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Poorly fitted aerodynamic kit could be 
costing hauliers dear, but significant  

savings could be made by getting it right
By Colin Barnett

Spoiler alert

MORE THAN HALF the trucks operating on UK 
roads could be wasting significant amounts of cash by 
failing to optimise the aerodynamic devices fitted. That’s 
the conclusion reached by aftermarket aerodynamic kit 
manufacturer Hatcher Components after it conducted 
an observation exercise on the A14. 

Analysis of the video footage gathered revealed that 
of 209 vehicles, a mix of rigids and artics fitted with 
box-type bodies and trailers, 123 had issues with their 
roof spoilers, with another five having no kit at all or 
damaged equipment. That means just 38% were 

operating optimally. The problems fell into four areas:
l spoiler too steep;
l spoiler too narrow;
l spoiler aimed too low; and
l spoiler set too far back

The fourth problem is often the result of the modern 
trend for glass roof hatches, but you can’t have 
everything. 

These figures suggest a general lack of awareness of 
the importance of basic aerodynamic efficiency among 
many operators. 

Dynamon (see box) calculates that a 44-tonne artic 
displaces its own weight in air every 2 miles. That is a 
given that can’t be altered without reducing the frontal 
area of the vehicle. But what can be altered is the 
efficiency of moving that air. Smooth convex curves are 
needed, which is why an airliner is more 
aerodynamically efficient than a 40ft container. 

The Airbus Beluga (right) is probably the ultimate in 
aerodynamic load carriers. The ideal spoiler should be 
full width, and shaped with a convex curve running 
from the top leading edge of the cab towards the top 
leading edge of the trailer. Every 300mm height of 
unmanaged air will cost 2% – 5% in extra fuel 
consumed. Also, the impact of that air movement 
increases by the square of the velocity.

Fuel savings
Given that fuel costs are close to their highest levels, it 
seems surprising that such an obvious area of potential 
saving is being so widely ignored. Even if your contracts 
include a fuel surcharge clause, reducing your fuel costs 

Hatcher’s interest in the correct use of 
aerodynamic devices on trucks is, of 
course, due to the fact that for more 
than 50 years it has been making 
and selling them, together with 
assorted cab conversions. It makes 
a comprehensive range of spoilers, 
which fall into three categories. 
Manual and electrically adjusted 
spoilers are self-explanatory but 
depend on drivers taking the 
time to set them up to match a 
newly coupled trailer, 
something which Hatcher 
believes they are often 
reluctant to do when under 
pressure to “crack on”.

This isn’t an issue when 

identical trailers are always used within a 
fleet, but many tractors will, for example, 
pull a single-deck trailer during daytime 

distribution work, then switch to 
double-deckers for 

night trunking. The ideal solution for them 
is the Smart Spoiler, which uses sensors 
to ensure that the optimum match is set 
whenever a different trailer is attached. 
Earlier versions used to reset every time 
the engine was started, but the latest 
ones retain their settings until the trailer is 
uncoupled.

This is actually a cheaper solution, with 
the latest version of the Smart option 
adding less than £1,000 per 

aerodynamic kit. On balance, Hatcher 
aero devices are no more expensive 
than OEM offerings, but Hatcher MD 
Matthew Herbert points out: “There’s 
no cost difference between doing it 
right or wrong.” He adds: “The return 
on investment can be just months.”H
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when everyone is paying the same improves your 
competitive advantage. 

Hatcher has carried out operator trials resulting in a 
real-world fuel economy improvement of 8.4% by 
adding a suitable roof spoiler. 

Environmentally as well, every reduction in your fuel 
usage means a corresponding drop in CO2 emissions. It 
is not just diesel-powered vehicles that can benefit. One 
way to reduce range anxiety on alternative fuel vehicles 
is to increase their aerodynamic efficiency, which in turn 
increases their range from a given amount of gas or 
electricity.

Specialist vehicles
Of course, there are cases where you can be better off 
without aero devices. Flatbeds and some specialist 
vehicles will be improved overall by a reduced frontal 
area, together with an efficient cab design. 

Sadly, if anyone has any data on the relative efficiency 
of standard cabs, they are keeping it to themselves. 
Containers are a special case, dependent on the location 
of the box, but Dynamon’s CFD calculations show 
there’s a 12% penalty for pulling a single 20ft box in the 
centre of the trailer compared with a 40ft. The greatest 
savings will come from a double-deck trailer on night 
trunking, where tall trailers are being pulled at maximum 
speed for most of the time.  n

It’s said that you can’t manage what you don’t measure, and Dynamon’s 
speciality is accurately measuring the potential savings available from 
correctly configured and optimised trucks. Based at the renowned 
Southampton Science Park, Dynamon is a spin-out company from the 
university, specialising in the efficient use of energy through data 
analytics. Its highest profile task to date was using its techniques to 
increase the efficiency of elite Team GB athletes in the Olympic Games. 
Now, it is concentrating on increasing the efficiency of road transport 
operators, and provides its services to some of the biggest fleet names in 
the industry.

It does this by initially analysing more than 50 vehicle performance 
parameters, including those found from a fleet’s telematics data to create 
a fleet profile. It then crunches what-if scenarios to identify where savings 
can be made and the size of the savings. Dynamon CEO Angus Webb 
admits that its service is best suited to larger fleets where there are 
greater potential savings to be achieved. Its service offers the analysis 
and monitoring of fleet performance to highlight opportunities for reducing 
total cost of ownership. The costs and the benefits will vary according to 
individual fleet circumstances, but the benchmark figures we’ve seen 
make a compelling case in terms of speed of payback.

 Dynamon is also able to calculate the effects of tyres on fleet efficiency, 
with savings of up to 17% identified within a controlled scientific trial, 
equating to 10-15% in the real world for one particular fleet, which is set to 
save millions of pounds in 2019. This is often achieved by paying a higher 
pence per km rate, but that’s another story.D
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While all the major manufacturers 
offer aero equipment for their trucks, 
they are often designed for the 4m 
height restriction in most of Europe. 
Economies of scale limit the viability 
of designing kit just for the UK with 
its more relaxed rules where heights 
of up to 4.6m are common. There 
are exceptions, though. DAF is a 
good example and offers a 
selection of roof spoilers for the XF 
to suit trailers up to 4.5m high, 
although its spokesman says: 
“There are certain applications/
trailers that we would advise fitment 
of bespoke aftermarket solutions.” 
Hatcher MD Matthew Herbert’s 
advice is to engage with dealers 
from the start on the subject of 
aerodynamics, and don’t just let 
them tick the most expedient box.

OEM solutions
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