VIEWPOINT

High-mileage engine
oils might provide a
lasting “repair” on
some vehicles with
oil consumption.

LUBRICATION BASICS

Losing It

by Jack Snavely

Long gone are the days when one pulled
into a service station and someone filled
the tanlk with gasoline, washed the win-
dows and checked the oil level. Since most
of us now do these things ourselves, your
customers are responsible for filling their
gasoline tanks, washing the windows and
checking the motor oil level at each fill-up.
Realistically, though, the tank gets filled
—and that’s it. So, how do you let your
customers know that they may be losing
it — the motor oil in their car, that is? It
is important to let your customers know
when  their
car is leaking
oil, and it can
be helpful to
give them an
idea where it
might be go-
ing. Though
the oil loss is
either an inter-
nal leak or an external leak, the source of
the oil leak might prove elusive.

The first thing you'll have to determine
is if your customers are really losing it.
Consider this anecdote: John Lubeman
goes on a long highway trip for the family
vacation, He checled the oil before leay-
ing and found it right at full. Halfway to
his destination, John checks the oil and is
surprised to find it a little low. He begins
to wonder if he has an oil leak or if there
is excessive oil consumption with his car.
John tops up the oil level and continues
to drive to his destination, albeit a little
more cautiously. John is surprised that he
does not use any mare oil on the trip. He
returns home and still has not lost a drop.
Did he receive a bad batch of 0il? Does he
need to have his car inspected? Did his
car just play a trick on him?

Changing Driving Habits

Can Give Perceived Oil Loss
What I neglected to tell you about Mr.
Lubeman is that he normally drives his
minivan from home to work each day
and occasionally goes home for lunch,
John lives only two miles from his work-
place. That can be four very short trips
every day! John's car never travels long
enough to adequately heat the engine oil.
Running with a rich fuel mixture at start-
up allows more raw fuel and products of
incomplete combustion to contaminate
the engine oil. Water from combustion
also collects in the motor il as the cool
temperatures of the engine allow for
more accumulation of condensation of
the engine “blow-by” gases. After a cou-
ple months, the engine oil level might be
full or even over full in spite of John's ve-
hicle losing a small amount of oil through
combustion.

Most drivers like John will just figure
they have a “tight” car as the oil level stays
full or near full most of the time. Unfor-
tunately for John, he does not realize that
his vehicle might be consuming some oil,
vet the consumption is masked by the
fuel and water contamination. Once the
oil reaches operating temperature, such
as on a long highway trip, much of the
water and unburned fuel boil away, per-
haps taking a little of the motor oil with
them. The end result looks like unusual
oil consumption although it really is not
unusual. That is why John can travel the
final three-quarters of his trip without
any noticeable oil consumption.

Internal or External Losses
It is by design that an engine loses some
oil with every revolution of the engine.
This small amount of oil helps lubricate
the piston rings and cylinder but is ex-

posed to combustion temperatures in the
process. How much oil is normally lost
depends on the engine design.

One should consult the vehicle manu-
facturer if you suspect abnormal oil con-
sumption. If one has abnormal il con-
sumption, it may be internal or external.

External Losses

A quick inspection of a vehicle, or the
pavement under a vehicle, will identify
some external oil leaks, However, one
must be diligent to identify the source.
Failure to properly identify could result
in unnecessary repairs. One might con-
sider cleaning the engine and even us-
ing dyes in the oil to identify the source
of elusive leaks. Keep in mind that the
evidence of a leak might not be near the
actual source. A clogged or inoperative
positive crankcase ventilation (PCV)
system could lead to oil consumption by
increasing crankcase pressures and forc-
ing oil from the gaskets and seals. Crank-
case breather elements, PCV valves and
related items should be inspected and
replaced as needed or as recommended
by the vehicle manufacturer to prevent
these issues. If there are no signs of ex-
ternal losses, the oil loss is likely internal.
One can expect that locating the internal
oil loss will be more difficult.

Internal Oil Consumption
Internal oil consumption was mast no-
ticeable in the past when one could see
blue smoke exiting the tail pipe. Howev-
er, even if blue smoke is not apparent, an
internal leak might still exist. The most
likely sources of internal oil consump-
tion are worn valve guides and worn pis-
ton rings. A “leakdown” test or compres-
sion test might help identify the source
of the leak.
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