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Abstract 

Reducing the environmental impacts of fossil fuels in transportation requires a transition to 

sustainable fuel technologies. This paper examines a range of alternative fuels, including fossil 

fuels, electric vehicles (EVs), biodiesel, hydrogen fuel cells, methanol, and natural gas vehicles, 

presenting a comprehensive analysis of each fuel type’s current capabilities, benefits, and 

limitations. Through an overview of findings from global energy bodies and recent research, the 

study emphasizes the importance of infrastructure improvements and policy frameworks that 

support a diversified energy portfolio, leading the way toward cleaner and more sustainable 

transportation. 
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1.0 Introduction 

The transportation sector is a primary driver of greenhouse gas emissions due to its significant 

reliance on fossil fuels. Reports from the International Energy Agency (IEA) indicate that 

emissions from this sector contribute substantially to global CO₂ levels, creating a need for cleaner, 

low-emission energy sources [1-24]. Alternatives such as electric power, biodiesel, hydrogen, and 

methanol are gaining attention for their potential to lower greenhouse gases and reduce 

dependency on non-renewable resources. 

Across the globe, governments and research institutions are prioritizing these alternative fuels, 

each of which has unique benefits and limitations in terms of scalability and practical application 

[25-30]. For instance, while electric vehicles (EVs) provide a solution with no tailpipe emissions, 

widespread adoption is limited by infrastructure needs and battery life cycles [31-50]. Biodiesel 

and other biofuels, though renewable, face challenges with production scale and feedstock 

availability [51-70]. Hydrogen fuel cells, seen as ideal for heavy-duty applications, are still 

progressing in terms of storage technology and cost-effectiveness [71-83]. Additionally, options 

like methanol and natural gas bring specific advantages but also face sustainability and 

infrastructure constraints [23, 64]. 

This review synthesizes recent studies and global perspectives on these fuels, evaluating the 

challenges, potential pathways, and key advancements necessary for their integration into the 

transportation sector. 

 



 

 

2. Fossil Fuels: Established Yet Environmentally Burdensome 

Despite progress in alternative energy, fossil fuels remain the dominant energy source for 

transportation due to established infrastructure and affordability [2, 4, 11]. However, the 

environmental costs of fossil fuels, including pollution and greenhouse gas emissions, underscore 

the need for a cleaner energy transition. The U.S. Department of Energy highlights fossil fuel 

emissions as a key contributor to global warming, while projections from the U.S. Energy 

Information Administration suggest that dependency may persist without significant changes [2, 

4]. 

Fossil fuels, known for their high energy density and reliability, are increasingly under scrutiny for 

their environmental toll. Regulatory bodies like the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) are 

advocating for stricter emissions standards and investments in cleaner energy solutions [3]. 

 

3. Electric Vehicles (EVs): Emission-Free But Dependent on Infrastructure 

Electric vehicles are a critical part of the shift toward sustainable transportation, known for 

producing no direct emissions and thus significantly improving air quality in urban areas. 

According to the European Alternative Fuels Observatory [5] and U.S. Department of Energy [9], 

EVs help reduce pollution levels in densely populated regions. However, issues such as limited 

charging networks, battery durability, and resource-intensive production processes remain [74, 

75]. 

The National Renewable Energy Laboratory stresses that a more extensive charging network is 

essential for greater adoption of EVs, addressing concerns over range and charging accessibility 

[74]. Although EVs reduce tailpipe emissions, the environmental impact of battery production—

including the mining of rare earth elements—presents additional sustainability challenges. The 

Union of Concerned Scientists emphasizes that using renewable energy for charging would 

enhance the environmental benefits of EVs [75]. 

 

4. Biodiesel: Renewable, but with Production Constraints 

Biodiesel provides a renewable and biodegradable alternative to petroleum-based diesel, made 

from biological materials like vegetable oils and animal fats. The National Biodiesel Board 

supports biodiesel for its capacity to reduce greenhouse gas emissions while promoting agricultural 

sectors [7]. However, Bournay et al. stress that quality control is crucial to ensure the fuel's 

reliability and safety across applications [27]. 

While biodiesel has considerable environmental advantages, scaling production to meet global 

transportation needs is challenging due to limited feedstock resources and competition with food 

supplies, which can restrict production capacity [32]. The National Renewable Energy Laboratory 



 

 

notes that while biodiesel is compatible with existing diesel engines, its broader adoption will 

require sustainable feedstock options [19, 18]. 

 

5. Hydrogen and Fuel Cells: Sustainable But Storage-Intensive 

Hydrogen fuel cells present a promising zero-emission energy solution, particularly for heavy-duty 

transportation. According to the U.S. Department of Energy, hydrogen fuel cells emit only water, 

making them an ideal choice for reducing emissions [10]. Research by Haeseong and Jang-Juan 

investigates the current status and future potential of hydrogen fuel cells, highlighting challenges 

associated with storage and cost [62]. 

The need for extensive hydrogen production and distribution infrastructure remains a significant 

challenge. The Union of Concerned Scientists points out that substantial investment is needed to 

establish and maintain this infrastructure [83]. Although hydrogen has a high energy density, 

methods of compression and liquefaction for storage are energy-intensive and costly, complicating 

logistics and increasing overall costs [10]. 

 

6. Methanol and Natural Gas Vehicles: Niche Solutions with Infrastructure Needs 

Methanol and natural gas represent additional options in the pursuit of sustainable fuels for 

transportation. Methanol, as described by the Methanol Institute [23], can be derived from natural 

gas, biomass, and other resources, making it a viable, economical option for regions with abundant 

natural gas reserves. However, its lower energy density compared to gasoline and the distribution 

infrastructure required limit its current applications [66]. 

Natural gas has gained traction for its relatively cleaner combustion compared to gasoline and 

diesel. According to Natural Gas Vehicles for America, natural gas is effective in reducing 

emissions and supporting domestic energy independence [65]. Ahn and Lee's research highlights 

the infrastructure needs and economic implications of transitioning to natural gas [72-86]. 

 

7. Conclusion 

This review highlights the variety of alternative fuel technologies available for transportation and 

their potential to enable a more sustainable future. While fossil fuels are deeply embedded in global 

infrastructure, environmental concerns drive the need for a shift toward cleaner energy. EVs and 

hydrogen fuel cells show substantial promise, but both require improvements in infrastructure and 

technology. Biodiesel, methanol, and natural gas provide additional options, though each faces 

unique challenges in terms of scalability, costs, and infrastructure needs. 



 

 

Moving forward, the development of alternative fuels will depend on strong policy support, 

increased investment in research and infrastructure, and public engagement. A diversified, multi-

fuel approach is likely necessary to meet the diverse needs of the transportation sector and 

maximize environmental benefits across different vehicle types and uses. 
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