Idling Fact Sheet

Compiled by the Missoula City-County Air Quality Advisory Council

Reducing idling reduces air pollution. Vehicle exhaust contains at least 21 air toxics which, by definition, are hazardous to human health. Major pollutants from automobiles include hydrocarbons, nitrogen oxides, carbon monoxide, and particulate matter, all of which have significant health and environmental impacts. Emissions from idling vehicles can be as much as 20 times greater than those from one traveling at 32 mph. Many communities in the United States and Canada have or are considering ordinances that restrict excessive vehicle idling in order to improve air quality and protect citizens’ health.
Use the 30-second rule to save gas and reduce emissions. Contrary to the commonly held misconception, frequent restarting has little impact on engine components such as the battery and starter motor. Your savings in fuel will easily offset the cost of what little wear does result. Remember, when you are idling, you are getting zero miles per gallon. The U.S. EPA’s website states, “You will save gas by turning the engine off and restarting it again if you expect to idle for more than 30 seconds. You will also prevent pollution by preventing long idles. Try parking your car and going into restaurants, banks, and the like instead of idling in drive-up lanes.” When you must wait in a drive thru, turn your engine off. 
The best way to warm up your vehicle is to drive it. It’s a common misconception that idling for several minutes is the best way to warm up a vehicle. Not only is extended idling unnecessary, but many parts of the vehicle—including wheel bearings, tires, and the suspension system—only warm up once the vehicle is moving. You only need to idle long enough to get the oil circulating—about 30 seconds—before driving away, and it’s a good idea to avoid high speeds and fast acceleration until the engine temperature rises. Modern diesel engines also need only a short engine warm up times. To keep windows from fogging up, clear snow from the air intake on top of your hood (before you start the engine) and open a window slightly as soon as you get in the car. When temperatures are in the teens or colder, use an engine block heater for 2-4 hours to help your car start more easily, get your defroster working faster, improve your winter gas mileage as well as reduce air pollution (see Engine Block Heater Fact Sheet for more details). 
Reducing idling reduces wear and tear on your engine and saves money.  Idling creates wear and tear on your engine because fuel doesn’t combust completely, and some fuel residue can condense on cylinder walls. Also, excessive idling can cause condensation to form in the exhaust, which may result in corrosion and reduced lifespan of the exhaust system. Idling for 10 minutes a day uses an average of 26 gallons of gas a year. At $2 a gallon, a driver could save over $50 a year in gasoline costs just by turning off the engine.

Unattended idling vehicles are unsafe, illegal, and vulnerable to theft. Not only does common sense tell us that leaving a running vehicle unattended can be dangerous, but it is also illegal to do so. Specifically, Missoula’s Municipal Code on Unattended Motor Vehicles (10.14.050) states that, “No person driving or in charge of any motor vehicle except a licensed delivery truck or other delivery vehicle, shall permit it to stand unattended without first stopping the engine, locking the ignition and removing the key.” Unattended idling vehicles are not only unsafe and illegal, they are an open invitation to easy theft!
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) drive smoothly and avoid sudden throttling.

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
Missoula Municipal Code—http://www.ci.missoula.mt.us/cityclerk/city_code.htm
“Idling and climate change go hand in hand,” Natural Resources Canada, Office of Energy Efficiency— http://oee.nrcan.gc.ca/transportation/idling/issues/why-idling-problem.cfm?attr=8
US EPA—http://www.epa.gov

“Your car and clean air: What YOU can do to reduce pollution” (idling info on p.3)—http://www.epa.gov/otaq/consumer/18-youdo.pdf

Mobile source emissions: Past, present, and future (Pollutants): http://www.epa.gov/otaq/invntory/overview/pollutants/index.htm

Mobile source air toxics: http://www.epa.gov/otaq/toxics.htm
National Safety Council, Environmental Health Center, “Environmentally friendly maintenance and repair”—http://www.nsc.org/ehc/mobile/mainrepa.htm
