Ethanol ...
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By Mason DockTeER
Public Opinion Staff Writer

Watertown 15 in the midst of the
great E-30 ethanol challenge, and
several local gas stations are offering
attractive discounts for the fuel as
part of the promotion.

People who drive non-flex fuel
vehicles sometimes wonder whether
their car can handle mid-level etha-
nol blends such as E-30. The Public
Crpinfon asked several area mechan-
ics this guestion, and they all said
that most cars today can handle E-30
without a problem,

This is not to say ethanol use is
without its drawbacks, however.
Older vehicles may not react well
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Most vehicles safe for E-30, mechanics say

to ethanol fuel, and some mechan-
1cs say that ethanol use results in
reduced fuel economy, hard winter
starting and check engine lights.

Andy Wicks, owner of DynoTune
Speed and Performance in
Watertown and a local authority on
ethanol use, said that people ask him
regularly whether they should use
ethanol in their cars.

“I've had lots and lots of people
express concerns” about whether
ethanol is a safe automotive fuel,
Wicks said.

*It's absolutely not an issue” to
use ethanol in modern, fuel injected
vehicles, he said. “"Ethanol does not
directly cause any problems.”

“I've had lots and lots of
people express concerns
(about whether ethanol is
a safe automotive fuel.) It's
absolutely not an issue.
Ethanol does not directly
cause any problems.”

Andy Wicks, owner of DynoTune Speed
and Performance in Watertown

Any vehicle manufactured after
1996, Wicks suggested, should be fine
to use E-30 ethanol blends.

Vehicles older than 1996 can be
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run on E-10 blends, but anything
higher may cause a check engine
light to appear, he said.

Flex fuel vehicles, on the other
hand, are designed to burn high eth-
anol blends efficiently. These cars
do not have significant structural
differences from other cars, except
for different computer programming
and slight fuel pump differences,

“Ninety-nine percent of the parts
are exactly the same” between flex
fuel and regular vehicles, Wicks said.

There are several reasons older
vehicles may or may not struggle
to use ethanol, but generally it boils
down to a few Kev issues: computer
programming, engine compression

We asked local
auto mechanics

if it's safe to use
higher ethanol
blends in non-flex
fuel cars. They
said Modern cars,
such as these
Chevrolet Impalas
(far left), can usu-
ally handle E-30
blends. In older
cars, such as this
1976 Oldsmobile
Toronado,
mechanics recom-
mend not using
ethanol blends
above 10 percent.
Higher ethanal
blends could
potentially cause a
variety of problems
in aging vehicles,
they said.

and component materials.

Certain vehicles that weren't
designed to run on higher ethanol
hlends won't actually suffer mechan-
ical issues from burning the fuel,
but small internal changes caused
by the ethanol will confuse the car's
computer system, leading it to think
there's a problem and turn on the
“check engine” light.

Shane Schock, service manager
at Sharp Automotive, said that he
has seen about four vehicles come
in recently with check engine lights
that the owners blamed on ethanol.
The only cases where ethanol actu-
ally caused the check engine light
Please see ETHANOL, Back Page
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waz in certain Tovotas, which
he said for some reason do
not alwavs respond well to
ethanol.

Bur in almost no case docs
the ethanol ¢cause physical,
permancnt damage o a vehi-
cle engine, Tn the worst cases
Schock has scon, people put
E-f5 in cars not designed tor
the Muel.

When such a large quan-
tity of ethanol s put into an
engine that can’t handle it,
Huehock said the cars can run
extremely poorly, but they
recover once the ethanol is
removed or artned off and
replaced with gasclins,

Joke Samez, service managor
at Watertoown Ford Chrysler,
sald that e teo has seen check
engine lights that were caussd
by improper use of ethanol.

“T've seen checlk engine
lights come on, but no dam-
age.” he said, “They'll aither
dump the fuel out or just run
the tank.” Onee the ethanal
iz gone, the car can be filled
with gasoline and the problem
iz salved.

Engine comprezsion in eld-
er vehicles can be ancther
cawse for ethanal troubles.

The engines: of older vehi
cles tend to have lower com-
pression, while pewer models
use higher compression,
Ethanol burns poorly at low
compression, 30 a decades-old
vehicle may not run well with
high ethanol hlends,

Rubtesr hosss in alder vehi-
cles may not be ready for
ethanmal either. Tmlay's tuel
lines are usually metal or an
advanced rubber called Viton,
which are more durable and
can handle ethanol.

But in older vehicles, the
fuel lines are usnally simple
rubbser hoses. The aging hoses
in an old vehicle may not han-
dle ethanol well - and il the
ethanol causes them to dete
riorate badly, the loossened
ruahber could clog a fuel filter,

Delyle Kruger, nwner of
DeLrle's South Bl Service sta.
tion, 54id that when looking at
the el hoses of an old vehi-
cle, it can be difficult to g3y
whether ethanol cauzed the
hease to deteriorate, or it it was
simply a matter of age.

“I can't sav that "ve been
afbile to attribute ethanol tany
problems on them, becanse it's
a all-year-ald car and it's ot
rotien rabber hoses," Kruger
s

Alse problemeatic for old-
er vehicles, ethanol acts as a
“cleansing™ fuel, Kruger said.
This iz good for newer cars,
but not in an ould car with a
rsted gas tank - the cleansing
action can loosen rost and car-
tv it to the fuel filter, clopging
arud possibly ruining it

Brad Schultz, director of
commdities and risk man-
agement with Glacial Lakes
Energy, admitted that “eth-
anol can be corrosive under
rertain circumstances,” bot
cautioned that gasoline, par-
ticularly when adulterated
with benzens and other arn-
matic compounds, cat be even
IMUCTE COTTOS T v 0 CAT peErts.

Behultz alse acknowledged
that the majority of the
research into ethanol use has
been done on newer vehicles,
and very litde is known aboul
alder vehicles and ethanol.

“1F o want to try i, yoo
can,” Schultz zaid in refer-
eree o fusling an older vehi-
cle with E-30.

Tirday, cars old enough to
have ethanol problems are
uncomimon, Wicks sayvs the
rumber of vetiicles s in sor-
wice that are old enough to be
troubled by ethanol is low -
he estimates 2 to 3 percent of
today®™s cars are Lhat old.

Jake Sams agrecd, zaring
that he hardly ever sees such
0ld cars in his shop.

“Reallv, we don't see too
many of those anvmoere Lhal
come through,” Sams said,
“Pretly much evervihing we
gese i8 mndern, fuel-injectad.”

(iaa miledgee is another mat-
ter of contention when wsing
ethanal hlends, and not all
the mechanic: agreed on how
mugh mileage 15 aftected, or
whether it's affected af all

Archock said that he beliswes
E-30 and similar blends can
reduce gas mileape hy ahout
thres o four pereenl. The cosl
of this reduced efficiency is
usually offsel by the fact that
erthanaol blends are cheaper.

Hiperewer, Schock said E-35,
which he uses in his personal
tlex tuel vehicle, causes tusl
coonomy o plummnet perhans

30 o 40 pereett corrparsd with
graanlinge,

The reason ethanol causes
poarer mileage, he said, is that
it burns faster and hotter”
than gasoline

Schultz, on the other hand,
sadd that etharol in a fex fuel
vehicle actually “"hurns conl-
o becanse the onboand cotn-
puter is designed to recosnis
the presence of cthanol and
adjust for it. A conler burning
fuel, he sadd. 1s essential for
the longevity of an engine,

By Andy Wicks' estima-
tion, non-flex fuel vehicles see
poorer mileage with ethanol
becanse their engines cannot
fully utilize the fuel.

“Bome cars don't have the
cvlinder pressurs that can
suppett higher blends™ of eth-
anol, Wicks said.

Sams said that sometimes
the cars he sees actually get
better fuel economy out of
athanol, He also noted that
some peoples’ poor driving
patterns can serionsly impact
g rmileags,

“Omn Chryslers, they scem
tir b2 petting hetter tuel eoon-
omy.” Sams said. “Some of
the Fords, thers's a little hit
of a loss, but that could be huow
thev're driving too - some
guys with EcoBonst, they liks
to hair the gaz and go fase”

Some people who have put
athanal in their non-flex fuel
vehicles in the winter have
complained that the car lakes
much longer to start in frigid
weather, or refuses Lo start
at all.

Wicks said that this, too,
iz an issue with cvlinder
compression, because cold-
o temperanres canse lowar
compression — and ethanal
does not appreciate low engine
COMPrESEinn,

“It becomes harder w Light
ethanol in lower compressinm
engines,"” he sald. However,
he aava that normally peopla
who use E-230 in non-fex el
vahicles won't have a prohlem
uncil the temperature is at
least G0 degress below Zern.

Seheck apreed, saving that
an ethanolfilled engine may
take longsr to turn aver and
ipmive ara cold winter’s morn
img.

“Start tme can lake a litde
longer than normal ™ whean it's
[reczing outslde, he sald.

However, Sams sald that
tcday's flex fuel vehicles can
burn B85 in the dead of witter
withnmut a problem.

“Initially, before they had
the flex fuel wehicles, thes'd
have extended crank (time) in
the middle of winter,” Sams
sail. “But now, most of your
vehicles, you've got a flex fuel
pptivn — that's not an issue
anvimore,”

Thers ia one group that
sirongly warns against using
ethancl in non-flex fuel vehi-
cles: the manufacturers.

The manuals and warran-
ties of most vehicles directly
state that fuel for the vehicle
should ot contain more than
10 percent ethancl, unless the
viehicle is desiznated as flex
finel.

Tt's kind of & cateh-22
for dealers,” Schock zaid.
Practically nooamner's manusl
in a mon-Llex fuel vehicle will
recommend anvething more
than E-10 ¢thanol blends, he
said.

This ecould be especially
serious if a vehicle has an
engine problem while Filled
with an ethanol blend the
mannal dops not approve of,
If the motor needs work and
there is evidence that damags
was caused by the ethanol, the
CAT's WATFANTY May not cover
the damage, Schock said.

Ernger said mannfactor
ers can find themseslves in
a “sticky™ sitnation when it
cimes to vehicle owners dis-
regarding the manuals atd
fillimg their cars with unag-
proved ethanol fuel,

“From a warranty stand-
podnl. the manulaciurers are
only moing to stand hehind
what they have designated the
car to run on,” Krper aaid,
“Bo, Iyour chieck engine light
comas an under warranty and
it's because vou put in E-30
instead of E-10, then the man-
ufacturer doesn’L want o have
to stand behind the labor eost
of Mguriog oul why that chieck
cngine light's on.™

Still, Kruger said he's never
seel any actual engine dam-
Aze from ethanol use.

“My experience has been
the only thing that ooccurs is
a warning Light, until vou get
the vehicle back to a blend
that it's happy with,” Kruger
sald.



