
‘The Volkswagen Group is in the advanced stages of talks 
with rivals to share its electric-car platform...’

Alternative view
ELAINE CATTON

VOLKSWAGEN HAS BEEN very busy lately 
making nice and hooking up with its 
competitors. Hot on the heels of the 
announcement at the Detroit Auto Show of its 
alliance with Ford, German media is reporting 
that the Group is in the advanced stages of 
talks with rivals to share its electric-car 
platform, known as the MEB. Given that the 
alliance with Ford includes the intention to 
‘investigate collaboration on autonomous 
vehicles, mobility services and electric 
vehicles’, I think we can safely assume the 
identity of at least one of those partners.

Added to that, German financial newspaper 
Handelsblatt recently reported that 
Volkswagen, BMW and Daimler are in talks, 
along with several major suppliers, including 
Bosch, Continental and ZF, to collaborate on 
‘key technologies and industry standards for 
autonomous driving in a bid to share 
development and production costs’. 
Meanwhile, at time of writing, Daimler and 
BMW were on the brink of finalising a joint 
venture on mobility that will see them pool 
their activities in car sharing, ride hailing, 
parking, charging and so-called multi-modal 
mobility (i.e. combining several modes of 
transport in one trip).

What we’re seeing here is a serious, 
sustained and substantial effort on the part of 
the old guard of ‘conventional’ car making to 
brace its gently stooping shoulders against the 
threats posed by the youthful brawn of tech 
giants keen to shape future mobility.

The fundamental and fast-moving 
transformation of the sector currently 
underway is being driven by a variety of 
factors that include emissions legislation, 
urbanisation, digital technology and disruptive 
newcomers entering their sphere of operation 
armed with vastly different approaches and 
without the ‘baggage’ of existing systems 
and structures.

Just a few years ago, the notion of Google 
or Apple building a car sounded laughable, 
mainly because we all imagined them pushing 
their way into the existing automotive 
industry paradigm. But no – these companies 
and others, such as Dyson, are defining their 
own structures based on completely new 
business models.

Conventional car makers like Volkswagen 
are well aware of this and are moving as fast as 
their behemoth bodies will permit to pre-empt 
this attack with enormous investment in 
electric drive, digital technologies and 

autonomous vehicles. The Volkswagen brand 
alone will have invested a total of €11 billion in 
what it calls ‘future-oriented technologies’ by 
2023, including €9 billion in e-mobility.

As well as teaming up with each other, 
the automotive old guard is also fervently 
establishing all manner of associations with 
tech companies of all shapes and sizes. In 
addition to that, they are even dabbling in their 
own energy supply ventures. Volkswagen 
announced in January the establishment of a 
Group subsidiary for what it terms ‘energy 
offerings and charging solutions’. 

Branded with the cutesy name ‘Elli’ (Electric 
life), the new venture is based at the company’s 
new-mobility headquarters in Berlin and has 
been set up to develop products and services 
associated with energy and charging. Although 
primarily intended to serve Group brands, 
Thorsten Nicklaß, Elli’s CEO designate, says that 
Elli will also offer green, 100-per cent CO2-
neutral power from renewable sources to non-
Group customers. Hmmm, might any of the 
aforementioned competitors-turned-comrades-
in-arms be among them, I wonder? 

Paving the way for the launch of the ID. 
range of electric vehicles starting next year, Elli 
will roll out a number of solutions for private 
and commercial e-mobility customers, ranging 
from hardware to charging, digital services 
and consultancy packages.

All of this activity involves vast investment 
that has to be paid for by continuing to churn 
out conventional vehicles using their existing, 
heavyweight infrastructures, which is why the 
VW/Ford alliance also has its merits in the 
short term. The first products of the agreement, 

which doesn’t involve any kind of share 
ownership between the two companies, focus 
on pickups and light commercial vehicles, 
where Ford and VW have largely 
complementary products lines and market 
dominance around the world. Between them, 
they chalked up global sales of 1.2 million 
light commercial vehicles in 2018 against a 
backdrop of forecast growth in demand for 
mid-sized pickups and commercial vehicles 
over the next five years.

Ford will engineer and build mid-sized 
pickups for both companies as well as larger 
vans for European markets. VW will take 

on development and production of a city van. 
The alliance is anticipated to bear its first 
fruits as early as 2022. We are likely to see 
far more of this kind of practical 
consolidation of conventional vehicle making 
to radically improve the cost base of current 
revenue streams.

Meanwhile, the wannabe vehicle makers 
in the tech industry are faced with the reverse 
problem. They have fast-moving business 
cultures and fresh approaches but zero 
background in making such mechanically 
complex hardware. As current woes at Tesla are 
proving, building cars is fraught with everyday 
pitfalls that fly in the face of innovative 
thinking and big ideas. Consequently, both the 
old and new guard are ultimately left with 
little choice but to pool resources in some shape 
or form. It’s an approach that makes a lot of 
sense both financially for companies and in 
terms of the product and service outcomes for 
consumers. However, it is likely to be at the 
cost of transparency.

Companies will, of course, work hard to 
preserve their brands. In the case of the VW/
Ford alliance, for instance, this means vehicles 
will continue to be clearly branded as one or 
the other, regardless of what lies beneath. 
This is, of course, nothing new. But as these 
corporate webs intensify on the investment 
journey to new mobility, the provenance of 
ideas, hardware and technology will become a 
whole lot more convoluted, to the point where 
existing car companies could, in effect, become 
hardware suppliers to the tech companies, 
and the badges we know today could 
ultimately be rendered meaningless. 

‘All of this activity involves vast investment that has to 
be paid for which is why the VW/Ford alliance also has 
its merits in the short term...’
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