Propane for East Tennessee

By Jonathan Overly


Different strokes for different folks.


That’s one of the great things about alternative (alt) fuels – you can pick the fuel that best suits the needs of your fleet or family.


When Knoxville Area Transit (KAT) began its “Clean Fuels Program” in 2002 (?), Barry Greenberg, Director of Maintenance for KAT immediately selected propane as his alt fuel of choice.  This was primarily due to his history of dealing with multiple alt fuels (when he worked in a southern California transit agency) and his knowledge of all the benefits of propane.


“Quite simply, it’s one of the cleanest alt fuels, storage and handling is simple, training is uncomplicated and the price is right” notes Barry.  And he’s right.


Looking at those points individually:

· Propane usually jockeys with natural gas as the cleanest alt fuel, and that includes from a life-cycle perspective (including upstream extraction and production).  And the air quality reductions are realized across the emissions spectrum:  total greenhouse gases (including CO2), CO, VOCs, NOx, SOx and particulates.

· While propane is compressed, it is only to a small degree – about 100-200 psi.  Connectors utilize a screw-on valve and fill-up is much like that of a gasoline vehicle – start the flow and it stops when it’s full.  And due to the commonness of propane (used widely for home heating and in industrial applications), the fuel is well known making storage and handling easy.

· Due to propane’s simplicity, training employees on its handling and use is trouble-free.  And the emissions reductions are well received by those who work around or in the vehicles, as they now pose less of a health problem to those people.

· Propane has two cost elements:  infrastructure cost and fuel cost.  On the infrastructure cost side, propane is one of the cheapest alt fuels.  Tanks and pumping equipment can be very cost effective.  A typical propane pump with metering capability can cost as little as $10-15,000.  By comparison, compressed natural gas (CNG) equipment can cost over 10 times as much.

· Also, propane is one of the alt fuels that can be cost competitive with current gasoline and diesel; and not just on a volume basis, but also on a energy equivalent basis (propane is less energy dense than gas or diesel, about a 10% difference, yet can be inexpensive enough to still compare favorably on an energy density basis).


Propane is produced from either natural gas processing or petroleum refining.  Depending on the country your in, it may be produced 100% from either source.  In the United States, it is about a 50/50 mix.  This fluctuation allows propane supplies to be garnered from either raw material, natural gas or oil, and is one reason is can stay cost competitive (drawing from whichever raw material is less expensive at the time).


Through KAT’s “Clean Fuels Program,” they already have five dedicated propane “T Line” vans that provide service to the University of Tennessee, with the expectation that this fleet will total to eleven before 2004 is over.  Additionally, KAT has purchased 4 hybrid trolleys which run on a combination of propane and electricity.  These trolley are expected to hit the downtown Knoxville city streets in December and January.   Watch for them!


Just one other example of a local fleet looking at propane as one of their alternative fuels is the City of Sevierville.  While they are already investing in CNG and biodiesel, they also like propane and might have propane transit vehicles on the road next year.  Sevier County Utility District (SCUD), the main supplier of propane to Sevier County, is also working with Sevierville on this effort.


Some other important notes about propane include:

· Propane is the most widely used alt fuel internationally, and has been for a long time.  For example, there are a slew of vehicles sold in Europe and the Far East that can be purchased in a gasoline or propane option.  One automaker who markets propane vehicles is Volvo, who sells three different models with a propane option.

· Propane is the most widely used alt fuel in East TN!  Many propane suppliers use dedicated and bi-fuel propane vehicles to transport fuel and employees.

· Several other organizations that support propane, operate propane-powered vehicles and are involved in the East Tennessee Clean Fuels Coalition include the Electric Power Board of Chattanooga, SCUD and AmeriGas Propane.

· The alt fuel that has the most widely available refueling infrastructure in East TN right now is propane.  On the order of 30-40 locations already dispense propane.

Propane is an excellent alternative fuel.  Just ask KAT.

This article is the 2nd in a series of 6 articles that will discuss alternative fuels growth in East Tennessee.  If you like to learn more about propane, contact Jonathan Overly with the ETCFC (865-974-3625; jgoverly@utk.edu), or Barry Greenberg with KAT (865-215-7800; bgreenberg@ci.knoxville.tn.us). 

