The

Autogas Challenge

T

Part ONE: Is it really
worth switching to
LPG? CHRIS HOPE
begins a 2,000-mile
journey with a group
of autogas specialists
to find out.
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he first ever Autogas
Challenge. So what’s that all
about then? Well, the whole
trip is intended to give LPG
motors more exposure: electric cars
have stolen a lot of the limelight from
this alternative fuel over the past few
years and even though autogas has
been around for more than a decade,
there’s a lot of misinformation out
there that can put people off. LPG
technology is being improved and
developed constantly and this annual
event will showcase increasingly
reliable, eco-friendly motors.
We’re driving from Land’s End to
John o’ Groats – it’s an economy run,
well, sort of. The event aims to prove
LPG is at the stage where it can be
used as a cheaper, viable alternative
to petrol (and can be combined with
diesel to make vehicles run more
efficiently). To do this, each team is
aiming to limit the percentage
difference between their mpg
figures on petrol and LPG.
The challenge is unique as each vehicle
competes with itself. It’s not just the
equipment here that’s key, tailoring the trip
to your car’s setup and your driving style is
equally important. As such, it doesn’t
matter how ‘economical’ your vehicle is
here: the supercharged 4.0-litre 400bhp
Range Rover has just as much a chance of
winning as the tiny 600cc Smart Fortwo.
I’m taking part too, joining team WCR LPG
from Norfolk. Here’s how it went.

With a full tank of LPG (and a boot
full of crisps and pasties) everyone in
Wain’s Wover is ready to hit the road.

DAY ZERO
PETERBOROUGH to EXETER

We had 2,000 miles ahead of us and
nobody was up for a last minute dash to
Exeter. With fellow teammates Mark Wain
and Mark Howling (H to avoid confusion)
travelling from Norfolk, and being from
Peterborough myself, we decided a
morning rush would be just begging for a
breakdown – despite the two working nonstop over the past week to make sure our
LPG Land Rover Discovery was up to
scratch. Instead, we opted to head down
the day before, allowing plenty of time to
deal with any potential mishaps.
With time to spare, we even had the
luxury of turning the kettle on and
introducing ourselves. Mark Wain is in
charge of WCR LPG – a classic car restorer,
who also specialises in autogas conversions
– while long-time friend and co-driver ‘H’

Everyone’s all smiles at the start line in
Exeter.

Crunching
Numbers

ABOVE: As this challenge isn’t
strictly about who returns the
best economy on LPG, but
having the smallest percentage
difference between petrol and
autogas, this supercharged
4.2-litre Range Rover is just as
likely to win this ‘economy run’
as the 600cc Smart Fortwo!
LEFT: The Disco comes under
scrutiny as emission testing
gets underway. We pass with
flying colours.

is a car nut with a Cortina fetish and a fleet
of Fiat Pandas. The two also introduce me
to ‘Wain’s Wover’, the 1994 Land Rover
Discovery that’s tackling this ‘Le Jog’
Challenge. There’s certainly no mistaking
it; every inch of panelwork is plastered in
the company’s decals.
Garish stickers aside, it appears
completely standard. Of course, it isn’t;
fuelling for the Disco’s venerable
3.9-litre V8 is covered by a sequentialinjection autogas system, from Turkish
firm, Fema. There’s also an 80-litre LPG
tank, with a 35-litre petrol tank now
fitted under the offside front wing
(required for ignition, before the
switch to autogas). To further boost
range, two 30-litre LPG cylinder tanks
are fitted under the front nearside and
offside. As a rule of thumb, 80% of
each tank’s capacity represents
useable fuel (so in real terms we’ve a
63-litre main tank, with two 24.5-litre
tanks). This gives us roughly 20
gallons of LPG fuel that should allow
for 350-370 miles driving.
Other than being kitted-out for
LPG, Mark’s Disco is fitted with
uprated Koni shocks and heavy-duty
springs. This means for a slightly
firmer ride than standard, with a fair
amount of road vibration
–especially on the M5 stretch

nearing Bristol – but combined
with Pirelli Scorpion boots, we’ll
see the advantages once we hit
the Scottish Highlands. For now
though, after three hours in the
back it will be a stretch to call
the cabin comfortable, but it’s
functional enough.
Although we’d allowed
ourselves the wiggle room for repairs, the
run down from Peterborough was
completely uneventful – the worst to report
were intermittently working electric rear
windows, easily fixed by wiggling
connections. Tomorrow, as reward for our
organised prep, we’d get a lie-in, before
falling out of bed, having a full English and
driving the five miles down to Gas Power
UK Ltd for day one of what is being billed
as a ‘brand new motorsport’.

Generally speaking, LPG fuel is not as
efficient as petrol. This is in part down
to the two fuels respective volumetric
densities, with a litre of autogas
weighing half as much as a litre of
petrol (half the weight means half as
much to burn). What works in LPG’s
favour though is its combustibility, with
a higher octane rating than petrol –
roughly 114 during the summer
months and 110 in winter. This goes a
long way to balancing out the
difference, but not completely.
Speaking to event organiser,
Stephen Fricker, he explains that if we
agree on a given gallon of petrol we’ll
travel 15-16 miles, we’ll cover slightly
less on autogas – around 13-14 miles.
Hence the ‘Holy Grail’ for this challenge
is to discover an LPG vehicle that’s
efficient enough to reach parity with
petrol (cutting back the 5% difference).
Of course the main attraction of
LPG shouldn’t be consider in terms of
‘miles per gallon’, but ‘miles per
pound’: reduced fuel duty means
autogas costs around half as much as
petrol and diesel per litre,
guaranteeing LPG owners massive
savings on their fuel bills.
‘But what about the cost of a
conversion’ you ask? Well, the price
depends entirely on your vehicle:
focusing on petrol cars, fumigation
systems for carburettors are the
simplest and cost around £900 fitted.
Closed loop systems (for early
injection cars) start from £1,300 fitted,
while more sophisticated sequential
injection can cost up to £2,300.
Typically, drivers need to cover at least
10,000 miles annually to justify a
conversion. If you do, you should see a
return in 12-18months.
What about that other myth; ‘a lack
of availability’? It’s true. LPG is not as
widely available as petrol and diesel.
That said, with around 1400 Calor
sites and 300 Autogas sites alone, the
current estimate is conservatively
between 1,900-2,000 stockists across
the UK – about one in four of the 9,500
forecourts. Having a LPG motor can
require a lot more route planning, but
websites such as
www.gaspoweruk.co.uk and
www.drivelpg.co.uk go a long way in
helping you prepare.
LEFT: Here’s the Fema LPG system fitted
to the Disco: the blue bits are the gas
injectors, the black unit at the front of
the bulkhead is the pressure vacuum
gauge and the stainless steel cylinder is
the vapour filter.
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Most LPG switches also integrate a
gauge of some sort, seen here on our
Disco (shame it always read full!).

DAY ONE
EXETER to HAYLE
We always knew today was going to be
fairly uneventful. With just one hundred
miles to cover, which would see us a stone’s
throw from Land’s End in Hayle (that’s
right, we don’t even reach the start line
until tomorrow!) this is going to be the
easiest of this four-day event by far.
Since we’re already in Exeter, we’d
plenty of time for engine bay level checks
and to chat with event organiser and man
in charge at Gas Power UK, Stephen Fricker:
“In the last five years the autogas trade has
made leaps forward on the old single point
mixer systems. Multi-point IGS systems and
the modern phased sequential injection
systems are now far more reliable. You can
fit and forget.” (Well, bar annual servicing).
The whole point of this trip is to get the
word out.
Being the first to arrive we’re also the
first into the testing bay. To prove LPG is
not only greener – with a 10% reduction
in carbon dioxide compared to both petrol
and diesel vehicles – but also that it burns
cleaner too – producing twenty times less
nitrogen oxide than diesel – our vehicle
went through an emission check. Plus, to
ensure fair play, Btrack donated vehicle
tracking units for the trip north.

Mark makes some final oil checks
before the off.

Jonathan Portfield from Eco cars – a retailer
specialising in LPG vehicles. He’d be doing
this challenge in a 1.0-litre
3-cylinder Citroën C1 with co-driver (and
LPG specialist) Nick Ellis. According to
Jonathon “even with aircon on it’s got a
260-mile range, not bad when it costs only
£14 to fill!” Still, 400 miles a day in this
super mini? It put my earlier gripe about
the Disco’s cabin into perspective.
Adding to the ‘motley crew’ image of
this band of LPG vehicles, which consisted
of everything from an Audi A6 to a Skoda
Roomster, were John Tickle and Peter Kay
lookalikes Rob Keltie and Matt Daly. They’d
be attempting this challenge in a 3.5-tonne
LDV Sherpa, mated to a carburetted
2.0-litre Montego engine – otherwise known

As others were now starting to
arrive I left Mark to sort out sign-in
procedures to meet our competition.
First I bumped into Stephanie Brown
in her 4.6-litre Range Rover HSE.
She had her 4x4 converted here at
Gas Power UK and was quick to add
that after just 13 months the
conversion had paid for itself in
money saved. I also caught up with
RIGHT: Unsurprisingly, this
wouldn’t be the last time we’d
pass the tiny Smart during our
journey north.

The lovely Kathryn Fricker strikes a pose
in front of her LPG’d Rover 75.

as ‘Millie’. Rob had realised Millie was “a
bit shabby” fuel-wise and had considered
dropping in a diesel power plant, but after
getting a quote from Stephen decided to
opt for an LPG system instead.
By 3pm everyone had arrived and been
tested. After been kitted-out in our official
lime green t-shirts and fleeces we were
ready for the off. We’d traded motorways
for the dual carriageways on the A30, but
Wain’s Wover remained well-behaved. The
true test though would come tomorrow as
the challenge properly gets underway.
LEFT: And they’re off! Nick Ellis and
Jonathan Portfield are the first to leave
Exeter in their Citroën C1.
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Cornish Councillors, John Turner and
Carolyn Rule (far left and far right), took
time out to give the LPG competitors a
decent send off from Land’s End.

DAY TWO

wrap being cooked by the manifold, but
the needle isn’t anywhere near the red.
Traffic didn’t improve and we eventually
arrived at Countrywide retail store’s filling
station an hour late.
Checking in with the fuel attendant we
feared the worst, but were told so far we
were averaging 16.67mpg. That put us fifth
in the standing, with an 8% drop on what
we would have been doing on petrol. Not
bad, though Stephanie and teammate, Moe
Ahmedzha, in the Range Rover could do
better: with just a 2% difference they were
sitting in second and only outdone by the
Worsley Autogas Centre’s 400bhp, 4.2-litre
supercharged Range Rover Sport. It hit parity.
Amazingly, on this so-called ‘economy
run’, the 4x4s were stealing the show.

HAYLE to PRESTON
(via Land’s End)
This is the big one. After doing next to no
mileage yesterday, today we’d be travelling
down to the bottom of the country before
turning around for a lunchtime fuel stop in
Gloucester, then heading on to Preston.
Friday morning weather was fresh, with
mist hiding attractions such as St. Michael’s
Mount. When we hopped out at Land’s End
we found it fairly brisk and blustery too.
Meeting us for the send-off were Cornish
councillors Carolyn Rule, Cabinet member
for Economy and Regeneration, and John
Turner, who himself runs an LPG vehicle.
John pointed out that while roughly 15%
of vehicles on the Continent run on LPG,
it’s only something like 2% for the UK –
not surprising when Italy is at the forefront
of autogas technology (popular systems
from BRC, Romano, Zavoli are all Italian).
What’s more, Italians who buy new have
the choice of converting cars to LPG for
free. I proposed that bringing back grants
would help the situation. Carolyn, who’s
pushing for more Cornish LPG fuel stations,
liked the idea in principal: “grants are a
long way off with the current climate of
spending cuts, but it is something we
would like to look into.”
LPG is out of the way down here, but a
tanker from Lima Autogas was on hand for
the fill-up. With tanks brimming, we left
the rugged coastline. I hadn’t noticed on
the way down, but holiday traffic on hilly
A-roads revealed that while the V8 was
hugely flexible (cruising at 2000rpm,
regardless of inclines) the three-speed
autobox refused to kickdown. “Oh, yeah,
I slackened the cable so it’s more
economical” explains Mark. “It’s cheaper
than paying a grand for overdrive” he
adds, sensing my scepticism.
Progress was steady, but traffic began to
squash outside the Glastonbury A38/39
turnoff and slowed to a crawl south of
Bristol. We were concerned – the V8 can
hardly be described as frugal on fuel the
closer you get to tickover. Still, the engine
isn’t complaining: there’s the smell of heat

Special Thanks

UKLPG
UKLPG (formerly the LPGA) is the
industry association for LPG installers. It
operates an independent consumer guide
to LPG autogas here in the UK.
www.drivelpg.co.uk

Calor
Calor has more than 1,400 autogas
refuelling stations.As such, it’s the biggest
supplier of LPG here in the UK.
www.calor.co.uk

Fema
The WCR LPG Land Rover Discovery is
fitted with a LPG system from Turkish firm
Fema. It has a network of 220 domestic and
over 40 international dealers.
www.fema.com.tr

“Any chance of a discount mate?”
(And you’d be surprised how often
independent LPG garages will say ‘yes’).

Below setting off, Millie the Sherpa
needed some help: she’d sprung a water leak
and we did our part by handing
over a bottle of Radweld, which
seemed to do the trick.
After a sandwich we were back
on the road just in time for rush
hour. Under grey, soggy skies,
just past the A41 turnoff for West
Bromwich, orange 40mph
warning signs blinked into life
and we came to a standstill.
Traffic freed up a little only to
clog-up again on our detour to
Bolton for a fill-up ahead of
tomorrow’s run to Inverness.
With organisers having seriously
underestimated Friday night M6
traffic, we arrived over three
hours late in Preston. Tired and
beaten we needed a pint.
Stephanie and Moe leaving Land’s End
in their 4.6-litre HSE Range Rover. When
LPG is typically half the price per litre as
petrol, you can understand why an
Autogas conversion for a fuel-guzzler like
this makes sense.

X-Engineering
All the electronic fan switches for
Wain’s Wover came courtesy of
X-Engineering in Horsham.
www.x-eng.co.uk

Next Month
The journey continues as we cross the
Scottish border and push on to the
finish line at John o’ Groats – thankfully
there’s a lot less traffic to put up with!
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