Biodiesel for East Tennessee

By Jonathan Overly


In early 2003, one particular local business saw the opportunity to take a leading role in helping East Tennessee improve its air quality and simultaneously reduce its foreign oil dependence… and maybe make a little money while doing it. 


Pete Gale of McNutt Oil, located on the west side of Maryville, began attending East Tennessee Clean Fuels Coalition (ETCFC) meetings to learn more about biodiesel.  (Biodiesel is an alternative to diesel that is produced from soybean oil or yellow grease in the United States, and reduces all kinds of air emissions - see the table.  It is a biodegradable and renewable fuel and offers East Tennessee a way to begin helping this nation break its addiction to petroleum.)  After feeling like he had a good understanding of the fuel, Gale decided to begin looking into becoming a biodiesel distributor.


Low and behold, nine months later, McNutt Oil is on the cusp of distributing 

	BIODIESEL REDUCES EMISSIONS

	Emission
	B100
	B20

	Carbon monoxide
	-43%
	-13%

	Hydrocarbons
	-56%
	-11%

	Particulates
	-55%
	-18%

	Nitrogen oxides*
	-5-40%
	-5-30%

	Air Toxics
	-60-90%
	-12-20%

	Mutagenicity
	-80-90%
	-20%


biodiesel to several regional entities that share a vision for a cleaner East Tennessee (e.g., Knoxville Area Transit [KAT], municipal fleets in Gatlinburg, Sevierville and Knoxville, Chattanooga Area Regional Transit, McNutt Oil).  Gale and the ETCFC are reaching out to the community in several ways to find interested fleets and educate them to biodiesel’s benefits.


Biodiesel can be used in any diesel-using vehicle, and is most often mixed with petroleum-based diesel.  “B20,” for example, is a mix of 20% biodiesel with 80% diesel.  Such a mix allows for the immediate use of biodiesel without vehicle modification, and helps bring the cost of biodiesel down.  B100 costs about $2.50/gallon, so mixing the two brings the additional cost of biodiesel as B20 down to about $0.20-0.25 more per gallon.  And even mixed as B20, owners find they see an almost immediate reduction in soot and odor.


Although B20 may be the most popular mix, the city of San Francisco has chosen to go with B100 in their city fleet.  Entities all across the United States are waking up to the opportunity biodiesel offers and making the move.


As an local example, KAT plans to begin using B20 once they find some funding assistance.  KAT has its own Clean Fuels Program and is already utilizing propane in five “T Line” vans that provide service to the University of Tennessee (which will total to eleven before 2003 is over).  The biodiesel will be used in the larger diesel buses that they can’t immediately replace that provide service to all of Knoxville.


Biodiesel can help with the nonattainment problems that are plaguing East Tennessee.  (Tennessee is involved in an Early Action Compact process with the EPA, which provides an opportunity to delay the nonattainment designation.)  10-15 counties in East Tennessee alone are expected to be nonattainment for ozone come April 2004, and with NOx being the primary driver of ozone formation in the region, biodiesel can help reduce the NOx emissions which help form the ozone.  McNutt Oil is adding a low-NOx additive to their biodiesel that allows users to help with the needed NOx reductions in our region(*the table shows the NOx reductions possible with the use of the additive).


In the area, there is already one user of B20 (with the additive) – Mark Downing of Oak Ridge.  He has been mixing the B20 himself and using it in his 1986 Volvo wagon.  In the first 1,000 miles he has driven the car on the B20 plus additive, he has seen an 18% increase in fuel efficiency (a side benefit of the additive).  Depending on the vehicle and how it’s used, the fuel efficiency increase can vary.


One thing is for sure about biodiesel – it beats regular diesel anyday.

This article is the 1st in a series of 6 articles that will discuss alternative fuels growth in East Tennessee.  If you like to learn more about biodiesel, contact either Pete Gale at McNutt Oil (865-983-4280, x118; pgale@mcnuttoil.com) or Jonathan Overly with the ETCFC (865-974-3625; jgoverly@utk.edu). 

