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K4K Food4Thought 

Public EV Charging: What my first months of EV ownership 
taught me about this market 

The CNMC recently published a detailed study on public charging infrastructure for 
electric vehicles in Spain1 that examines market concentration, access to locations, 
interoperability, payment systems, transparency, grid connection, administrative 
procedures, and the possible risks that could arise as the sector develops. It is exactly 
the sort of document one would expect from a competition authority.  

All these issues matter. But after reading the report, I found myself asking a slightly 
different question. Not whether the CNMC is right or wrong. Not whether public charging 
should or should not be regulated. But whether we yet understand what market we are 
trying to regulate. 

That question matters because competition policy always begins, explicitly or implicitly, 
with a definition of the relevant market. If the market is defined too narrowly, we may find 
competition problems where consumer choice is much broader than it appears. If it is 
defined too broadly, we may miss genuine market failures. Either way, the answer 
matters. 

And in the case of electric vehicle charging, I am no longer sure the answer is as obvious 
as it first appears. 

The consumer I thought I would become 

Last year, after more than twenty years driving a Ford S-Max diesel, we bought a Renault 
Scenic E-Tech Electric. We deliberately chose the long-range 87kWh version because 
of its generous boot space and its ability to make the journeys we regularly undertake 
with only modest changes to our travel habits. Yet, despite all the research and careful 
planning, I still had many of the concerns that most prospective EV drivers probably 
have. Would the range really be enough in practice? Would I find enough chargers? 
Would I need several apps? Would public charging be reliable? Would I be locked into 
particular networks? How complicated would it be to plan every journey in advance? 

Had I been asked at that point what the main barriers to EV adoption were, I would almost 
certainly have mentioned charging infrastructure, interoperability, and range anxiety. In 
other words, I would probably have sounded quite similar to the public debate. 

Then I took delivery of the car. 

 

1Spanish https://www.cnmc.es/sites/default/files/6653179.pdf, 

English https://www.cnmc.es/sites/default/files/6654024.pdf.  
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The onboarding experience 

The first few weeks were exactly as expected. I downloaded several charging apps. I 
entered payment-card details. I learnt the difference between AC charging, fast DC 
charging, and ultra-fast charging. I discovered that a 22kW charger, a 50kW charger, a 
150kW charger and a 350kW charger are not really selling the same product. 

I also discovered that charging prices vary enormously. At home, charging can be 
relatively cheap. Public AC charging is more expensive. Fast DC charging can cost more 
again. Ultra-fast motorway charging sits at the very top end of the price spectrum. 

At first sight, this feels odd. A kilowatt-hour is a kilowatt-hour. But it is not that simple. 

The problems that faded away 

What surprised me most was how quickly some of the initial concerns stopped mattering. 
Yes, I have several charging apps on my phone. No, I do not think about them very much. 

They sit there. If one operator is convenient, I use it. If another is cheaper, I use that one. 
If a subscription makes sense for a particular month, I can subscribe. If it no longer makes 
sense, I can cancel. 

There is no equipment to replace. No long-term contract. No penalty for switching. No 
meaningful regret. 

In fact, switching between charging providers is easier than switching many ordinary 
household services. It is certainly easier than changing broadband provider, energy 
supplier, or mobile-phone contract. In many cases, I do not even need to switch. I can 
simply keep several options available at the same time. 

This does not mean interoperability is irrelevant. It clearly matters, especially for new 
users and occasional drivers. What surprised me was how different my experience of EV 
ownership turned out to be from what I had expected beforehand. 

Charging became an optimisation problem 

After the onboarding phase, something else happened. Charging stopped being a source 
of anxiety and became an optimisation problem. When driving from Madrid to visit my 
mum in Jávea (Alicante), some 460km, I do not simply ask where the nearest charger is. 
I ask whether I need to stop at all. If I do stop, I ask whether it is better to stop halfway, 
three-quarters of the way, or closer to my destination. I ask myself whether it is worth 
paying more for a faster charger or whether a cheaper, slower charger makes more 
sense. Sometimes a short top-up is enough. Sometimes I charge for longer than strictly 
necessary because the tariff structure makes it sensible. 

Once at my destination, since my mum does not have an EV charger, I simply plug into 
an ordinary household socket using an inexpensive portable charger I bought on 
Amazon. Given a few days, it fully recharges the car for the journey home. 

This is very different from the world of petrol and diesel. With an internal combustion 
engine vehicle, refuelling is simple. You wait until the tank is low, stop at a petrol station, 
fill up, and leave. The service is mature, familiar, and almost invisible. 

With an EV, the decision is more flexible. Charging can take place at home, at work, at 
a destination, on the motorway, during a shopping trip or overnight from a standard 
socket. The driver is not simply choosing between rival public charging operators. The 
driver is choosing between different ways of completing the journey. 
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That distinction matters. 

The economics of subscriptions 

Monthly charging subscriptions are particularly interesting. At first glance, they look like 
a potential lock-in mechanism. Pay the monthly fee and enjoy a heavily discounted 
charging price. Perhaps this is how operators will bind consumers to their networks. But 
my experience has been different. 

The subscription has not locked me in. It has changed my behaviour. In fact, the 
subscriptions themselves turned out to be remarkably low-risk. They are typically 
monthly products, much like many streaming services or AI subscriptions. Use them for 
a month, decide whether they made economic sense and, if not, cancel before the next 
billing cycle. The financial commitment is minimal. Rather than creating lock-in, they 
simply give consumers another optimisation decision. I only subscribe to a charging 
network for a given month once I know my expected charging demand will comfortably 
exceed the level at which the subscription pays for itself. 

Economists have a name for this: a two-part tariff. 

There is nothing unusual about the structure. We see similar pricing in warehouse clubs, 
streaming platforms, gyms, mobile telecoms, and many other sectors. What is interesting 
is how quickly the consumer can adapt their EV charging behaviour to these price 
incentives. 

The consumer does not simply compare headline prices. The consumer learns. More 
importantly, the market learns. Charging operators learn what consumers actually value. 
Consumers learn which business models work for them. Even regulators learn which 
concerns persist and which quietly disappear through competition and consumer 
adaptation. 

What am I actually buying? 

The biggest shift in my thinking came when I realised I had been comparing the wrong 
things. After more than twenty years driving the same Ford S-Max diesel car, it was only 
natural to think of public charging as the equivalent of stopping at a petrol station. Then, 
once I had become familiar with the EV, I found myself comparing public charging prices 
with my home electricity tariff instead. That felt more logical, but it turned out to be just 
as misleading. 

The reason is simple. When travelling long distances, the relevant alternative is not 
charging at home. It is making the same journey in a diesel or petrol car. Once I started 
looking at it that way, the economics became much clearer. On motorways, my rule of 
thumb is straightforward. Since my EV consumes around 21-22kWh/100km and the 
equivalent diesel vehicle consumes around 6-7L/100km, dividing the diesel price by 
three provides a remarkably good approximation of the break-even public charging price. 
The calculation is simply the ratio of the EV's energy consumption (kWh/100km) to the 
diesel vehicle's fuel consumption (L/100km). 

Suppose diesel costs €1.60/L. Dividing by three gives approximately €0.53/kWh. 
Suddenly a motorway charger costing €0.50-0.55/kWh no longer looks expensive. That 
would be roughly cost-neutral relative to driving the diesel. At the same time, it becomes 
immediately obvious why home charging is so valuable. Charging overnight at €0.12-
0.15/kWh is not simply cheaper; it fundamentally changes the economics of EV 
ownership. 
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In that situation, I am not just buying electricity. I am buying time. Convenience.  
Certainty. Mobility. The electricity is part of the service, but it is not the whole service. 

Economy, business and first class 

This is why I increasingly think of public charging in the same way as travel classes.  

• Home charging is economy class. It is cheap, efficient and does the job. 

• Fast charging is business class. 

• Ultra-fast motorway charging is first class. 

The destination is the same. The commodity being consumed may look similar. But the 
service is different. 

Nobody expects the price of coffee at a motorway service station to match the price of 
coffee at home. Nobody expects airport parking to be priced like residential parking. 
Nobody expects an airline ticket in business class to reflect only the cost of fuel. 

Yet EV charging is often discussed as if the relevant product were simply electricity. That 
may be the wrong lens. 

The relevant market is still evolving 

This brings us back to the CNMC report. The report quite reasonably analyses public 
charging infrastructure as a sector. It looks at operators, locations, payment systems, 
interoperability, access to the grid and possible concentration. The analysis is both 
detailed and valuable. 

But what if public charging is not the relevant market, or at least not the only relevant 
market? What if the relevant competitive constraint on a motorway charger is not just the 
charger across the road, but also the ability to leave home with a full battery, stop earlier, 
stop later, charge at destination, use a slower charger, change route, subscribe 
temporarily to a different network, or decide that the trip does not require public charging 
at all? 

What if the market is not simply public EV charging? What if the market is personal 
mobility? Or time? Or the set of alternatives available to complete a journey? 

These questions are not rhetorical. They go to the heart of market definition. And the 
answer may change as consumers become more experienced. 

The market is a laboratory where consumers, firms and regulators are all learning 

This is the broader point. Markets are not merely mechanisms for allocating resources. 
They are mechanisms for discovering information. Consumers discover what they 
actually value. Firms discover viable business models.  

Prices reveal trade-offs. Technology changes behaviour. Competition tests assumptions. 
Regulators learn too. 

This matters particularly in emerging markets because early consumer expectations may 
differ sharply from mature consumer behaviour. Before owning an EV, I expected apps 
and interoperability to dominate my experience. After a few months, they became 
background noise. Before owning an EV, I assumed public charging would be central. 
After owning one, I found that most charging takes place at home and many journeys 
require little or no public charging at all. 
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The market taught me things I did not know beforehand. That is precisely what markets 
do. 

The European instinct 

Europe is very good at identifying potential market failures. That is often a strength. 
Competition policy, consumer protection, and regulatory oversight have real value. Many 
markets do not function well without clear rules, transparency, and effective oversight. 
But there is also a European instinct to intervene early, sometimes before a market has 
fully revealed what it is. And this instinct deserves scrutiny. 

Emerging markets are messy because everyone is learning at the same time. 
Consumers are learning how to use the product. Companies are learning what 
consumers value. Investors are learning which business models work. Regulators are 
learning which problems are temporary and which are structural. 

Intervene too late and market power may become entrenched. Intervene too early and 
regulation may freeze assumptions that competition itself would have corrected. That is 
the balance. 

The point is not that regulators should do nothing. The point is that regulatory humility 
has value, especially when consumer behaviour is still evolving. 

Adoption barriers and ownership realities 

There is also a distinction between barriers to adoption and realities of ownership. Before 
buying an EV, charging looms large. It is unfamiliar, visible, and easy to worry about. 
After buying one, the daily experience may be very different. 

I wake up with the car charged and ready to go. I drive a quieter, more comfortable, and 
more responsive car. I spend less on fuel than I did with the diesel. I use public charging 
occasionally, but not as much as I expected. When I do use public charging, I often have 
far more options than I ever had when filling up the S-Max. Charging networks, charging 
speeds, pricing structures and subscription models all compete for my business. 

This does not mean all drivers will have the same experience. Apartment dwellers 
without private parking may face a very different reality. Long-distance professional 
drivers will have different constraints. Rural users, urban users, fleet operators, and 
private households may all experience the market differently.  

Even apparently straightforward cases may prove more complex than they first appear. 
I have a parking space in my apartment building, yet there may not be enough physical 
space in the meter room for every resident to connect their own EV charger to their 
individual meter. We may end up sharing chargers between neighbours, using RFID 
authentication to allocate consumption, relying on dynamic load management, or 
discovering entirely different commercial models that have yet to emerge. The point is 
not that one solution is better than another. It is that we simply do not know. The market 
is still discovering what works. 

That is precisely the point. The market is heterogeneous. And heterogeneous markets 
are difficult to regulate well if the analysis starts from a single assumed consumer 
journey. 
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Give the market time to mature 

The CNMC report is a useful contribution to the debate on public EV charging. Its 
concerns about transparency, access to locations, administrative barriers, grid 
connection, and consumer information should not be dismissed. 

But my first months of EV ownership have made me more cautious about drawing early 
conclusions. The issues that looked most important before I bought the car did not 
necessarily remain the most important afterwards. Some problems faded through 
consumer adaptation. Some pricing structures changed behaviour in ways that were 
economically rational but difficult to understand from the outside. Some charging 
decisions turned out to be less about electricity and more about time, convenience, and 
route planning. 

Perhaps that is the lesson. Before deciding how a market should work, it is worth allowing 
the market enough time to reveal what it actually is. That does not mean abandoning 
regulation. It means recognising that competition is itself a discovery process. 

If that interpretation is right, the most interesting question in public EV charging is not 
simply how many chargers Spain needs, how many apps consumers must download or 
how regulators should design interoperability obligations. The deeper question is 
whether we have yet understood the relevant market. Until we do, humility may be the 
most important regulatory principle of all. 

The lesson extends well beyond EV charging. Similar questions are emerging across 
artificial intelligence, distributed energy, grid flexibility services, and many other 
technologies associated with the energy transition. New markets rarely reveal their final 
structure from day one. Consumers learn. Companies adapt. Business models evolve. 
Competition itself becomes a discovery process. 

That is why defining the relevant market is not merely an analytical exercise. It is an 
acknowledgement that, in emerging industries, the market itself may still be discovering 
what it is. 

 

Mr. Kim Keats Martínez 

Madrid, 8 July 2026 


