Engine Block Heater Fact Sheet

Compiled by the Missoula City-County Air Quality Advisory Council

 An engine block heater is an electrical device used to warm your car engine when the engine is not running. It has a heating coil that goes into the engine block by replacing a freeze plug. Many local mechanics and dealers install block heaters, and the cost ranges between $50 and $100 for most vehicles. There are other devices that will warm your engine, including one that splices into a radiator hose and another that replaces the oil dipstick, but the air quality benefits of using these have not been tested. 

 

Plugging in for 2 to 4 hours when the temperature is 20 F above zero or colder drastically reduces emissions. Cold engines produce 50 to 100 times more carbon monoxide, hydrocarbon, and nitrous oxides emissions in the first minute of operation than pre-warmed ones. Over 90,000 cars and trucks are registered in Missoula.  Plugging in a car in can reduce carbon monoxide by almost a pound per cold start. If we all plugged in, carbon monoxide pollution in our area will be much easier to keep in check. 
 

Plugging in has engine, fuel, and convenience benefits. Using a block heater not only helps air quality, but it also helps your car start more easily and reduces wear on your engine. When the block is warm, oil flows better, so the engine gets better lubrication during start up. Also, compared to a cold startup, less fuel needs to be injected to keep the engine running, so the lubrication is not washed away. With a warmed engine, you'll also get as much as 10% better gas mileage and your defroster and heater will work faster!

 

Use an outdoor, programmable timer to turn the heater on before driving. It only takes 2 to 4 hours to fully warm a car engine with a block heater, so plugging in for any longer wastes electricity and money. Your energy savings will make up for the cost of the timer in no time, and you can also use the timer for other things (such as outdoor holiday lighting). Both manual and electronic timers are available at your hardware stores, home centers, and auto parts stores. Be sure the timer you purchase is (1) a heavy duty, outdoor timer; (2) cold weather resistant; and (3) rated for 15 Amps (1800 watts) capacity. 

 

The benefits of block heaters outweigh the costs. Investing in and using a block heater, extension cord, and timer, if you don't already have them, will pay off. You'll save fuel and reduce wear and tear on your engine, both of which can save you money, while helping to protect air quality in our community, a commodity that is priceless.

 

Some other things you can do to improve air quality: (1) Plan ahead to combine errands or avoid the trip altogether; (2) bike, walk, ride the bus, or carpool; (3) maintain your car regularly; (4) minimize the time spent idling; (5) drive smoothly and avoid sudden throttling.
 

Use extension cords safely. Only use a heavy-gauge cord in good condition with a grounded plug, and plug in to an outlet with ground fault interruption if possible.  Do not use cords that are frayed or have insulation showing. If your extension cord must cross a sidewalk (or other area where it will be stepped on) to reach your vehicle, use a walkover device (also called crossover pads) or secure it with tape. Keep the cord out of standing water and unplug it when not in use. More information about extension cord safety is available at http://www.ul.com/consumers/cords.html.

 

For more information, visit the following websites or call the Health Department at 258-4755.

Missoula County Environmental Health Division: http://www.co.missoula.mt.us/EnvHealth
“Adopt your car to Alaska: Plug it in!” American Lung Association of Alaska: http://www.aklung.org/pdf%20documents/nspback.pdf
“A block heater could be your vehicle’s best friend,” Natural Resources Canada, Office of Energy Efficiency: http://oee.nrcan.gc.ca/English/media/block.cfm 

“Tips to Avoid Winter Breakdowns,” Canadian Driver:  http://www.canadiandriver.com/articles/jk/031105.htm
Air Quality Improvement tips from Green Star: http://www.greenstarinc.org/guide/chapter08.htm
Extension cord safety tips from Underwriters Laboratories:  http://www.ul.com/consumers/cords.html
