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Is it Only Natural?
Using Natural Gas as a Vehicle Fuel Source
While natural gas prices remain well below the price of gasoline, it begs the question, why aren’t
more vehicles run off of natural gas?
There are currently two options in using natural gas as fuel, compressed natural gas (CNG) and liquefied
natural gas (LNG). Each comes with their own challenges. CNG must be stored between 3000 and 5000
psig while LNG must be kept below -159°C.1 These challenges have not stopped fueling stations from
being constructed, but that, and the lack of demand, are the reasons there aren’t a vast abundance of
them.
Canada currently has approximately 80 public CNG refuelling stations, 11 of which are located in
Alberta. There are currently only two LNG refuelling stations in Canada, both of which are private but
this is expected to change as more heavy trucks are being converted to LNG. LNG also has the added
difficulty of needing special training to dispense the fuel safely, gloves and face shields must be worn. 2
So yes, the lack of fueling stations may be an issue but if you happen to live near one of these stations
is it worth it for you to switch over? Or better yet, why rely on a public fuel station?
It seems pretty straight forward, the majority of Canadians have a natural gas line straight to their
home. You park your car at your home. Ergo, install a compressor and never worry about those pesky
but tempting, “buy seven hot dogs and get a free coffee,” deals again. Unfortunately, installing a
pressurized CNG tank in your home is unsafe and illegal.3 That’s ok, you still have an option, cut the tank
out of the system and you’re good to go… if you have up to 16 hours on your hands.
Sarcasm aside, this is a viable option if you’re willing to spend the money on a higher end compressor,
around $15,000,4 the fill time reduces to around 7-8 hours. This is designed with the idea that you plug it
in when you get home in the evening and the car is filled and ready to go the next morning, with an
automatic cut-off to boot.
Now the matter of actually switching your vehicle over.
Essentially all you need is a new fuel tank, regulator and some re-programming of the fuel injectors and
you’re ready to go.5 Natural gas has only 25% of the potential energy of gasoline,1 therefore, a larger
tank is required to travel a reasonable distance. This will cut into your trunk space, back seat or truck
bed. There are a variety of companies available that will complete this conversion for you but it can run
from $8,000 - $14,000. There are no current requirements that must be met for aftermarket conversions
so do your homework on who you are using to get this done. There is also the bi-fuel option that allows
your vehicle to run on either its original fuel or CNG. Currently, FortisBC offers an incentive program to
switch to CNG but the national program ended in 2006.
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There are many benefits to switching to CNG, besides the obvious fuel cost savings. Natural gas is safer
than both gasoline and propane as it is lighter than air it dissipates if a leak occurs. It offers 20% lower
carbon emissions and a 25% reduction in greenhouse gases5 and is easier on your engine, there is also
no power loss when switching to natural gas due to its higher octane rating.6 The initial cash sink is the
de-motivating factor for most. The conversion could cost $7,500 - $10,000 which means a savings on gas
would not be seen for 6 – 10 years,7,8,9 depending on your type of vehicle and the amount you drive.
As with any “new” technology (CNG really isn’t new but only seems to have garnered North American
attention in recent years,) as demand increases the costs will decrease. In the end, it really depends on
your motivating factor behind switching over to determine if it makes sense for you.
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