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THE 1997 GMC
SAFARI: A LOOK
BACK AT FUEL
ECONOMY AND
PRACTICALITY

When discussing
minivans from the
1990s, the 1997 GMC
Safari often emerges
as a unique contender.
Unlike its car-based
competitors, the Safari
was built on a truck
chassis, making it a
favorite for those
needing serious towing
capacity and cargo
space. However, a
central question for
any owner or buyer
remains: what was the

real-world 1997 GMC
Safari MPG like?
Understanding its fuel
economy is essential
for appreciating its
place in automotive
history and for making
informed decisions if
you are considering a
classic van purchase
today.

In an era when fuel
prices were relatively
low, the Safari's
consumption was
acceptable to its target
audience. Yet, for
modern enthusiasts,
the numbers can be a
point of consideration.
This article delves
deep into the official
and real-world mileage
of the 1997 GMC
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Safari, explores the
factors that influenced
its  efficiency, and
offers practical advice
for owners looking to
maximize every gallon.

ENGINE AND
DRIVETRAIN: THE
HEART OF THE
EQUATION

To understand the fuel
economy, we must first
look under the hood.
The 1997 GMC Safari
came standard with a
robust 4.3-liter Vortec
V6 engine. This
powerplant was
famously durable and
was essentially a small-
block V8 with two
cylinders cut off. It
produced a healthy
190 horsepower and
250 Ib-ft of torque. This
engine was mated to a
4-speed automatic
transmission, which
was standard for the
model year.

Why the
Vortec Vo
Affected
Fuel
Economy

The 4.3L Vortec was
known for its low-end
torque, which made
the Safari excellent for
hauling and towing.
However, this came at
a cost. The engine was
designed for work, not
for efficiency.
Compared to the V6
engines found in the
Honda Odyssey or
Toyota Previa of the
same year, the Safari's
powerplant was less
refined and consumed
more fuel per mile,
especially in stop-and-
go traffic. The engine's
pushrod design, while
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simple and reliable,
was not optimized for
the same level of fuel
atomization as more
modern overhead cam
engines of the late 90s.

Furthermore, the
drivetrain layout
played a significant
role. The 1997 GMC
Safari was available in
both rear-wheel drive
(RWD) and all-wheel
drive (AWD)
configurations. The
AWD system, while
fantastic for traction in
snow and rain, added
significant weight and
driveline friction, which
directly reduced the
1997 GMC Safari

MPG figures.
OFFICIAL EPA FUEL
ECONOMY
RATINGS

The official
Environmental
Protection Agency

(EPA) estimates for the

1997 model year
provide a baseline. It is
important to remember
that these numbers
were calculated using
the older, less
stringent EPA testing
methods that were
adjusted in later years.
For the 1997 GMC
Safari, the official
ratings were:

e City: 15 miles
per gallon (MPG)

e Highway: 19
miles per gallon
(MPG)

e Combined: 17
miles per gallon
(MPG)

These numbers applied
to the standard RWD
model. The AWD
version typically saw a
slight reduction, often
averaging 1 MPG lower
in both city and
highway cycles. For a
vehicle that weighed
over 4,000 pounds and
had the aerodynamics



of a brick, these figures
were surprisingly
competitive with other
full-size vans of the
time, such as the Ford
Econoline or Chevrolet
Express. However, they
lagged significantly
behind the car-based
minivans like the
Dodge Caravan, which
could achieve upwards
of 20 MPG in the city.

Real-
World
Fuel
Economy:
What
Oowners
Report

As with any vehicle,
the official EPA

numbers often differ
from real-world driving
conditions. According
to historical owner
forums and classic van
enthusiast groups, the
1997 GMC Safari
MPG in real-world
scenarios often sits
slightly lower than the
official estimates,
especially as vehicles
age and components
wear.

1. City Driving:
Owners
commonly report
between 12 and
14 MPG in dense
urban
environments.
The heavy
weight and large
engine
displacement
struggle with
frequent stops.

2. Highway
Cruising: On flat
highways at
speeds of 60-65
mph, many
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owners report
achieving 17-19
MPG. Pushing the
van past 70 mph
often drops the
mileage closer to
16 MPG due to
aerodynamic
drag.

3. Towing: If you
use the Safari for
its intended
purpose, towing
a boat or trailer,
expect the fuel
economy to
plummet to
between 8 and
10 MPG.

FACTORS THAT
IMPACT THE 1997
GMC SAFARI MPG

If you currently own or
are looking to purchase
a 1997 GMC Safari,
several specific factors
will heavily influence
your fuel economy.
Addressing these can
help you get closer to
the top end of the

expected range.

Maintena
nce and
Tune-Ups

The Vortec V6 is very
sensitive to
maintenance. A
neglected engine from
1997 will run rich and
inefficiently. Replacing
spark plugs, spark plug
wires, the distributor
cap, and rotor is
critical. A properly
tuned engine can see a
2-3 MPG improvement
over a poorly
maintained one.
Additionally, ensuring
the oxygen sensor is
functioning correctly is
vital for proper air-fuel
mixture.



Tire

slightly reduce rolling
resistance compared to
passenger car tires.

Pressuﬂ?iving

and

Habits

ROIIIr]gjriving a 1997 GMC

Resist

e

Given the van's weight,
tire condition is
paramount. Under-
inflated tires create
significant rolling
resistance, forcing the
engine to work harder
and burn more fuel.
Always maintain the
tire pressure at the
manufacturer's

recommended level,
which is usually found

Safari efficiently

aémJGes a gentle

touch. Because the
engine develops its
peak torque at
relatively low RPMs
(around 2,800 RPM),
you do not need to rev
the engine high to get
moving. Smooth
acceleration and
anticipating stops to
avoid hard braking are
the most effective
ways to improve your
1997 GMC Safari
MPG. Using cruise
control on the highway

on the driver's side is also highly
door jamb. Using "LT" recommended.
(Light Truck) tires,

which  have stiffer

sidewalls, can also
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Maffiteha

nce of
the EGR

System

The Exhaust Gas
Recirculation (EGR)
system on the 1997
model is prone to
carbon buildup,
especially if the van
has been used
primarily for short
trips. A clogged EGR
valve or passages can
cause the engine to
ping (pre-ignition),
which confuses the
knock sensor and
forces the computer to
retard timing, reducing
efficiency. Cleaning the
throttle body and EGR
system is a worthwhile
service interval.

SAFARI TO ITS
RIVALS

To fully appreciate the
fuel numbers, it helps
to see how the Safari
stacked up against its
contemporaries in
1997.

* 1997 Dodge
Caravan (3.0L
V6): 18 City / 24
Highway. The
Caravan was far
more efficient,
but it could not
tow or carry as
much weight.

e 1997 Ford
Windstar (3.0L
V6): 18 City / 25
Highway. The
Windstar was
another front-
wheel-drive
competitor
offering better
economy but less
rugged
durability.

e 1997 Chevrolet



Astro (Safari's
Twin): 15 City /
19 Highway.
Identical to the
Safari, as they
were
mechanically the
same vehicle.

This comparison
highlights the trade-off.
The 1997 GMC Safari
MPG was lower, but
you paid for that in
capability. The Safari
could tow up to 5,500
Ibs when properly
equipped, a figure that
dwarfed its front-
wheel-drive rivals. For
families who owned a
boat or a travel trailer,
the lower fuel economy
was an acceptable
trade-off for the utility.

TIPS TO MAXIMIZE
FUEL ECONOMY IN
YOUR 1997 SAFARI

If you own a 1997 GMC
Safari and want to save
money at the pump,

here are  specific,
actionable steps you
can take:

1. Run a Fuel
System
Cleaner:
Injectors on the
4.3L can get
clogged over
decades. A
quality cleaner
like Techron can
improve spray
patterns and
combustion.

2. Check the
Thermostat: If
the engine runs
too cold
(thermostat
stuck open), the
computer will run
in open-loop
mode, adding
extra fuel.
Ensure the 195-
degree
thermostat is
functioning.

3. Weight
Reduction: The
Safari is heavy.
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VIABRATYVOF THE
unnecessary
tools, seats, or
cargo you might
be carrying
around. Every
100 Ibs removed
can improve MPG
slightly.

4. Use Synthetic
Oil: Switching to
5W-30 synthetic
oil can reduce
internal engine
friction. This is
especially helpful
in cold climates
during winter
months.

5. Inspect the
Brakes:
Dragging brakes
create constant
friction. Ensure
your calipers are
not sticking and
that your parking
brake is fully
releasing.

SAFARI

THE LONG-TERM

Despite its thirst for
fuel, the 1997 GMC
Safari holds a special
place in the hearts of
van enthusiasts. Its
body-on-frame
construction means it
is far more durable
than unibody minivans.
While you might spend
more on gas, you are
less likely to face
catastrophic rust or
structural failure. Many
owners view the 1997
GMC Safari MPG as a
reasonable cost of
entry for a vehicle that
can easily travel over
200,000 miles with
basic care.

Furthermore, the
aftermarket support for
the 4.3L Vortec engine
is excellent. Parts are
cheap and readily
available. This keeps
the cost of ownership
low even if the cost of



fuel is high. For those
who only drive their
Safari on weekends or
for specific trips, the
fuel economy becomes
less of a daily burden.

CONCLUSION

The 1997 GMC Safari
MPG figures—ranging
from 15 MPG city to 19
MPG highway—are not
impressive by modern
standards, nor were
they class-leading in
1997. However, they
were entirely
appropriate for a
vehicle built on a truck
platform designed for
work and utility. The
4.3-liter Vortec engine
provides reliable
power, but it asks for
fuel in return.

For a classic car
enthusiast or a
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practical van owner,
understanding these
numbers is key. By
focusing on diligent
maintenance, adopting
smooth driving habits,
and keeping the
vehicle in top
mechanical condition,
it is possible to achieve
the higher end of the
fuel economy range.
Ultimately, the 1997

GMC Safari is a
machine built for a
purpose. Its fuel

consumption is a small
price to pay for the
unparalleled durability,
cargo capacity, and
towing prowess that it
offers. If you can
accept its thirst, you
will be rewarded with
one of the most
dependable vehicles of
its era.

10

1997 Gmc Safari Mpg

2023-06-19



