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The BMW N47 engine represents a pivotal era in the history of Bavarian diesel engineering. Introduced in 2007 as

the successor to the venerable but aging M47, the N47 was designed to push the boundaries of thermal efficiency,

weight reduction, and power density. However, despite its technological advancements, it remains one of the most

discussed and debated engines in the automotive community due to its complex maintenance requirements and

notorious design vulnerabilities. This comprehensive technical analysis explores the architecture of the N47, its

legendary timing chain issues, its comparison to both its predecessors and the larger N57, and its potential for high-

performance tuning.

Architectural Overview: The Evolution from M47 to N47

The transition from the M47 to the N47 was not merely an incremental update; it was a fundamental redesign.

BMW's primary goal was to improve fuel economy and reduce CO2 emissions to meet increasingly stringent Euro

5 and Euro 6 standards. To achieve this, several key changes were implemented:

•  Aluminum Alloy Crankcase: Unlike the cast-iron blocks found in earlier M47 iterations, the N47 utilized an 

aluminum alloy (AlSiCu3) crankcase with thermally sprayed iron layers on the cylinder walls. This significantly 

reduced weight while maintaining structural integrity.

•  Modular Design: The N47 adopted a modular approach, sharing design philosophy with its six-cylinder sibling, 

the N57. This allowed for streamlined manufacturing and shared components across different vehicle classes.

•  Common Rail Injection: The engine utilized third-generation common rail technology. Lower-output variants 

used solenoid valve injectors (1,600 to 1,800 bar), while high-output variants (like the 123d and 125d) employed 

piezoelectric injectors capable of 2,000 bar pressure for finer fuel atomization.

•  Relocated Timing Gear: In a move that would define the engine's legacy, BMW moved the timing chain 

assembly from the front of the engine to the rear (the flywheel side).

Technical Specifications and Variant Breakdown

The N47 was produced in several displacements and power outputs, primarily based on the 2.0-liter N47D20

platform. There was also a smaller 1.6-liter variant (N47D16) for specific markets and entry-level models.

Understanding the variations is crucial for identifying specific maintenance schedules and tuning potential.



Variant Displacement Power Output Torque Output Turbocharger 
Configuration

N47D20K1 1,995 cc 116 hp (85 kW) 260 Nm Single VNT (Variable 
Nozzle Turbine)

N47D20U1 1,995 cc 143 hp (105 kW) 320 Nm Single VNT

N47D20O1 1,995 cc 177 - 184 hp 350 - 380 Nm Single VNT (High 
Pressure)

N47D20T1 1,995 cc 204 - 218 hp 400 - 450 Nm Twin-Turbo 
(Sequential)

The Timing Chain Controversy: A Deep Dive into Failure Modes

No discussion of the BMW N47 is complete without addressing the timing chain failure. This issue specifically

affects engines produced between 2007 and late 2011, though later units are not entirely immune. The relocation of

the chain to the rear of the engine meant that any service required the complete removal of the engine,

exponentially increasing labor costs.

Root Causes of Failure

The failure is typically attributed to several engineering factors working in tandem:

1.  Sharp Sprocket Teeth: Early N47 crankshafts featured drive sprockets with overly sharp teeth. These teeth 

would cause excessive wear on the chain links, leading to elongation (often incorrectly called "stretching").

2.  Guide Rail Material: The plastic guides intended to dampen chain vibration were prone to becoming brittle 

over time due to heat cycles and long oil change intervals.

3.  Hydraulic Tensioners: The tensioning mechanism relied on oil pressure. If oil quality degraded or pressure 

fluctuated, the chain would slap against the guides, eventually snapping.

Symptoms and Identification

Drivers should be vigilant for a specific rhythmic "marbles in a tin can" or "shuffling" sound coming from the rear of

the engine bay, especially between 1,500 and 2,500 RPM. If the chain snaps while the engine is running, the valves

will collide with the pistons, leading to catastrophic internal damage that often necessitates a complete engine

rebuild or replacement.

Comparison: N47 vs. M47 and N57

When selecting a used BMW, many enthusiasts weigh the pros and cons of the N47 against its predecessor (M47)

and its larger sibling (N57). The following matrix highlights the critical differences.



Feature BMW M47 BMW N47 BMW N57

Configuration I4 (4-Cylinder) I4 (4-Cylinder) I6 (6-Cylinder)

Timing Chain Location Front Rear Rear

Block Material Cast Iron / Aluminum Aluminum Aluminum

Efficiency Moderate High High (Performance-
oriented)

Main Weakness Swirl Flaps / Turbo Timing Chain Carbon Buildup / Rod 
Bearings

Thermodynamics and Efficiency: Why the N47 Still Matters

Despite the reliability concerns, the N47 was a masterpiece of efficiency. It integrated EfficientDynamicsfeatures,

such as brake energy regeneration and start-stop technology. From a thermodynamic perspective, the N47

achieved a high effective pressure (BMEP) through precise fuel injection and optimized air intake paths. The use of

offset crankshafts and balance shafts reduced internal friction and secondary vibrations, making it surprisingly

smooth for a four-cylinder diesel.

Technical experts often calculate the efficiency of these engines using the Brake Specific Fuel Consumption 

(BSFC)model. The N47 consistently demonstrated BSFC figures that rivaled much newer engines, explaining why

BMW continued to refine the block into the B47 series.

Tuning the N47: Pushing Beyond 350hp

While the standard N47D20O1 produces around 184 hp, the platform has significant headroom for modifications.

Reaching the 350hp mark mentioned in technical snippets requires a systematic approach to hardware and

software upgrades.

Stage 1: ECU Remapping

A simple software optimization can usually push the 184 hp variant to approximately 220-230 hp and 450 Nm of

torque without hardware changes. This focuses on optimizing rail pressure, boost targets, and injection timing.

Stage 2: Bolt-on Modifications

To go further, the following components must be addressed:

•  Intercooler: The stock intercooler is prone to heat soak. Upgrading to a larger front-mount unit (FMIC) is 

essential for maintaining dense air intake.

•  Downpipe: Replacing the Diesel Particulate Filter (DPF) with a high-flow downpipe reduces backpressure 

(strictly for off-road/track use in many jurisdictions).

•  EGR Delete: Eliminating the Exhaust Gas Recirculation system prevents carbon buildup in the intake manifold.

Stage 3+: Extreme Tuning (350hp+)

Achieving 350hp on a 2.0L diesel requires extreme measures:

•  Hybrid Turbochargers: A larger compressor wheel and reinforced bearings are necessary to handle the higher 

boost pressures (above 2.5 bar).



•  High-Pressure Fuel Pump (HPFP): The R90 pump from the N57 engine is a common retrofit to provide the 

necessary fuel volume.

•  Upgraded Injectors: Piezo injectors from the 125d or custom-calibrated units are required to deliver enough 

fuel in the short injection window.

Field Guide: Preventive Maintenance and Troubleshooting

If you own or are considering purchasing an N47-equipped BMW, following a strict maintenance protocol is the only

way to ensure longevity. Standard BMW Service Indicators (CBS) often suggest 20,000-mile intervals; however,

technical experts recommend much more frequent intervention.

The 8,000-Mile Oil Rule

To protect the timing chain and turbocharger, oil changes should be performed every 8,000 miles (13,000 km). High-

quality synthetic oil meeting BMW LL-04 specifications is mandatory. Frequent oil changes prevent the buildup of

soot and contaminants that act as abrasives on the timing chain pins.

Intake Manifold and Swirl Flaps

While improved over the M47, the N47 can still suffer from carbon buildup in the intake tract. This restricts airflow

and can cause the swirl flap mechanism to stick. Proactive cleaning of the intake manifold using ultrasonic baths or

walnut blasting every 60,000 miles is highly recommended.

Visual and Auditory Inspection Checklist

1.  Cold Start Sound: Listen for a metallic rattling for the first 3 seconds after a cold start. This indicates a failing 

tensioner.

2.  DPF Regeneration: Monitor the frequency of DPF regenerations. If they occur every 100 miles, the engine 

may be running rich or the DPF is reaching the end of its service life.

3.  Vibration Dampener: The front crank pulley (harmonic balancer) is made of rubber and metal. Inspect for 

cracks in the rubber, as failure can lead to the loss of power steering and alternator function.

Engine Rebuild Procedures for Timing Chain Failure

If the worst occurs, an engine rebuild is a complex but manageable task for a qualified technician. The procedure

generally follows these steps:

Step 1: Engine Removal

Due to the rear-mounted chain, the engine and transmission must be dropped as a single unit using a powertrain

lift. The cooling system, AC refrigerant, and electrical harnesses must be disconnected first.

Step 2: Cylinder Head Inspection

Once the head is removed, technicians must check for bent valves and cracked valve guides. In many cases, the

rocker arms are designed to snap to protect the valves, but this is not a guarantee of safety.

Step 3: Updating the Crankshaft

For pre-2011 models, it is often necessary to replace the crankshaft with the updated part number (ending in 122)

which features the modified sprocket profile. Installing a new chain on an old, sharp sprocket will lead to premature

failure of the replacement part.

Step 4: Installation of the Modified Kit

BMW released several iterations of the timing chain kit. The latest versions include modified guides (longer and



made of different composite materials) and a revised hydraulic tensioner with a stronger internal spring.

Broader Implications for the Automotive Industry

The N47 engine serves as a case study in the trade-offs between aggressive engineering goals and long-term

reliability. By pushing for a more compact and lightweight design, BMW created an engine that offered class-

leading performance and economy but introduced a "built-in" failure point that required massive recalls and service

bulletins across Europe and Asia. For the consumer, it highlights the importance of looking beyond brochure

specifications and investigating the underlying mechanical architecture. Today, many N47 engines are still on the

road, having covered well over 200,000 miles. These success stories are almost exclusively found in vehicles

where owners bypassed the official long-life service intervals in favor of old-school, rigorous maintenance. As we

move further into the era of electrification, the N47 remains a testament to the peak of diesel complexity—a

machine of incredible capability that demands an equally incredible level of care.
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