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WISE, VA— For many counties and cities, “going green” with vehicle fleets seems like a good idea, but officials can’t quite determine how to start.

Many municipalities don’t realize that switching police cars, maintenance trucks and other government vehicles over to alternative fuels doesn’t necessarily mean purchasing a whole fleet of shiny, expensive, brand-new cars and trucks. 

According to Richard “Dick” Dell Sr. and Richard Dell Jr. of the Raleigh, N.C.-based Advanced Vehicle Research Center, there are often easier and more cost-effective solutions.

During the county’s second annual Energy and Technology Summit Monday at the University of Virginia’s College at Wise, county officials announced plans to ink a deal with the Dells’ company to launch a year-long free study of the county’s existing vehicle fleet to determine how to make it “greener.”

Many older vehicles can be converted to gas-saving hybrid technologies at a relatively low cost, Dell Jr. explained, using an electrical assistance technology that gives traditional rear-wheel drive vehicles an extra “push” from an electric motor without getting into costlier alterations that can affect a car’s emissions.

Other vehicles might not be good candidates for retrofitting to turn them into electric hybrids, but might be a better fit for conversions to natural gas, hydrogen, ethanol and bio-diesel conversions, Dell Sr. explained.

And still other vehicles might not be right for any conversion at all, and would be better suited for replacement by a purchased or leased hybrid vehicle. AVRC deals in those, too — it offers upgrades and plug-in charging stations for standard hybrid vehicles, like the Toyota Prius, to boost efficiency even further, up to 100 miles per gallon.

It’s a lot to consider, Dell Sr. pointed out, and the options can be tough for local governments to navigate on their own.

“Plug-in hybrid vehicles are like baby pigeons — most people know they exist but have never seen one,” he said.

FREE OVERVIEW

Both father and son pointed out that their company has worked with the Department of Energy, the Department of Labor and other big customers on the same kind of study they’re offering for Wise County.

“We provide them with the knowledge they need to make good decisions,” Dell Sr. said. 

The free evaluation county officials signed on for Monday will provide a basic overview of the vehicles the county has on hand and a set of general recommendations. If the county likes what it sees in the results of the study, Dell Jr. noted, it can hire AVRC for an “executive assessment,” which will include more detailed plans for each and every vehicle in the county. That usually costs about $10-$15 per vehicle, he noted.

Although auto makers are constantly turning out new hybrid vehicles, many of which are imported from overseas, AVRC focuses mostly on after-market conversions, Dell Sr. explained.

“After-market conversions can’t be outsourced,” he said. “It has to be done by trained mechanics right here. Conversion work can be done by our citizens in our country.”

Both of the Dells said they’re excited to get started working with Wise County to determine which options will work here.

“It’s all about trying to help Wise County and the surrounding areas find ways to make the conversion,” Dell Jr. said.

Figure � SEQ Figure \* ARABIC �1�. 9th District U.S. Representative Rick Boucher looks at an ethanol-powered car with Dick Dell, head of the Advanced Vehicle Research Center (AVRC) with facilities in North Carolina and Danville, Virginia.
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