MEETING TO DISCUSS CONCERNS ON FAME CONTENT IN AVIATION FUEL 

HELD AT THE DFT - 16 SEPTEMBER 2008
CHIEF EXEC UKFSC SUMMARY

Introduction   At the UKFSC SIE Meeting on 2 September 2008, the MOD Rep raised the issue of high levels of FAME content in a recent aviation jet fuel delivery to Boscombe. As a result of concerns expressed by the Membership, the Chief Exec undertook to investigate the issue with the DfT and the oil companies and report back. The DfT invited the CE to a meeting to discuss the issue at the DFT on 16 September 2008.

Issue    FAME (Fatty Acid Methyl Esters) are being added to diesel as an extender to support Government policy to introduce bio-fuels. One property of FAME is an ability to be absorbed from diesel into multi-product pipelines and tanks which, in turn, can be absorbed by aviation fuel using the same distribution system. 

At this stage, aircraft and engine OEMs are only willing to accept FAME levels below 5 ppm of aviation fuel. Testing for FAME presence at this level is complex, only available at 2 locations in the UK and is not possible in the field. 

Aviation fuel with an unacceptably high level of FAME has already been delivered and rejected at Birmingham and Boscombe Down. Testing on the short and longer term effects of FAME on engine performance and component reaction has only just begun and may take 18 months to complete. 

Advice has been issued by the fuels industry on techniques and procedures to prevent unacceptably high levels of FAME entering the jet aviation fuel supplies, but the possibility of higher levels being delivered to aircraft remains.

Co-ordination of Effort and Responsibility    This potential problem was originally highlighted over a year ago by the fuel companies to IATA but the information appears to have not been acted upon regionally. DFT have now taken up co-ordination responsibility. 
There is uncertainty about who holds the responsibility for co-ordinating the various aspects of control and testing. Fuel provision and distribution responsibility varies between airports and airlines; different delivery and control methods are also used.    


Fuel Specification The Def Stan specification 91-91 change for jet fuel, which allows for less than 5mg/kg of FAME, was completed at end of August 2008.  Should any trace at 5mg/kg or above be detected then it must be rejected in order to meet the current OEM liabilities.

MoD are not permitting use of the GPSS pipeline network until fuel companies can provide assurance that FAME levels will remain below 5mg/kg. They are still waiting for responses.

Confidence levels remain low that further incident may lead to widespread rejection of the mixing of bio fuels, especially in the GPSS system.

Fuel Spec Testing.  There is no easy process available to detect FAME in aviation fuel at 5ppm (5mg/kg) that could be used at airport receiving stations. Simple tests are only able to detect a level above 1% (50ppm).  By end of year, it is anticipated that a test method may be available to standard laboratories that can detect to 5ppm. Currently there are still only 2 specialist laboratories with the capability to carry out testing.
 
OEM/Fuel Company Testing   Joint OEM/Fuel Company testing of the short and longer term effects on engine performance and component degradation has just started and could take at least 18 months to complete. Engine certification usually takes 5 years.

Rolls Royce will start tests on FAME at up to 400mg/kg which is 4 times the safety margin target level of 100mg/kg.  All fuel system related parts also need to be tested. Engine re-light testing will also be undertaken but these will not commence until Jan 09.

Testing is expensive and is not yet fully funded. The total cost for the work in unknown and is a negative factor in obtaining contributions from interested parties.

Wider Concerns.  Other than the CAA and the UKFSC being present at this meeting, UK airlines representation as the end-user of the product were absent. The meeting focused on the UK situation but this issue will have globally connotations about which EASA, ICAO and the wider airline community may need to be made aware. 

DfT urged to coordinate contingency planning in alignment with the Civil Contingencies Office for a scenario where an airport has significant contamination and may be unable to dispense fuel.

Fuel industry pressed regulatory authorities to permit a derogation process to allow for airlines to operate limited flights using fuel found to have FAME content within limits above 5ppm but possibly not exceeding 30ppm. Concern clearly remains that the fuel network may not be geared to ensure that the trace limit of 5ppm is not exceeded.
Next Progress Meeting to be held around the end of October.
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