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MARINE 
METHANOL
Harbour vessels use 
conventional diesel fuel 
and coastal ships favour 
low sulphur marine gas 
oil. But both these fuels 
now have a potential 
competitor – methanol. 
Tony Jones reports

M
ethanol is not a new fuel. 
It has been used in 
motor racing for many 
decades – originally 
because of its high-
octane rating of 114. 
More recently, however, 

it has been mandated as a replacement for 
conventional gasoline due to its safety 
characteristics – particularly the fact that in 
the event of a fire methanol does not produce 
an opaque cloud of smoke.

Methanol is most commonly derived from 
methane, the chief constituent of natural gas, 
but can also be produced by the destructive 
distillation (pyrolysis) of wood, resulting 
in biomethanol, which gives it a 
valuable ‘sustainable’ cache. 

The feasibility of methanol 
as a marine fuel and the 
associated modifications 
needed to allow current 
production high speed 
diesel engines to operate 
efficiently when using it is the 
subject of the Green Pilot project, 
led by the Swedish Maritime 
Technology Forum (part of RISE 
Research Institutes of Sweden) with 
Gothenburg-based ScandiNAOS AB 
responsible for the actual engineering. 

SSPA – the Swedish Transport Agency 
– and the Swedish Maritime Administration 
are also involved. Co-financers include the 
Swedish Transport Agency, the Swedish 
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Maritime Administration and the Methanol 
Institute. A full report on the project is due  
to be published later on this year.

Compression ignition
The original development engine was spark 
ignited, but focus has now shifted to a 
compression ignition version that has been 
installed and tested in the Swedish Pilot boat 
GreenPilot. The engines were launched at the 
recent SMM exhibition in Hamburg, and the 
first delivery to a client for full scale operation 
is scheduled for January 2019. Both engines 
are based on the Scania 13L and can be 
delivered either for variable speed (propulsion) 

or single speed genset applications. Power 
output is around 300kw at 2,000rpm. 

Joakim Bomanson, 
ScandiNAOS’ development 
engineer, told The Marine 
Professional: “We are the 
world leader in system design 
and engine development for 

methanol in shipping and have 
been the technical coordinator 

for several methanol projects. 
“For example, we led the design 

work for the conversion of Stena 
Germanica to methanol operation in 2015. 

“In areas of dense marine operations such 
as harbours and docks, methanol provides 
significant benefits compared to oil-based 
fuels such as diesel, as the emissions of 
nitrogen oxides, sulphur oxides, and 
particulates are considerable reduced. 

A comparison of estimated annual 
emissions of the pilot boat fleet shows possible 
reductions of 90% for renewable methanol 
produced from pulp mill black liquor. 

“Renewable methanol can also be 
produced from forest and agricultural waste 
products as well as many other types of 
organic by products. 

“And production from captured CO2 and 
hydrogen is another feasible alternative. 

“For the near future I believe smaller 
vessels such as pilot boats, port vessels and 
working boats will be the main market. 
Infrastructure is not an issue as most 
commercial harbours would have no problem 
in setting up a local methanol bunker station.”

 
Price point
There is, however, one factor that could 
dampen enthusiasm for this new technology – 
price. At the time of writing, methanol was 
roughly 15% more expensive than marine gas 
oil and conventional diesel so local emission 
reductions would need to be of very high 
priority to justify the premium. Local legislation 
might be difficult to enact. 

The prospect of reducing greenhouse gas 
emissions in coastal and inland waters by 
replacing marine gas oil and conventional 
diesel fuel with an ultra-low emissions 
bio-based fuel ties in very well with the 
shipping industry’s efforts to cut global 
emissions either by the use of exhaust 
scrubbers on ships using heavy fuel oil or the 
conversion to low sulphur fuel for others. 

Joakim Bomanson


