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Question: Help! The price of gas keeps going up, and I never seem to achieve the EPA estimated fuel economy for my car. What can I do?

Answer: As gas prices are predicted to top $4.00 a gallon, this question is more timely then ever. There is a lot you can do to squeeze more miles out of every gallon.

VEHICLE MAINTENANCE:

· Tires should be properly and evenly inflated per manufacturer’s specifications. Pressure should be checked at least monthly using a quality gauge, which sell for about $8.00 (pressure gauges attached to service station air hoses are often inaccurate).
· Replace the air filter when dirty. Depending on driving conditions, this may be necessary more often than manufacturer’s recommendations; check the air filter at every oil change.

· Use only the oil type recommended for your engine.

· Maintain proper wheel alignment. All four wheels should be checked at least every 10,000 miles, or more often if the vehicle is driven off-road or on bumpy roads.

· If you run over a very large pothole or hit a curb or large object, the wheel alignment and the affected tires’ balance should be checked immediately.  This is also a safety concern.
· Remove all unnecessary weight from your vehicle. Tools and liquids are common culprits.

· If you have a roof carrier, remove it from your vehicle when not in use. This can affect your MPG by over 5%.
· Under normal conditions, it is a waste of oil and money to change oil more often than the manufacturer recommends – it will not improve your MPG nor extend the life of your engine.

· Gas octane: with very few exceptions, it is simply a waste of money to buy higher octane gas than what is specified by the manufacturer. In particular, higher-than-recommended octane will not boost your MPG. Conversely, it will not hurt your engine nor reduce your MPG to try lower octane than specified, and you may not even feel a difference in performance.  However, if you switch down to lower octane, you may find it necessary to move back up when using air conditioning. Generally, if your engine knocks or pings it is a sign that the octane is too low.
DRIVING HABITS:

· Use cruise control whenever possible on the highway (though never when roads are wet as this can be a safety hazard).

· Turn off the engine if you will sit for more than 10 seconds (i.e. in a carpool line or drive-thru) – it only takes 10 seconds’ worth of gas to re-start the vehicle. Reducing engine idling also improves air quality, especially for children who are more affected by this than adults. You can still use your cell phone, radio, and other accessories with the engine off.
· Control your speed as much as possible with the accelerator (decelerator) pedal, instead of the brakes.
· Accelerate prudently and smoothly – avoid “jackrabbit” starts.
· Slow down! When cruising, every 5 MPH above 60 MPH decreases MPG by approximately 4%.
· Air conditioning only saves gas while cruising above 45 MPH, not in local driving. Open the windows instead.
· Signal turns and lane changes early so other drivers can minimize braking.

TIPS TO REDUCE THE USE OF YOUR CAR: 

· Combine as many errands/stops as possible into each trip.
· Walk, bike or run instead of using the car for short trips.

· Use mass transportation, or carpool whenever possible.

Finally, when it comes time to purchase a vehicle, strive to select a vehicle with high fuel economy and low emissions:
· http://www.epa.gov/climatechange/wycd/road.html provides a Green Vehicle Guide, a Fuel Economy Guide and other useful information.

David Harrison is a member of Millburn Township’s Environmental Commission. A Short Hills resident for 11 years, he is an active conservationist.  David enjoys speaking to groups of students regarding environmental awareness, and in particular, how they can reduce their “carbon footprint.”  If you know of a group that would like to host such a lecture or work on a related project, please contact David at dsharri@comcast.net.
