Hybrid SUV getting big response

	Fri May 14, 6:14 AM ET
	


By David Kiley and James R. Healey, USA TODAY 

Ford Motor won't start selling its Ford Escape Hybrid sport-utility vehicle until August. And it plans to sell only 20,000 a year. But it already has 30,000 potential buyers.

the first hybrid SUV sold in the USA. (Test drive review: Ford goes hybrid with promising new Escape)

"Clearly, there is a lot of buzz about SUVs and this being a first," says Chris Fuell, who manages SUV marketing for Ford. 

Fuell says 30,000 people have told Ford through its Web site that they want to buy an Escape Hybrid. And they've given detailed personal information, including:

• 80% are college educated, vs. 50% for regular Escape buyers.

• 40% are female, higher than expected; 50% of regular Escape buyers are female.

• 80% earn more than $100,000 a year, vs. 20% for regular Escapes.

"This is a group I expect to be more quality-conscious" than typical new-vehicle buyers, says Phil Martens, vice president in charge of advanced product creation. He helped show off Escape Hybrid to the automotive media this week.

Ford will market the SUV through an unusual collection of magazines and radio and television outlets. They include ultraliberal Mother Jones, as well as Organic Gardening and Green Car Journal. For the first time, Ford will be a National Public Radio sponsor. 

"I think a lot of people want to see if (Ford CEO) Bill Ford is going to make good on some of the environmental promises made a few years ago," says Mother Jones publisher Jay Harris. "But, clearly, the Escape Hybrid is progress." 

At Ford's annual meeting Thursday, Bill Ford said the company is "pouring enormous resources" into developing more hybrids and other alternative fuel vehicles. 

Martens says potential Escape Hybrid buyers are "interested in a hybrid version of the kinds of vehicles they're already driving. They don't want to go to a small car to get better fuel economy." 

Ford says Escape Hybrid is getting 28 to 30 miles per gallon in mixed city-highway tests. That's compared with 20 mpg for the V-6 gas-power Escape and 25 mpg for the four-cylinder gas model. 

Ford won't disclose pricing yet for Escape Hybrid. Other hybrids are about $3,000 more than similar non-hybrid models. If Ford follows suit, that would put Escape Hybrid in the $23,000-$26,000 range, more for a fully loaded model. 

