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Subject:  Evaluation of Alternate Fuels & Pilot Project 

 

Overview:   The Department of Public Works will be pleased to lend our support to an 

alternative fuels initiative for the department in the interest of using cleaner, greener energy 

products. There are challenges to moving quickly and broadly, because we cannot lose sight of 

the important function our fleet serves in meeting our responsibilities and obligations. We 

propose two immediate steps: First, create a pilot project starting as soon as possible to convert 

one of the Department’s Ford 550 dump trucks to biodiesel fuel; second, monitor and prepare 

for the availability of Neste or another renewable diesel/fuel, which we expect to become 

available in smaller states like Vermont in the near future. 

 

 

 

The staff shares the Council’s desire to improve energy efficiency and reduce overall reliance on 

fossil fuels. Toward that end, in conjunction with the Montpelier Energy Advisory Committee we 

conducted energy audits and have begun efficiency improvements in many City buildings. That 

includes, for example, sealing the old windows in City Hall, restoring controls and insulating 

piping on the Fire Station ice melting system, adding interior storm windows at the Public Works 

Garage, and improving the heating/cooling system at the Police Department. 

 

In addition, the Montpelier Police Department is purchasing its first hybrid vehicle. This has been 

a long-term goal of the MPD, but hybrids suitable for law enforcement only recently became 

available on the market. They are somewhat more expensive than traditionally fueled vehicles, 



but MPD is committed to the City’s Net Zero goal, and as appropriate, hopes to phase in more 

hybrids.   

 

The Department of Public Works also presents an opportunity to move away from fossil fuels, 

particularly with its vehicle fleet. Eric Ladd, DPW Equipment Division Supervisor, has devoted a 

great deal of time exploring options, looking at the challenges, and talking with other 

communities, vendors and renewable fuel companies about the potential of shifting all or at 

least part of the fleet to cleaner fuel sources.  

 

The bottom line for Eric and DPW Director Tom McArdle: While a widespread transition to bio-

diesel is not possible at the moment (see below), the industry is evolving to present renewable 

options that will fuel some of the large, powerful equipment used by the public works 

maintenance and operations divisions.  The department intends – to the extent possible – to 

make that shift as we’re able. AND in the interim, we propose a pilot project testing one of the 

smaller dump trucks, using seasonally adjusted biodiesel available locally to gauge the benefits 

and challenges that result from the change.  The manufacturer of the pilot vehicle we have in 

mind will allow this without impacting the warranty.   

 

There are significant challenges that all communities are facing in shifting their fleets off 

petroleum based diesel. One is the size and performance demands of these vehicles. The DPW 

fleet includes a vactor jet rodder, snowplows, heavy dump trucks, bucket loaders, excavator, 

tractors and other specialty and critical large vehicles. [We should note that because we keep 

our fleet up to date and well maintained, our vehicle mileage and emissions is probably better 

than found in communities with older fleets. We are proud of that!] Most of the larger vehicle 

manufacturers do not accept biodiesel as an acceptable fuel for their products.    

 

We are enthusiastic about the pilot project because it will give us more insight and information 

about the viability of biodiesel for the fleet.  However, with the sale of Kurrle Fuels, there 

presently is no local supplier to obtain a suitable bio-diesel blend.  Therefore, the pilot project is 

on hold until we can secure the product locally. 

 

Another challenge is Vermont’s cold climate, which isn’t ideal for biodiesel. Again, we look 

forward to the pilot project to help us understand that impact – using biodiesel adjusted for 

warm and cold seasonal use. We note that biodiesel (B-20 & B-5) is primarily petroleum based 

with 20% vegetable based product added during the summer months (B-20), which is reduced 

to 5% during the colder months (B-5) because the fuel will congeal in lower temperatures.  The 

addition of a chemical treatment to combat this issue is a possible option.   

 

We are also concerned about the widespread availability of an adequate supply of biodiesel if 

we made a large-scale shift, as well as the impact on our vehicles and our older fuel tank to 

move from diesel to biodiesel. This shift must happen thoughtfully to prevent the biodiesel from 

clogging vehicle engines because it is a natural corrosive solvent that essentially cleans fuel 

impurities in tanks, and within older engines can lead to fuel system clogging and possible 

damage to non-viton (a type of tubing) fuel lines.   



Some facts of interest: 

- All vehicles are now required to comply with the selective catalytic reduction (SCR) 

requirement. 

- A new standalone fuel tank for biodiesel would be needed.  It must comply with the 

State of Vermont “Above Ground Storage Tank Rules,” which would be extremely costly 

to achieve. There is no space currently available at the facility where all the requirements 

can be met. 

- Without a tank, selected vehicles for the pilot will need to obtain fuel at a local station 

(cost is $3.99 gal vs $2.29 gal for regular diesel obtained in bulk deliveries).  

- We must abide by the manufacturer’s fuel requirements.  Current fleet of F-550 trucks 

are rated for biodiesel. 

 

We are more optimistic about a relatively new renewable fuel – Neste brand name being the 

best known – coming on the market that is believed to be better suited to public works fleets. 

Neste makes the claim that its fuel is made from 100% renewable raw materials, and results in 

50−90% lower greenhouse gas emissions over the fuel's lifecycle when compared with 

traditional fossil diesel. [We should be careful not to overstate the benefits of renewable diesel, 

however. We believe the 90% number is from European standards. The 50-80% GHG reduction 

is mostly carbon emissions.  Also it’s important to remember that there is basically no emission 

improvement from biodiesel in an SCR diesel, just the benefit of using waste products and plant 

products to produce the 5% - 20% renewable fuel. This is largely due to US emissions laws being 

much stricter than anywhere else.] Reportedly, all vehicles and equipment will be able to use the 

product because it’s compatible with petroleum based diesel.  Fuel tanks won’t have to be 

drained and flushed before adding the product, no equipment modifications are needed, 

concerns about solvents don’t exist, and transitioning is simply a matter of switching over to the 

product.  

 

The problem for Montpelier (and communities in most states) is that the larger states like 

California and New York are switching their fleets to this product, snapping up supplies and 

limiting its availability to smaller states like Vermont. However, we anticipate that companies like 

Neste will increase production and availability to communities like Montpelier in the next few 

years. We will closely monitor the use in California/NY, and are hopeful that the results match 

the hype!  

 

There is some concern about the sustainability environmental impacts of the oils used by Neste; 

we understand the company is reviewing this concern and hope they address it. Still, this is the 

best option for large-vehicle fleets and Montpelier DPW is watching closely.  

 

We are reluctant to invest significant City dollars into the infrastructure needed to move to a 

large biodiesel conversion at this time. We’d like to first see the results of the pilot project to 

gauge the impacts of the change. In addition, we want to use that time to determine if a 

renewable diesel like Neste will in fact become a better option in the near future. 

 



On the electric vehicle front, we’re very interested in a light duty pick-up truck and a utility van 

that are showing great promise in replacing this type of vehicle in our fleet.  When last checked, 

prototypes are being tested so the vehicles are not yet in production but close.  We are 

specifically interested in the “Workhorse” truck and van which appear to meet the needs of a 

municipal work vehicle.  We have expressed our interest to the vendor and have been added to 

the growing list of both companies and communities who would like the opportunity to test 

them.  See their web site https://workhorse.com/pickup/ .   

 

Another company, XL – Fleet (https://www.xlfeelt.com) offers a hybrid vehicle that may suit our 

needs and Eric has reached out to them with questions.  He learned that we may have to 

overcome some issues before we can go ahead with this.   For example, on the cost side of the 

equation, the Rec Dept budgeted about $21,000 for the purchase of a new ½ ton truck but the 

only hybrid offered adds $25000-$27000 in addition to the cost of the new vehicle.   Second, the 

hybrid is a plug in electric and installs a battery pack in the bed of the truck meaning less 

carrying capacity which is a sacrifice in functionality that will need to be considered. 

We also have some environmental related questions and concerns with regard to the mining of 

lithium for the batteries.  The City should be fully aware of any adverse consequences when 

embracing new eco-friendly technology if the use of such technology may result in unintended 

consequences as we seek to address one issue but contribute to other environmental problems 

posed by the increase in demand. 
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