U.S. Marine Corps Honored for Energy Management, Alternative Fuels

A willingness to take risks isn’t always considered a core value by managers of government assets. But the winners of one federal award for alternative fuel use last year attributed their success in part to “educated risk-taking.”

The U.S. Marine Corps (USMC) was named as one of several recipients of the Federal Energy and Water Management Awards for 2003. Presented annually by the Federal Energy Management Program of the U.S. Department of Energy (DOE), the awards recognize individuals and organizations for significant contributions to the efficient use of energy and water in the federal government. 

Cited specifically was the leadership of Lieutenant General Richard Kelly. Based at USMC headquarters in Quantico, Virginia, Kelly is responsible for worldwide logistics and installations in the Marines.

A key component of energy management in the USMC, under Kelly’s leadership, has been the use of alternative fuel vehicles (AFVs) and alterative fuels. As a federal fleet operator, the USMC is regulated by the Energy Policy Act of 1992 (EPAct), which mandates alternative AFV acquisition in specific proportions; and by Executive Order 13149, which requires a 20 percent reduction in petroleum fuel use by federal fleets by 2005, using 1999 as a baseline.

As reported to FAST, the Federal Automotive Statistical Tool, the USMC estimates that by 2002 it had already reduced petroleum consumption by more than 24 percent, meeting its mandate three years ahead of schedule. In complying with EPAct, the Marines exceeded their FY02 mandate for AFV acquisition by 82 percent, earning 862 credits when only 473 were required. With its considerable success already, the Marine Corps is confident it will meet or exceed the requirements in both FY04 and FY05.

Of its 862 credits accumulated in FY02, the Marine Corps earned 129 of them by using biodiesel fuel. (EPAct was amended in 1998 to award one AFV credit for every 450 gallons of pure biodiesel used.) B20 biodiesel, which is 20 percent biodiesel and 80 percent diesel, is used in most commercial, non-tactical vehicles in the Marine Corps. Many such vehicles are not owned by the Marines, but leased from the U.S. General Services Administration. The Marines have promised to pay for any maintenance problems that may result from using biodiesel. So far, no such problems have occurred.

Top-down innovation

The Marines’ fleet of AFVs is a diverse mix. Approximately 800 CNG vehicles are in service, mostly in areas where natural gas fueling is widely available, including California. Above-ground E85 tanks are being installed at several Marine bases including one at Camp Lejeune, North Carolina, which received a $25,000 grant for that purpose from the U.S. Department of Defense. To help sustain its petroleum-reduction success, the Marine Corps deploys hybrid electric vehicles at locations where high-mileage travel is more common.

“The Marine Corps’ leadership supports taking educated risk,” says USMC Program Management Analyst Ed Wilkins. “These accomplishments are only achieved when leadership from top down is willing to encourage innovative ideas and welcome change.” 

A case in point was the path that led to the USMC’s current heavy concentration of neighborhood electric vehicles (NEVs). It started small, with a few such vehicles tested at Marine Corps Air Station Yuma, in Arizona. Users questioned whether the very small, light vehicles would satisfy their needs as well as petroleum-powered cars and trucks. “Almost everyone had an argument about why they wouldn’t work,” says Wilkins.

NEVs proved superior in many applications. On a rifle range, for example, they’re easier to maneuver and less likely to tear up the terrain. The Marines began finding new ways to exploit their inherent efficiency, using NEVs for transportation and light hauling. The word spread to all commands, and NEVs replaced many gasoline vehicles. In 2002, the Marines added 115 NEVs of various models at five installations in California alone. The Marine Corps fleet now has more than 300 such vehicles at U.S. locations. 

Leading the way in NEV use is the Marine Corp Recruit Depot in San Diego, where more than 85 percent of all vehicles are either AFVs or NEVs. Under EPAct, NEVs are not considered alternative fuel vehicles and therefore don’t help regulated fleets to meet their acquisition mandates. But in fleets in which they are widely heavily used, as in the Marines, they help displace thousands of gallons of petroleum per year. 

San Diego is one of two southern California locations where the Marines plan to install publicly accessible hydrogen fueling. The other is its base at Camp Pendleton. Deploying hydrogen is relatively difficult and expensive, Wilkins notes. “You have to overcome the fears associated with using it in automotive applications.” The plans are not without risk, but the burdens will be shared. The Marines have partnered in the project with the U.S. Army’s Tank Automotive Command and the U.S. Navy National Automotive Center. Commercial automakers will help establish the fueling infrastructure and bring hydrogen vehicles to the bases for testing.

“This is proving to be a real education for all of us, working out the site locations and  meeting all the permitting requirements,” says Wilkins. “We’re educating ourselves as well as the public, and we believe the benefits will be worth the cost.”

All winners of Federal Energy and Water Management Awards for 2003 are profiled at www.eere.energy.gov/femp/prodtech/awards/winners03.html. For more information on EPAct, visit www.eere.energy.gov/vehiclesandfuels/epact.

