
16th ETH-Conference on Combustion Generated Nanoparticles 
June 24th –  27th 2012 

 
Nanoparticle emissions from spark ignition engines powered by  

n-butanol blends 
 

Martin Pechout, Miroslav Trnka and Michal Vojtisek-Lom 
Technical University of Liberec, Czech Republic 
martin.pechout@tul.cz, michal.vojtisek@tul.cz 

 

The paper reports on experimental investigation of the effects of introducing n-butanol as a fuel, neat and 
blended in varying concentrations with gasoline, for a small four-stroke engine typical for garden equipment. 

Internal combustion engines are an established, economical, reliable and practical prime mover of most road 
vehicles as well as many kinds of mobile machinery and equipment. They have also become, in many 
regions, the dominant source of air pollution in urban areas, and considerable efforts have been and are 
devoted to reducing exhaust emissions levels. Another challenge facing contemporary engines is their 
reliance on petroleum based fuels, which are subject to concerns about greenhouse gas emissions, 
instability in petroleum prices, and petroleum resources depletion. Transition to carbon neutral alternative 
fuels, preferably derived from renewable resources, is therefore desired. In this work, the potential of n-
butanol as a drop-in substitute for gasoline in small engines in hand-held and garden equipment has been 
investigated.  

Historically, for automobile spark ignition engines, various alcohols and other oxygenated fuels have been 
considered as neat fuels or gasoline extenders. In the existing vehicle fleet, the use of ethanol, the most 
widely used alcohol, is practically limited to blends in small concentrations with gasoline, due to its 
hygroscopicity, agressivity, substantially lower heat content, and high latent heat. Butanol is an oxygenated 
fuel with no aromatic content and relatively low toxicity. It can be produced from biomass, and has higher 
energy density, lower latent heat, lower hydroscopicity and lower aggressivity than ethanol. Butanol has a 
research octane number of 94, comparable to ordinary gasoline. Its oxygen content is 21.6%, and viscosity 
somewhat higher compared to gasoline. Investigation on an experimental single-cylinder research engine 
have shown that the combustion of n-butanol in terms of ignition delay, combustion variability, knock 
susceptibility and thermal efficiency, has been found to be similar to that of gasoline [1]. 

To maintain a stoichiometric air-fuel ratio at a given air flow through the engine, approximately 22% more n-
butanol (by volume) is needed relative to gasoline, compared to approximately 48% more for neat ethanol 
and 39% for E-85. Butanol is available in four isomers, out of which n-butanol and iso-butanol can be 
practically used as engine fuel. Of these, n-butanol (1-butanol), which can be produced by acetone-butanol-
ethanol (ABE) fermentation from biomass [2], has been examined here in terms of startability, material 
compatibility, combustion stability and efficiency and exhaust emissions. While garden equipment may not 
be a large contributor to the overall regional emissions, its exhaust is emitted in the immediate proximity of its 
operator. Therefore, in addition to the regulated gaseous pollutants, exhaust particle size distributions have 
been assessed. Previous experiments on an automobile engine have shown that particle number decreases 
with addition of n-butanol, but is higher for n-butanol than for gasoline [3]. 

The experiments were performed on a Honda GX-31 single-cylinder, 0.031-liter, 1.1 kW, air-cooled, four-
stroke spark ignition engine, with sealed, non-adjustable carburetor, and with non-adjustable ignition timing. 
The engine was coupled to a hydraulic dynamometer constructed in-house, comprising of a hydraulic motor 
delivering pressurized hydraulic fluid into a computer-controlled pressure valve, by which the pressure of the 
hydraulic fluid, and hence the motor torque, is controlled. The engine throttle was controlled manually. The 
engine was operated on ordinary automotive gasoline, on neat n-butanol, and on mixtures of 15%, 30%, 
50%, 85% n-butanol with gasoline by volume.  

The exhaust gases were routed into a pipe, from which a sample was taken for gaseous analyzers (heated 
flame ionization detector for hydrocarbons, non-dispersive infra-red analyzers for carbon monoxide and 
carbon dioxide, chemiluminescence analyzer for nitrogen oxides), another sample was routed into a partial 
flow dilution tunnel fabricated for this purpose, and the remaining gases were drawn, together with air 
surrounding the engine, by the laboratory ventilation duct. The flow in the partial flow dilution tunnel was 
maintained by an industrial vacuum cleaner operated at constant power. Diluted exhaust was sampled by a 
particle classifier / spectrometer (Engine Exhaust Particle Sizer, TSI). 



The engine was operated at fourteen steady-state points at idle (around 1000 rpm, points 1 and 14) and at 
three loads – at full load and at 50% and 75% of maximum torque attained on gasoline – at 5000, 6000, 
7000 and 8000 rpm. At lower rpm, the engine operation was unstable at higher loads, especially with higher 
shares of n-butanol. Each operating point was tuned by hand until desired engine rpm and torque was 
reached and was relatively stable, after which the engine remained at this point for at least one minute. The 
sequence of the operating points was the same for all fuels, but the length of the entire test has therefore 
varied among the fuels. Given the very small size of the engine, no additional preconditioning took place. 

For selected regimes, the concentrations of hydrocarbons are shown in the upper part, and the 
concentrations of carbon monoxide in the lower part, of Fig. 1. Left part of the graphs shows concentrations 
during operation at 6000 rpm and 50%, 75% and 100% load, right part shows operation at 8000 rpm and 
100% load, transition into idle and idle. The measured concentrations of notably hydrocarbons suggest that 
temporary combustion instabilities have occurred at apparently random places throughout the tests, notably 
at idle. The measured concentrations of carbon monoxide were not constant, but oscillated at a period on the 
order of ten seconds, suggesting that the operation of the engine was not constant. It appears that the 
concentrations of both hydrocarbons and carbon monoxide have decreased with increasing share of n-
butanol in the fuel, which appears to be, to a great extent, a result of the relative enleanment of the air-fuel 
mixture; the gasoline operation was almost entirely fuel-rich. 
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Fig. 1: Concentrations of HC (top) and CO (bottom) for 6000 rpm and all loads (left) and 8000 rpm and 

100% load, transition into idle and idle (right) 

 

The particle size distribution are shown in Fig. 2 for the following points: 5000 rpm and 50% load (upper left) 
and 75% load (upper right), 6000 rpm and 75% load (lower left) and 8000 rpm and full load (lower right). 
From Fig. 2, a prevailing trend particle concentrations decreasing with increasing share of n-butanol is 
observed. The data is, however, far from being uniform and linear. At 5000 rpm and 50% load, the 
concentrations in all size categories decrease slightly from gasoline to 50% butanol (Bu50), after which there 
is a marked decrease for neat butanol (Bu100). For 85% butanol (Bu85), the concentrations were close to 
gasoline during one set of tests, and close to Bu100 during another set of tests (not shown). For 5000 rpm 
and 75% load, the concentrations decline sharply from 0% to 30% of butanol, with effects of higher shares of 
butanol not being clearly discernable. At 6000 rpm and 75% load, the effects are not consistent between the 
two tests on Bu85, and a decrease in nucleation mode but a large emergence of accumulation mode 
became apparent for Bu100. Similar observations happened at several other operating points. Relative 
increase in accumulation mode is also apparent for 8000 rpm and full load, where, in general, particle 
concentrations otherwise decrease with increasing share of n-butanol. 



50% load @ 5000 rpm

1,E+02

1,E+04

1,E+06

1 10 100 1000
Equivalent mobility diameter [nm]

gasoline

Bu15

Bu30

Bu50

Bu85

Bu100

P
M

 C
o

n
c

en
tr

at
o

n
 [#

/c
m

3
]

75% load @ 5000 rpm

1,E+02

1,E+04

1,E+06

1 10 100 1000
Equivalent mobility diameter [nm]

gasoline

Bu15

Bu30

Bu50

Bu85

Bu100

P
M

 C
o

n
c

en
tr

at
o

n
 [#

/c
m

3
]

75% load @ 6000 rpm
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100% load @ 8000 rpm
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Fig. 2: Particle size distribution spectra for selected regimes 

 

It can be argued that the reduction in particle emissions is, to a considerable extent, due to relative 
enleanment of the air-fuel mixture. In that case, if the engine can tolerate operating at leaner mixture, at least 
some reduction can be achieved by readjustment (or redesign or a non-reversible modification, as the 
carburetor does not allow for any adjustment) of the carburetor. If the engine cannot tolerate operating at 
leaner mixture, then provisions need to be made for increasing the quantity of fuel delivered when operating 
at least on higher concentrations of butanol in the fuel. In that case, it could be that considerable portion of 
the particle reduction would be lost due to relative enrichment (more precisely, due to adjustments to 
maintain a given air excess ratio). This was not, however, the goal of the study, which was directed primarily 
at a direct substitute of butanol or its blends in existing population of engines. 

It should also be pointed out that n-butanol is used as a working fluid of condensation particle counters, 
therefore, unburned butanol in the exhaust may facilitate transformation of particles or nucleation during 
operation with high excess fuel. 

This work represents the first insight into the effects of using n-butanol and its blends as a drop-in 
replacement fuel in small hand-held engines, and should be viewed as work in progress. The fraction of 
volatile particles, the particle chemical composition, and the relative toxicity of the produced particles have 
not been evaluated. In the case that higher shares of n-butanol would satisfy a myriad of practical 
considerations such as material compatibility, engine reliability and longevity, or economic aspects of butanol 
production, such additional studies would be a logical addition to the portfolio of knowledge. 
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Conclusions

• An ordinary, non-modified small 

hand-held spark ignition engine was 

successfully operated on 15-100% 

of n-butanol in gasoline, with a 

small decrease in power.

• With increasing share of n-butanol, 

mixture was enleaned, resulting in 

lower emissions of HC, CO and PM, 

with additional changes in emissions 

caused by fuel properties.

• Particulate emissions generally 

decreased with increasing share of 

n-butanol, with some anomalies.

Background 

• Butanol is fourth in homological series of alcohols

• Two of four isomers (layouts of molecule) - n-butanol and iso-butanol - are mentioned as a suitable 

fuels for spark ignition engines (for CI only when small share of butanol is used)

• N-butanol can be produced by ABE (acetone-butanol-ethanol) fermentation from biomass

• Its properties, important for utilizing as a fuel, are remarkably closer to gasoline compared to ethanol

• Increase about only 18% of fuel volume is needed form maintain the stoichiometric mixture (48% for 

ethanol)

GoalGoal

To explore the effects of introducing n-butanol and its blends with gasoline 

as a fuel into a small hand-held equipment engine. behavior of small 

ordinary engine fueled by gasoline and its blends with n-butanol and neat 

butanol. Gaseous and particulate emissions are explored here.

Experimental

• A Honda GX-31 used as propulsion for brush cutters and other gardening equipment was tested on 

test bench during operation no gasoline, n-butanol and its blends.

• Parameters of the engine: displacement 0.031 dm3, max. torque: 1.64 Nm @ rpm, power: 1.1 kW @ 

rpm, compression ratio 8.0 : 1, external mixture formation by carburetor, transistor ignition system with 

constant spark advancement 27° BTDC, forced air cooling, weight (dry) 3.4 kg

•The engine was operated on idle and four load levels (25%, 50% and 75% of torque when operated 

on gasoline) and full load at 5000, 6000, 7000 and 8000 rpm.

• Exhaust gas pollutant were investigated by FID (HC), NDIR (CO, CO2) and CLA (NOx)

• Size distribution spectra of particulate matter were analyzed in sample of exhaust gas taken from 

partial dilution tunnel by EEPS TSI 3090

gasoline butanol

______________________________________________________________________
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75% load @ 5000 rpm
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100% load @ 8000 rpm
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5000 rpm, 50% load 5000 rpm, 75% load 8000 rpm, 100% load

Results and Discussion
• Characteristic proportions of PM 

size distributions were similar for all 

fuels (PM size for nucleation mode)

• Prevailing decrease of PM with 

increasing butanol share – mainly in 

nucleation mode

• Changes of PM production were 

inconsistent with some fluctuations 

due to combustion instability

• Variability of results - PM 

measured while using n-butanol is 

very sensitive to sampling conditions

• Presence of oscillations was 

observed for HC and CO (more 

remarkable for CO) due to 

combustion and operational 

instabilities

• Strong decrease of HC and CO 

concentrations with increasing n-

butanol share was recorded

• Decrease in production of HC, CO 

and PM, partially due mixture 

enleanment from rich mixture for 

operating on gasoline to lean 

mixture for operation on butanol

• Cold startability degrades with 

higher shares of n-butanol (results 

not shown here)

Idle at ~2000 rpm not shown: PM below 
detection limit, unstable operation
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