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Abstract: In order to reduce the environmental impacts caused by the transport sector, autonomous
and electrified on-the-road modular vehicles (otrm) could be a solution. By separating the drive
unit from the transport unit, they enable use cases for various transport tasks and reduce individual
and motorized transport and its generated emissions. Therefore, the goal of this study is to assess
the environmental impacts from cradle to grave by applying the LCA methodology for a defined
otrm—the U-Shift—vehicle fleet considering a specific use case relative to a reference vehicle fleet.
The results indicate that the U-Shift fleet reduces the life cycle environmental impacts in a range of
3–28% for all of the seven impact categories, which are analyzed in detail. While emissions from
the use phase are similar, U-Shift has an environmental benefit in the production phase due to a
low amount of resource-intensive driveboards. Considering the early development stage of U-Shift,
several measures are discussed, addressing the material and configuration aspects of the vehicles as
well as optimized use case applications, which promise further impact-reduction potential.

Keywords: LCA; on-the-road modularity; passenger and cargo transportation; environmental impact;
battery electric vehicle; driverless vehicle

1. Introduction

The transport sector accounted for 22% of greenhouse gas emissions in the EU28
countries in 2019 [1–3]. Despite technological advances, CO2 emissions decreased only
marginally between 1990 and 2014 [4], as transport demand increased at the same time. In
recent years, the demand for passenger and cargo transport has increased even further [5–7].
Technical, logistical and organizational concepts are needed to increase transport efficiency
in order to limit the environmental impacts induced by traffic. One specific measure of
the EU meant to help achieve its “Green Deal” targets is “rolling out cleaner, cheaper and
healthier forms of private and public transport” [8]. Various technology trends can be
observed in different modes of transportation that correspond to this and other measures:
electrification and automation are taking place in aviation (e.g., Volocopter [9]), as well
as on rail (e.g., Parallel Systems [10]), water (e.g., Rolls-Royce [11]), and road. In the
case of road vehicles, another trend is to increase the modularization strategy within
vehicle design. Modularization is already a well-known and successful strategy in the
production of vehicles; however, during operation, conventionally built vehicles remain
integral, i.e., fixed [12–14]. People Mover [15–18] and Cargo Mover [15,18,19] are examples
of in-production modular vehicles.

The modularization strategy is extended even further by on-the-road modular vehicles
(otrm), which separate the driveboard from the transport unit. This allows the driveboard to
be used for different purposes by picking up specific transport units during operation [20,21].
The German Aerospace Center and partners developed the U-Shift vehicle concept, which is a
standalone otr-modular vehicle concept consisting of an autonomous and electric driveboard
and various application-optimized transport capsules for people and cargo transport [20,22].
Other concepts exist as well, such as the Rinspeed Snap (standalone otrm, as well) [23] or the
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Rinspeed microSNAP [24], which is an infrastructure-based otrm vehicle, i.e., a crane-like
infrastructure is needed to swap the transport units [14].

U-Shift, as an exemplary vehicle of the otrm-standalone vehicle class, has already been
examined from an operational [14] and economic point of view [25], with promising results.
Further, an energy consumption simulation [26] has been conducted and its technological
feasibility was examined [20,22]. For a holistic assessment of the otrm-vehicle compared
to the status quo, an analysis of the environmental impacts is essential. One key idea
underpinning otrm-vehicles is the substitution, and therefore the reduction, of motorized
individual transport. A literature review conducted by Neef et al. (2018) shows that
numerous LCA studies reached the conclusion that using mobility services rather than
individually owned cars is advantageous regarding greenhouse gas emissions [27]. The
analyzed studies often mention a decrease in the number of private cars where on-demand
mobility services are offered. The number of private vehicles replaced by a shared vehicle
differs between the studies and goes up to 12 replaced cars [28]. A reduction of vehicles
may lead to a reduction of parking space, resulting in a gain of space, as parking lots
comprise up to 15% of the urban area in industrialized countries [29].

In some of the studies, transport services were not the only focus; the effects of
automated vehicles were investigated as well. The combination of both suggests a high
potential for saving CO2-emissions in comparison to conventional vehicles today. Some
studies predict a reduction of up to 80% [30,31]. The use of automated vehicles also leads
to a reduction in the number of accidents, as 88% of road accidents are caused by human
error [32].

The implementation of additional systems for automated driving causes an increase
in life cycle greenhouse gas emissions. However, the direct effects of automation during
the use phase will ensure a reduction in greenhouse gas emissions. The decreasing effect is
greater than the increase caused by installing the systems and leads to an overall reduction
in greenhouse gas emissions [33].

As the subject of the study is an electric vehicle, a closer look is taken at the LCA
of electric vehicles. A study comparing different LCAs of electric vehicles shows a high
variety of results. The research demands a uniform approach [34]. Particularly regarding
the production and recycling of the traction batteries, the charging infrastructure and the
environmental impact of the different charging strategies, the results are often inconsistent
due to a lack of data [34]. In most cases, primary data regarding the whole life cycle of an
electric vehicle are not available [35]. Statistically, primary data are collected for only one
in ten LCA studies. Most of the other studies use data from four LCA studies conducted in
the time period 2010 to 2014. That raises the question of whether these data are still up to
date [36].

One of the main components of an electric vehicle is the traction battery. It is responsi-
ble for a high percentage of the environmental impacts, especially regarding the extraction
of raw materials and the production phases. The electricity mix (the share of different
sources in electricity generation), maintenance, traffic flow, driver behavior and choice
of functional unit are further factors that can significantly influence the environmental
impacts of an electric vehicle [36–41]. The end-of-life phase of an electric vehicle plays a
subordinate role in the overall result [37].

Future electric vehicles might reduce greenhouse gas emissions by 45–78% compared
to today. The reasons for this are lower emissions concerning the battery production and a
higher share of renewable resources in the energy supply. The main influencing factors are
the carbon intensity of the (charging) current and the vehicle’s lifetime mileage [42]. Due to
an engine design with fewer moving parts and lower maintenance intensity, electromobility
offers more potential for lifetime extension than internal combustion engine vehicles. In
order to keep the design and technology up to date over a long period of use, an otrm vehicle
concept offers the additional advantage of being able to combine passenger and goods
transport [14,42]. While the environmental effects of sharing, electrification and automation
of vehicles have been studied to some extent, neither a comprehensive investigation of all
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of these aspects nor the influence of vehicle modularization on the environmental impacts
have been covered by the literature yet. This work is intended to begin closing this gap
with the following goals in mind:

• Assessing the environmental impacts of a defined on-the-road modular vehicle fleet
from cradle to grave, considering a specific use case.

• Comparing the environmental impacts of the defined otrm vehicle fleet with a refer-
ence vehicle fleet for the same use case.

• Identifying the main causes of the environmental impacts.
• Interpreting and communicating the key findings.

Furthermore, a substantial focus of the work regards the development of an ap-
propriate methodology and key methodological findings, since modular vehicles differ
fundamentally from their integral counterparts, and thus, existing life cycle assessment
models must be adapted; not only does the examined vehicle change, but also its opera-
tional scenario, i.e., the logistical processes. The results are relevant for the LCA research
field as well as for the future development of otrm vehicles.

The remaining sections of the paper are organized as follows: First, the materials and
methods for the LCA are described, including the vehicles under investigation, the selected
use case, as well as the methodology and the scope of the LCA. Then, LCA results are
shown for relevant impact categories, followed by a discussion. A conclusion completes
the work.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Compared Vehicles: On-the-Road-Modular U-Shift and Electrified, Automated Reference Fleet

The on-the-road modular (otrm) vehicle U-Shift consists of a standardized, electric
and driverless drive unit (the driveboard) and application-optimized transport units (the
capsules). As shown in Figure 1, the driveboard can independently pick up and change
capsules during operation.
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Only a standardized interface is required, as the lifting unit is located in the driveboard.
Thus, the driveboard can be used almost 24/7 for changing purposes: e.g., public transport,
parcel delivery, and retail logistics. The capsules can be designed cost-effectively and with
low complexity, so that they can be individually tailored to the application. Cargo capsules
can carry 3 pallets (in the case of the short capsule variant), while the passenger capsule
has a maximum capacity of 19 persons (standing and seated). The passenger capsule has
lateral, height-flexible access, while the cargo capsule can be loaded and unloaded from the
rear at ground level [22,43].

U-Shift is to be compared with a reference vehicle fleet in the LCA. To ensure that the
results correlate as closely as possible with the modularization, the reference vehicle needs
to represent the same vehicle segment and technological features in terms of powertrain
and automation as the U-Shift configuration. An electric Mercedes-Benz Sprinter [44],
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which is produced in the standard variant for both passenger and freight transport, is used
as an example. The automated, generic adaption is called RoboVan in this paper.

The approach for the acquisition of data includes different sources: the ecoinvent
database, a manufacturer survey, an expert survey and a literature review.

Ecoinvent is a non-profit organization which was founded in 2000 by several Swiss
institutes. The aim of the organization is to provide consistent and standardized life-cycle
inventory data to simplify the conduction of LCA and make the data more transparent and
comparable [45]. This increases the credibility and acceptance of the method. The database
is regularly expanded and updated. The third version of the database, which has been
available since 2013, extends the geographical scope from the former European focus to a
more global view. Many different economic sectors are covered, and different methods for
the life cycle impact assessment (LCIA) are available.

The base of the data acquisition is a bill of materials of each of the fleet (U-Shift or
reference) units. The data for U-Shift is based on the development status as of 2020. To
obtain data for the manufacturing phase, a survey was conducted among 71 companies.
All components for which a suitable data set was available in the ecoinvent database
were removed from the list for the survey. Where data could not be obtained from the
manufacturer survey or were incomplete, literature references were used as a basis, or data
and assessments by experts were referred to.

2.2. Use Case: Combined Transport of Cargo and Persons

In discussions with the Stuttgart City Council and the Stuttgart Chamber of Commerce
and Industry, the Stuttgart-Vaihingen district was identified as a neighborhood in which U-
Shift could be usefully deployed under the characteristics modular, electric and driverless.
First, areas of application are identified in workshops with associations from passenger and
freight transport, which are relevant for the segment addressed by U-Shift (e.g., no heavy
cargo transport or mass transport). For the defined use case, retail freight transports, parcel
deliveries to areas of high population density, and on-demand ridepooling transports are
selected. This results in the applications shown in Figure 2. For these areas, the demand
structure is derived by GIS analysis (geographic information system) and traffic demand
matrices. This results in the total demand in the form of a transportation matrix (refer
to [46] for more details).
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For the comparison of the vehicle alternatives, the current transport tasks are ab-
stracted and a consolidation center on the outskirts of the city is introduced, from which
the goods are transferred from long-distance transport to local transport (last mile). The
analyzed vehicles operate only in local traffic.

The premises of the application are: logistics concepts are changed and operate
smoothly, driverless as well as electric driving are established and status quo infrastructure
is considered. This means that, for example, the cargo loading docks for the delivery of
goods to shops are not changed to suit the conditions of the new vehicle.

We call the combination of vehicles and use case an application scenario. This is
based on how the vehicle type (reference vs. U-Shift) performs the application tasks. By
a disposition of vehicles and, if necessary, capsules, the fleet size is determined [46]. In
addition, the LCA-relevant transport KPI fleet km travelled is calculated: Table 1.

Table 1. Use case specific data for U-Shift and the reference (Abbreviations: PT—passenger transport,
CT—cargo transport).

Parameter RoboVan (Reference) U-Shift

Vehicle fleet PT: 21
CT: 18 21 driveboards

Capsule fleet n. a. PT: 21
CT: 159

Annual mileage of 1
vehicle/driveboard

PT: 28,000 km
CT: 24,000 km 47,000 km

2.3. Methodology of Life Cycle Assessment

The LCA methodology is defined in the ISO Guidelines DIN EN ISO 14040 and
14044. While DIN EN ISO 14040 describes the principles and the framework, DIN EN ISO
14044 defines the requirements for an LCA study and provides guidance for the implemen-
tation. An LCA is divided into four phases: The definition of the goal and scope of the
study, the life cycle inventory, the LCIA and the evaluation of the findings [47]. In the first
phase, the goal of the study and its scope, including all basic assumptions, are defined. This
includes not only the temporal and geographical framework, but also the description of the
product systems, the functional unit, the system boundaries and the allocation procedure.
Further, the methods used for the LCIA, evaluation, assumptions, data and their quality
and any identified limitations should be explained [48]. Based on the definitions of the
scope, all relevant data for the processes within the system boundaries are collected in the
lifecycle inventory phase. All input and output flows of the processes in the product system
are scaled to the reference flow, which is defined depending on the functional unit [49].
The reference flow describes the amount of product that is needed to fulfill the functional
unit, the central reference value of the LCA. It has to be measurable and clearly defined,
but can be set individually. The data for the several process modules can be measured,
calculated or estimated and serve for the quantification of the inputs and outputs of those
modules [48]. The LCIA is based on the functional unit and is therefore a relative approach
with a scientific basis. In this phase, the material flows of the life-cycle inventory are
translated into potential environmental impacts. This step is often performed via a software
tool. In the phase of evaluation, conclusions are drawn from the life cycle inventory data
and the LCIA by identifying the significant parameters. They are interpreted regarding the
goal definition of the LCA and recommendations and restrictions are formulated. Finally, a
sensitivity analysis can be conducted to identify the impact of changes in the data.

2.4. Scope of the Study

The considered location for the LCA is Germany. If no data for Germany are available,
data for European circumstances are used. The use case for this study assumes future
technological conditions, especially regarding the availability of automated vehicles, and a
higher share of renewables in the electricity mix. A cradle-to-grave consideration is chosen,
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as there is no LCA available for a comparable vehicle concept and to avoid distortion by
leaving out individual parts. The functional unit is defined as the transport of 2.6 million
persons, 0.9 million parcels and goods on 0.1 million euro pallets during one operation year
within the defined use case. The required fleet mileage to fulfill the functional unit (over an
average year for the defined use case) is chosen as the reference flow. The following further
assumptions and system boundaries supplement the scope of the study:

• The cut-off method is considered for data from the ecoinvent database. This corre-
sponds to the European waste hierarchy and favors the use of recycled materials [50].

• The cut-off criterion according to DIN EN ISO 14040 is set at 1% of the mass.
• Traction batteries have a considerable influence on the life cycle assessment [37,51].

Since their life expectancy can differ (usually being lower) from that of the vehicle [52,53],
it is assumed that the traction batteries are replaced during operation.

• Road building activities and supplementary infrastructure (automation and charging)
are assumed to be similar for all vehicle alternatives and are thus neglected.

• Maintenance of the vehicles is left out, because there are no reliable data for the
maintenance of autonomous cars available at the current time.

While cargo transport is mostly quantified in ton-km, passenger transport is mostly
given in passenger-km. The use case includes both cargo and passenger transport. There-
fore, vehicle-km are chosen as a neutral unit. The life-cycle assessment includes the raw
materials extraction, the manufacturing of the vehicles as well as the use phase and the
end-of-life phase. The product system is depicted in Figure 3.
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Figure 3. Product system of the U-Shift vehicle fleet for the defined use case (CL—city logistics;
CEP—parcel delivery services consisting of courier, express, parcel delivery; DRT—demand respon-
sive transport for public transport).

The LCA is based on the following key parameters, derived from literature, state-of-
the-art vehicles and the U-Shift developer team (Table 2).
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Table 2. LCA-relevant data for U-Shift and the reference (Abbreviations: PT—passenger transport,
CT—cargo transport).

Parameter RoboVan (Reference) U-Shift

Vehicle fleet 39 21 driveboards
180 capsules

Lifetime mileage
325,000 km

(results in 11 (PT) and 14 (CT)
years)

325,000 km
(results in 7 years)

Capsule lifetime n. a. PT: 17 years
CT: 23 years

Traction battery PT: 60 kWh
CT: 80 kWh

Driveboard: 65 kWh
PT-capsule: 35 kWh (for air
condition, infotainment and

traction support)

Battery lifetime 200,000 km or 8 years 200,000 km or 8 years

Annual fleet mileage PT: 594,000 km
CT: 426,000 km

PT: 594,000 km
CT: 394,000 km

Electricity mix 70% renewables 70% renewables

Reference flow (mileage p.a.) 1.02 million km 0.99 million km

The lifetime mileage of U-Shift driveboards is assumed to be similar to that of RoboVan
vehicles; however, as U-Shift is not a mass-production vehicle, empirical values are missing.
This parameter and some others are varied in a sensitivity scenario.

The model of the U-Shift vehicle fleet is created with the Umberto® LCA+ software
by using already existing process data from ecoinvent and by creating new process mod-
ules. Some of the existing process data aremodified to fulfill the special efforts needed
to model the new vehicle concept. The transport of the passengers and the goods are
modeled separately, as they require different capsules. The central transportation processes
are designed in a modular manner, comparable to the transportation process modelling
of the ecoinvent database [54,55]. The production and the end-of-life of the respective
capsules and the driveboards are included proportionately in the model. This proportion
is calculated from the lifetime mileage of the modules. The lower life expectancy of the
batteries in comparison to the other modules is also considered. The non-exhaust emissions
of the U-Shift vehicles are also integrated into the model. They can be estimated dependent
on the vehicle mass. The model is divided into three sections to simplify the interpretation
of the results. These are the production, the transport of passengers and cargo (use) and
the end-of-life (disposal).

Input and output values are parameterized respectively calculated in the modeled
material flows. Table 3 shows the input/output balance for the example of the “passenger
transport” process. Table 4 shows the corresponding process for the RoboVan-model.

Table 3. Main in- and outputs for U-Shift during the passenger transport process (values in 1000;
referring to the reference flow).

Input Material Quantity Output Material Quantity

Battery (capsule) 0.28 kg Brake abrasion 0.002 kg
Capsule 2.06 kg Road wear 0.02 kg

Driveboard 1.93 kg Tire abrasion 0.10 kg
Electricity 290.91 kWh Passenger transport 593.69 km

Traction battery (Driveboard) 0.55 kg
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Table 4. Main in- and outputs for RoboVan during the passenger transport process (values in 1000;
referring to the reference flow).

Input Material Quantity Output Material Quantity

Electricity 308.72 kWh Brake abrasion 0.002 kg
Traction battery 0.87 kg Road wear 0.02 kg

Vehicle 5.52 kg Tire abrasion 0.11 kg
Passenger transport 593.69 km

All impact categories from the ReCiPe2008 LCIA method [56] are regarded in the
evaluation (Table 5).

Table 5. Impact categories of the ReCiPe 2008 method (impact categories marked with * are analyzed
in detail); source: aggregated from [56].

Impact Category Indicator Unit

climate change (CC) * global warming potential (GWP) kg CO2-eq
ozone depletion (OD) ozone depletion potential (ODP) kg CFC-11-eq

terrestrial acidification (TA) * terrestrial acidification potential (TAP) * kg SO2-eq
freshwater eutrophication (FE) freshwater eutrophication potential (FEP) kg P-eq

marine eutrophication (ME) marine eutrophication potential (MEP) kg N-eq
human toxicity (HT) * human toxicity potential (HTP) kg 1,4-DCB-eq

photochemical oxidant formation (POF) * photochemical oxidant formation potential (POFP) kg NMVOC-eq
particulate matter formation (PMF) * particulate matter formation potential (PMFP) kg PM10-eq

terrestrial ecotoxicity (TET) terrestrial ecotoxicity potential (TETP) kg 1,4-DCB-eq
freshwater ecotoxicity (FET) freshwater ecotoxicity potential (FETP) kg 1,4-DCB-eq

marine ecotoxicity (MET) marine ecotoxicity potential (METP) kg 1,4-DCB-eq
ionizing radiation (IR) ionizing radiation potential (IRP) kg U235-eq

agricultural land occupation (ALO) agricultural land occupation potential (ALOP) m2 p. a.
urban land occupation (ULO) urban land occupation potential (ULOP) m2 p. a.

natural land transformation (NLT) natural land transformation potential (NLTP) m2

water depletion (WD) * water depletion potential (WDP) m3 water-eq
mineral resource depletion (MRD) * mineral depletion potential (MDP) kg Fe-eq

fossil resource depletion (FD) fossil depletion potential (FDP) kg oil-eq

Detailed analyses are made for the following categories, based on a selection by
Hill et al. (2020) [57] and a literature overview of the most frequently used impact categories
in LCA studies on electric vehicles [58]:

• climate change,
• terrestrial acidification,
• human toxicity,
• photochemical oxidant formation,
• particulate matter formation,
• water depletion,
• mineral resource depletion.

3. Results

The tabular view in Figure 4 gives a qualitative overview of the comparison of the two
fleet alternatives (U-Shift and the generic, driverless status quo (RoboVan)) for all impacts
covered by the ReCiPe2008 LCIA method, including both the total life cycle and single life
cycle phases.
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Figure 4. Results for all ReCiPe2008 impact categories, represented by their indicators (abbreviations
and description of impact categories in Table 5).

On average over all impact categories, the U-Shift solution has an almost 10% lower
environmental impact for the S-Vaihingen application than the RoboVan fleet, when analyz-
ing the total of all life cycle phases. For 12 of the 18 impact categories, the environmental
impact of the U-Shift fleet is at least 5% lower. Especially in the production phase, higher
distinctions can be observed. Only for marine eutrophication, terrestrial ecotoxicity and
urban land occupation, RoboVan causes lower emissions than U-Shift in the production
phase; in the end-of-life phase, especially for freshwater ecotoxicity and marine ecotoxicity.

An almost identical mileage of the U-Shift and RoboVan fleet (∆3%) results in a similar
environmental impact in the use phase. The U-Shift system has a lower or higher energy
consumption than a RoboVan vehicle, depending on the coupled capsule; the differences
are equalized for most of the impact categories. Due to the lower number of driveboards
compared to the RoboVan fleet, the U-Shift fleet has lower environmental impacts in the
production phase in 15 impact categories.

Since U-Shift vehicles require significantly fewer driveboards than the amount of
RoboVan vehicles, a comparison per vehicle would distort the result strongly to the dis-
advantage of U-Shift. The advantage of the modular concept—the efficient use of a small
number of driveboards—would thus not be considered.
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As the U-Shift driveboards have high annual mileages (Table 1), they are replaced in
shorter cycles with new driveboards, as in the reference fleet’s case. Thus, improved and
potentially more efficient technology can by deployed faster.

Figure 5 presents a detailed analysis of the environmental impacts, giving the abso-
lute and relative contributions of each life cycle phase for the U-Shift and the RoboVan
vehicle fleets.
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The detailed analyses show that for GWP, TAP, POFP, PMFP and WDP, the disposal
phase has a low impact (0–4%) for both alternatives. This is consistent with findings from
the literature on life cycle assessments of battery electric vehicles [37]. The use phase
includes emissions from use (non-exhaust emissions) as well as emissions generated during
the generation of the electricity required in use. The share of the use phase in GWP is
61–64%, and thus corresponds to literature values for battery electric [59] as well as ad-
ditionally automated vehicles [33]. Equivalent shares for POFP and PMFP are also in
line [59].

The shares of the production phase of U-Shift are lower than those of the RoboVan for
all impact categories, since the smaller number of driveboards and the durable capsules
cause proportionally lower emissions. Using the example of vehicles for DRT operation
(passenger transport), the main emitters were identified for the production phase. For
U-Shift, the sum of the driveboard and the passenger transport capsule was calculated
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for this purpose. The results are compared with an LCA performed by Vilaça et al. (2022)
for driverless vehicles in ridepooling (similar use case). For the GWP, Vilaça et al. (2022)
determine shares of CO2-eq emissions of about 20% each due to the traction battery and the
automation components [60]. The values determined for U-Shift (battery: 25%; automation:
20%) and RoboVan (battery: 20%; automation: 25%) correspond very well to this.

In the following, sensitivities are shown in parameter variations. The electricity gener-
ation and the traction battery production, among other parameters, have been identified as
critical influencing parameters by other works, as described in the introduction.

For this work, the electricity mix is changed into a scenario with lower and one with
higher shares of renewable energies, compared to the base case. The electricity mixes are
based on the energy reference forecasts for the German Federal Ministry of Economics and
Technology [61].

The traction battery is considered indirectly by varying the energy consumption with
the assumption that increased energy consumption results in a proportionate rise in the
capacity of the traction batteries in order to keep the predefined range requirement. The
energy consumption of U-Shift was derived from a simulation conducted in Dymola by
Schall, Sigle and Ulrich (2021) [26]. The values for RoboVan were determined on the basis of
real battery-electric commercial vehicles of the same category, supplemented by additional
consumption for the automation, which is based on findings from the literature [33,60,62,63].

In addition, the lifetime is varied for several components: for the driveboards and the
traction batteries, the lifetime mileage is adjusted, and for the transport units of the U-Shift,
the calendrical lifetime is altered accordingly.

Figure 6 illustrates the effects of parameter variation for each vehicle fleet, showing
that the parameter variations change the results of the fleets in a similar way. Thus, the
comparison in Figure 3 remains stable, as long as the parameters for the fleets are changed
in the same direction.
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Figure 6. Vehicle-specific sensitivity analyses by varying different parameters (impact categories are
defined in Table 5).



Sustainability 2023, 15, 10303 12 of 16

As expected, an increased share of renewable energy sources in electricity generation,
reduced energy consumption and a longer lifetime reduce the environmental impacts.
The opposite parameter variations in each case increase the environmental impacts to a
similar extent.

Electricity mix and energy consumption primarily affect the use phase. When the
electricity mix is changed, mineral depletion (MDP) behaves contrary to the other impact
categories. An increased share of renewable energy sources reduces the environmental
impacts for most impact categories; however, more resources relevant for MDP, such as
gold and copper in electronic components [64], are required for electricity generation
from renewable energy sources. Therefore, Fe-eq emissions increase with an increment of
renewable energies.

The lifetime has an effect on the production and disposal phases, since a longer lifetime
means that a vehicle’s emissions are proportionately less considered.

4. Discussion

In the following, the results are interpreted and the circumstances under which U-Shift
could further reduce its environmental impact are discussed. In addition, possible further
research activities are outlined.

In most of the 18 analyzed impact categories, U-Shift already has lower environmental
impacts than the driverless reference vehicle fleet. Even though the results are close, the
findings do not change much when sensitivity analyses are conducted. U-Shift is currently
in an early development phase. Therefore, there are no comparable LCAs or data from
production vehicles. The data are based on primary data from current U-Shift prototypes
under development, assuming technological advances to volume vehicles. In contrast,
the comparison vehicles are based on production vehicles, and thus have already been
optimized for many years. It can therefore be assumed that the results would be even more
in favor of U-Shift if data were available for field-proven production U-Shift-vehicles.

4.1. Deployment Scenarios

The large number of capsules used by U-Shift and the additional weight due to mod-
ularization must be compensated for by efficient deployment. In the current application
scenario, this is achieved by the significantly lower total of driveboards (vehicles) compared
to the number of reference vehicles (RoboVan). Thus, the reduction of the fleet size along
with the maximization of the utilization grade of the vehicle units through improved appli-
cation scenarios exhibit high savings potential. If the disposition of the fleet is optimized in
operations research (OR) simulations in future works, a significantly more efficient U-Shift
deployment can be expected. Early work towards this is in progress [21,65]. Both a reduc-
tion in the capsule-to-driveboard ratio and a reduction in the entire fleet size regarding the
number of driveboards as well as capsules promises a lower environmental impact.

Furthermore, a deployment scenario optimized by simulations potentially reduces
mileage and thus, environmental impacts. This applies not only to the U-Shift application
scenario but also to the RoboVan fleet. However, the reduction is potentially higher for
U-Shift due to the additional transport units.

4.2. Use Phase and Lifetime

Increased lifetime allows for improved results, as observed in the sensitivity analysis;
especially for capsules and traction batteries. The modularization strategy of U-Shift
involves complex driveboards, yet simple capsules. A lower complexity could result in
a longer lifetime. In addition, the capsules could be produced in the future in a more
resource-efficient way than is currently assumed.

The use phase accounts for the highest share of emissions for most impact categories
for both vehicle alternatives, with emissions correlating with energy consumption and
mileage. Advances in vehicle development can primarily reduce energy demand, e.g., in
the case of U-Shift through lightweight capsules, especially for the heavy capsules used for
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passenger transport. However, efficiency gains in the utilization phase through lightweight
materials shift emissions to the manufacturing phase [66] (pp. 739–741). The respective
optimum must therefore be identified for each case.

On average, the U-Shift driveboards have an annual mileage of 47 thousand km, which
is about 80% higher than for RoboVan vehicles. This is why they are replaced by new
units in shorter cycles. Increasing and improving maintenance could counteract this fact and
potentially extend the lifetime of U-Shift driveboards. The potential to enhance the lifetimes of
driveboards by increased maintenance has not yet been evaluated or considered by this LCA
model; however, such maintenance does offer the potential to further reduce environmental
impacts. Prolonging the lifetime and therefore the use phase of the driveboards should also
be critically assessed in regard to the increase of non-exhaust emissions.

5. Conclusions

An LCA approach was developed that can be applied to novel, on-the-road modular
vehicle concepts such as U-Shift. When comparing U-Shift to a conventionally integral
vehicle, it is important to consider the entire fleet in a use case to account for the systemic
changes caused by modularization. To investigate the modularization-induced effects, the
reference vehicle was automated as well. An LCA model was implemented with which the
integral reference vehicle fleet and the on-the-road modular U-Shift fleet can be compared
in a consistent manner. The high number of capsules within the U-Shift fleet has to be
compensated for through a lower number of complex driveboards and an efficient use
phase. In particular, the lower number of U-Shift driveboards compared to vehicles in
the reference fleet is beneficial. As the energy consumption and lifetime of the vehicle
components have a significant effect on the environment impacts, future development of
driveboards and capsules should focus on designing capsules for a long use phase and
driveboards for efficient energy management, thus reducing the required battery capacities
in driveboards and selected capsules.

In future work, the LCA model should be enhanced to include, amongst others, an
LCA on social indicators [67] and an investigation of the circularity [68] of the product
systems. Since the selected use case has a significant influence on the result, the established
LCA method for on-the-road modular vehicles should be applied to future use cases.
Furthermore, a comprehensive consideration including economic aspects is important,
with future work investigating the economic use in differently structured and developed
regions worldwide.
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29. Igliński, H.; Babiak, M. Analysis of the Potential of Autonomous Vehicles in Reducing the Emissions of Greenhouse Gases in
Road Transport. Procedia Eng. 2017, 192, 353–358. [CrossRef]

30. Greenblatt, J.B.; Saxena, S. Autonomous taxis could greatly reduce greenhouse-gas emissions of US light-duty vehicles. Nat. Clim.
Chang. 2015, 5, 860–863. [CrossRef]

31. Pakusch, C.; Stevens, G.; Boden, A.; Bossauer, P. Unintended Effects of Autonomous Driving: A Study on Mobility Preferences in
the Future. Sustainability 2018, 10, 2404. [CrossRef]

32. Statistisches Bundesamt. Unfallentwicklung auf Deutschen Straßen 2017; Statistisches Bundesamt: Wiesbaden, Germany, 2018.
Available online: https://www.destatis.de/DE/Presse/Pressekonferenzen/2018/Verkehrsunfaelle-2017/pressebroschuere-
unfallentwicklung.pdf?__blob=publicationFile (accessed on 11 February 2020).

https://www.bmwk.de/Redaktion/DE/Publikationen/Industrie/klimaschutzplan-2050.html
https://ec.europa.eu/info/strategy/priorities-2019-2024/european-green-deal_en
https://ec.europa.eu/info/strategy/priorities-2019-2024/european-green-deal_en
https://www.volocopter.com/solutions/
https://moveparallel.com/product/
https://doi.org/10.3390/wevj10040091
https://verkehrsforschung.dlr.de/de/projekte/ngc-umv
https://verkehrsforschung.dlr.de/de/projekte/ngc-umv
https://navya.tech/en/solutions/moving-people/self-driving-shuttle-for-passenger-transportation/
https://navya.tech/en/solutions/moving-people/self-driving-shuttle-for-passenger-transportation/
https://www.moove.biz/de/people-mover-l4-the-moove/
https://www.toyota-europe.com/startyourimpossible/e-palette
https://www.moove.biz/de/cargo-mover-11-l4-the-moove/
https://www.rinspeed.com/de/Snap_48_concept-car.html
https://www.rinspeed.com/de/microSNAP_50_concept-car.html#l1
https://doi.org/10.1080/03081060.2022.2094930
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.proeng.2017.06.061
https://doi.org/10.1038/nclimate2685
https://doi.org/10.3390/su10072404
https://www.destatis.de/DE/Presse/Pressekonferenzen/2018/Verkehrsunfaelle-2017/pressebroschuere-unfallentwicklung.pdf?__blob=publicationFile
https://www.destatis.de/DE/Presse/Pressekonferenzen/2018/Verkehrsunfaelle-2017/pressebroschuere-unfallentwicklung.pdf?__blob=publicationFile


Sustainability 2023, 15, 10303 15 of 16

33. Gawron, J.H.; Keoleian, G.A.; de Kleine, R.D.; Wallington, T.J.; Kim, H.C. Life Cycle Assessment of Connected and Automated
Vehicles: Sensing and Computing Subsystem and Vehicle Level Effects. Environ. Sci. Technol. 2018, 52, 3249–3256. [CrossRef]

34. Frischknecht, R.; Bauer, C.; Froemelt, A.; Hellweg, S.; Biemann, K.; Buetler, T.; Cox, B.; de Haan, P.; Hoerl, S.; Itten, R.; et al. LCA
of mobility solutions: Approaches and findings—66th LCA forum, Swiss Federal Institute of Technology, Zurich, 30 August, 2017.
Int. J. Life Cycle Assess. 2018, 23, 381–386. [CrossRef]

35. Egede, P.; Dettmer, T.; Herrmann, C.; Kara, S. Life Cycle Assessment of Electric Vehicles—A Framework to Consider Influencing
Factors. Procedia CIRP 2015, 29, 233–238. [CrossRef]

36. Dai, Q.; Kelly, J.C.; Gaines, L.; Wang, M. Life Cycle Analysis of Lithium-Ion Batteries for Automotive Applications. Batteries 2019,
5, 48. [CrossRef]

37. Tagliaferri, C.; Evangelisti, S.; Acconcia, F.; Domenech, T.; Ekins, P.; Barletta, D.; Lettieri, P. Life cycle assessment of future electric
and hybrid vehicles: A cradle-to-grave systems engineering approach. Chem. Eng. Res. Des. 2016, 112, 298–309. [CrossRef]

38. Paulino, F.; Pina, A.; Baptista, P. Evaluation of Alternatives for the Passenger Road Transport Sector in Europe: A Life-Cycle
Assessment Approach. Environments 2018, 5, 21. [CrossRef]

39. Keyvanfar, A.; Shafaghat, A.; Muhammad, N.; Ferwati, M. Driving Behaviour and Sustainable Mobility—Policies and Approaches
Revisited. Sustainability 2018, 10, 1152. [CrossRef]

40. Matheys, J.; van Autenboer, W.; Timmermans, J.-M.; Van Mierlo, J.; van den Bossche, P.; Maggetto, G. Influence of functional unit
on the life cycle assessment of traction batteries. Int. J. Life Cycle Assess. 2007, 12, 191–196. [CrossRef]

41. Zhao, Y.; Onat, N.C.; Kucukvar, M.; Tatari, O. Carbon and energy footprints of electric delivery trucks: A hybrid multi-regional
input-output life cycle assessment. Transp. Res. Part D Transp. Environ. 2016, 47, 195–207. [CrossRef]

42. Cox, B.; Mutel, C.L.; Bauer, C.; Mendoza Beltran, A.; van Vuuren, D.P. Uncertain Environmental Footprint of Current and Future
Battery Electric Vehicles. Environ. Sci. Technol. 2018, 52, 4989–4995. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

43. Deutsches Zentrum für Luft- und Raumfahrt e. V. U-Shift. Available online: https://verkehrsforschung.dlr.de/de/projekte/u-
shift (accessed on 25 October 2022).

44. Mercedes-Benz. eSprinter | Elektro Transporter. Available online: https://www.mercedes-benz.de/vans/de/sprinter/e-sprinter-
panel-van (accessed on 25 October 2022).

45. Ecoinvent. Home. Available online: https://ecoinvent.org/ (accessed on 25 October 2022).
46. Grünhäuser, M.; Wiemer, A.; Brunßen, A.; Zofka, M.; Fleck, T.; Conzelman, M.; Ulrich, C.; Brost, M.; Österle, I.; Münster, M.; et al.

Machbarkeitsstudie Zulassungsfähigkeit und Wirtschaftlichkeit. 2020. Available online: https://verkehrsforschung.dlr.de/
public/documents/2020/Machbarkeitsstudie_U-Shift_MAD.pdf (accessed on 3 June 2021).

47. DIN Deutsches Institut für Normung e., V. Umweltmanagement–Ökobilanz–Grundsätze und Rahmenbedingungen; Beuth Verlag
GmbH: Berlin, Germany, 2021.

48. DIN Deutsches Institut für Normung e., V. Umweltmanagement–Ökobilanz–Anforderungen und Anleitungen; Beuth Verlag GmbH:
Berlin, Germany, 2021.

49. Hauschild, M.Z. Introduction to LCA Methodology. In Life Cycle Assessment-Theory and Practice; Springer International Publishing
AG: Cham, Switzerlan, 2018; pp. S.59–S.66.

50. Suski, P.; Wiesen, K. Einsatz von Sekundärmaterial vs. recyclinggerechtes Design: Diskussion verschiedener End-of-Life-
Allokationen unter Berücksichtigung der europäischen Abfallhierarchie. Umw. Wirtsch. Forum 2016, 24, 7–13. [CrossRef]

51. Casals, L.C.; García, B.A.; Aguesse, F.; Iturrondobeitia, A. Second life of electric vehicle batteries: Relation between materials
degradation and environmental impact. Int. J. Life Cycle Assess. 2017, 22, 82–93. [CrossRef]

52. Hawkins, T.R.; Gausen, O.M.; Strømman, A.H. Environmental impacts of hybrid and electric vehicles—A review. Int. J. Life Cycle
Assess. 2012, 17, 997–1014. [CrossRef]

53. Notter, D.A.; Gauch, M.; Widmer, R.; Wäger, P.; Stamp, A.; Zah, R.; Althaus, H.-J. Contribution of Li-ion batteries to the
environmental impact of electric vehicles. Environ. Sci. Technol. 2010, 44, 6550–6556. [CrossRef]

54. Del Duce, A.; Gauch, M.; Althaus, H.-J. Electric passenger car transport and passenger car life cycle inventories in ecoinvent
version 3. Int. J. Life Cycle Assess. 2016, 21, 1314–1326. [CrossRef]

55. Simons, A. Road transport: New life cycle inventories for fossil-fuelled passenger cars and non-exhaust emissions in ecoinvent
v3. Int. J. Life Cycle Assess. 2013, 21, 1299–1313. [CrossRef]

56. Goedkoop, M.; Heijungs, R.; Huijbregts, M.; Schryver, A.D.; Struijs, J.; Zelm, R.V. ReCiPe 2008: A Life Cycle Impact Assessment
Method Which Comprises Harmonised Category Indicators at the Midpoint and the Endpoint Level; Report I: Characterisation; Ministerie
van VROM: The Hague, The Netherlands, 2009.

57. Hill, N.; Amaral, S.; Morgan-Price, S.; Nokes, T.; Bates, J.; Helms, H.; Fehrenbach, H.; Biemann, K.; Abdalla, N.; Jöhrens, J.; et al.
Determining the Environmental Impacts of Conventional and Alternatively Fuelled Vehicles through LCA: Final Report; Publications Office
of the European Union: Luxembourg, 2020; ISBN 9789276203018.

58. Temporelli, A.; Carvalho, M.L.; Girardi, P. Life Cycle Assessment of Electric Vehicle Batteries: An Overview of Recent Literature.
Energies 2020, 13, 2864. [CrossRef]

59. Girardi, P.; Gargiulo, A.; Brambilla, P.C. A comparative LCA of an electric vehicle and an internal combustion engine vehicle
using the appropriate power mix: The Italian case study. Int. J. Life Cycle Assess. 2015, 20, 1127–1142. [CrossRef]

60. Vilaça, M.; Santos, G.; Oliveira, M.S.; Coelho, M.C.; Correia, G.H. Life cycle assessment of shared and private use of automated
and electric vehicles on interurban mobility. Appl. Energy 2022, 310, 118589. [CrossRef]

https://doi.org/10.1021/acs.est.7b04576
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11367-017-1429-1
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.procir.2015.02.185
https://doi.org/10.3390/batteries5020048
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cherd.2016.07.003
https://doi.org/10.3390/environments5020021
https://doi.org/10.3390/su10041152
https://doi.org/10.1065/lca2007.04.322
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.trd.2016.05.014
https://doi.org/10.1021/acs.est.8b00261
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/29570287
https://verkehrsforschung.dlr.de/de/projekte/u-shift
https://verkehrsforschung.dlr.de/de/projekte/u-shift
https://www.mercedes-benz.de/vans/de/sprinter/e-sprinter-panel-van
https://www.mercedes-benz.de/vans/de/sprinter/e-sprinter-panel-van
https://ecoinvent.org/
https://verkehrsforschung.dlr.de/public/documents/2020/Machbarkeitsstudie_U-Shift_MAD.pdf
https://verkehrsforschung.dlr.de/public/documents/2020/Machbarkeitsstudie_U-Shift_MAD.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1007/s00550-016-0395-6
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11367-015-0918-3
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11367-012-0440-9
https://doi.org/10.1021/es903729a
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11367-014-0792-4
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11367-013-0642-9
https://doi.org/10.3390/en13112864
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11367-015-0903-x
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.apenergy.2022.118589


Sustainability 2023, 15, 10303 16 of 16

61. Schlesinger, M.; Lindenberger, D.; Lutz, C. Entwicklung der Energiemärkte: Energiereferenzprognose; Projekt Nr. 57/12; Prognos AG:
Basel, Switzerland, 2014.

62. Brost, M.; Deniz, Ö.; Österle, I.; Ulrich, C.; Senzeybek, M.; Hahn, R.; Schmid, S. Energy Consumption of Connected and Automated
Vehicles. In Encyclopedia of Sustainability Science and Technology; Meyers, R.A., Ed.; Springer New York: New York, NY, USA, 2020;
pp. 1–24, ISBN 978-1-4939-2493-6.

63. Wadud, Z.; MacKenzie, D.; Leiby, P. Help or hindrance? The travel, energy and carbon impacts of highly automated vehicles.
Transp. Res. Part A Policy Pract. 2016, 86, 1–18. [CrossRef]

64. Lieberei, J.; Gheewala, S.H. Resource depletion assessment of renewable electricity generation technologies—Comparison of life
cycle impact assessment methods with focus on mineral resources. Int. J. Life Cycle Assess. 2017, 22, 185–198. [CrossRef]

65. Hatzenbühler, J.; Jenelius, E.; Gidófalvi, G.; Cats, O. Modular Vehicle Routing for Combined Passenger and Freight Transport:
Preprint. In TR-A–Special Issue: Integration of Passenger and Freight Transport; Elsevier: Amsterdam, The Netherlands, 2022.

66. Friedrich, H.E. (Ed.) Leichtbau in der Fahrzeugtechnik, 2nd ed.; Springer: Wiesbaden/Heidelberg, Germany, 2017; ISBN 3658122943.
67. Toniolo, S.; Tosato, R.C.; Gambaro, F.; Ren, J. Life cycle thinking tools: Life cycle assessment, life cycle costing and social life cycle

assessment. In Life Cycle Sustainability Assessment for Decision-Making; Elsevier: Amsterdam, The Netherlands, 2020; pp. 39–56,
ISBN 9780128183557.

68. Glogic, E.; Sonnemann, G.; Young, S.B. Environmental Trade-Offs of Downcycling in Circular Economy: Combining Life Cycle
Assessment and Material Circularity Indicator to Inform Circularity Strategies for Alkaline Batteries. Sustainability 2021, 13, 1040.
[CrossRef]

Disclaimer/Publisher’s Note: The statements, opinions and data contained in all publications are solely those of the individual
author(s) and contributor(s) and not of MDPI and/or the editor(s). MDPI and/or the editor(s) disclaim responsibility for any injury to
people or property resulting from any ideas, methods, instructions or products referred to in the content.

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tra.2015.12.001
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11367-016-1152-3
https://doi.org/10.3390/su13031040

	Introduction 
	Materials and Methods 
	Compared Vehicles: On-the-Road-Modular U-Shift and Electrified, Automated Reference Fleet 
	Use Case: Combined Transport of Cargo and Persons 
	Methodology of Life Cycle Assessment 
	Scope of the Study 

	Results 
	Discussion 
	Deployment Scenarios 
	Use Phase and Lifetime 

	Conclusions 
	References

