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IT IS TWILIGHT on a chilly December evening outside the narrow garage of the
Biofuels Oasis in West Berkeley. On this night, as on any Saturday afternoon and two
other evenings a week, a stream of aged Mercedes, Volkswagens of every vintage,
and rare Chevrolets may be seen flowing into and out of the nondescript industrial
building.

Today the atmosphere is particularly festive. The Oasis has reopened following
a period in which demand for biodiesel exceeded supply. After the second dry spell
in less than two months, the fuel is once again available. Regulars and newcomers
now queue up to pump; unbidden, old-timers lend a hand, lugging fuel-laden
carboys; and friends reunite with hugs.

These customers have done their homework. Motivated for reasons universal
and personal, each has switched to biofuel as an act of conscience, self-sufficiency,
protest, or pragmatism. Finding vehicles suitable for the fuel is not a simple task in
California where the sale of new diesel-engine cars is illegal and the demand for old
ones is high. But after filling up with biodiesel, they can drive off confident that they
are harming neither the environment nor themselves.

There are countless reasons to seek alternatives to petroleum dependence.
Global warming, war in Iraq, world-wide oil depletion, threats to the Alaskan
wilderness, asthma, multiple chemical sensitivity, cancer, endangered species, and
the tangle of plastics in our oceans—many experts would say that all of these
problems share the common denominator of petroleum. The East Bay’s community c o n t i n u e d o n p a g e 1 6
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of biofuel users and producers is part of a growing international inquiry into
alternative fuel options. It’s a local grassroots movement with the global message
that we need not wait for a regime change or even an industry solution. A sustainable
lifestyle already exists right here in our own backyard.

“BIOFUEL” IS AN UMBRELLA term incorporating biodiesel, straight or waste
vegetable oil (SVO/WVO), ethanol, and even animal fat. The Oasis is the first and
only biodiesel pump in the East Bay to dispense B100 (100% Biodiesel). During the
station’s closure for lack of fuel, some of its patrons filled up on standard petroleum
diesel fuel. Others used SVO/WVO, if they had converted their engines specifically
for that purpose.

Since vegetable oil is more viscous than petroleum diesel fuel, it must be thinned
before it can work in a diesel engine. Thinning can be done by either heating the oil
up (SVO/WVO system) or by altering it chemically with alcohol and a catalyst
(biodiesel). In a SVO/WVO system, the vehicle is actually modified with the
addition of a heater and sometimes a second fuel tank. With a two-tank system,
diesel or biodiesel fuel starts the engine, allowing it to heat up before the driver
switches to vegetable oil for the duration of the trip. Right now, the oil used as auto
fuel comes directly from restaurant fryers. In the future, brown grease from grease
traps or even human waste “sludge” may serve as raw material for fuel.
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Today’s pioneering drivers enjoy oil dependency with a clean conscience.
They’re making their own auto fuel out of cooking grease.

Full tank: Berkeley homebrewers Steve Smith and
pregnant wife Cleo Papanikolas fill ’er up with fuel
cooked up in their backyard biodiesel filling station.
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