Fuel for Thought lql

SEPTA says it can't go biodiesel.
Everybody else says it can, and should.

by Jenna Portnoy
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ENVIRONMENT

Ej VERY TIME A SEPTA BUS ZOOMS BY, LEAVING A PLUME OF PUTRID EXHAUST IN ITS

wake, people on street corners are reminded of our poor air quality and reliance on
foreign fuels.

Despite a small dip in crude oil costs since the cease-fire in Lebanon, rising demand in
India and China and ongeing violence in the Middle East have pushed per barrel costs to
$70 and above, meaning biodiesel — a mixture of vegetable oil or grease and diesel — is
now no more expensive than regular diesel. So earlier this month, the state started
accepting applications from transit authorities, government agencies and nonprofits for
Alternative Fuels Incentive Grants (AFIGs), which would offset extra costs associated with
switching to biodiesel. Since 1992, the program has allocated nearly $30 million for the
production and use of clean-burning fuels: there is no cap on individual grants.

So, SEPTA, why not give biodiesel a try?

SEPTA spokesman Richard Maloney hadn't heard of the grant until a reporter told him, but

even after reviewing the specifics, he declared that no one can provide the five-county
agency the 15 million gallons of diesel fuel a year it needs.

But a few calls to providers proved the oppo;ite is true. Massachui‘.ett_s—lizsegoxtggd
Energy sends more biofuel to Philadelphia by raal_ car than anywhere es:a in the S ir:n
An official at a biodiesel company in Pennsylvania (who asked to rernadn agg:;‘&ls ey
case the company applies for a city contract) says it couldl easily fill an order - biudiesel.
In fact, within a year, Pennsylvania could be the nation's leading producer o ,
according to the state Department of Environmental Protection.

Still, since SEPTA gets its fuel via pipeline direFtly from t_he Sun(?co refinery in South
Philly, Maloney says, it has no place to mix the "bio" parts with the diesel.

"We will not be applying for the fundamental reason that it is at the moment logistically
impossible for us to mix the fuels at the capacity we need,” he says.

That may be the case now, but Sunoco spokesperson Gerald Davis said the compan_\{
would consider carrying biodiesel if customers _!ike SEPTA requested it. (SEPTA says i
hasn't asked for it because Sunoco doesn't offer it.)

i t changes, a preliminary report
hile buses could run on biodiesel with no equipmen imi
:Zleased last week by the state Transportation Funding and i”\eform Cummlssmtn conﬁrrfr;sr.
Maloney's assertion that the cash-strapped agency couldn't ask taxpayers to pay
upgrades needed for fuel mixing.






