Biodiesel Finds Greater OEM Acceptance and High Approval Rating with Fleets

By Jenna Higgins 

Bruce Chesson of the transportation department at the Kennedy Space Center says he has very few complaints when it comes to Biodiesel.  The NASA location in Florida has fueled its diesel-powered vehicles with B20, a blend of 20 percent Biodiesel and 80 percent diesel, since 2003.  
“We try to go as green as we can,” Chesson says of the transportation center’s vehicle program.  “Last year, we displaced 73,000 gallons of petroleum, and biodiesel helped us do that with our diesel fleet.  It’s the easiest swap you can make.  You don’t have to change out any components.”   

Chesson says the department would like to buy some new buses and other diesel equipment.  He would like to see more Original Equipment Manufacturers (OEMs) get firmly behind biodiesel.  

“When we buy new diesels, we’d go with an OEM who specifically says B20 is covered by the warranty.  That’s definitely important to us,” he said.  

Chesson is not alone.  A recent survey performed for the National Biodiesel Board (NBB) by ASG Renaissance, a national marketing and communications services firm, found that biodiesel support by an OEM/Engine Manufacturer continues to be a factor in the next vehicle/engine purchase.  Sixty percent of respondents indicated that OEM support would “definitely” or “most likely” influence their decision.

In February, DaimlerChrysler became the first U.S. automaker to specifically approve of B20 in a warranty position statement.  The company approves the use of B20, a blend of 20 percent biodiesel and 80 percent regular diesel fuel, in its Dodge Ram pickup trucks for government, military and commercial fleet customers.  Use of B20 in fleets is approved effective with the 2007 Model Year for Rams equipped with Cummins diesel engines.  

Chrysler Group President and CEO Tom LaSorda touted the benefits of biodiesel at a recent Economic Club of Detroit meeting. “Biofuels represent a huge opportunity to reduce fuel consumption and our dependence on foreign oil, while also offering a significant environmental benefit,” said LaSorda.  “Biodiesel is proof that at least part of the solution to these national challenges can be homegrown.”

Chrysler Group also initiated a factory fill of B5 (5 percent biodiesel) in the Jeep® Liberty diesel model.  The company fuels every new vehicle with B5 at the assembly plant in Toledo, Ohio.  

“Chrysler Group continues to blaze new trails in the industry by supporting the use of biodiesel in their diesel vehicle programs,” said Joe Jobe, CEO of NBB. “These are important steps in making clean, renewable biodiesel an appealing option for all diesel owners, and we anticipate that other OEMs will follow DaimlerChrysler’s lead.”

DaimlerChrysler is working with NBB and others to develop a consistent, universally applied American Society for Testing and Materials (ASTM) quality standard specifically for B20.  The company says having that standard for finished B20 would allow it to recommend B20 to all owners of Dodge Ram diesels.  In the meantime, DaimlerChrysler requires the biodiesel be produced to ASTM D 6751 B100 specifications, to be used in a blend.  The blended B20 must also meet U.S. Military specifications.  That includes using the B20 within six months.

NBB’s close work with DaimlerChrysler and other original equipment manufacturers (OEMs) was instrumental to Chrysler Group’s decision to support B20.  NBB and the diesel engine, fuel injection, and vehicle companies have engaged in extensive biodiesel research and testing programs to develop an informed, fact-based position on the use of up to a 20 percent biodiesel blend in the U.S.  The results of this testing have been based on actual fleet experience with B20 in controlled validation tests.  

In addition, NBB, DaimlerChrysler and all the other major vehicle, engine and fuel injection companies are actively engaged in a research program testing B20 and lower blends in advanced diesel engine platforms.  The Environmental Protection Agency has mandated this clean engine technology beginning with 2007 vehicles.  

“NBB’s goal is for B20 to be approved in all major diesel engines and vehicles with the new 2007 and later model year engines,” said NBB Technical Director Steve Howell.  “We are making significant progress toward that goal.” 

Howell noted that the use of B20 may not void the warranty of U.S. engine manufacturers.  However, the DaimlerChrysler announcement marks the first time an OEM has specifically approved B20 use in a warranty statement. 

The company’s B20 support should put to a market test the extent to which fleets will follow through on their intentions to purchase vehicles only from manufacturers that support their choice to use B20.

“You would think biodiesel fleets like ours would be a prime market for the OEMs to go after,” NASA’s Chesson said.  

The fleet survey found that 95% of the fleet managers who said they are using biodiesel view the fuel favorably.  Of the fleets using biodiesel, 9 out of 10 would recommend biodiesel to other fleets.  

Chesson is in the majority.  

“I recommend biodiesel for the ease of changing over.  It’s an easy way to go green,” he said.  

More information on biodiesel can be found at the National Biodiesel Board’s Web site, Biodiesel.org.  

