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Introduction 
The car radio is dying…  

Or so they say. 

In recent years, discussions have emerged about removing radios from new vehicles 
entirely.  

The argument?  

Streaming services, Bluetooth connectivity, and smartphone integration have made 
traditional radio obsolete.  

The US government even floated proposals around this concept before industry 
pushback halted the conversation. 

Meanwhile, electric vehicle manufacturers are shipping cars with FM-only radios - no 
AM band included.  

The reasoning varies: interference from electric motors, cost savings, irrelevance in the 
streaming age. 

But here's what's fascinating: the car radio has survived nearly a century of 
technological disruption, regulatory challenges, and persistent myths about its impact 
on vehicle performance.  

And… one myth in particular - that playing your car radio reduces fuel efficiency - has 
proven almost impossible to kill. 

This white paper explores three interconnected stories: 

1. The origin and evolution of car radios (including their possible Australian roots) 

2. The fuel efficiency myth and why it persists 

3. The current threats to automotive radio and what they mean for the medium 

By the end, you'll understand not just the history of car radios, but why this technology 
matters more than most people realize - and why the current challenges represent the 
biggest threat it's faced in 100 years. 

 

  



Part 1:  The Australian Connection 
Did Car Radios Start Down Under? 

The 1924 Mystery 

According to multiple automotive historians, the world's first car radio installation 
happened in 1924 at Kelly's Motors in New South Wales, Australia.  

This predates American claims by several years and represents a fascinating piece of 
automotive history that deserves wider recognition. 

The installation was performed on a Summit vehicle - one of the short-lived 
automobiles produced by Kelly's Motors between 1922 and 1926.  

News of this radio-equipped car spread rapidly through automotive circles, though 
detailed specifications remain scarce nearly a century later. 

 
A 1924-era car radio unit like what would have been installed by 

Kelly's Motors in NSW, Australia.  
Note the primitive vacuum tube technology and substantial size.  

(Photo: Dicks Stereos)"Dicks Stereos , Facebook 

  

https://www.facebook.com/dicksstereoboise/posts/attention-history-buffs-in-1924-kellys-motors-in-nsw-australia-installed-the-fir/3652213111461954/


The Technical Challenge 

Installing a radio in a 1924 vehicle wasn't just difficult - it bordered on impossible.  

Radio receivers of that era required 50 to 250 volts of direct current, but car batteries 
operated at just 6 volts.  

Engineers solved this problem with a vibrator that created pulsating DC, which could 
then be converted to higher voltage using a transformer, rectified, and filtered. 

It was complex, expensive, and prone to failure.  

But it worked. 

The American Industrial Revolution 

While Australia may have achieved the first installation, America industrialized the 
concept.  

In June 1930, Galvin Manufacturing Corporation (the company that would become 
Motorola) introduced the first mass-market car radio. 

The Motorola Model 

According to Steven O'Bannon, principal staff engineer for Motorola, this 
groundbreaking device: 

• Ran on six vacuum tubes 

• Occupied approximately 10 litres of cargo space 

• Received AM signals only 

• Was housed in a wooden case 

• Required two high-voltage batteries under the passenger seat, plus the car's 
battery 

• Cost $130 USD (when a complete Ford Model A cost $540) 

The device was revolutionary - but it came with serious compromises. 

The Suppressor Problem: AND The Birth of a Myth 

Here's where the fuel efficiency myth originates. 

To reduce static interference from the engine, spark plugs were fitted with 
"suppressors." These devices reduced electrical noise but had an unwelcome side 
effect: they downgraded engine performance. 

Steven O'Bannon explained it perfectly: "It was a fine balance between getting reception 
and having the car work at all." 



 

Circa-1930 Motorola car radio advertisement showing the ambitious 
promise of in-car entertainment - despite the significant 

technical compromises required. (Source: The Globe and Mail ) 

So yes, in the 1930s, running your car radio did reduce fuel efficiency and performance.  

The myth isn't entirely false - it's just 90 years out of date. 

Public Resistance and Legal Challenges 

Not everyone welcomed car radios. Throughout the 1930s, various jurisdictions 
attempted to ban them entirely.  

The concerns cantered on driver distraction - an argument that sounds familiar to 
modern debates about smartphone use while driving. 

Critics argued that music would divert attention from the road.  

Proponents countered that radio could reduce driver boredom and improve alertness 
on long journeys. The debate raged for years before radios became standard equipment 
in the 1950s and 1960s. 

 

https://www.theglobeandmail.com/drive/technology/article-the-history-of-car-radios-from-am-to-apple/


Part 2:  The Fuel Efficiency Question 
Science vs. Perception 

The Modern Question 

Fast forward to the 21st century, and the question persists: Does using your car radio 
reduce fuel efficiency? 

The short answer: Yes, but so minimally that it makes no practical difference 
whatsoever. 

The longer answer requires understanding how modern automotive electrical systems 
work. 

How Alternators Actually Work 

Your car's electrical system centres on the alternator - essentially a small generator 
powered by the engine through a belt drive.  

Here's the key point: the alternator generates electricity whenever the engine runs, 
regardless of electrical load. 

Or does it? 

The Freewheeling Theory 

Initial reasoning suggested that alternators simply freewheel when not under load, 
consuming no additional engine power. Under this model, turning on the radio would 
make zero difference to fuel consumption because the alternator spins constantly 
anyway. 

This theory is incorrect. 

The Reality: Variable Load 

Modern alternators use voltage regulators that adjust output based on electrical 
demand.  

So, when you turn on the radio (or headlights, or air conditioning), the alternator works 
harder. This increased load makes the alternator slightly more difficult to turn, requiring 
marginally more engine power. 

You've probably experienced this yourself when activating air conditioning - there's an 
immediate, noticeable drop in available power, especially in smaller engines. This same 
principle applies to all electrical accessories, including radios. 

The question isn't whether radios consume fuel. They do. The question is: how much? 



The Exercise Bike Analogy 

Think of an exercise bike with an electronic resistance system. When you increase the 
resistance level, the pedals become harder to turn because you're placing additional 
load on the internal generator. 

A car works the same way. Every electrical device adds load to the alternator, which 
adds resistance to the engine, which requires more fuel to overcome. 

Real-World Impact: The Numbers 

After consulting with automotive engineers and battery industry specialists, here's what 
we found: 

Industry Expert Opinions: 

• Two insisted electrical accessories had "absolutely no effect" on mileage 

• One wasn't sure 

• Two agreed the alternator works harder under load but insisted the effect was 
"negligible" 

The Most Specific Estimate: One expert ventured a guess of "20 to 50 cents per year in 
petrol to run the radio if you played it every day for 12 hours while driving under normal 
conditions with no other equipment turned on." 

For Context: You can run a portable radio for months on a single AA battery. Car radios 
consume similarly minimal power. 

There IS An Energy Hierarchy: 

Not all automotive electrical accessories are created equal.  

Here's how they rank: 

Highest Impact: 

• Rear window defrost: 3-5% fuel efficiency reduction 

• Air conditioning: 5-20% reduction (varies significantly by conditions) 

• Headlights: Minimal but measurable 

Lowest Impact: 

• Radio: Negligible (well under 0.1%) 

• Interior lights: Negligible 

• Phone charging: Negligible 



Why the Myth Persists 

Despite modern evidence, the myth refuses to die. Why? 

Historical Memory: The 1930s suppressor problem created a genuine link between 
radios and performance loss that older drivers remember or heard about. 

Intuitive Logic: It feels like using more electricity should cost fuel. This intuition isn't 
wrong - it's just insignificant in scale. 

Confusion with AC: People conflate radio use with air conditioning use. The AC does 
significantly impact fuel economy, creating guilty-by-association thinking. 

Internet Echo Chambers: The question has circulated online for decades, with 
contradictory answers reinforcing confusion rather than resolving it. 

 

  



Part 3:  The Modern Threat 
Are Car Radios Actually Dying? 

The Electric Vehicle Challenge 

Electric vehicles present a new problem for AM radio: electromagnetic interference.  

The electric motors, inverters, and high-voltage systems in EVs generate significant 
electrical noise that can overwhelm AM signals. 

Many manufacturers have responded by: 

• Eliminating AM bands entirely 

• Offering FM-only radios 

• Relying solely on streaming connectivity 

• Positioning radio as "legacy technology" 

The Emergency Broadcasting Problem 

This creates a serious concern: AM radio serves as a critical emergency communication 
system in the United States and many other countries. During natural disasters, internet 
connectivity often fails while AM radio - particularly clear-channel stations - continues 
broadcasting across hundreds of miles. 

Removing AM capability eliminates this redundant emergency communication system, 
raising legitimate public safety questions. 

The Streaming Replacement Argument 

Technology advocates argue that smartphones and streaming services have made car 
radios obsolete. After all, why listen to broadcast radio when you can: 

• Access unlimited music libraries 

• Skip songs you don't like 

• Eliminate commercials 

• Customize your listening experience 

The Counter-Arguments: 

Localism: Streaming services don't provide local news, weather, traffic, or community 
information. During emergencies, they don't broadcast evacuation routes or shelter 
locations. 



Accessibility: Broadcast radio requires no subscription, no data plan, no smartphone, 
and no account. It's universal and democratic. 

Discovery: Radio introduces listeners to new music, local artists, and diverse content 
they wouldn't encounter in algorithm-driven playlists. 

Community: Local radio creates shared experiences. When everyone in town hears the 
same morning show, it builds social cohesion. 

The Regulatory Discussions 

Recent years have seen various proposals to address car radio's future: 

US Government Considerations: Discussions emerged about whether car radios 
should remain mandatory equipment in new vehicles. The automotive industry 
successfully pushed back, arguing that consumer choice should prevail. 

AM Radio Mandate Proposals: Conversely, some legislators proposed requiring AM 
capability in all new vehicles for emergency preparedness reasons. 

The Current Status: As of 2025, the situation remains in flux, with no clear regulatory 
direction. 

 

  



Part 4:  Why This Matters 
Beyond Nostalgia 

Defending car radios isn't about nostalgia or resisting progress. It's about preserving 
infrastructure that serves functions streaming services simply cannot replicate. 

Emergency Communications: When hurricanes hit, when wildfires spread, when 
evacuations happen - local radio saves lives.  

This isn't theoretical. It's documented in disaster after disaster. 

Democratic Access: Radio doesn't require credit cards, data plans, or smartphones. It 
serves everyone equally, regardless of economic status or technical sophistication. 

Local Content: Community radio stations provide news, discussion, and programming 
reflecting local needs and values. Algorithm-driven streaming services cannot and do 
not. 

The Fuel Efficiency Myth - Final Verdict 

Let's conclusively settle the original question: 

Does using your car radio reduce fuel efficiency? 

Technical Answer: Yes, by an immeasurably small amount. 

Practical Answer: No. The impact is so minimal that you'll never notice it, measure it, 
or need to care about it. 

Historical Answer: Yes, in the 1930s it genuinely did because of suppressor-related 
performance losses. 

Modern Reality: Playing your radio costs roughly 20-50 cents per year in fuel. Worrying 
about it costs more in mental energy than you'll ever save in gasoline. 

The Suppressor Legacy 

The most fascinating finding in this research is discovering that the fuel efficiency myth 
has legitimate historical roots. The 1930s suppressor problem created a real, 
measurable performance cost that older drivers and mechanics remembered and 
passed down. 

As automotive technology improved, suppressors became unnecessary, and the 
performance impact disappeared - but the warning persisted. It's a perfect example of 
how outdated information can survive through cultural transmission long after it stops 
being true. 

 



Part 5:  Looking Forward 
The Next Decade 

What happens to car radios over the next ten years? 

Scenario 1: Gradual Decline Manufacturers continue offering radios but position them 
as legacy features. Younger buyers increasingly opt for streaming-only systems. Radio 
becomes niche technology serving older demographics. 

Scenario 2: Regulatory Preservation Governments mandate AM capability for 
emergency preparedness. Radio remains standard equipment but evolves 
technologically to address EV interference challenges. 

Scenario 3: Hybrid Evolution Car audio systems integrate broadcast radio with 
streaming services, offering best-of-both-worlds functionality. Radio survives by 
becoming one option in a comprehensive audio ecosystem. 

Technology Solutions 

Engineers are developing solutions to the EV interference problem: 

• Advanced shielding techniques 

• Digital AM broadcasting (HD Radio or DAB+ Radio) 

• Software filtering algorithms 

• Alternative antenna designs 

These innovations could preserve AM functionality in electric vehicles without 
compromising performance or adding significant cost. 

The Broader Question 

The car radio debate reflects larger questions about technology transition: 

• When should old technology be retired? 

• How do we preserve critical infrastructure during transitions? 

• What gets lost when we optimize purely for efficiency and profitability? 

• How do we balance innovation with accessibility? 

There are no simple answers, but these conversations matter. 

 

  



Conclusion: A Century of Survival 
The car radio has proven remarkably resilient. It survived: 

• 1930s attempts to ban it entirely 

• The transition from AM to FM 

• The cassette tape era 

• The CD revolution 

• The MP3 and iPod disruption 

• Satellite radio competition 

• Smartphone integration 

Now it faces perhaps its greatest challenge: being declared obsolete in the age of 
streaming. 

But obituaries for radio have been written many times before - and been wrong every 
time. 

The fuel efficiency myth that we've explored here tells a deeper story: Sometimes 
technical facts matter less than cultural narratives. The myth persisted not because it 
was true, but because it felt true, because it had once been true, and because people 
kept repeating it. 

As we consider car radio's future, we should remember that technical specifications 
don't tell the whole story. Radio provides value that transcends mere audio delivery - 
community connection, emergency preparedness, democratic access, and local voice. 

Whether car radios survive the next decade depends less on technology than on 
recognizing that some infrastructure serves purposes beyond pure efficiency metrics. 

The car radio turns 100 this decade. Here's hoping it makes it to 200. 
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About This White Paper 
This document synthesizes research originally published in blog format in 2017 and 
2022, updated with contemporary context and expanded historical research.  

It represents four decades of media industry experience combined with automotive 
history research and technical consultations. 

For questions, comments, or additional information, please contact the author. 
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