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Understanding the 1997 GMC Safari MPG: A Deep Dive Into Fuel Economy

When you’re in the market for a reliable, off �road capable vehicle that can also handle everyday driving, the 1997

GMC Safari often comes up as a top contender. This mid �size SUV, built on the sturdy Chevy/GMC 1500 platform,

offers a blend of ruggedness, practicality, and surprisingly respectable fuel economy for its era. In this

comprehensive guide, we’ll explore everything you need to know about the 1997 GMC Safari’s miles per gallon

(MPG), how it compares to modern SUVs, the factors that influence its fuel consumption, and tips for maintaining

optimal efficiency.

Why MPG Matters for a 1997 GMC Safari

Fuel economy isn’t just about the number on the dashboard; it reflects a vehicle’s overall efficiency, cost of

ownership, and environmental impact. For a 1997 GMC Safari, the MPG rating can influence everything from your

monthly fuel budget to resale value. Understanding how this SUV performs on the road helps you make an

informed decision, whether you’re buying a used model or simply curious about its legacy.

1997 GMC Safari: A Quick Overview

Engine Options and Transmission

The 1997 Safari came with two primary engine choices: a 4.3 �liter V6 and a 5.3 �liter V8. The V6, paired with a

4 �speed automatic, was the more fuel �efficient option, while the V8 offered higher torque at the expense of MPG.

Both engines were mated to a 4 �speed automatic transmission, a common choice for the time that balanced

performance and fuel economy.

Trim Levels and Features

Trim levels ranged from the base Safari to the more upscale Safari S and Safari SE. While the higher trims added

features such as power windows, air conditioning, and upgraded interiors, they also added weight, slightly affecting

the overall fuel economy. However, the impact was minimal compared to engine choice.

Dimensions and Weight

With a curb weight ranging from approximately 4,000 to 4,400 pounds depending on the trim, the 1997 Safari was

heavier than many modern compact SUVs. Its larger dimensions—about 190 inches in length and 78 inches in

width—contributed to aerodynamic drag, which plays a role in overall MPG.

Official MPG Figures for the 1997 GMC Safari

The U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) provides official fuel economy ratings for vehicles. For the 1997

GMC Safari, the EPA listed the following MPG figures:

•  4.3 �Liter V6 (4 �speed automatic): 16 MPG city / 20 MPG highway / 17 MPG combined

•  5.3 �Liter V8 (4 �speed automatic): 14 MPG city / 18 MPG highway / 15 MPG combined

These numbers are typical for a mid �size SUV from the late 1990s. While they may seem modest compared to



contemporary models, they reflect the engineering and fuel standards of the era.

Factors That Influence 1997 GMC Safari MPG

While the EPA ratings provide a baseline, real �world fuel economy can vary based on several factors:

Engine Choice

The V6 naturally outperforms the V8 in fuel efficiency. If you prioritize MPG, the 4.3 �liter engine is the clear choice.

Transmission

A 4 �speed automatic was standard, but some owners swapped to a 5 �speed automatic for improved fuel economy,

especially on highways.

Driving Conditions

•  City driving with frequent stops tends to lower MPG.

•  Highway driving, especially at steady speeds, can improve overall efficiency.

•  Off �road or heavy towing significantly reduces fuel economy.

Vehicle Load and Cargo

Adding passengers or cargo increases weight, which the engine must lift, reducing MPG.

Maintenance and Vehicle Condition

Regular maintenance—such as timely oil changes, air filter replacements, and proper tire inflation—can preserve

or even improve fuel economy. A neglected engine or worn transmission can cause significant MPG drops.

Driving Style

Aggressive acceleration, high-speed cruising, and rapid braking all consume more fuel. Smooth, consistent driving

habits help maximize MPG.

Comparing 1997 GMC Safari MPG to Modern SUVs

Let’s put the 1997 Safari’s fuel economy into perspective by comparing it to contemporary vehicles in the same

class.

•  2024 GMC Yukon: 17 MPG city / 20 MPG highway / 18 MPG combined (V6)

•  2024 Chevrolet Tahoe: 15 MPG city / 19 MPG highway / 17 MPG combined (V8)

•  2024 Ford Expedition: 17 MPG city / 20 MPG highway / 18 MPG combined (V6)

Despite the Safari’s age, its combined MPG is competitive with many modern full �size SUVs, especially when

considering that newer models benefit from advanced fuel �saving technologies like stop �start systems and more

efficient transmissions.

How to Improve MPG on a 1997 GMC Safari

Even though the Safari’s design predates many modern fuel �saving features, there are still practical steps you can

take to boost its fuel economy:

1. Keep Tires Properly Inflated

Underinflated tires increase rolling resistance. Aim for the manufacturer’s recommended pressure (usually found on

a sticker inside the driver’s door jamb).



2. Replace the Air Filter Regularly

A clogged air filter restricts airflow, causing the engine to work harder. Replacing it every 15,000–20,000 miles is a

good rule of thumb.

3. Use the Recommended Motor Oil

Using the correct viscosity reduces engine friction. The 1997 Safari’s owner’s manual recommends a 5W �30 oil.

4. Upgrade to a More Efficient Transmission

Some owners have successfully swapped the stock 4 �speed automatic for a 5 �speed automatic, which can improve

highway MPG by 1–2 points.

5. Reduce Excess Weight

Removing unnecessary items from the cargo area or opting for lighter aftermarket parts can shave a few MPG off.

6. Drive Smoothly

Avoid rapid acceleration and hard braking. Use cruise control on highways when possible.

Common Misconceptions About 1997 GMC Safari MPG

There are several myths that circulate among SUV enthusiasts. Let’s debunk a few:

Myth 1: The 1997 Safari is a gas guzzler.

While its MPG is lower than many modern hybrids, it’s not an extreme gas guzzler by industry standards.

Myth 2: All Safari models have the same fuel economy.

Engine choice and trim level impact MPG. The V6 outperforms the V8 by about 2–3 MPG on average.

Myth 3: Towing always reduces MPG drastically.

While towing does increase fuel consumption, the impact depends on the load’s weight and the towing duration. A

moderate 1,500 �pound trailer might reduce highway MPG by only 2–3 points.

Buying a 1997 GMC Safari: What to Look For Regarding Fuel Economy

If you’re considering purchasing a used 1997 Safari, here are key points to evaluate:

1. Check the Vehicle History Report

Look for any records of major repairs or engine work that could affect fuel efficiency.

2. Inspect the Engine and Transmission

Listen for rough idling, hesitation, or unusual noises. A well �maintained engine is essential for reliable MPG.

3. Verify the Oil Change History

Frequent oil changes indicate attentive maintenance, which can translate to better fuel economy.

4. Test Drive for Fuel Efficiency

Ask the seller for recent fuel receipts. A vehicle that consistently meets or exceeds the EPA rating is a good sign.

5. Consider Upgrades

Ask about any aftermarket modifications—such as a higher �efficiency transmission or upgraded tires—that could

improve MPG.



Alternative Fuel Options for the 1997 GMC Safari

While the Safari was designed for gasoline, some owners have explored alternative fuels:

1. Ethanol (E85)

Using E85 can increase fuel economy slightly, but the engine must be compatible. Some V8 models were

factory �equipped to run on E85.

2. Hybridization

Although rare, a few enthusiasts have retrofitted the Safari with a hybrid system. This involves significant cost and

engineering, but the result is a noticeable MPG boost.

Maintenance Checklist to Preserve 1997 GMC Safari MPG

Here’s a quick reference to keep your Safari running efficiently:

1.  Oil and Filter: Every 3,000–5,000 miles

2.  Air Filter: Every 15,000–20,000 miles

3.  Fuel Filter: Every 30,000 miles

4.  Spark Plugs: Every 30,000–40,000 miles

5.  Tire Rotation: Every 6,000–8,000 miles

6.  Brake Inspection: Every 12,000 miles

7.  Transmission Fluid: Every 30,000–60,000 miles (depending on usage)

Adhering to this schedule helps maintain optimal engine performance and fuel efficiency.

Future Outlook: The Legacy of the 1997 GMC Safari MPG

The 1997 GMC Safari stands as a testament to the era’s focus on durability and utility. While its fuel economy may

not rival today’s advanced hybrids or electric SUVs, it remains a viable option for those seeking a rugged,

dependable vehicle at an affordable price point.

As automotive technology evolves, the importance of MPG continues to grow. Modern SUVs incorporate

lightweight materials, turbocharged engines, and advanced transmissions—all designed to reduce fuel

consumption. Nevertheless, the 1997 Safari’s MPG remains respectable when considering its size, weight, and the

engineering capabilities of the late 1990s.

Conclusion: Balancing Fuel Economy and Functionality

For anyone evaluating the 1997 GMC Safari, the vehicle’s MPG is an essential factor but not the sole determinant

of its value. With a 4.3 �liter V6 engine offering 16 MPG city and 20 MPG highway, the Safari delivers a balanced

blend of performance and efficiency for its class. By understanding the factors that influence fuel economy—engine

type, maintenance, driving habits—and by implementing practical upgrades and upkeep, owners can maximize the

Safari’s MPG.

Ultimately, the 1997 GMC Safari remains a solid choice for buyers who need a capable SUV that can handle both

daily commutes and off �road adventures, all while maintaining a respectable fuel economy for its age and size.
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