
WHAT IS BIODIESEL? 
 
Biodiesel is a biofuel for diesel engines derived from vegetable oils. The biodiesel 
chemistry includes methyl, ethyl and alkyl esters.  
 
It has also been registered as a fuel additive in the Environmental Protection Agency 
(US EPA).  
 
It may be used as 100% biodiesel (B100), as a petrodiesel blending fluid (B20) or as an 
additive in a lower concentation (1% to 5%). Thus biodiesel does not replace, but rather 
supplements petrodiesel. 
 

CHEMICAL COMPOSITION OF BIODIESEL 

 
 
 

THE BIODIESEL 
 
Biodiesel is an alternative fuel to petrodiesel. It is obtained out of renewable natural 
resources, such as vegetable oil, tallow, and recyclable edible oil. Raw materials 
include: soybean, castor, cotton, sunflower, corn oil and tallow. Soybean oil was used 
for the ASA/USB/NBB biodiesel project.  
 
Chemically, biodiesel is a fatty-acid mono-alkyl ester derived from long natural lipid 
chains. Biodiesel is typically obtained by mixing vegetable oil or tallow with methanol 
or ethanol as a catalyst, resulting in glycerin and biodiesel. Methanol is used in this 
project for vegetable oil esterification and is chemically known as methyl ester. It has 
been registered as pure fuel / additive with the United States Environmental Protection 
Agency and it has been authorized for business use.  
 
Biodiesel is an alternative fuel that can be used as pure biodiesel, or mixed with 
petrodiesel in compression engines. Biodiesel chemistry and physical properties are 
similar to petrodiesel. Pure biodiesel (100%) specifications are described in Table l. 
They are subject to approval by the United States ASMT as well as by the International 
Standard Organization (ISO). Similar biodiesel specs have been established by the 
German, Austrian and French authorities.  
 
 



Biodiesel may be used as follows:  
 

 pure (B100)  
 mixed with petrodiesel (B20)  
 as an additive (1% to 5%) to petrodiesel  
 as alternative fuel to kerosene or diesel fuel (#1 / #2)  

 
Biodiesel Specifications in the US (as from July 1996) 
 
 
 

 
 
+ These specifications will be approved by ASTM. A number of tests have been 
undertaken on B20 mixed with 80% petrodiesel. Pure biodiesel can also be used. Blends 
containing >20% biodiesel should be evaluated on an individual basis.  
 
++ Or the equivalent ASTM test method.  
 
# Australian update of USDA test method. 


