
The properties of the biofuels, that are now being

included in virtually all petrol and diesel, are

causing a range of problems for many petrol

retailers. These problems are only going to

increase as the percentages increase. Here is our

simple 10-point plan for recognising the problems

and dealing with them.

Symptoms

1 Pumps running slowly

2 Filters continually clogging

3 Pump motors burning out

The cause of all of the above can be one of three

things. 

The first and most likely is brought about by the

fact that biofuels are extremely good cleaning

agents. All tanks, except brand new ones, will have

a build-up of sludge in the bottom of the tank and

rust and other contaminants around the walls and

in the pipes. Biofuels will pick up dirt and

particulates and deliver them to the pumps. 

The other two causes are biological: bacteria and

algae. 

Algae forms a dark green to black slime when

collected by filters out of suspension and bacteria

form gelatinous clumps, which resemble jellyfish

when viewed in the tank; these can be up to a foot

across.

Both organisms need water, food and a conducive

environment in which to thrive. Biofuels provide the

food and, because of their propensity to absorb

water, they can also provide the hydration. Bio-

diesel is more susceptible than the ethanol in

petrol, as ethanol is a mild bactericide. 

All the above cause blockages in the pipes and

filters, which can lead to slow pumps, causing

queues and customers getting impatient and

driving off to somewhere else. We have also had

reports of pump motors burning out.

4 Customers’ vehicles breaking down

Some of the contamination, as described above,

has made its way through the filters to the engines

of your customers, causing their engines to clog. 

While this can cost in customers’ compensation

claims, the real cost is in bad publicity – just ask a

well known supermarket chain that had this

problem a while back.  

Solutions
5 Changing filters

Changing filters can manage the sludge or

bacterial problem in the short term.  However,

depending on frequency, changing filters does not

solve the problem. To be cost effective you may

need to consider the next solution.

6 Fuel testing

Sometimes the problem is obvious by eye alone,

but it is still worth getting the fuel checked as you

may have more than one problem.  A test will show

just what problems you have and their extent. It

will also give you a base line against which to

judge the effectiveness of any remedial work you

may have done.

As well as testing for particles and bio-

contamination it is worth testing the specific gravity

of the fuel. Normally, water in the fuel is reasonably

obvious, but biofuel absorbs water and masks the

problem. Often, the only indication is a change in

the density of the fuel. Water in the fuel helps the

growth of bacteria and algae. There is also the

question of where the water is coming from.  The

biofuel could be masking another problem.
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While the following two solutions can be

efficacious separately, they are most effective

when coupled.

7 Tank Cleaning

All the advice from the USA and Australia, where

they have had biofuels longer than we have, is that

it is vital to have a clean tank when dealing with

biofuel. 

Our experience has shown that removing the fuel

and thoroughly cleaning all sediment from the tank

will cure a clogging problem caused by sediment. It

will also remove bacterial colonies and algae

clinging to the inside of the tank or in the residual

sludge.

While the tank is empty and clean, it may be cost

effective to have it checked for thinning with an

ultrasound scanner, retrofitted with fuel diffusers

etc, and possibly even take this opportunity to get

the tank relined.

8 Fuel polishing 

If the volume of fuel and contamination is such that

it cannot be sold through, or its safe disposal

would represent too much of a financial loss, it is

worth considering fuel polishing. This is where

contaminated fuel is sucked out of the tank and put

through a series of filters to clean it. For optimum

results, we recommend the processed fuel should

then be delivered to a cleaned tank. If the

contamination is heavy, the fuel may have to go

through the filters more than once.

The reason that fuel polishing and tank cleaning go

together is that there is little point in returning

polished fuel to a contaminated tank, or

contaminated fuel to a clean tank.

9 Further action

Once you have clean fuel in a clean tank, we

would recommend keeping it that way. As each

new tanker load can bring in fresh biological

contamination and, possibly, water, we believe it is

prudent to schedule regular fuel analysis. This may

lead to further polishing and cleaning, but taking

action early will reduce subsequent costs and

disruption.

10

Regular

tank

cleaning

Even with

biofuels,

sediment is

going to

precipitate out

of fuel and

collect on the

bottom of the

tank. The best

way to head

off future

problems is to

schedule a

programme of

cleaning

dependant on

site conditions.

Again,

scheduled

maintenance is

always going

to be cheaper and less disruptive than emergency

remedial action.

If you would like to discuss any of these issues

further please call Nigel Plumb on 01737 767524

or e-mail tanks@dptanks.co.uk.

Web site www.dptanks.co.uk

search “dptanks”

@dptanks

www.youtube.com/dptanks

Footnote:

Additives
We have not mentioned the range of additives available that

are being marketed as cures for biofuel problems. Our

reasons for this are that they are a continuing cost, there is

no real evidence for what effect they have on customers’

engines or the fuel itself, they cannot deal with the sludge

problem and, while they may be able to kill or prevent the

growth of bacteria and algae, they cannot remove the dead

bio-matter from the fuel.
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