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BMW branches out and goes hybrid
By Geoff Stevenson and Chris Jones

It was probably inevitable. The latest offering from BMW
is rumored to be the world's first production hybrid
motorbike.

Following the lead of Toyota and Honda, BMW has
apparently developed and put into secret production a
hybrid version of its FB00 parallel twin.

Extra weight and finding the room to install an electric
motor as well as the main gasoline propulsion part has
always difficult for a car builder, but we can only imagine
the challenge for someone manufacturing a two-wheeler.

New battery technology has solved part of the problem: It's
believed the two additional batteries weigh just 4 kilos
(about 9 lbs) each.

And where to fit the electric motor?

Although details are sketchy at this writing, some European
magazines are reporting that this has been accomplished
successfully by both modifying the FB00's airbox and
lengthening the wheelbase.

Volksmotor, a little-known German motorbike publication,
says that the FB800's fuel tank has been reshaped and resized
so that the airbox, instead of being behind the intake tracts,
now fits in the base of the fuel tank.

Having opened up some space by moving the airbox away
from the back of the engine block, BMW engineers then
supposedly stretched the wheelbase by approximately 4
inches. (Modifications to front rake and trail and the
swingarm are said to ensure that this stretched frame
handles much like the original).

Now, with about seven inches of new space in back of the
engine block, a small electric motor is fitted where the
airbox was originally located, and connected to the drive
pulley (remember, the F800 is belt-driven).

Next challenge for the engineers was where to fit the new

batteries needed to power the electric motor. The solution

was found in modified saddlebags and mounts. The sealed
batteries lie on their side in the bottom of the strengthened
saddlebags.

This has reduced volume in the bags, but the hybrid comes
with a standard top case, which restores almost all this lost
storage space. The stronger mounts mean that the
saddlebags can still hold the same luggage weight: Roughly
10 kilos (22 1bs) on each side.

It's not yet known how much power the electric motor
provides. But since the electric motor in a Honda Civic
hybrid provides 20bhp at 2,000 rpm to help power a
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2,8981b car, it’s fair to assume that the 5501b (wet) F800
Hybrid probably needs about 7-8bhp.

It's worth noting that electric motors produce relatively
more torque than their gasoline brethren. In the Civie, for
example, the motor that makes 20 bhp, produces 66Ib-ft at
anywhere from 0 to 1,160rpm.

Hybrids weren't designed for drag racing, of course, but
because maximum torque is available as soon as you
accelerate, even the 7-8bhp believed to be on tap will move
the FBOO with acceptable velocity around the city and with
virtually no noise, to boot.

Eagle-eyed readers will note the 5501b weight of the new
Beemer (about 100 lbs more than the standard bike). But
lots of bikes (including Beemers) weigh 5501b with a full
tank and lots of bigger bikes tip the scales at another 250
Ibs.

Obviously performance on the FB00 is reduced by the extra
weight, but engineers are said to be looking for ways to
both lessen the weight of the hybrid package and produce
more power from the 800cc vertical twin.

There's no indication in the Volksmotor article of how long
you can ride the hybrid around town using just the electric
motor. The cars generally move under electric power alone
at only very low speeds stop and go in heavy traffic, for
example.

We can probably assume that the new Beemer's two
cylinders will cut in at most speeds faster than a walking
pace. But even that should produce a significant
improvement in fuel economy. After all, a conventional
gasoline engine in heavy traffic consumes fuel whether
you're moving or not; the electric motor is shut off
automatically every time you stop.

Car & Driver recently (Jan., 2006) compared the fuel
consumption of Honda and Toyota hybrids with a Toyota
Scion xB and Chevrolet Cobalt LS. In city driving, the
hybrids returned 50-60mpg (Us), while their gasoline
cousins ran just 20-30 mpg.

On the highway, there are few, if any, benefits from the
hybrid. After all, if you're rolling along at 100km/h, you're
not using the electric motor at all but you still have to carry
its extra weight.

Canadian dealers say they know little about the F800
hybrid and none would even guess at a retail price.

They say they don’t know when it will be on the market in
Canada, but the Beemer Reader is reliably informed that it
will be April 1.






