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F E A T U R E

Choosing between diesel and petrol cars comes down to how you 
drive and what you look for in your set of wheels.

BLACK GOLD
 WOR DS  

 YA N G 

Just about 15 years 
ago, the only 
diesel passenger 
cars on our roads 

were taxis. Buying a 
diesel car for personal 
use was something 
most motorists would 
hardly consider. Diesel 
engines were perceived 
as polluting and noisy, 
with usage limited to 
industrial applications.

Fast-forward to the 
present and things have 

changed considerably. 
Most of the major 
European automotive 
distributors have one 
– if not more – diesel-
powered vehicle in 
their model line-ups. 
So, should you consider 
diesel power when 
shopping for your next 
car? To answer that, 
you’d need to know 
the difference between 
petrol and diesel power.

A bit of science will 

help. Both petrol and 
diesel are derived 
from crude oil, a 
mixture of hundreds 
of hydrocarbons 
(compounds containing 
mostly carbon and 
hydrogen, and some 
other elements like 
nitrogen and sulphur). 
Typically, petrol has 
chains of nine carbon 
atoms, while diesel 
mostly comprises chains 
of 14 carbon atoms. 

Because of longer 
carbon chains, diesel 
packs more energy per 
unit volume compared to 
petrol, delivers greater 
power and ensures  
better mileage. 

But the biggest 
difference to the driver 
is the way power is 
delivered. Diesel engines, 
which tend to be 
turbocharged, produce 
a lot more torque at a 
lower revolutions per 
minute (or rpm), and 
have a narrower power 
band. In comparison, an 
equivalent petrol engine 
will produce less torque 
– but more horsepower – 
over a wider power band.

But what does this 
mean to the average 
driver? With today’s 
multi-speed automatic 
transmission, keeping 
a diesel engine in that 
lower, narrower power 
band rpm is no longer 
an issue. Plus lower 
rpm equals less noise. 
However, the same 
applies to high-revving 
petrol engines, which can 
now use the numerous 
gears to keep the rpm up 
in the sweet spot.

So the rule of thumb 
is that petrol engines 
might be more suited to 
sporty applications where 
high horsepower (and 
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stands, diesel fuel prices 
in Singapore are around 
42 per cent lower than 
that of 92 RON petrol. 
However, the road tax 
payable for a diesel car is 
more than that of a petrol 
automobile with the 
same engine capacity. 
The additional tax 
payable is 20 cents per 
engine cubic centimetre 
(for a Euro 5 compliant 
vehicle), which works 
out to around double 
for a 1.6-litre car ($1,384 
versus $744).

Back-of-napkin 
calculations put the 
break-even point for 
diesel versus petrol 
at 15,000km per year, 
assuming 15km/L 
efficiency for the diesel 
and 12km/L for the 
petrol. The only thing to 
note is that these Euro 
V cars might need low 
sulphur diesel fuel. Not 
a problem in Singapore, 
but across the Causeway, 
not all gas stations may 
have it.

So the bottomline is 
that there is probably no 
definitive answer as to 
whether to go with diesel 
or petrol. It all depends 
on how you drive and 
what you expect from the 
car you own.

high rpms) and a rousing 
exhaust note is important, 
while diesel might be 
better for daily, about-
town driving situations.

Another point to note 
is that diesel engines 
tend to be about 20 
per cent more fuel 
economical than their 
petrol counterparts. 
Combined with 
cheaper cost per litre 
(in Singapore, diesel 
is about 70 cents less 
per litre), diesel power 
is the way to go if one 
clocks a lot of mileage 
per year. This is the 
reason why buses and 
industrial vehicles tend 
to be diesel-powered. 
Plus these vehicles tend 
to be heavily loaded and 
speed is not a concern 
– hence, torque would 
be more useful than 
horsepower.

And while diesel 
engines from a decade 
ago could be 50 times 
“dirtier” than a petrol 
engine, nowadays, diesel 
is cleaner than petrol in 
terms of CO2 emissions. 

So does that mean we 
should all rush out and 
buy a diesel car? Well, 
it depends. You need 
to ask yourself a few 
questions first. Do you 
drive a fair bit? Do you 
want the thrill of revving 
high and listening 
to an invigorating 

COMBINED WITH 
CHEAPER COST 

PER LITRE...  
DIESEL POWER IS 

THE WAY TO GO 
IF ONE CLOCKS A 
LOT OF MILEAGE 
PER YEAR. THIS 
IS THE REASON 

WHY BUSES AND 
INDUSTRIAL 

VEHICLES TEND 
TO BE DIESEL-

POWERED. 

exhaust note? Despite 
advancements in 
technology, diesels still 
emit a telltale “rattle” that 
some car owners might 
find annoying.

Then there’s the matter 
of dollars and cents. As it 

If you’re in a diesel car, you 
can’t help but notice that 
the sound of the engine 
is different from that of a 

regular petrol vehicle. There 
is a distinctive knocking 

sound emitted, particularly 
when idle. What causes 

this? The quick answer is 
the way combustion occurs 

in the engine.
In petrol cars, fuel is 

mixed with air and then 
compressed before an 
electrical spark ignites 
the mixture. In a diesel 
engine, the air is first 

compressed, then fuel 
is introduced into the 

cylinder, and the heat from 
the compressed air ignites 
the fuel without needing 
an electric ignition. The 

knocking sound is in 
part due to the injection 

of fuel to the process. 
There is a short time lag 

between the moment the 
fuel is introduced and 

combustion occurring, and 
the sudden increase in 

pressure and temperature 
causes the distinctive 

diesel “knock”.

WHAT 
CAUSES 

THE 
DIESEL 

KNOCK?


