
It's been mentioned a few times in these pages that I generally work on cars in order to earn money to spend on bikes. In the past, I've only dealt with racing cars, but now I'm working on production car engine design for the first time.  This means that, when it comes to the production bike engines of tomorrow, I have seen the future - and it's shite.

Modern road car engine designers are over a barrel with their balls in a bulldog clip because of savagely tight emissions legislation, none of which applies to bikes - yet. Emissions stuff isn't just a final little tweak applied to a car engine these days, it takes over the entire design process. For example, you can't have a good air-filter or ram-air system on a car engine, as all of the inlet system must be designed to prevent emissions of UHC (unburned hydrocarbons, as in raw fuel, or any oil mist coming out of crankcase or gearbox breathers, or even the petrol filler cap - it's all routed into the engine by means of some sort of purge  system so it can be stored, then burnt off when the catalysts are good and hot). Also, you don’t see a nice 4-into-2-into-one exhaust system on a new car as they run what are known as "close-coupled catalysts", i.e. the cat is stuffed up as near to the engine as possible so that it warms up more quickly and thus gets the all-important "light-off" time down. Those are just two very minor areas of engine tuning, and you can see that the designer has already lost about 15% of his best-effort power before he even starts. Bike engine designers are no more or less clever than car engine designers, but they are all wearing racing Reeboks whilst  car engine men are competing in a sack race.

Don't be tempted to laugh this off and forget it - it's only a matter of time before the eco-nutters get hold of bikes, and we will all have to put up with this bollocks, when bike engines will have less power, poorer economy, more weight, and more complication and expense - but they will conform to asinine laws dreamt up by vegetarians. You have been warned.

In the good old days not so long ago, production car engine designers, rather like bike engine designers now, could get all enthusiastic and pretend that they were designing their own little Grand Prix racing engine. Only later might the bean-counters and other suit-wearers bully them into a few compromises to keep the manufacturing costs or fuel consumption down. Now, however, the process is exactly reversed. Every last bit of the engine is designed solely with emissions legislation in mind, and crucial to this is keeping the cats  happy.  Note that I said “emissions legislation” and not just “emissions”, because engineers could easily design much more economical and cleaner-running engines if they were not hamstrung by laws drawn up by  former school dimwits who got history of art or sociology degrees from university, are now in government, and think they know more about engines than engineers do.

Politicians can’t understand when an engineer talks about lean-burn combustion or stratified charges. 

They don't know that they could burn a few hedge-clippings and  create more emissions than an M40 traffic jam. They certainly don't  live under the Heathrow flight-path............

When a tree-hugging tosspot whose father owns a platinum mine says “engines bad, catalysts good” a few times, though, they jump in with alacrity and draw up some laws. These laws are unbelievably, savagely, tight. For example, the emissions test for evaporation of hydrocarbons is very simple - you just lock a car in a sealed chamber for a day and a machine electronically "sniffs" the air to check for gases. The acceptable levels of UHC given off, however, are so low that bumpers made of certain plastic compounds will fail it by themselves because of their funny smell, and a few drops of oil spilled  around the filler cap will have the sensing unit doing back somersaults like the drug-sniffer dogs at the airport. The car has to be steam-cleaned thoroughly before the test, therefore, and you can't even think about a splash of WD40 to keep the spark plugs dry. The whole vehicle has to pass a test which my jeans would fail.

Only right at the end of the engine development process, when all the emissions standards laws have been met,  might the engineers get the chance to tweak the fuelling a bit at the top end for a bit of extra power at the expense of more pollutants (legislation only requires emissions to be checked around a low-speed urban cycle). Ironically, though, this means that engines are richened up excessively at the top end not for power but  just to keep the cats from overheating - and it's no good moving the cats further down to a cooler part of the pipe because then the light-off time would increase dramatically and the engine would fail the emissions test. This is what happens when, instead of getting engineers to design engines, you get a bunch of politicians, tree-huggers, and sandal-wearers thinking that they know better.

If you've got a Blade or an R1 or whatever, look after it with extra special care, with a view to keeping it for the next twenty years - bikes may not get any better, ever. Try not to be upset. It could be that this turn of the century will be seen as the golden era of motorcycling, a brilliant window between the Dark Ages of slow, oily grotboxes that needed a major service every 300 miles (up to 1965), and the Brave New World of mass-produced electric trikes (from 2005 onwards - leading to the banning of all powered two-wheelers in 2010). Spring is here, it's a great time to be alive, so get out there and enjoy it – while you still can.


