
Look at these four technoLogies that couLd make cars more 
environmentaLLy friendLy

Too much weight, ineffective engines, a troubled fuel source for petrol-powered cars and fractious batteries 
in electric ones – engineers are working on long-term fixes that are expected to change the industry and 
contemporary car models.

Cure for weight – carbon fiber

What can be used to trim the weight? Cutting the car’s weight is one of the best ways to boost fuel econ-
omy. And one way to “loose” weight is to replace some of the steel parts in a car’s body with a material 
called carbon fiber. The problem here is the cost. Carbon fiber costs about four times as much as steel by 
weight. Therefore the use of this material has been very limited and has been applied only on luxury vehicles. 
Engineers and researches are working on this matter and hope to reduce the cost about 25%. The process 
to produce cheaper carbon fiber is similar to how knitting yarn is created. It’s similar to knitting any type 
of fabric. And treatments with different chemicals will give the final strength to the future car body part. In 
another example, BMW is producing fiber at a plant in US that uses hydropower to minimize the energy 
cost; the fiber fabric is then shipped to Germany to be formed into car parts, a double environmental saving.

Ultracapacitors aim at battery’s shortfalls.

The first electric vehicles now on the road are limited by the enormous cost and weight of their giant battery 
packs, which are needed to store huge amounts of energy. Scientists working to improve batteries face the 
fundamental limitations of battery chemistry. There is another energy storage device that could cut the cost 
of the vehicle while improving their performance. The device is called an ultracapacitor. They can absorb 
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large amounts of electricity quickly and then discharge it just as fast. They function in very cold or hot air 
without the temperature-related problems batteries can experience. They also can be recharged millions of 
time before a battery goes bad. Finally the ultracapacitors are made of inert materials like carbon, compared 
with the rarer materials like cobalt and lithium used in batteries. There is no chance that these future batter-
ies could overheat and cause a fire. Peugeot and Citroën have been deploying ultracapacitors in their diesel 
cars and BMW as well as Toyota is investigating this opportunity.

Gasoline from wood?

Gasoline has been the dominant motor-vehicle fuel for a century. Currently the world is looking for alterna-
tives due to pollution and energy security. Using electricity cars have quite a few complications like the sizes 
and durability of batteries; also the full infrastructure has to be developed to recharge the batteries, inter alia.  
But what if you could make petrol out of readily available plants? Real, actual, gasoline… This is not science 
fiction. A number of start-ups are working on technologies that produce oil substitutes or the base products 
of gasoline from wood chips or other so-called biomass through a process called pyrolysis. They claim that 
the process is very inexpensive. Such a production plant should be able to make a profit on the gasoline as 
long as the crude oil sells for $30 a barrel or more – it is near $100 today! Chevron Corp is researching vari-
ous forms of creating fuels from biomass. The only concern they have today is how to cost-effectively scale 
up the process to produce large volumes.

New engine seeks 50% economy boost.

Nearly every gas engine today shoots a mist of fuel into the engine’s cylinder and, as the piston squeezes 
the fuel and oxygen into a hot, high-pressure environment, a spark is created and an explosion takes place. 
The explosion actually happens a moment before the piston comes all the way to the top of the cylinder in 
commonly used engines. A start-up company has developed an engine that causes combustion to occur after 
the piston reaches the top of the cylinder. That change could result in a 50% fuel economy improvement 
when the engine is paired with a turbocharger and a small air-tank. This small step in the engine industry can 
be a big step for human kind. The engine has received interest from Honda and Daimler and the first license 
might be issued already in the first half of 2011.

These are just a few of the options currently being worked on. It is clear that the future will look very differ-
ent for the automotive fan.
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