	





	


	Biodiesel conversions a growing trend
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Larry Thomas, owner of MB Garage in San Mateo, retrofits old diesel cars with new fuel lines and filters to allow clients to use biodiesel which the garage also sells. The garage currently provides the fuel from one tank but has plans to add a second pump as soon as there are a few distributors in the mid-Peninsula.
For more than 30 years, MB Motors in San Mateo maintained and fixed diesel cars, but last year it took business a step further and started actively maintaining biodiesel converted cars.

“It’s brought in another segment of customers,” said Larry Thomas of MB Motors. “Trying to be more efficient and more green is becoming more mainstream.”

Thomas runs his Mercedes 300TD station wagon on biodiesel. He converted to the vegetable oil product more than a year ago after doing research on the creator of the diesel engine. Thomas learned the engine was originally meant to run on peanut oil, he said.

By changing a few hoses under the hood, Thomas is running off of biodiesel, which produces a slight “French fry smell,” he said.

Those looking to join the biodiesel revolution are struck with a number of choices. One can convert their car to run 100 percent pure biodiesel. By changing a few hoses — so they don’t corrode — one can easily have a car that runs on a biodiesel blend, which has some petrol diesel in it.

Biodiesel is a clean burning alternative fuel derived from domestic, renewable resources like vegetable oil. Biodiesel contains no petroleum, but it can be blended at any level with petroleum diesel to create a biodiesel blend.  It can be used in compression ignition engines with no major modifications.  Biodiesel is simple to use, biodegradable, nontoxic and essentially free of sulfur and aromatics, according to the National Biodiesel Board.  

“If you intend to blend, you may not need to convert,” Thomas said.

It’s hard to tell exactly how many people are converting to biodiesel. Some simply change the hoses and other conduct a complete conversion, complete with extra fuel tank. 

MB Motors recently helped students from Menlo School run a two-tank conversion, Thomas said.

The number of companies supplying diesel fuel is growing. Sales of biodiesel jumped from 75 million gallons in  2005 to 250 million gallons in  2006. There are currently seven production plants in California with another five expected to be completed within the next year, according to the National Biodiesel Board.

The majority of biodiesel retailers can be found in the country’s heartland, where the majority of its product is produced. In the Bay Area, drivers can fill up at BioFuel Oasis in Berkeley, EcoDiesel in Half Moon Bay and Western States Oil in San Jose, according to the National Biodiesel Board.

The number of distributors is growing, but none have popped up yet in San Mateo County, Thomas said.

The average price of biodiesel runs $3.48 a gallon locally, according to livabilityproject.com.

It’s slightly more expensive than he average tank of gas. However, most diesel cars get more miles per gallon and more production means prices could drop, experts say.

Biodiesel generally performs as well as petroleum diesel while emitting fewer exhaust materials that cause smog, particulate pollution and global warming. Pure biodiesel emits 67 percent fewer unburned hydrocarbons, 48 percent less carbon monoxide and 47 percent fewer particulate but 10 percent more nitrogen oxides, according to the Environmental Protection Agency.

On argument that plagues biodiesel’s hope for becoming the fuel of the future is that as its popularity grows the demand for land to produce necessary vegetables will become unreasonable, some experts say.

Dana Yates can be reached by e-mail: dana@smdailyjournal.com or by phone: (650) 344-5200 ext. 106. 



	


