Tearing up the trucking
rulebook – bold claims
from new arrival
Nikola Motors thinks it has a business case for an electriﬁed Class 8 truck. CEO Trevor Milton tells
Megan Lampinen that it is "hard to even fathom the numbers" it could see once its dealer programme
is up and running
here will soon be a fresh face on the
US heavy truck market and it’s
looking to rewrite the rule book. Named
for the brilliant and eccentric inventor
Nikola Tesla, the Nikola Motor Company
plans to launch an electriﬁed Class 8
semi-truck, currently called the Nikola
One. The model is scheduled to make
its global debut on 2 December. Details
are scarce but initial interest has been
strong and the company is coming out
with some pretty bold claims.

T

More Nikola Tesla than Tesla
Motors
“Our technology is 10-15 years ahead
of any other OEM in fuel efficiencies,
mpg and emissions,” boasts company
Chief Executive Trevor Milton. “We are
the only OEM to have a near zero
emission truck and still outperform
diesel trucks running at 80,000
pounds.”

The Nikola One is a hybrid model that
brings together an 800-volt AC motor,
a 320 kWh lithium-ion battery pack and
a fuel agnostic turbine. Milton envisions
the turbine operating on CNG in the
US, but more likely gasoline or diesel
in other countries. This avoids the
range anxiety associated with pure
electric vehicles, particularly important
as the Nikola One is targeted at longhaul operations. “Drivers don’t ever
have to charge because there’s a
turbine onboard that automatically
charges the batteries as they drive. All
they have to do is ﬁll up with natural
gas,” Milton told Automotive World.
Nikola plans to set up 55 CNG stations
across the US and Canada. As an
extra incentive, for the ﬁrst 25,000
trucks sold it is offering free fuel for the
ﬁrst 1,000,000 miles.
“The emissions on this truck are many,
many, many times cleaner than a
diesel,” Milton emphasised. “You’ll see
a lot of trucks today driving down the
road and they’re just blowing black
smoke. This truck is near zero
emissions. You can drive this thing
under full load and you’re not blowing
black smoke.”
It is not a pure EV, though, and that
marks a notable difference from the
pure electric models coming out of
California car manufacturer Tesla
Motors, which pays tribute to the same
inventor with its company name.
However, that’s as far a comparison as
Milton is happy with. “I actually had that
name reserved long before Tesla ever
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Funding and sales

came around. A lot of people said, ‘Hey,
man, you’re using Tesla Motors’ name,
but it’s not true at all,” he clariﬁed. Going
one step further, Milton believes his
company is more true to the inventor’s
vision. “Nikola Tesla developed a turbine
and the AC electric motor, so our truck
is a huge remembrance of him. It
actually uses the turbine, something
that the Tesla car does not do.”
With this technology combination
Nikola is promising impressive results
– initial tests point to fuel economy of
more than 15mpg under a full load of
80,000 lbs. Other than that, Milton isn’t
ready to provide any speciﬁcs ahead of
the official unveiling. “Some of these
numbers are really conﬁdential,” he
explained. “We don’t want to explain
how it’s done and through what area of
the
truck
it’s
actually
being
accomplished. It would help our
competitors if we were to give that out.”

Bigger than Daimler, bigger than
Volvo
Nikola may be the new kid on the block
but it is clearly in it to win it, with lofty
ambitions over the long term. “We
believe we will pass the current market
leaders like Daimler, Paccar, Volvo and
Navistar in sales orders within the next
12-24 months,” stated Milton. Although

its ﬁrst model hasn’t even made its
global debut, the company has already
received reservations for more than
7,000 units in just the ﬁrst month since
images (artistic renderings) were
released. “To tell you the truth, we
didn’t think we’d have that kind of
reception when we built the truck,”
Milton admitted. “We knew we’d sell
some units, we knew we’d do well, but
we had no idea we’d do US$2.3bn
since we unveiled it.”
Looking at US Class 8 sales data for
last month, Milton points out that these
reservation levels would give it onethird of the total market. “Last month
there were only 14,000 [Class 8] trucks
sold on the market, and Nikola Motor
had reserved over 7,000. If you add
ours together that would be 21,000
trucks that were sold to the whole of
the US, and we did 7,000 of them. That
is pretty incredible considering the size
of this business.”
About two-thirds of the orders have
come from ﬂeets, most of which ﬂew out
to visit the company before laying down
any deposit. “They have come to us and
seen that the truck is legitimate and real,”
he explained. “They came out and they
looked at it, and they walked away with
orders. They said, ‘This is the craziest
thing we’ve ever seen – we’re in.’”

The Nikola One
won’t make its
official debut
until December

So far most of the funding has come
from Milton himself. “I’ve self-funded the
company, so we didn’t have to go out to
the ﬁnance world and sell off a lot of our
stock. I own the majority of the company
still,” he explained. Over the last six
months, the company has brought in
some private wealthy investors and
completed a seed round. It’s now
working on a US$300m A round that will
be done by December. “We sold out of
our seed round in ten minutes, so I
doubt we’re going to have a problem
selling our A round,” observed Milton.
There has been no conﬁrmation of a
production start or delivery details but
the company plans to sell directly and
through dealers. The dealership
programme is set to launch in the
coming 60 to 90 days. “When those
open up our sales orders are going to be
incredible. It’ll be hard to even fathom the
numbers that we’ll get when we open up
our dealership programme,” commented
Milton.”
He estimates total dealer count will be
around 200-300 in the US at the time of
the unveiling. While there has been a lot
of interest from Europe, Nikola is
focussing on the US only at this stage:
“As soon as we get the trucks released
here, I think that [Europe] is our second
market, just because we’ve had ﬂeets
with thousands of trucks call us up and
ask us for orders and we just couldn’t
take them. It is a very tough thing to turn
down orders.”

A lot to prove
It is still early days for Nikola, and there
is a lot of work ahead. “We have to get
our manufacturing plant up and running,
get our stations built, get our brand out
there. Our business plan is a 20-year
business plan. We can’t make this
company a Volvo or a Daimler in two
years. It can take 20 years and that’s
okay,” said Milton. “There’s a lot of money
in it. There’s a lot of growth and a lot of
potential and that’s what investors love
to see. The roadblocks – the dealer
network, the stations, the name brand
recognition, the service, the warranty,
the proving of the product – those are
going to be what we have to prove.”
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