Determining the environmental impacts of 
conventional and alternatively fuelled vehicles through Lifecycle Assessment”; 
https://ec.europa.eu/clima/sites/clima/files/transport/vehicles/docs/2020_study_main_report_en.pdf
2 Global EV Outlook 2020
https://www.iea.org/reports/global-ev-outlook-2020
3 COM(2020) 474 final.
4 Directive 2014/52/EU of the European Parliament and of the Council of 16 April 2014 amending Directive 
2011/92/EU on the assessment of the effects of certain public and private projects on the environment Text with 
EEA relevance, OJ L 124, 25.4.2014, p. 1–18.
5 Council Directive 92/43/EEC of 21 May 1992 on the conservation of natural habitats and of wild fauna and flora, 
OJ L 206, 22.7.1992, p. 7–50.
6 Directive 2009/147/EC of the European Parliament and of the Council of 30 November 2009 on the conservation 
of wild birds, OJ L 20, 26.1.2010, p. 7–25.
7 Directive 2006/21/EC of the European Parliament and of the Council of 15 March 2006 on the management of 
waste from extractive industries and amending Directive 2004/35/EC - Statement by the European Parliament, the 
Council and the Commission, OJ L 102, 11.4.2006, p. 15–34.

https://ec.europa.eu/clima/sites/clima/files/transport/vehicles/docs/2020_study_main_report_en.pdf
https://www.iea.org/reports/global-ev-outlook-2020
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extractive industries.

The use of repurposed electric batteries, after they have completed an initial cycle in cars, in 
stationary storage applications for services to electricity network operators, electric utilities, 
and commercial or residential customers, can extend their lifetime and contribute to displacing 
the environmental impacts, emissions and costs of manufacturing new batteries for the 
provision of the same services.

The development of an effective recycling industry will, in any case, be of critical importance. 
This would reduce demand for raw materials and reduce Europe’s reliance on imports of critical 
materials. So far, this recycling industry is in its infancy in Europe due to the generally low raw 
material prices and the small volumes of spent EV batteries to date. However, as the demand 
for EVs continues to grow, it is reasonable to expect that raw material prices and so recovering 
materials through recycling is to become more competitive. 

As announced by the Commission, in its European Green Deal communication8 and in the 
Circular Economy Action Plan9, a proposal for a new legislative framework will be adopted 
soon, including new sustainability requirements and establishing clear requirements and 
obligations on the management of batteries at the end of their life. 

In relation to the lack of charging infrastructure, the Commission believes that there is a need 
for a comprehensive roll-out of recharging points. The European Green Deal sets the ambition 
of having, by 2025, about 1 million public recharging and refueling stations to serve a rapidly 
growing fleet that could amount to 13 million zero- and low-emission vehicles expected on 
European roads by that time. The Commission will support the roll out of such infrastructure 
through a variety of financial instruments, with priority for those network parts where persistent 
gaps exist, notably for long-distance travel and in less densely populated areas. To further 
support this objective, the Commission intends to present, by 2021, a proposal for the revision 
of the Directive on the deployment of alternative fuels infrastructure. In this context, the 
Commission is also assessing measures to support interoperability and transparency of 
consumer information (such as information on the costs of charging).

Conclusion

While the petitioner is raising an important issue, the Commission is of the opinion that the use 
of EVs entails positive effects from an environmental point of view, in particular, as regards air 
pollution. With the rapid technological developments, as well as relevant policy and legislative 
action, environmental impacts of battery manufacturing are falling. At the same time, as 
demand is increasing, the cost of these vehicles is expected to go down. Indeed most major car 
manufacturers are making major investments into electric mobility and will be in a good 
position to take advantage of the shift of consumer demand towards EVs.

It is essential that Europe cut its greenhouse gas emissions from transport if it is to achieve its 
goal of climate neutrality by 2050. In this respect, the Commission underlines the key 
contribution that the electrification of road transport, and the subsequent use of EVs, can make 
towards achieving this target while continuing efforts to minimise their wider environmental 

8 COM(2019) 640 final 
9 COM(2020) 98 final
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impact. 


