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A couple of months ago, I wrote on 
advances being made by Audi in the 
field of synthetic diesel – and now it’s the 
turn of synthetic petrol or, as Audi calls it, 
e-benzin. Working with a French partner 
called Global Bioenergies, the company 
has succeeded in brewing up what it 
called the ‘largest batch of e-benzin 
ever produced’. Admittedly, at just 60 
litres, it doesn’t sound like much, but it’s 
enough to permit the examination of its 
combustion and emissions characteristics 
in a test engine – hence the excitement. 

For the chemists among you, Audi’s 
e-benzin is made from biomass in a two-
step process, with the first one being the 
production of gaseous isobutene (C4H8) 
by Global Bioenergies. This is converted 
in the second step to isooctane (C8H18) 
through the addition of hydrogen by 
the Fraunhofer Centre for Chemical 
Biotechnological Processes (CBP). The 
resulting fuel contains neither sulphur 
nor benzene. Aside from the conundrum 
of calling something that doesn’t contain 
benzene ‘e-benzin’, this extremely pure 
compound has the virtue of emitting 
very few pollutants when burnt. This 
level of purity also endows it with very 
good anti-knock properties, opening 
up the possibility of increasing engine 
compression, which in turn boosts 
efficiency.

At the Montlhéry circuit south of Paris, 
Audi recently ran a standard A4 2.0 TFSI on 
a blend of 66 per cent regular fossil petrol 
and 34 per cent e-benzin – considerably 
higher than the 10 percent maximum for 
ethanol beyond which modifications to 
the engine become necessary. 

Speaking at the Montlhéry circuit. Audi’s 
Head of Renewable fuels, Hermann Pengg 
said: ‘If you were to use only renewable 
fuel in a gasoline car, you would reduce 
CO2 emissions by 60 per cent, cradle to 
grave. It’s a huge impact.’ Pengg went on 
to say that electrification is just one part 
of the process and that climate goals can 
only be met by decarbonising fuels as well.

In the medium term, Audi and its 
partners are seeking to modify the 
production process to avoid the need 
for biomass, focusing instead on CO2 
and hydrogen from renewable sources. 
The problem with using biomass for the 
production of synthetic fuel is the 
conflict it represents with the production 
of food crops. 

Synthetic fuels have been kicking 
around in one form or another for a long 
time but the momentum behind them 
has tended to be driven by economic 
factors, (i.e. oil prices). When oil prices drop, 
enthusiasm (i.e. funding) for research into 
synthetic fuels tends to wane in direct 
proportion.

However, with the internal combustion 
engine now under legislative threat, 
there now appears to be sustainable 
momentum within the automotive sector 
itself to push this as far as it will go – within 
Europe, at least.

MEANWHILE, over in the US, Audi is 
offering relief to American drivers suffering 
from the far more pressing issue of not 
knowing when a traffic light is going to 
change from red to green.

The company launched its Traffic Light 
Information (TLI) service in Las Vegas in 
2016, whereby impatient drivers of certain 
Audi cars are soothed by a countdown in 
their instrument cluster or head-up display 
informing them of how much longer they 
have to tap their fingers on their leather-
clad multifunction steering wheel until the 
lights finally change…

Since then, Audi of America has rolled 
out its time-to-green feature in six more 

cities, including Dallas, Houston and 
Denver, and recently announced that 
more than 600 intersections in the District 
of Columbia now support it.

Later this year, Audi will also become 
the first car maker in the US to offer 
vehicle-integrated toll payment. The 
integrated toll module (ITM) is built into 
the rear-view mirror and takes over the job 
done by multiple third-party transponders 
attached to the inside of the windscreen 
with double-sided sticky foam strips. Toll 
roads are a standard feature throughout 
the US, with different states and regions 
using an assortment of incompatible 
systems. Audi’s integrated module bundles 
all these together, along with a few from 
Mexico and Canada for good measure, 
and packs it all neatly out of sight inside 
the rear-view mirror. 

What a relief! When I lived in the States, I 
remember thinking to myself almost every 
day as I sat waiting for the lights to change: 

‘Oh, if only there was a way of ridding my 
windscreen from this infernal EZ-Pass unit.’

I realise I’m being a bit facetious here 
about what may seem on the surface 
to be more like gimmicks than genuine 
technological breakthroughs. However, 
the principle behind them lies at the 
heart of what is known as V2I (vehicle-
to-infrastructure). Also known as Vehicle 
Infrastructure Integration (VII) and Car-to-X, 
it’s the part of the connected vehicle that 
goes beyond infotainment and deeper into 
the network of man-made neurons that will 
ultimately facilitate autonomous driving.

The time-to-green feature merely 
scratches the surface of what could be 
possible. Giving a car real-time access to 
a city’s system of red/green phasing will 
enable it to adjust its speed and route to 
ride the so-called green wave, leading to 
smooth progress rather than road-rage-
inducing stop-and-go. Not only will this 
theoretically get you where you want to go, 
and faster, it will also be more fuel efficient.

Obviously, this only works effectively 
once a critical mass of vehicles is equipped 
with the technology. Until that happens, 
however, drivers in Denver and Washington 
D.C. etc. will merely replace the frustration 
of not knowing when the lights are going 
to change with the gnawing irritation of 
listening to their passengers (kids, annoying 
ride-share colleagues, inebriated friends 
etc.) count down the remaining minutes 
and seconds displayed on the screen. III
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ith news of the continued turmoil on the corporate side dominating the world of the Volkswagen Group, I thought I’d 
take a step away from all those shenanigans and dig around in the technical news to see what’s been happening, and a 
couple of little nuggets caught my eye. One of them relates to Audi’s ongoing commitment to the future of the good old 

internal combustion engine through its research into synthetic fuels and the other to connected-car developments in the US.

W

Global view
‘WOrkINg WITh A FrENCh pArTNEr CALLEd gLObAL 
bIOENErgIEs, ThE COmpANy hAs suCCEEdEd IN 
brEWINg up WhAT IT CALLEd ThE ‘LArgEsT bATCh OF 
E-bENzIN EvEr prOduCEd...’

‘IF yOu WErE 
TO usE ONLy 
rENEWAbLE 
FuEL IN A 
gAsOLINE 
CAr, yOu 
WOuLd 
rEduCE CO2 
EmIssIONs 
by 60 pEr 
CENT...’


