Take Control of Your Engine Block Heater
Electric block heaters are commonly used in cold climates to heat a vehicle engine prior to driving.  Heaters are connected to normal AC power and have a heating coil that goes into the engine block.  In cold climates block heaters are often standard equipment in new vehicles.  
Using a block heater not only helps the vehicle start more easily and reduces wear on the engine, it also helps air quality.  This pre-warming sharply reduces the amount of pollutants created during the first few minutes of a “cold start.”  Studies show that, whenever it is 20ºF or colder, using an engine block heater for two to three hours prior to starting the vehicle can cut carbon monoxide emissions by an average of 60%. 
Also, with a warmed engine, fuel economy will improve as much as 10%, and the passenger compartment defroster and heater will work faster.  School buses and other fleets often use block heaters to reduce engine warm-up time, avoid starting difficulties, and help defrost windows. 
Timers Save Energy
It only takes 2-3 hours for a block heater to fully warm a vehicle engine.  But for convenience, many people plug it in when they arrive home in the evening, leaving it on all night!  To automate the on/off heating cycle, you can use a programmable timer to turn on the block heater at the appropriate time.    
Timers are especially useful for fleets such as utility trucks and school buses.  Energy saved by reducing the number of operating hours will quickly make up for the cost of the timer.  The chart below assumes a 650 watt block heater, and an electricity price of $.06 kWh.
Timers can be purchased at hardware stores, home centers, or auto part stores.  Manual timers are adequate if on/off times can be the same every day of the week.  Programmable electronic timers provide more flexibility in setting different times for different days of the week.  Be sure you purchase a heavy duty, outdoor timer that is cold weather resistant and rated for 15 Amps (1800 watts) capacity. 
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An Alternative to Timers

A power-saver cord features a built-in thermostat that will sense the temperature of the coolant in the engine and allows power through to the block heater only when the temperature drops to a pre-determined setpoint.  This ensures that your vehicle will always be ready to go.  Look for this product at auto part stores; it can be professionally installed in only a few minutes.
Shall I Choose a Timer or Power-Saver Cord?

A timer suits people on a regular schedule.  But, because the timer plugs into the wall outlet, it is best used in a secure area such as a garage or other area where it won’t be tampered with.
With a power-saver cord only the pronged end is visible through the grill, and this attaches to a regular extension cord.  This is an advantage if you often plug in to electric outlets provided for this purpose in parking lots or public garages.

Additional Resources
· The Municipality of Anchorage, Alaska, has an Engine Block Heater Installation Program http://www.ci.anchorage.ak.us/healthesd/EngineBlockHeater.cfm.  Among the valuable information on their website is a brochure “How to Use Your Timer with An Engine Block Heater” and the factsheet “Why plug in at 20°F?” 
· The Missoula, Montana, City-County Air Quality Advisory Council compiled an “Engine Block Heater Fact Sheet” http://www.co.missoula.mt.us/envhealth/AirQ/Documents/Engine%20Block%20Heater%20Fact%20Sheet%2012-17-04.doc.
This article was produced by Vicki Zarrell, WSU Extension Energy Program www.energy.wsu.edu, for the EnergyIdeas Clearinghouse. The EnergyIdeas Clearinghouse is sponsored by the Northwest Energy Efficiency Alliance www.nwalliance.org.
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