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Parking a truck for an extended period presents an
opportune time to make any needed repairs, but when
it’s time to place the unit back into service, it's important
to give the truck a full preventive maintenance checkup.

For fleets lacking freight, parked tractors
present unigue maintenance challenges

BY JASON CANNON AND TOM QUIMBY

ith rates and freight volumes

both currently sitting at his-

torically low levels, nearly
30% of respondents to a CCJ survey that
measures COVID-19’s impact on motor
carriers said they have reduced driver
count.

With no one sitting behind their
steering wheels, many fleets are parking
their units until trucking conditions im-
prove. But there’s more to mothballing a
truck than simply pulling the air brake
and turning off the ignition if the tractor
is to return to service in mechanically
sound condition.

As long as the cooling system is full
and has been well-maintained, it should
be fine for long-term storage, said Jami
Melani, field engineering/heavy-duty
technical services manager for BP/Cas-
trol. However, engine oil will continue to
degrade even if the engine isn’t running.

“Oxidation continues, water may

continue to condense inside the engine,
and so on,” Melani said.

Oil also will settle to the lowest point
in the crankcase and rob the engine’s
upper parts of lubrication and corrosion
protection.

“When the equipment is running, it’s
splashing the oil around and coating the
internal surfaces,” said Stede Granger,
technical services manager for Shell Lu-
bricants. “When it’s parked, it’s going to
find the lowest point and drip off all the
upper surfaces. When you run it, you
get new oil up there — in the liners and
crosshatches, in your rings and all that.
It does a lot of good to run that engine”

A lot of space in the crankcase is
occupied by air, which can lead to con-
densation. Depending on how long the
engine sits idle, oil that doesn’t drip off
surfaces will evaporate off them, “and if
it sits in there long enough, you can get
rust;” Melani said.
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Granger advised starting trucks that
aren’t being operated on a regular basis
at least once per month and bringing
them up to operating temperature. “That
would splash around the oil and charge
the batteries,” he said.

Bringing the thermostat to operating
temperature helps vaporize any moisture
in the crankcase. Granger said engines
always have some combustion gas blow
past the rings, but when the engine gets
up to operating temperature, that’s not a
problem.

“When the engine’s cold, it condenses,”
he said. “If you get too much water accu-
mulating, you want to get it out of the oil”

While the truck is running, put it
in gear, said Homer Hogg, director of
technical service for TravelCenters of
America.

“Move them forward and in reverse
far enough to allow seals in the drive-
train to flex and get exposed to some
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lubrication, along with internal gearbox
and hub components,” Hogg said. “I
think the most practical approach is

to exercise the vehicle similar to how
used trucks are exercised while sitting
on the yard. Many fleets already have a
program for vehicles that are taken out
of service and may not sell or be traded
in a timely manner”

Cold oil changes rarely are advised,
but Melani said if a truck sits unused
for several months and is exposed to
swings in ambient air temperature,
“there’s no question about it — I
would try and get that oil out of there
and spin a new filter on”

If it appears obvious that a truck
could be parked for a significant
number of months, a best practice
would be to change the oil and filter
and run the engine for a short period
of time to allow the oil to circulate to
all lubricated parts prior to storage, said
Shawn Whitacre, senior staff engineer
for Chevron Lubricants.

“This assures that clean oil, free of any
contaminants, is in the system during
the period of inoperation,” Whitacre
said. “This also provides assurance that
when the vehicle returns to service, it is
ready to go”

Jon Salter, director of shop opera-
tions for Pilot Flying ] Truck Care, said
trucks should be stored in a clean and
dry environment and left in neutral with
their air tanks drained. Hogg said trucks
must not be parked in a lowland area
“where excessive rain can allow water
levels to extend above gearbox vents
and taillights and sensitive electronic
components.”

Both Hogg and Salter suggested cov-
ering the truck’s exhaust stack or cover-
ing the truck with a tarp to prevent rain
from entering the exhaust and aftertreat-
ment systems.

There are two schools of thought
when it comes to storing fuel in the
trucK’s tanks: fill them as full as possible
to limit the amount of air in the tank,

rj;

or drain them to lessen the amount
of fuel that potentially could become
contaminated.

Salter said filling the tanks decreases
the amount of open space and helps pre-
vent moisture buildup in the fuel from
condensation, and he recommended
adding a fuel treatment “like algae killer
to the tanks and a cleaner for the filters”

Solar chargers such as Purkeys’ Solar Dash can
maintain peak battery voltage.

Hogg’s preferred method is to drain
the tanks to the extent possible, “as I
have seen very little success prevent-
ing unwanted microorganisms in tanks
from [filling them up],” he said. “I prefer
to get rid of the bad fuel and start over.
Of course, this decision will be greatly
influenced by the amount of time you
anticipate your vehicles being idle”

Salter said diesel fuel can be stored
between six and 12 months on average
and should be kept below 70 degrees.

“If a truck is being parked past 12
months, even under the best conditions,
it needs to be treated with fuel stabiliz-
ers and biocides,” he said. “This is true
for diesel fuel, not ethanol blends or
biodiesel blends”

Parking a truck for an extended
period also presents an opportune time
to make any needed repairs, but Salter
said when it’s time to place the unit back
into service, it’s still important to give
the truck a full preventive maintenance
checkup.

“In addition, make sure to change the
fuel filters to remove any contaminants
that may have been sitting in the filters
prior to or during storage periods,” he
said.
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Salter also recommended performing
a midtrip inspection to include check-
ing the tires and electrical system and
ensuring there are no active fault codes.
Darryl Purificati, OEM technical
liaison for Petro-Canada Lubricants,
said since the conditions under which
a vehicle is “put up” can vary greatly
among fleets, “it’s always important to
follow the OEM guidelines and also
to consult with a lubricant technical
services adviser who can provide more
expert advice for your fleet’s specific
circumstances.”

‘Unprecedented’ battery failures

Just because a truck’s sitting idle, the

same may not be true for its batteries.

Parasitic loads from telematics devices

and onboard computers, along with
self-discharging that occurs when charg-
ing stops, will drain the power bank.

For some idled trucks, it may be only
a matter of days before their batter-
ies tank, particularly for reefer trucks,
said Marcus Hester, vice president of
sales and marketing for Optronics
International.

In a perfect world, batteries would be
maintained during downtime. However,
they’re surprisingly not always on or
near the top of a fleet’s to-do list.

“We're expecting an unprecedented
level of battery failure at this point as
fleets get back to business right, which
will result in an unprecedented level of
replacement cost,” Hester said.

Jeft Barron, manager of engineering
and technical services for Interstate
Batteries, also painted a grim picture for
fleets that skip battery maintenance.

“We've got to make sure [batteries]
are ready to hit the ground running,
because if not, you're going to see thou-
sands and thousands of trucks that aren’t
going to be starting when this thing
comes back around,” Barron said.

But parked trucks do present some
opportunities, at least on a maintenance
front.
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“Now’s the perfect time to do a PM
before you get back out on the road,
and that entails checking your batter-
ies;” Barron said. “Check the connectors.
Clean off any corrosion. Re-torque them
back down just to make sure, because
these trucks are going to vibrate, and
these nuts don’t stay tight on there for-
ever, so the vibrations can wiggle them
loose”

Larry Rambeaux, sales manager for
Purkeys, said preventive maintenance is
key before parking the truck and should
include eliminating as many parasitic
loads as possible.

“Run that thing through the
shop, and while it’s there, give it a
once-over; Rambeaux said. “Dis-
able the tracking system. Take a
shop roll-around charger, and hook
it up to the truck the whole time
it’s sitting there getting service so
that you're charging those batter-
ies. That way, when you do take it
outside and park it, they should be
100%.”

Granger suggested investing in
a trickle charger, while Salter sug-
gested disconnecting the negative
battery terminal.

“This will help prevent parasitic
electrical loads like computers from
draining the batteries,” Hogg added.

However, some fleets would rather
pass on disconnecting batteries.

“The easiest thing to do is when you
park the truck is to disconnect the bat-
tery cables,” Rambeaux said. “That costs
you five minutes of labor. The problem
is that you tell somebody that, and they
say, ‘We don’t have time to do that OK,
so you don’t have time to pull a ground
cable, but you've got time to send guys
out there to do jumpstarts or put new
batteries in a truck?”

Barron agreed that for some fleets,
disconnecting batteries will make sense,
while for others, it may invite some
headaches.

“The key thing that would be ideal is

to disconnect the batteries altogether;”
Barron said. “But a lot of these more
sophisticated trucks that are out there, if
they lose battery power altogether, there
are a whole lot of things that actually
have to come into play once you hook
these things back up.”

For a truck that has to “relearn”
optimum engine settings, disconnecting
its batteries may not be a comfortable
option for some fleets. “A lot of times,
that’s not an option, to basically unhook
them,” Barron said. “It’s better to roll out
a booster charger or something to get a
charge back into those batteries”
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Keeping batteries charged helps them last longer
and provide peak power.

If outlets are nowhere in sight,
solar charging and battery disconnect
switches can prove helpful.

“Some fleets also connect solar panels
to their batteries to help keep them
charged,” Hogg said. “Some trucks have
disconnect switches which do shut off
some computers but in most cases will
not disconnect enough computers to
prevent excessive amp draw over time.

While solar can be an attractive
option that eliminates the need for
dragging around chargers and extension
cords, it's not always practical.

“I think it can be effective, but what
if we get into a period of bad weather
for a week, and you get overcast skies,
and you don’t get the output that you
need from a solar collector system that
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can adequately feed the batteries?” said
Brett Miller, engineering manager for
Optronics International.

Regardless of whether a plug-in char-
ger or a solar panel is used, monitoring
battery condition is key.

“It’s always going to require, in my
opinion, somebody going up to it and
manually checking it to ensure that what
happened actually did happen,” Miller
said.

An old practice of briefly running
a truck to recharge its batteries is no
longer a sound option.

“The old thing used to be, “You just
go out, start it up, let it run for 20
or 30 minutes, and it'll be fine; ”
Barron said. “That’s no longer the
case, especially in diesel trucks,
which require a lot of amperage
when cranking. Plus, when you're
looking at the initial warming-up
of the glow plugs, it takes time, and
it really pulls down the batteries. If
they actually have a way to plug a
charger into the battery, some kind
of a trickle charge or some kind of
charge in general, that’s great”

Barron said if maintenance
charging through trickle and solar
chargers can’t be penciled into the
budget, then at least opt for once-a-
month charging, which may take up to
48 hours depending on voltage level. But
if running chargers around to parked
trucks isn’t much of an option, fleets
may want to consider maintaining a
used battery bank.

“We've actually got a lot of fleets that
actually store used batteries,” Barron
said. “They’ll take and match up batter-
ies that are the same capacity ratings,
and they’ll use those as spares. They’ll
keep them on a charge while theyre
there in a battery barn. This gives them
another upper hand as far as having
something right there to replace out”

Letting batteries go dead and then
reviving them later isn’t a sound choice.
Left uncharged long enough, batteries
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will begin to sulfate, which will lessen
their power and shorten their lifespan,
paving the way for downtime and in-
creased replacement costs.

“Instead of having a 1,000 CCA (cold
cranking amps), you may have only
800 CCA,” Barron said of recharging
a dead battery. “Your degradation just
continues on with nonuse, so that’s why
it’s very important to make sure there’s
some kind of charge going into these
batteries”

Keep lights on, current flowing
While COVID-19 lockdowns have ham-
pered freight movement and have fleets
scrambling to pinch pennies, mainte-
nance should remain a priority.

“We've got a catch-22,” Rambeaux
said. “We've got slow freight, so we've
got trucks parked, but then everybody’s
worried about spending money;, so it’s
danged if you do and danged if you
don't”

Still, that’s no excuse for not taking
the time to do some spring cleaning on
lighting and electrical systems.

“We just went through a winter, and
these trucks have been running 27 dif-
ferent chemical compounds for deicing
and snow and everything else,” Ram-
beaux said. “Open those connectors up,
and make sure they are clean. It’s not
going to get any better with time, so you
might as well fix it now while you have
time and it’s at your place versus having
that corrosion cause you a CSA violation
down the road”

Brett said the frequency of checking
connections can vary.

“We think it'’s a good maintenance
procedure to open each of those connec-
tion points on a three- to five-year basis,
and it may depend on your operating
conditions, it may depend on the weath-
er you're experiencing and the places
that you run, and other things of that
nature,” he said. “Do a visual inspection
to see if there is any corrosion that has
started, and clean it if necessary, make

Optronics said to check lighting
harness connection points at
least every three to five years.

T

any corrections that are necessary to
stop further corrosion, and then reapply
new dielectric grease to it before mating
it back together again”

Also be sure to check for signs of
condensation and moisture in light
housings.

“Ideally, there shouldn’t be any if the
lamp is built properly and installed
properly and has an adequate connec-
tion from the harness to the light,” Hes-
ter said. “But we all know that moisture
intrusion does happen, so it’s definitely a
good time to be looking for that”

Moisture intrusion can lead to cor-
rosion issues and light malfunctions.

On this front, LEDs may fail before
incandescents.

“LED lights operate on a certain
voltage window, and if they drop below
that, they go from working just fine to
not working,” Rambeaux said. “Versus
an incandescent, which may have a bit
more corrosion than it did last week and
it’s just a little bit dimmer. But with an
LED, that is not the situation. They hit
that set point, and they go from working
fine to nothing?”

John Golden, sales manager for
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Whelen Engineering, said the two big-
gest truck-related problems his company
sees in the field are moisture intrusion
and improper installation.

“People don't follow the instructions
carefully, so they end up mounting the
products improperly onto vehicles, like
upside down, and that can lead to water
issues;,” Golden said. “The other common
thing we see is a phenomenon called
‘wicking, which is where water comes up
between the strands of the wires. With
the hot and cold cycles of the lights, when
things cool down, it acts as a giant straw
to pull moisture into devices””

Wicking results in wire corrosion
and can lead to eventual connectivity
failure. Preventing it can be an ongoing
battle given the harsh conditions of the
road.

Whelen now has a patented water-
block technology that it recently started
building into its top products to prevent
moisture from coming up through the
wires and into the electronics, Golden
said. “Otherwise, you have to make sure
to use weatherproof connectors and
really good procedures with sealing up
electrical connections,” he said.
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Brett said to take the time to
check for damage on cable and
wire looms.

“Maybe something kicked up
off the road and nicked open a
jacket or a conductor somewhere
that’s going to be an entry point
for corrosion,” he said. “Make
sure that the harness is installed
in a way where it’s not vibrating
against the frame and abrading
itself down to copper or anything
like that”

Now that winter has passed,
power demands will increase,
which requires keeping an eye on
alternator performance.

“You don't have nearly the
electrical loads in winter, be-
cause you're not running the air
conditioner;” Rambeaux said. “A
lot of times, you can have a weak
alternator that will make it just
fine throughout winter because of
those reduced loads, plus batteries
don’t want to take a charge when
they’re cold. You could have an
alternator that’s lost a diode, and just for
easy math, if you have a 135-amp alter-
nator and you lose one diode in it, now
you have a 90-amp alternator, because
you just lost a third of its performance.”

To help gauge charging performance,
load-test batteries, and perform a volt-
age drop test on alternator cables.

“You could have the best batteries
in the world and the best alternator in
the world, but if you don’t have good
cables connecting them, all bets are off;’
Rambeaux said. “It still doesn’t work,
and that can be either defective cables
from the factory or just age and corro-
sion, because you've got that 135-amp
alternator, but if you've got cables that
can only handle 100 amps, it doesn’t do
you any good, because the cables can’t
handle it. All this goes back to getting
those batteries at 100%, which is very
important right now if were going to
park those trucks”

Wabco recommends making the most of COVID-19
downtime with thorough brake inspections.

Stop on a dime

Keith McComsey, director of market-
ing and customer solutions for Bendix
Spicer Foundation Brake, didn’t hesitate
when asked about how to make the
most of COVID-19 downtime.

“This is a good time to do a full
wheels-off inspection,” McComsey said.

For air disc brake systems, perform a
visual inspection of the caliper, carrier,
pads and rotor.

“Verify caliper slide-ability, and
inspect pads for irregular wear;” Mc-
Comsey said. “Measure pad and rotor
thicknesses. Inspect the rotor for cracks.
Check boots for holes and tears.” To
access Bendix’s troubleshooting guide
with visual pictures, go to bendix.com,
select “document library;,” and search for
BW7610.

For foundation drum brake systems,
perform a complete visual inspection
of the brake shoes, S-cam, drum and
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other components, McComsey
said.

“Inspect shoe friction for ir-
regular wear, cracks, etc.,;” he said.
“Measure shoe friction and drum
ID (inside dimension). Inspect
the drum for cracks and martens-
ite (or ‘leopard spotting’). Make
sure brakes are greased by adding
grease at each of the grease fittings
on the brake cam tubes and slack
adjusters. This not only gets new
grease into the system but helps
remove contaminants and mois-
ture that may have gotten in”

Kevin Rose, regional sales man-
ager for Wabco, said take the time
to test drum brakes.

“Check each wheel end (using
an applied stroke test) to deter-
mine if brakes exceed the adjust-
ment limit,” Rose said. “Inspect
brake adjusters, and ensure all
greasable points are greased prop-
erly. Check for proper operation
of stability and anti-lock braking

(ABS) systems. Ensure the ABS light
comes on after turning the key to the
‘on’ position, and the light should turn
off after a few seconds. If available, run
diagnostics software, such as Wabco
Toolbox, to accurately and quickly diag-
nose critical systems.

Rose said occasionally running
parked trucks will help keep them in top
shape.

“Taking the time now to ensure
proper maintenance is performed on
your equipment will save on costly
repairs, road calls and production loss,”
he said. “Perform a battery test, and if
trucks are sitting idle for a long period
of time, have someone crank the units
at least twice a week. Let them run long
enough to allow the lubricants to flow
through the engine to ensure no drying
out of seals or dead batteries from heat.
Ensure all external items are turned off,
such as unattended refrigerators, radios,
CBs and auxiliary items” ccj



