
WHEN PICKING A TRAILER FOR YOUR OPERAT IO N ,

MAKE SURE IT CAN DO MORE THAN ONE JOB.

By JOHN BAXT E R

B y the time most ow n e r- o p e ra t o rs decide
to expand and buy a tra i l e r, th ey have
plenty of experience spec’ing tru cks .
T h a t’s a good thing, as a few basic ru l e s
for spec’ing a tru ck are also true fo r

spec’ing a tra i l e r.
Fi rst, fi g u re out what the trailer will do most often, and

m a ke sure its specs match that application. Once yo u’ve
done that, successful ow n e r- o p e ra t o rs re c o m m e n d
spec’ing a trailer that is flexible enough to haul oth e r
kinds of loads. Fi n a l ly, as with tru cks, it pays to spec light.
If you can affo rd to spec your trailer with the least ava i l-
able weight, yo u’ll be able to get in line for heavier loads. 

H e re are seven things to consider befo re heading to
the dealer.

C O N ST RU CT IO N . The th ree basic types of box va n s
a re sheet - a n d - p o st, plate and fi b e rgl a s s - re i n fo rc e d
p ly wood. Sheet - a n d - p o st, the lightest of the th ree, is
popular among ow n e r- o p e ra t o rs and small f l e et s .
Plate tra i l e rs are somewhat heav i e r, but provide th e
m o st interior space of the th ree. Fi n a l ly, FRP vans are
falling out of favor because of weight and mainte-
nance issues. 

The trailer lining is a major concern for ow n e r-
o p e ra t o rs running vans, says Chris Adkins, senior
vice president of sales and marketing at Great Dane.
T h e re is a desire to “eliminate ply wood, which is
m a i n t e n a n c e - d ri ve n ,” Adkins says. The trend is also
d ri ven by “product pre s e rvation ... Textiles can be
d ragged in loading and can pick up splinters .”

f l ex i b l e f i r st



A market for ply wood pers i sts because comp o s i t e
linings cost more initially, but ply wood we a rs out and
needs to be replaced, while a composite liner is far
m o re durable. “The money comes back,” Adkins says. 

For open tra i l e rs, const ruction choices include
steel, aluminum or a combination. While steel is th e
t raditional const ruction material used in open tra i l-
e rs, most new tra i l e rs are made of aluminum or alu-
m i n u m - steel combos. Steel is cheaper up front, but
aluminum is lighter, giving the trailer more carry i n g
c a p a c i t y. “The resale value, along with easier mainte-
nance (on aluminum tra i l e rs), gives you an exc e l l e n t
p ay b a ck,” says Mike Monroe, sales manager of
Ravens and Fo n taine Tra i l e rs. “A fter fi ve ye a rs is
when you see your money coming back.”

Adkins agrees. The decision to spec lighter materi-
als is “dri ven by application. Ask yo u rself what pro d-
ucts you haul … Maintenance costs are also part of
that equation. Look at payload and tonnage over 12 to
15 ye a rs, plus resale into the aft e rm a rket .”

S U S P E N SIO N . While air- ride is more expensive, it
g i ves you more options because many fl e ets and ship-
p e rs re qu i re air- ride tra n s p o rt even when the load
d o e s n’t. Suspensions also account for a lot of we i g h t
and re qu i re the most maintenance. Spec’ing a light,
e a s i ly maintained suspension will help you carr y
h e avier loads and reduce dow n t i m e .

Look for fully integrated suspension, axle and bra ke
s ystems. Such suspensions are often lighter, and yo u
h ave to go to only one source for wa rranty and tech n i c a l
s u p p o rt. Spec components such as low- m a i n t e n a n c e
hubs that will allow you to save money and downtime. 

F L EX I B I L I TY. Re e fe rs, as well as certain open spe-
cialty tra i l e rs, are more expensive to buy and to oper-
ate, and th ey ’re heavier than dry vans, but you might
m a ke up the diffe rence in more lucra t i ve loads. If
spec’ing a specialty tra i l e r, make sure you have more
than one use for it. If you don’t, and your pri m a ry
shipper disappears, you may not be able to find loads
to match your tra i l e r.

F LO O R I N G . Because the fl o o ring will get the most
abuse, spec fl o o rs that will stand up to the we a r. Fo r
e xa mple, a new, larger fo rk l i ft often used in the bev-
e rage indust ry, because of its width, always ta kes th e
same tra ck down the center of the van. That puts
many times the normal st ress on the fl o o ri n g .

M o n roe recommends welded-in fl o o rs ra ther th a n
bolted-in ones. “Bolts re qu i re ret o rquing as a part of
routine maintenance,” he says .

W H E E L B AS E . A tra i l e r’s wheelbase is measure d
f rom the center of the kingpin to the center of th e
rear suspension. If the wheelbase is short e r, capacity
goes up; if it is longer, capacity goes dow n .

AXLE SPACI N G . Study up on the Bridge Fo rm u l a
b e fo re you spec your tra i l e r. This is a fe d e ral sta n d a rd —
a d h e red to by many states — that keeps rigs from putting
too much load in too concentrated an are a .

A sta n d a rd tandem axle arrangement is limited to
34,000 pounds of total weight capacity. “But a 10 2 -
i n ch spacing bet ween the two trailer axles gives yo u
20,000-pound capacity on each of those two axles,”
M o n roe says. That’s an imp o rtant diffe rence unless
you know yo u’ll never need to carry a load that heav y
or that concentrated. Spec’ing spread axle means yo u
can carry more weight on the rear end of the tra i l e r
and gives you more fl e x i b i l i t y. 

One draw b a ck of the spread axle is that it tends to
wear tires faster than a tandem axle. This can be mini-
mized with smarter driving, trailer manufacture rs say. 

L IG H T I N G . Most of today’s trailers are coming with
LED lighting instead of traditional bulbs. This costs
m o re up front but saves money, tickets and dow n-
time because LEDs last so much longer than con-
ventional lighting. The Fo n taine Re n e gade, fo r
e xa mple, offe rs a 10 - year lifetime wa rranty on its
LED lighting. LEDs also fe a t u re low amp draw,
which can save fuel over time. 
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T RAILER SPECS. The trailers included in the spec list-
ings represent the products from each manufacturer that
are most popular with owner-operators. Consult a dealer
for information on other models; contact information
begins on Page 6. 

S P EC FLO O RS THAT WILL 

STAND UP TO THE WEA R .

■

Spec a trailer that is 
strong enough to perform
its primary task but flexible
enough to do other jobs.




