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Get a Little More Out of Your Gas Tank
Three years ago, the average price of gas in the U.S. peaked at $4.11 a gallon – the highest price in U.S. history. People stayed at home and drove less, carpooled, and started to learn about the joys of public transportation; SUV sales plummeted, and you couldn’t buy a hybrid unless you wanted to pay a premium and wait a few months. Experts predicted the U.S. would finally “catch up” and start paying what the rest of the world pays. 

But then…we didn’t. In a matter of months, gas prices fell to a 5-year low, folks stopped worrying about the price at the pump, and many stopped worrying about conserving.

Fast forward three years. As average gas prices edge closer to $5 a gallon nationally and we’re paying $50, $75, or even $100 to fill our gas tanks, drivers are seeking ways to improve their gas mileage once again. Today gas costs a little more than $1 per gallon than a year ago; this increase equates to an additional $500 spent annually on gas – and that’s for drivers who get 25 mpg and drive an average of 12,000 miles per year. If you drive more, or don’t have a fuel-efficient vehicle, you’re paying a lot more.

There are many things you can do to ensure you sip, rather than guzzle gas—no matter what type of car you drive. First, you need know your vehicle’s gas mileage. Some vehicles automatically tell you your “current” and “average” gas mileage. This feature makes it easier to monitor your mileage. If your car doesn’t have this feature, you can easily calculate your mileage by filling your tank and recording the odometer reading—or resetting your trip odometer. The next time you fill the tank, divide miles traveled by quantity of gas needed to refill. Your goal is to beat this number the next time you fill up. 

Here are some suggestions for how to improve your gas mileage:

1. Check your tire pressure every few weeks. Properly inflated tires render the best gas mileage. Check the recommended PSI on the tire. (Note: sometimes recommended PSI on the tire is different from the recommended PSI located on the inside of the vehicle’s front door.) However, make sure you don’t over-inflate. Over-inflating means less of the tire’s surface comes in contact with the road and can prove dangerous in slick driving conditions, or when swerving and braking.
2. Don’t neglect regularly scheduled maintenance—and be sure to use the proper grade motor oil for your engine. Keeping your engine in good shape ensures you get the best gas mileage. 
3. Get the junk out of the trunk! The idea here is to lighten your load. An extra 100 lbs. in the trunk can reduce fuel economy by up to 5%. Remove unnecessary extras—but don’t remove important items such as your spare tire and emergency road kit! Only use a roof-top carrier when absolutely necessary—they significantly increase drag and reduce gas mileage. If you must use one, choose the most aerodynamic carrier available.
4. Slow down and enjoy the scenery. Many people have become used to driving 5-10 mph above the posted speed limit. But at speeds above 55 mph, your fuel economy decreases dramatically. Slowing from 70 mph to 60 mph can improve fuel economy up to 20%, and slowing down from 65 mph to 55 mph can increase your mileage by as much as 15%. For a 200-mile trip, traveling 55 mph versus 65 mph means your trip will be less than 15 minutes longer—you save gas, arrive more relaxed, and avoid the risk of a costly (and time-consuming) speeding stop!
5. Skip the “drag race” start. Don’t jump on the gas pedal when the light turns green or at highway entrance ramps. Accelerating slowly is the most fuel-efficient way to start—and it’s better for your transmission.
6. Avoid sudden stops. Pay attention to traffic to minimize “slamming” on the brakes. Not only does this practice decrease fuel economy, it also increases wear and tear on your tires and brake pads (not to mention your neck).
7. Check your wheel alignment. Poorly aligned wheels increase road resistance which in turn reduces gas mileage.
8. Turn off the engine. Get out of the habit of letting the car idle while you “pop in” to the convenience store or post office. Not only does it waste gas—idling for more than 30 seconds uses more gas than restarting the car—it’s also hard on your engine, adds unnecessary emissions to the ozone, and increases your risk of having your car stolen. However, if you drive a hybrid, idling doesn’t waste gas because your electric motor is engaged.
9. Throw it into overdrive. If your car has overdrive gearing, use it whenever possible. Overdrive reduces engine speed and stress on the engine and improves fuel efficiency.
10. Maintain a steady speed—and use your cruise control. Every time you speed up, you use additional fuel, so if you need to pass a slower driver, do so at a constant speed. And, did you know that your cruise control is calibrated to ensure your car operates as fuel-efficiently as possible? Use it whenever you can.
11. Avoid “hypermiling”—this controversial practice of eking every possible mile per gallon advocates dangerous practices such as tailgating or “drafting,” and rolling through stop signs and red lights. But is it really worth the couple of cents of gas you might save to put yourself, your passengers, and other drivers at risk?
Finally, here are some more tips that won’t necessarily improve your gas mileage, but will ensure you spend less money on gas.

1. First and foremost, drive less! Carpool, walk, or use your bicycle whenever possible.
2. Use the right gasoline. Check your owner’s manual—according to AAA, fewer than 10% of the cars sold in the US require premium gas—so don’t spend more than you need to on high-octane fuel that your car doesn’t need.
3. Plan your trip. Planning your trip to avoid traffic and/or construction, and combine errands and appointments saves both time and gasoline. Bring along paperwork or reading materials to ensure you use your time more effectively rather than backtracking between appointments. 
4. Know where to buy the cheapest gas. Websites such as www.gasbuddy.com (where you can download an app for your smart phone) and www.fueleconomy.gov can help you find the cheapest gas in your area. But bear in mind it doesn’t pay to drive an extra 10 miles to save a couple of cents per gallon on gas. The best rule of thumb is to fill up if you’re below ½ a tank, and you see a good gas price while you’re already out.
5. Participate in a gas savings program. Supermarkets such as Stop & Shop, Kroger, and others are partnering with gas chains (or their own gas outlets) to offer cents-off savings per gallon, based on how much you spend in the store (usually $.10/gallon for every $100 spent). You have to buy groceries anyway – may as well save a little at the pump at the same time.
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