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  Introduction:

  Getting Serious about Saving

  In October 1991, a gigantic storm hit the entire East Coast. The storm had many elements that, had they occurred alone, would have been inconsequential. However, the synergy of their combined effects generated death, devastation, and destruction up and down the Eastern Atlantic Seaboard. The U.S. National Weather Service labeled it “the perfect storm,” and it inspired both a novel and a movie by the same name. What does this have to do with your saving money at the gas pump? Read on.

  
    “Perfect” Oil Storms—Past and Future

  
    As with our annual Atlantic hurricane and East-Coast nor’easter seasons, we continually face the possibility of new energy storms— perfect oil storms—that involve oil consumption, availability, and price. When they arrive, such oil storms can be prolonged and painful, and may involve many elements, including geopolitical events and global conflicts, reliance on imported oil, national security and terrorism issues, concerns about the environment and global warming, hurricanes and other weather catastrophes, the threat of supply disruptions, the precarious state of our national economy, our own job uncertainties and household budgets, and our historical national tendency to aspire to vehicles that are bigger and faster.

  

  The personal impact of these “perfect” oil storms is most apparent when we visit the gas pump and spend $60 or more to fill our tank. Between 2002 and the middle of 2006, the average retail price for a gallon of unleaded gasoline went from under $1.50 to nearly $3.00, in 2008 many Americans were paying well over $4.00 per gallon, and the overall upward trend will not be going away anytime soon. There will be price valleys that invite complacency as well as price spikes that lead to panic at the pump, but during these ups and downs the price of gas will continue its persistently upward long-term trend. Future and seemingly unrelated national and global events will occasionally combine to generate future price spikes that will make those $4 per gallon days seem like a bargain, and our economic and national security pains could be much worse than we’re already experiencing. At this writing, the average retail prices of different grades of gasoline are regularly published in USA Today, placing the price of gasoline somewhere near the weather forecast in terms of its importance to our daily lives and activities.

  
    What Can You Do Today?

  
    Your credit cards are drained, your checkbook is thin, your savings are depleted, and the financial news is depressing, yet those gasoline prices keep cycling ever upward. What can you do? You can and should use your political voice to support candidates and policies that encourage more efficient use of that precious oil, but keep in mind that we’re dealing with a finite natural resource that will eventually disappear.

  

  You can also lend support to politicians and organizations dedicated to finding fuel and propulsion alternatives. This is a worthy goal, but it takes time. As much as we’d like, neither the four-wheeled perpetual motion machine nor the nuclear-powered vehicle is anywhere in sight. However, progress is being made, and future generations will read their history books and see today’s vehicles in the same light as we now view primitive machines from the early 1900s.

  In the meantime, and for the purposes of this book, let’s focus on the part of the problem where each of us can have a direct, immediate, and meaningful impact: getting better fuel efficiency and using other tricks to save our hard-earned money at the gas pump. To start saving money today, consider that what you spend on fuel is largely a function of two very simple factors: what you drive and how you drive. In this book, we will discuss both, but for reasons discussed in the next section, we will especially emphasize the latter.

  
    The Basics of the Book

  
    Barring some unforeseen event, like a big lottery win or an off-season visit from Santa, the vehicle parked in your driveway right now is the same vehicle that will be parked there when you wake up tomorrow morning. For most of us, the money’s just not there for us to hop out of bed tomorrow and buy a new car, be it a new hybrid or a used Hummer. Ideally, you’ll purchase a more fuel-efficient vehicle when replacement time comes. Until then, we want to help you do the best you can with what you have, and that’s an important reason for these chapters and the order in which they are presented:

  

  Chapters 1 through 3 focus on your driving and use of any vehicle, especially the one you’re already driving. Chapters 4 and 5 will guide you when you are able to enter the marketplace and replace your current vehicle, and Chapter 6 discusses some of the aftermarket accessories that could affect the fuel efficiency of either your current vehicle or the one that’s waiting for you in a future showroom. Appendices A and B briefly address specific considerations and specialized strategies for two kinds of vehicles that are of particular importance: the sports-utility vehicle (SUV) and the hybrid. Appendix C discusses how the practices advised in this book can help you by increasing both the life of your car and the value it returns when you eventually sell it or trade it in. Appendix D addresses the somewhat controversial practice known as “hypermiling,” while Appendices E and F discuss a variety of more “macro” matters, including the environment, reducing petroleum demand, fuel prices in the United States compared to Europe, some specific global threats involving our oil supplies, and the promise of new technologies not yet in the showroom.

  
    Why Should You Read This Book?

  
    Sure, you’ve seen news features, brochures, and televised talking heads galore, and they all spout general ideas for saving money at the gas pump. Your first thought might be, “Hey, I’ve already had people tell me how to get more miles out of my gas dollar, so why should I spend money on a book instead of a couple gallons of gas?” There are three reasons why this book is important to you:

  

  Practical Tips, Not Just General Advice. There’s a lot more to saving gas than just pumping up your tires and obeying the speed limits. While others give you general tips, like “conserve momentum,” Ga$ Smart$ takes you to a completely different level—a level that gives you many specific and sometimes unintuitive tips on actually implementing such general advice as conserving momentum. Just a few examples are the 3-second following-distance rule, looking beyond the vehicle immediately ahead, and taking advantage of the pavement weight sensors at traffic signals. Where others would essentially tell their football team to “complete a long pass and score,” Ga$ Smart$ is like the meticulous coach who provides exact details as to how the receiver will get open, how the passer will trick the defense into thinking a different play is being run, and how the offensive line will protect the passer long enough for the receiver to sprint all the way to the end zone to complete the score. Where the brochures and the talking heads just give you the job description, we give you the tools to get the job done.

  Even Small Improvements Add Up to a Big Difference. The Japanese call it “Kaizen”—achieving greater quality and efficiency through continual process improvement, even if by small increments. Like anything else you do or build, driving your car is a process that you can continually improve. Every time you accelerate, brake, shift gears, approach an intersection, or make your daily commute, try to do so just a little more efficiently than you did the time before. It’s a different mindset and there’s some philosophy involved, but you may find it beneficial in your everyday life as well as in your driving. Some of the tips are extremely important, others may be viewed as marginal—but they all take you in the same worthy direction: saving your gas money, helping your country toward greater energy independence, and reducing the wear and tear we are placing upon our planet.

  Don’t Just Save Gas—Save Lives Too! Aggressive driving is one of the leading causes of automotive injuries and fatalities. In addition to being rude, thoughtless, and dangerous, aggressive driving is also highly inefficient. As he speeds, weaves, and otherwise endangers innocent lives, the aggressive driver is also wasting fuel and making his country even more dependent on the nations from which we import most of the expensive oil from which his gasoline is made. Be safe, be efficient, and avoid both aggressive driving and aggressive drivers. Follow the advice in Ga$ Smart$: Just leave home ten minutes earlier and take it easy along the way.

  Regardless of where you are and what you’re driving, you’ll find within these pages many ideas to help you travel longer distances between those ever-more-expensive fill-ups. There will be some tips that might, at first glance, seem relatively insignificant. There will be others that will stand out as being a “big stick” in their effect on helping you save gasoline and money. However, when you combine and apply them all, you will have the equivalent of your own “perfect storm” of personal response to rising fuel prices and their effect on your budget. Best wishes for happy, safe, and efficient motoring.


  
CHAPTER 1

  Driving Efficiently

  
    You’ve got to care.

  
    The most important thing to remember about driving efficiently is that you have to care about driving efficiently. Improving your fuel economy means paying attention to all the little things that add up to big savings, and this requires a little effort on your part. If you care about saving gas, money, and the environment, then make a commitment to doing the little things—starting today.

  

  
    In heavy traffic, get braking clues from the cars ahead.

  
    In heavy stop-and-go traffic, don’t just watch the vehicle immediately in front of you. Whenever possible, use the brake lights of those even farther ahead as a “countdown” sequence to help you anticipate upcoming starts and stops. In a tunnel, look for reflections on walls and ceilings. On rainy days, brake lights at least two vehicles ahead can be seen by looking beneath the vehicle directly ahead. The high-mounted center brake lights on today’s vehicles makes this strategy even easier to use. By starting a little sooner, going a little slower, and stopping a little later, you can better maintain momentum and smoothness. You also minimize use of one of your biggest efficiency foes, the dreaded brake pedal.

  

  
    Be already moving when you start to move.

  
    Yes, this sounds like something Yogi Berra would say, but it is a valid piece of advice, nonetheless. You can reduce both fuel consumption and wear on your car if you’re moving even slowly when you begin to accelerate. This applies to many different kinds of traffic situations. For example, if you have automatic transmission and the road is level or downhill, allow your engine’s idle speed to get you moving slowly before you actually step on the accelerator. When it comes to fuel efficiency, momentum is precious and we try to preserve it whenever we can.

  

  
    Relax in the vehicular parade.

  
    It’s inevitable. At some point, you will be trapped within a stream of vehicles on a curvy road or in a no-passing zone. Regardless of what you say or do, you will have absolutely no control over your rate of progress during this time. In this situation, the typical driver alternates between the accelerator pedal and brake pedal as though they were buttons on a keyboard. This jerky driving is very inefficient. Your best strategy is to relax, listen to some music, and remember that you will eventually be the person at the beginning of the parade.

  

  
    When you’re the leader of the parade.

  
    Sometimes while driving along at a perfectly moderate and efficient speed, you’ll find yourself at the head of the vehicular stream in which there is no opportunity for anyone to pass. If you’re being pressured from behind, you can try speeding up a little, but chances are the other driver will do the same and stay on your back bumper anyway. Don’t give in to the pressure by driving at unsafe or illegal speeds. As the leader of a pack that is exceeding the speed limit, you are the one most likely to get the speeding ticket. If you’re uncomfortable, this could be a good time to pull over for a moment and allow someone else to lead the parade, as the cost of a speeding ticket or boosted insurance rate could buy a fair amount of fuel.

  

  
    Be courteous and patient.

  
    This may sound like part of a scouting pledge, but it makes an incredible difference in the way you drive and the efficiency you achieve while doing so. Unless you’re an ambulance driver, an extra five or ten minutes isn’t going to make much of a difference. You’ll get there when you get there.

  

  
    Don’t drive when you’re angry.

  
    Angry people are neither smooth nor fun to be around, especially when they’re driving. Angry driving means a lot of speed, acceleration, and braking, all of which waste fuel. According to the EPA, aggressive driving can reduce gas mileage by 33 percent at highway speeds and 5 percent around town. As an angry driver, you may also experience negative consequences if you happen to encounter someone in a similar mood who wishes to race or to rage. Count to ten, meditate, or forget about being angry until you get where you’re going.

  

  
    Slowing for the dreaded tunnel.

  
    Anticipate the fact that vehicles ahead will almost certainly slow down as they approach a tunnel, this despite the ever-present signs that say “Maintain Speed Through Tunnel.” It’s human nature, and it often applies to bridges as well. Although I hate to provide advice that could reinforce an already unfortunate road phenomenon, you should consider slowing down early so you won’t have to brake to avoid those who will be slowing down in front of you.

  

  
    Why slower is better.

  
    Your car’s air resistance goes up a lot quicker than your speed, and going faster at highway speeds is like stacking fishing boats on top of your car. A mere 10 percent increase in speed (e.g., from 50 to 55 mph) requires a whopping 33 percent increase in the horsepower needed to overcome air resistance! In tests using a 2001 Chevrolet Malibu (estimated EPA highway mpg: 29), the car got 35 mpg at a steady 55 mph, compared to just 25 mpg at a steady 70 mph. As always, be safe: when it’s neither practical nor safe to maintain super-efficient speeds, just do the next best thing and travel as moderately as possible without becoming a safety hazard or inviting road rage. (A note for the math-inclined: The necessary horsepower to overcome air resistance is a cube function of speed, so if you increase your speed by 20 percent, the horsepower multiple will then be 1.203, or 1.73—you’ll need 73 percent more horsepower than was required at the more efficient speed.)

  

  
    Obey the speed limits.

  
    Speed limits exist for safety reasons, but they contribute to fuel economy as well. Many drivers routinely exceed speed limits, assuming that either they won’t get caught or that police officers will cut them a little slack. In doing so, they’re wasting fuel and risking accidents or speeding tickets that could boost their insurance premiums by an increment far beyond what it costs for either fuel or traffic court. If the speed limit is 60 mph, exceeding it can cost a lot of gas—according to the EPA, each 5 mph you drive over 60 mph can reduce your fuel economy by about 8 percent, and that equates to a pretty hefty discount at the pump.

  

  
    The invisible cop behind you.

  
    Have you noticed how your driving behavior changes drastically when a police patrol car is in the vicinity? Police officers report noticeable differences in how they are treated when they’re off-duty and driving their personal vehicle as opposed to their patrol cars. None of us can truly imagine how frustrated they must become when somebody cuts them off while they’re driving their family wagon to the mall. The point of this discussion is this: for best efficiency, drive as though a patrol car is behind you. If that doesn’t impress you, pretend your mother-in-law is in the back seat.

  

  
    Be gentle and smooth.

  
    This title might imply some degree of inappropriateness for a family-rated book. However, the very best thing you can do to get the most miles per gallon from your vehicle is to be gentle and smooth in everything you do. You should pretend you have two raw eggs in the car—one resting on the accelerator pedal and the other resting on the brake pedal. Only rarely, when you really do need to get from point A to point B in minimum time, should you pretend that these eggs are hard-boiled.

  

  
    The cup of coffee on the dash.

  
    Another way to apply the “gentle-and-smooth” rule is to pretend you have a full-to-the-brim cup of hot coffee on the dashboard. (If you’re a multitasking commuter in an older car without today’s standard twenty-seven cup holders, this might actually be true.) Regardless, you should drive as though the full cup is sitting there and you are trying to avoid spilling any of its contents.

  

  
    Accelerate moderately.

  
    Most activities we enjoy are good for us, in moderation. The same is true for acceleration—too slow and we spend extra time and distance in the lower, less efficient gears; too fast and we use excessive energy with both the engine and transmission operating in inefficient modes. If you drive a manual, shift up as soon as the engine will accept the greater load of the higher gear. If you drive an automatic, keep a light foot on the gas and accelerate somewhere between moderately and briskly.

  

  
    Avoid panic stops.

  
    Panic stops are always necessary at the time—you make them to avoid accidents. However, think about what you might have done to avoid being in that situation where the panic stop became necessary. A good clue to such abruptness in your driving is the occasional passenger with whom you may be traveling. If you often see this person extending his or her foot as if to press an imaginary brake pedal, you’re probably driving neither patiently nor smoothly. If you find it extremely difficult to find a passenger to ride with you at all, you may wish to read this chapter of the book a few more times.

  

  
    Don’t be a brake-tapper.

  
    This is the world’s most expensive magic trick. You tap the brake pedal and—presto—gasoline is transformed into brake-pad heat and dust. Every time you step on the brake, you’re killing momentum the engine worked hard to generate in the first place. Some people seem to touch their brake pedal at virtually every turn in the road, like a cowhand tipping his hat to passersby on the street. Minimize brake applications by anticipating what’s ahead, taking your foot off the accelerator early, and allowing the car to slow down on its own.

  

  
    When you’re following a brake-tapper.

  
    First of all, you should have left home 10 seconds earlier. However, since you didn’t, the next best thing is to back off a little and give the car ahead extra space. Otherwise you’ll end up having to duplicate their jerky and inefficient behavior.

  

  
    That’s not a footrest!

  
    Don’t laugh. A lot of people rest their foot on the clutch or brake pedal without realizing it, and this can reduce fuel efficiency through clutch slippage or inadvertent braking. In the latter case, you end up slowing the car down with one foot while you’re asking it to move with the other. You wouldn’t turn on your home heating and air conditioning at the same time, so why ask your car to do the automotive equivalent?

  

  
    Don’t tailgate.

  
    This works well in NASCAR and Formula One, but tailgating on the highway can involve a lot of inefficient braking and accelerating. Furthermore, it is dangerous. We’ve all read about twenty-vehicle pile-ups that were “caused” by the sudden appearance of a patch of fog. Instead of blaming the fog, we should point the finger at people who are driving closer together than their reaction times and braking distances can support. On a related note: don’t attempt to save fuel by “drafting” behind big-rig trucks. Your sedan can become a convertible very quickly if you end up getting pushed into the back of one.

  

  
    When you’re being tailgated.

  
    No matter how fast we go, there’s always someone who wants to go faster, and they always seem to end up on our back bumper. If the only thing you can see in your rear-view mirror is the word “Kenworth” spelled backwards, either speed up or move over, whichever can happen safer and sooner. Some truckers either don’t know or don’t care about the gargantuan distance it takes to slow down when the vehicle in front must stop or slow down because of an emergency or other event ahead. If you have nowhere to escape, don’t hesitate to put on the four-way flashers to call attention to the situation and perhaps dissuade the person from his reckless behavior. Regardless of what kind of vehicle is on your rear bumper, it’s both prudent and fuel efficient to simply get out of the way and allow him to proceed more quickly to the destination that is obviously so important to him.

  

  
    Don’t get “boxed-in.”

  
    In track events, runners often get “boxed in” by slower traffic. The same thing happens on the highway and, by anticipating who is going to be where and when, you can move into the passing lane and overtake the slower traffic without having to interrupt your all-important momentum. The key is being aware of the present situation and being able to visualize the immediate future. Of course, being boxed in behind a Winnebago pulling a U-Haul trailer will lead to low speeds and therefore high fuel efficiency, but most of us need to get where we’re going sometime this week.

  

  
    The 3-second rule.

  
    To allow time for slowing down early, accelerating early, and continuing your momentum as much as possible, try to stay at least 3 seconds behind the vehicle ahead. This should provide sufficient time and space in which to react to events taking place in front of you. In general, when the vehicle in front passes an expansion strip or other marking on the road, you should get there no sooner than 3 seconds later. This is good for safety as well as fuel efficiency. If the person behind you is closer than 3 seconds behind, you may need to expand your own front zone to compensate for the inadequacy of his. Be sure to increase your following distance in slippery conditions, poor visibility, or bad weather.

  

  
    Where will you be in 15 seconds?

  
    By considering where you and your fellow travelers will be in another 15 seconds, you’re doing the equivalent of thinking more moves ahead in a chess game. With such advance notice, you can better avoid getting “boxed-in” behind slower vehicles, and you can more effectively prepare for hills, traffic signals, and nearly anything else that calls for changing either your speed or your lane in order to conserve momentum and reduce fuel consumption.

  

  
    Get clues from the signs.

  
    Observe roadside signs for clues as to what’s coming up, and respond accordingly. If a sign says “School Zone Ahead,” for example, lift from the accelerator immediately and slow down with little or no braking. The speed limit ahead will undoubtedly be extremely low. When you see a sign with a large zig-zagging arrow on it, realize that a curvy road lies ahead, and you should gradually and smoothly navigate the curves rather than charge each one only to hit the brakes on the way through. Whether the sign says “Stop Sign Ahead” or “Steep Hill, Trucks Gear Down,” you can be sure of one thing: the majority of signs you see will be providing early warning to lighten your right foot. There aren’t many signs that will be telling you to accelerate.

  

  
    Use your mirrors.

  
    If you’re driving efficiently, a lot of the action may be taking place behind you or next to you. Be sure the center and side-view mirrors are properly adjusted, and make frequent use of them to monitor activities to the rear and on both sides. In traffic, before you touch the brake, quickly glance at the rear-view mirror to make sure a quick stop won’t cause an accident because the person behind is following too closely. Even in light traffic, you must often base safe and fuel-efficient decisions on what the people around you are doing.

  

OEBPS/images/AdamsMedia.gif
Aadamsmed\a









OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
DDDDDDDDDDDDDDDDDD





