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Introduction

In the world of petroleum analysis, precision is not just a luxury—it’s a necessity. Whether you’re a refinery 

operator, a fuel distributor, or a quality �control technician, understanding the exact water content of petroleum 

products is vital for safety, performance, and regulatory compliance. One of the most widely accepted tools for this 

purpose is ASTM E140-12, a standard test method that provides a reliable, repeatable way to determine the water

content in fuels and other petroleum liquids. This article offers a deep dive into ASTM E140-12, covering its

purpose, methodology, practical applications, and the best practices that ensure accurate and consistent results.

What Is ASTM E140-12?

Historical Context

ASTM International, formerly the American Society for Testing and Materials, has long been a leader in developing

standards that facilitate safe, efficient, and reliable industrial practices. The original ASTM E140 standard was first

published in 1954 and has undergone several revisions to incorporate advances in instrumentation and analytical

techniques. The 2012 revision—ASTM E140-12—refined the methodology, clarified procedural steps, and updated

the equipment guidelines to reflect the technology available at the time. This version remains the most frequently

cited reference for water �content analysis in the petroleum sector.

Scope and Purpose

ASTM E140-12 is a standard practicefor measuring the water content of petroleum products, including gasoline,

diesel, jet fuel, and lubricating oils. The test method is designed to be straightforward yet robust, allowing

laboratories with varying levels of equipment to produce reliable results. The standard covers sample collection,

preparation, measurement, and reporting, ensuring that each step meets stringent quality �control requirements.

Why Is Water Content Measurement Critical?

Impact on Fuel Quality

Water in fuel can cause a range of issues—from reduced combustion efficiency to accelerated corrosion of storage

tanks and pipelines. Even trace amounts of water can lead to phase separation, resulting in the formation of sludge

that can clog filters and reduce engine performance. By accurately measuring water content, operators can take

corrective action before these problems manifest.

Safety Considerations

High water concentrations in fuels can increase the risk of explosions, especially in environments where fuel vapors

are present. Moreover, water can create hazardous conditions in storage facilities by promoting microbial growth,

which can produce corrosive acids. Compliance with ASTM E140-12 helps mitigate these safety risks by providing

a reliable benchmark for acceptable water levels.

Key Components of ASTM E140-12

Test Principles



The core principle of ASTM E140-12 is the measurement of water by detecting its density difference from the

petroleum product. The standard employs a calibrated device—most commonly a water �content meter or a

gravimetric method—to quantify the water present in a sample.

Equipment and Materials

•  Water �content meter (e.g., a calibrated hydrometer or a more sophisticated electronic analyzer)

•  Sample containers (sealed glass or high �density polyethylene bottles)

•  Temperature �controlled environment (to ensure consistent measurement conditions)

•  Standard calibration solutions (if applicable)

Procedure Overview

ASTM E140-12 outlines a clear sequence: collect the sample, prepare it for analysis, conduct the measurement,

and calculate the water content. Each step is designed to minimize contamination and ensure reproducibility.

Sample Preparation

Samples should be taken from a representative portion of the batch to avoid skewed results. They must be sealed

immediately to prevent evaporation or further absorption of moisture. In many cases, the sample is warmed to a

specified temperature before measurement to reduce viscosity and improve accuracy.

Measurement and Calculation

The standard specifies how to convert raw instrument readings into a water �content value expressed as a

percentage or as a weight per volume (e.g., mg/L). The calculation often involves subtracting the measured density

of the sample from the known density of the pure petroleum product and applying a conversion factor.

Quality Control Measures

Quality control (QC) is integral to ASTM E140-12. QC procedures include instrument calibration, running blanks,

and using control samples with known water content. By adhering to these steps, laboratories can detect drift,

contamination, or instrument malfunction early.

Step �by �Step Guide to Performing ASTM E140-12

Store the sample at a controlled temperature, typically between 20 °C and 25 °C. Avoid exposure to extreme

temperatures or direct sunlight.

Calibrate the water �content meter according to the manufacturer’s instructions. If using a gravimetric method,

calibrate the balance with certified weights.

Allow the sample to reach the calibration temperature (usually 25 °C). Use a temperature �controlled bath if

necessary.

Insert the sample into the meter or weigh it in the gravimetric setup. Record the raw reading.

Apply the conversion formula provided in the standard. For example: Water % = [(Density of Sample – Density of

Pure Petroleum) / (Density of Water – Density of Pure Petroleum)] × 100.

Run a blank measurement and a control sample with known water content. Verify that results fall within acceptable

limits.

Document the method, instrument, calibration details, temperature, raw data, calculated water content, and QC

results in a standardized report.



Interpreting the Results

Acceptable Water Content Ranges

The acceptable water content varies by fuel type and application. For instance, gasoline typically allows up to

0.02 % water, while diesel may tolerate slightly higher levels, depending on regional regulations. Always reference

the relevant regulatory or industry guideline when determining acceptability.

Reporting Standards

Reports should include the sample ID, test date, instrument details, calibration status, measured water content, and

any QC observations. Clear, concise reporting ensures that stakeholders can quickly assess compliance.

Common Challenges and Troubleshooting

Sample Contamination

Contaminants can skew results. Use high �quality containers and handle samples with gloves to prevent skin oils

from entering the sample.

Instrument Calibration

Instrument drift is a frequent source of error. Perform daily calibrations and maintain a log of calibration activities.

Environmental Factors

Temperature fluctuations can affect density readings. Conduct measurements in a temperature �controlled

environment and record the ambient temperature.

Comparison with Other ASTM Standards

ASTM D86, D2459, D2452

While ASTM E140-12 focuses on water content, other ASTM standards address related parameters:

•  ASTM D86 – Determines the flash point of petroleum products.

•  ASTM D2459 – Measures the water content in diesel fuel using a gravimetric method.

•  ASTM D2452 – Provides a method for measuring the water content in gasoline.

Choosing the right standard depends on the fuel type, required precision, and regulatory framework.

ISO Standards

Internationally, ISO 18175 offers a similar methodology for water content determination. While both ISO and ASTM

methods are comparable, local regulations often dictate which standard must be followed.

Industry Applications

Petroleum Refining

Refiners use ASTM E140-12 to monitor water levels during distillation and blending processes, ensuring product

quality and preventing corrosion.

Fuel Distribution

Distributors rely on accurate water �content data to guarantee that the fuel delivered to retailers meets safety and

performance standards.



Automotive and Aerospace

Manufacturers of engines and aircraft engines require stringent water �content limits to protect combustion chambers

and prevent mechanical failure.

Regulatory and Compliance Considerations

EPA Regulations

In the United States, the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) sets limits for water content in fuels, especially for

aviation fuels. Compliance with ASTM E140-12 helps companies meet these requirements.

ISO 9001

ISO 9001 quality management systems often incorporate ASTM standards as part of their quality control

procedures. Using ASTM E140-12 demonstrates adherence to internationally recognized testing protocols.
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