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plug-in hybrid approach has been around since
cars first came with electric motors, but many
companies haven’t lived up to the challenge of
using it. Nissan, however, is finally getting it
right. We’re talking about its sixth-generation
Leaf. The Japanese automaker has always been
about design first — the generation before it,
the Altima, sold very well because it was a nice,
midsize sedan. So in recent years, Nissan has
put some of its global engineering talents into
its pioneering drivetrains and has made the
Leaf about much more than just a workaday
EV. And, in fact, the Leaf has proved to be a
fine EV, with a range of 100 miles or more on a
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charge and, in recent models, fantastic
acceleration. An update of the 2013 model
rolled out last week in the United States, and
it’s a significant one. Under the hood are a new
75-kW electric motor and a new, 500-hp, 2.0-
liter four-cylinder gas engine. They’re
connected to a revamped electric powertrain
control unit. The result is better fuel economy:
up to 58 mpg in the city and 62 mpg on the
highway. The motor is down from 70 kW from
the outgoing model. That power brings the Leaf
into EV range much more quickly: 32 miles on
the battery from a completely dead battery to
80 mph. Nissan is also introducing a much
more economical 2.0-liter turbo-diesel engine,
although it’s not likely to be offered in Canada.
What’s also new is that Nissan has tuned the
drivetrain to emphasize engine braking.
Compared with vehicles that just have an
electric motor, like the Chevrolet Bolt EV and
the Tesla Model 3, the Nissan’s drivetrain
doesn’t have an electric motor in the front.
Instead, it’s geared much more like a normal
internal combustion engine, with a
transmission in front of the combustion engine.
It’s a much better arrangement. You get the
torque of a gasoline engine and a lot of power,
but you’re not carrying a large motor around



the rear axle. That makes it possible to fit a lot
more batteries into the car, without having to
make it
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