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Have you ever noticed?  Anybody going slower than you is an idiot, and anyone going 
faster than you is a maniac.  George Carlin

Seminar 1 - Understanding the Fuel Surcharge

Introduction

Many owner-operators feel that the fuel surcharge has little impact on their bottom line.  However, they 
often don’t understand how the fuel surcharge is calculated and how it is applied.  In reality, an owner-
operator can make extra money on the fuel surcharge when fuel prices are high.  The key is fuel economy.

What is the Fuel Surcharge?

A fuel surcharge is a separate, additional charge that shippers of freight pay, above and beyond the standard 
published contract rates, to move freight.  It is put into place when fuel costs exceed a certain defi ned 
level, often $1.25 per gallon.  The shippers pay the fuel surcharge to the carrier and the carrier passes this 
surcharge on to the owner-operator hauling the freight.

Fuel surcharges are typically based on a national average fuel price.  On a weekly basis, the Department of 
Energy (DOE) surveys a group of truck stops around the United States to determine the national average 
fuel price and also regional price averages.

The surcharge is calculated based on this national average fuel price using a set formula specifi c to the 
carrier.  Typically a carrier starts with a base fuel rate established in an agreement between the shipper and 
carrier and a surcharge is determined based on the difference between the national average fuel price and 
the base rate using an average fuel effi ciency, usually 6 mpg.
  
There is no standard formula to calculate a fuel surcharge.  It varies by carrier and by industry segment.  
Freight brokers may not pay a fuel surcharge.  Regional carriers may use a regional average fuel price instead 
of the national average.  Some carriers pay on only loaded miles and others may pay on all miles.  Most 
carriers calculate and adjust their surcharge weekly but some may do it only monthly.  Fuel surcharges will 
typically be different among dry van carriers, reefer carriers, fl at bed carriers and specialized carriers because 
the nature of their business is different, and therefore their fuel economy is different.

The following illustrates how a fuel surcharge might be calculated:

Base rate:  $1.25

National average fuel price:  $2.90

Increase over base rate:  $1.65  ($2.90 - $1.25 = $1.65)

Fuel surcharge:  $0.275  ($1.65 divided by 6 mpg = .275)

In this scenario, the owner-operator will receive 27.5 cents per mile to offset the high fuel costs.

Understanding the Fuel Surcharge
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What is the Fuel Surcharge Worth?

In the previous example, what does that 27.5 cents really mean to you?

The most important thing to understand is that the fuel surcharge is paid to you per mile, not per gallon 
of fuel.  Many owner-operators make the mistake of thinking that their fuel surcharge is a one to one 
reduction in the price of fuel.  If that were the case, your fuel price would be $2.625 per gallon ($2.90 
- $0.275 = $2.625) after the fuel surcharge.  While this is better than paying $2.90 it doesn’t come close to 
representing what you really save through the fuel surcharge.

The fuel surcharge is paid PER MILE.  If you buy a gallon of fuel for $2.90 and you get 6 mpg you actually 
only pay $1.25 for your fuel.  Imagine the gallon of fuel is a whole pie.  You bought the pie for $2.90 and 
you want to get some money back for it.  You decide to cut the pie in six pieces and sell each piece for 27.5 
cents.  Each piece represents 1 mpg.

The following shows the calculation:

6 (mpg or pieces of pie) X .275 (fuel surcharge) = $1.65

The $1.65 is subtracted from the actual cost of the gallon of fuel (or the cost of the pie) $1.25.  ($2.90 - 
$1.65 = $1.25).  $1.25 is now your actual cost for a gallon of fuel or for the pie.

With a fuel surcharge and a truck that gets 6 mpg, you will only be paying $1.25 for fuel in this example.  
Because of the fuel surcharges that most carriers pay, high fuel costs should never be an issue for owner-
operators.  In fact, during times of high fuel costs, an owner-operator can actually make money on a fuel 
surcharge by increasing his fuel effi ciency and managing his fuel costs.  For instance, if we use the previous 
example but you get 7 mpg instead of 6 mpg, you will pay even less for your fuel.  In other words, if you cut 
the pie into seven pieces instead of six, you will get even more money back to offset the cost of the
whole pie.

Understanding the Fuel Surcharge

Table 8.1
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7 (mpg or pieces of pie) x .275 (fuel surcharge) =$1.925

As you can see, your price for a gallon of fuel (or for the whole pie) is now less than a dollar.  ($2.90 - $1.925 
= $0.975) The more effi ciently you can run your truck, the better your fuel miles per gallon will be and the 
more you can get back from your fuel surcharge.

The following table shows you the potential total savings you can realize from the fuel surcharge in a year 
based on your fuel effi ciency.  It assumes annual miles of 140,000, a base fuel rate of $1.25 and a national 
average fuel price of $2.90 resulting in a fuel surcharge of $0.275.  The total gallons bought is determined 
by dividing the mpg into the annual miles.

The fuel surcharge is always going to help offset the higher costs of fuel; however, at the lower 5 mpg, the 
fuel surcharge cannot completely cover the extra fuel costs.  In this example, maintaining an average 6 
mpg will ensure that the higher price per gallon does not affect your bottom line.  However, by increasing 
your effi ciency to 7 mpg you can actually make money on the fuel surcharge, in this example you put 
$5,500 in your pocket over the year.  

This is a simplifi ed example of how the fuel surcharge can actually make high fuel costs your best friend.  In 
the course of a year, fuel prices will fl uctuate as will the fuel surcharge, proportionately.  However, greater 
fuel effi ciency will increase the impact of the fuel surcharge on your overall fuel costs, no matter the cost of 
fuel or the amount of the surcharge.

Understanding the Fuel Surcharge

Annual Miles (Total miles driven in the year) 140,000 140,000 140,000

mpg (Avg. mpg over the year) 5.0  6.0 7.0 

Gallons (Annual miles divided by mpg) 28,000  23,333 20,000

Fuel cost at $1.25 (Gallons X $1.25 base rate) $35,000 $29,166 $25,000

Fuel cost at $2.90 (Gallons X $2.90 actual rate)  $81,200 $67,666  $58,000

Extra fuel cost (Actual – Base rate costs) $46,200  $38,500 $33,000

Fuel surcharge collected (Surcharge X Annual miles)  $38,500  $38,500 $38,500

Gain or Loss (Extra fuel cost – Surcharge collected) $7,700 $0  $5,500

Price per Gallon (After fuel surcharge)  $1.525  $1.25  $0.975

Table 8.2

Table 8.3
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So what is a fuel surcharge worth?  It depends on your fuel economy; and the greater your fuel economy, 
the greater the impact of the surcharge on your bottom line.  An owner-operator who manages his fuel 
costs well can spend an average of 30% less on fuel.  Why wouldn’t you pay less per gallon if you could?  
Use the fuel surcharge to make extra profi t—mpg is the key.

Discussion

What is the cost of a gallon of fuel after the surcharge if the surcharge is $0.25, you average 6.5 mpg and 
the actual cost of fuel is $2.75?  Show your calculations.

How does increasing your fuel effi ciency make the fuel surcharge worth even more?

What is the current fuel surcharge at your carrier?  How often is it adjusted?  How is it calculated?

Understanding the Fuel Surcharge
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Tires.  Not long ago the main specifi cation that owner-operators looked for in tires was wear.  The 
longer the tire lasted, the better it was.  But the high cost of fuel has changed that thinking.  Now rolling 
resistance—or its lack—is a major consideration since it translates directly to higher fuel mileage.

Rolling resistance results from the internal friction of a tire as it defl ects (fl exes) during motion.  Energy 
spent generating heat in the tires is energy that does not contribute to moving the vehicle.  Cooler running 
tires are more fuel-effi cient than tires that run hotter.

Major tire makers have developed products to meet owner-operator’s needs for longer wear and higher 
fuel mileage.  Complex rubber compounds, advanced casing construction and enhance tread designs have 
led to new standards in tire performance.  However, tires with higher fuel mileage tend to sacrifi ce wear 
and tires with better wear sacrifi ce fuel effi ciency.  But in times of high fuel prices, tires optimized for fuel 
can save money over time despite approximately 25% less miles of wear.

The difference is tread depth.  Tire tread accounts for 60-70% of the tires’ rolling resistance.  The tread 
depth on a long wear tire generally is 30/32 of an inch.  Tread depth on a more fuel effi cient tire might be 
26/32 of an inch.  The rolling resistance decreases with the lower tread depth creating a more effi cient tire.  
By the same token, a new tire has higher rolling resistance but the tire’s effi ciency increases as it wears.

Tread pattern is also important because lugs have deeper tread (more rolling resistance) than ribs.  A new 
lugged tire is less fuel effi cient by about 6% than a new ribbed tire.  And a worn tire is almost 7% more fuel 
effi cient than a new tire.  The break-in period for a new tire is around 35,000 to 45,000 miles.  Rib tires at all 
wheel positions will provide the greatest fuel effi ciency however tires should be selected based on your 
type of operation and where you’ll be driving in addition to their fuel effi ciency.

The best way to overcome rolling resistance is by managing your tire pressures.  Tires should always 
be rated for the loads carried and properly infl ated to the guidelines provided by your truck and tire 
manufacturer.  You must check and adjust your air pressure on every tire on the tractor and the trailer each 
morning and each time you pick up a new load.  Another good time to check your tire pressure is while 
you are fueling.  Tire pressures should always be checked when the tires are cold because heat causes 
air pressures to increase.  It takes 3-4 hours for tires coming off the road to cool down for an accurate air 
pressure reading.  You should use a good quality air pressure gauge instead of a tire billy or club. 

The trailer tires are just as important as the tractor tires.  The tires most likely to be ignored, poorly 
maintained or under-infl ated are in the trailer position, where old tires with irregular wear are often placed 
to run out any remaining tread.  However, trailer tires can have a larger effect on fuel economy than either 
steer or drive tires.  It doesn’t make sense to burn dollars dragging a trailer down the road with 
under-infl ated tires.

The Fuel Diet
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Driving continuously with low tire pressure can also affect the ability to retread your tires, signifi cantly 
shortening the life of the tire casing.  Also, improperly infl ated tires is one of the top reasons for tractor 
and trailer breakdowns which can cost a lot in maintenance, time and tow bills.  So, in addition to fuel 
savings, properly infl ated tires can potentially save you money both in tire wear and truck maintenance.

Aerodynamics.  Aerodynamic drag is the result of pressure imbalances acting on a vehicle as it passes 
through the air.  The magnitude of drag depends on the speed the truck is going, the shape of the 
front and the external shape.  Aerodynamic drag is the most signifi cant contributor to vehicle power 
requirements above a speed of 50 mph.  In the simplest terms you burn fuel to make horsepower and 
you use horsepower to overcome all of the forces that are trying to hold back the truck.  So, a truck that 
rolls down the road with minimum drag will use less horsepower and consume less fuel.

Aerodynamic treatments can reduce the horsepower required to move the truck by as much as 20-22% 

at speeds of up to 65 mph.  For an over the road tractor and trailer, every 2% reduction in aerodynamic 
drag results in approximately 1% improvement in fuel economy.

Avoid the poor aerodynamic effi ciency pictured above.  If you are buying or leasing a new truck the 
following aerodynamic features should be considered: Your truck does not have to be fi tted with all of 
the features available but consider a sloped hood, round corners, fl ush headlights, a curved windshield, 
recessed door hinges and grab handles, under hood air cleaners, and an aerodynamic bumper; Also 
consider fairings such as a full roof defl ector or side extenders;  If you already own a truck, again consider 
full roof fairings, cab extenders, an air dam front bumper or tractor side skirts;  Avoid add-ons such as 
lights, horns and bug screens.  For example, a standard roof defl ector can improve your mpg by as much 
as 6% over having nothing at all and a full roof fairing can improve your mpg by as much as 15%.

Snug the van or reefer trailer close to the tractor or use aeroskirts to smooth the airfl ow.  Beyond about 
30 inches, every 10-inch increase in tractor-trailer air gap increases aerodynamic drag by approximately 
2%.  Decreasing the gap to 25 inches can improve your mpg by as much as 5% depending on how wide 
the gap was when you started.  For fl atbed drivers, build the load to be the most aerodynamic shape you 
can achieve.

The Fuel Diet
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Aerodynamic forces account for over half of the power demand from your engine.  At over 50 mph, 
aerodynamics are the most important factor in fuel effi ciency so it makes sense to do what you can do 
minimize drag, especially in times of high fuel costs.

Alignment.  Tires need to point straight ahead in order to roll with the least possible resistance.  A tire 
that deviates only 1⁄4 degree from straight ahead will try to travel 10 to 15 feet sideways for each mile the 
vehicle travels forward.  Alignment can affect your fuel economy by over 2% not to mention the wear on 
your tires.  It’s important to make sure you’re not using your truck’s energy (horsepower) to push axles and your tires.  It’s important to make sure you’re not using your truck’s energy (horsepower) to push axles and 
tires down the road that don’t want to travel in the given direction the driver is steering.

You should get a high quality alignment done on your truck at least every six to twelve months, including 
a check of the toe or camber settings.  Even a small detail like keeping your fi fth-wheel greased can make 
a difference by helping the trailer to follow straight behind the tractor and make it easier to pull.  This will 
help make sure your truck is rolling straight down the road and not using excess energy to “scrub” the tires 
as they roll.

Don’t look for the cheapest alignment shop.  Find one that has recently had their machine tested and 
certifi ed.  Too often, a truck owner pays for an alignment on a machine that is out of alignment.  Make sure 
you’re getting a good alignment from a certifi ed alignment professional.

This table shows the effect that some tire misalignment has on fuel economy.

The Fuel Diet
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Engine Technology. Today’s Low rpm/High Torque engines can greatly improve your fuel economy...
IF you take advantage of the technology.  Many old-time drivers feel that their engine is lagging and 
that they need to shift into a lower gear and keep the rpms high for greater power.  In reality, today’s 
engines have the highest torque available at low rpms and this helps improve your fuel economy.  The 
lower the number of revolutions on your engine the less fuel your engine will consume.  This means that 
maximizing your time in top gear at the lowest rpm (typically well below 1,300 rpm) will give you the 
best fuel economy.

Also, take into consideration how much energy is stolen from your truck to run your various accessories.  
For example, locking on your engine fan can cause an 8% to 12 % drop in mpg.  If you have an air leak, 
your truck’s air compressor can cause a decrease in your mpg by up to 2%.

To truly get the most out of your engine, you will need to optimize several other engine operating 
characteristics.

Engine Operating Temperature
Coolant and lube oil operating temperatures can contribute greatly to fuel effi ciency.  Low coolant 
temperatures indicate an engine that is too cold for effi cient combustion and of course excess heat 
causes engine failure.  Lube oil that is too cold is more viscous and harder to pump and oil that is too hot 
is too thin to lubricate properly.

Intake and Exhaust Restriction
An engine that is starved for air (intake restriction) or unable to expel exhaust (exhaust restriction) will 
lack power and waste fuel.  It takes air to completely oxidize the fuel and extract all of the power that it 
contains.

Air Compressor Operation
Fixing air leaks can have a small but noticeable effect on mpg.  Air leaks or excessive service brake use 
can result in a decrease in mpg by as much as 2% when the air compressor is pumping.

Engine Lube Oil Levels
Exceeding the recommended engine oil levels can result in reduced engine effi ciency, a reduction in 
performance and deterioration in lubrication and heat transfer.  These effects can cause as much as a 2% 
decrease in mpg.

Fan Operation
Cooling system maintenance can have a signifi cant effect on fuel economy.  An inoperative fan clutch, 
faulty thermostatic switch, low coolant level or other malfunction that makes the fan run longer can 
cause an 8-12% mpg penalty.

Progressive Shifting.  Operating the vehicle in the wrong gear consumes extra fuel.  But constant 
operation below 1300 rpm signifi cantly reduces fuel consumption.  You need to maximize the 
percentage of time in top gear and use the full operating range of the engine before gearing down.  
Saving fuel by shifting properly isn’t just for the top one or two gears.  It works through all the gears.

Progressive shifting is a technique for keeping your engine performing at the lowest number of 
revolutions possible.  It means, progressively shifting to the next highest gear while still at a low rpm.  The 
rpm will vary based upon the load on the truck, the engine and the drivetrain setup.  The key is to know 
your truck.

The Fuel DietThe Fuel Diet
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The secret of business is to know something that nobody else knows. 
Aristotle Onassis

Seminar 3 – The Price Advertised at the Pump

Introduction

The fuel tax was talked about briefl y in Lesson 7 but it is an important consideration when buying fuel 
especially if you want to maximize your fuel effi ciency and minimize the cost of your fuel.  Understanding 
how fuel taxes work and what to look for will help you make better fuel buying decisions.

Fuel Taxes

The fuel tax is a federal and state tax levied on fuel to pay for the use and maintenance of federal and state 
highways and roads.  The federal fuel tax is constant but the state taxes vary from state to state.  For this 
lesson we will focus on state fuel taxes.  What you owe is based on the number of miles you drive in each 
state multiplied by that state’s specifi c tax rate.  The fuel tax is incorporated into the price you pay at the 
pump.

A few years ago you had to purchase a fuel permit for every state in which you ran.  Today there is the 
International Fuel Tax Agreement (IFTA) which is an agreement among all states (except Alaska and 
Hawaii), and Canadian provinces (except the Northwest Territories, Nunavut and Yukon) that simplifi es 
the reporting of fuel use by motor carriers operating in more than one jurisdiction.  IFTA allows you to 
purchase a single fuel permit from your base state and you then fi le a quarterly fuel report with your base 
state which apportions fuel taxes to each state in which you run.  

Calculating your fuel tax can be a complicated and time consuming exercise.  It is based on the number 
of miles you drive in each state compared to the state where you buy the fuel.  Depending on the specifi c 
state fuel tax you pay at the pump when you buy the fuel and the number of miles you drive in other 
states, you could end up owing additional fuel tax or be due a refund.  The goal is to manage where you 
buy fuel based on where you’ll be driving to minimize the taxes you will owe.

For example, if you run 200 miles through Indiana, where the fuel tax is 16 cents per gallon and your truck 
gets 6 mpg, you use 33.3 gallons of fuel in Indiana.  The fuel tax you owe for the miles driven in Indiana is 
$5.33.  However, if you bought your fuel in Ohio where the fuel tax is 26 cents per gallon, you paid 10 cents 
per gallon too much (.26-.16) for the miles you drove in Indiana so you would get a refund of $3.33 (33.3 
gallons X .10).  However, if you bought your fuel in Michigan where the fuel tax is 15 cents per gallon, you 
paid a penny less in fuel tax (.15-.16) for the miles you drove in Indiana therefore you would owe 33 cents 
additional for the miles driven in Indiana (33.3 gallons X .01).

You can see how diffi cult it would be to do these calculations to determine what you owe or what is 
refunded.  Most carriers take care of the calculations for you.  They provide reports of the tax you owe, 
deducting amounts directly from your settlement or crediting you with any refunds you are owed.  
However, if you drive under your own authority you will have to do it yourself.  In either case, it’s important 
to document all of your fuel purchases carefully to receive any over purchase credits you are due.

The Price Advertised at the Pump
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So why do you need to know about fuel taxes if your carrier takes care of the calculations for you and 
provides you with your refunds or deductions automatically?  Most drivers look at the price at the pump 
without taking into account the amount of refundable or creditable fuel tax in that price.  Fuel that at fi rst 
glance seems cheap may end up costing a lot more when fi ling your fuel tax reports.  By understanding 
fuel taxes, you can potentially save money in two ways.

First, you need to make fuel buying decisions based on the net cost of fuel after the fuel tax is removed 
to ensure you’re really buying fuel for the lowest cost.  Second, in order to maximize your cash fl ow and 
achieve lower costs of operation, you can avoid over-paying fuel taxes by managing where you buy fuel 
based on where you’ll be driving.  

Consider the following example.  You are traveling through the Midwest, through Kentucky, Ohio and 
Michigan.  You run this route often and you know that pump prices in Kentucky are about $2.38, Ohio 
prices are $2.45 and Michigan has prices of $2.40.  Your fi rst instinct might be to fuel up in Kentucky, run 
through Ohio if possible and refuel when you get to Michigan.  However, the following table shows you the 
NET cost of fuel after taking into account fuel taxes.

As you can see, the price that you originally thought was the highest is really the lowest when you look at 
the net fuel price.  In addition, if you can wait to fuel up in Ohio, you’ll be paying a higher fuel tax, but for 
the miles you drive in Michigan or Kentucky, you’ll receive a refund for the gallons you use in those states—
as much as 12 cents per gallon.

If you travel through the same states on a regular basis, it would be worth it for you to know the fuel taxes 
for each state so that you can better plan your fuel stops to minimize your costs and save money on taxes.  
Current fuel taxes on diesel fuel by state can be found at www.iftach.org.  However, it may be diffi cult to do 
this for every trip if you’re always traveling through different states with varying fuel prices and fuel taxes.  
This makes it important for you to use your carrier’s fuel optimizer to plan out your route and your fuel 
stops along the way.  

As stated in Seminar 2, the fuel optimizer tracks, among other things, the state and federal fuel taxes, excise 
taxes, other local taxes and charges and the negotiated fuel discounts for your carrier.  They also analyze 
the amount of fuel in your tank at any given point along a route, the price of fuel along the route and the 
best places to purchase fuel based on these parameters.  The optimizer may even have you purchase only 
enough fuel at one stop to get you to another stop where the prices and taxes are more benefi cial to you.

Fuel taxes can seem overwhelming and too complicated to deal with or worry about but it is an important 
way for you to manage your fuel costs and a key component in the Fuel Economy Menu.

Kentucky Ohio Michigan

Price at the pump $2.38 $2.45 $2.40

Fuel tax $0.14 $0.26 $0.15

Net fuel price $2.24 $2.19 $2.25

The Price Advertised at the Pump
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Discussion

Why is it important to understand fuel taxes even if your carrier takes care of the calculations and fi ling for Why is it important to understand fuel taxes even if your carrier takes care of the calculations and fi ling for 
you?

Why might the price at the pump be deceiving?  What fuel price is a better comparison?

How can your carrier’s fuel optimizer help you manage fuel taxes?

Where can you go to fi nd current fuel tax rate by state?  
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Case Scenario

John’s ATBS business consultant, Tom, has dispelled some owner-operator tax myths for John and John 
now realizes the taxes he is responsible for and what he has to do to ensure he can make his quarterly tax 
payment.  However, John is not convinced that setting up his business properly and staying current on 
taxes is going to keep him profi table as long as fuel prices remain high.  John knows there is nothing he 
can do to minimize the effect of high fuel prices.

Instructions

Use what you’ve learned in this lesson to determine if John can improve his fuel situation.  Answer the 
discussion questions at the end of this part of the scenario.

These Fuel Prices are Killing Me

John was idling at a truck stop getting a few hours of rest.  He wasn’t in a very good mood as he had also 
just fueled up and he felt like he was never going to get ahead of these high fuel costs.  He didn’t feel 
like sleeping so he opened the packet from ATBS he had picked up last time he was home.  He knew it 
contained his latest Profi t and Loss Statement but there was some other information in it as well.

As he glanced through the pages, he saw it was a newsletter.  He began to read and was amazed to see that 
it was all about fuel and how to manage your business to maximize fuel effi ciency.  He couldn’t believe the 
timing but he also couldn’t believe that they would actually be able to tell him something that would help.

The fi rst thing discussed was the fuel surcharge.  He knew his carrier paid him a surcharge but he thought it 
was a certain amount off a gallon of fuel and it really didn’t do a lot to cover the rising fuel prices.  As John 
read further though he realized that the surcharge was per mile not per gallon and that the amount he got 
paid really had a lot more to do with the mpg he was getting on the truck.  The last time he checked he was 
getting about 5 mpg and he thought that was pretty good.

However, as John continued to read through the ATBS information, he saw that 5 mpg was really not as 
good as he thought and that without at least 6 mpg, the fuel surcharge was probably not covering his 
higher fuel costs.  But how was he supposed to get better fuel mileage?  The newsletter outlined several 
areas and John admitted there were several things he could change.  He tended to drive too fast even if 
he had plenty of time for his delivery.  He had no idea speed could affect his mpg so much.  He also didn’t 
check his tire pressure as often as he should and that seemed to make a big difference too.

One by one John read through the suggestions on aerodynamics, progressive shifting, wheel alignment 
and using his carrier’s fuel network and everything made sense until he got to idling.  That made him 
pause.  There was no way he was going to stop idling his truck.  He ran through areas, on a regular basis, 
that were hot and humid in the summer and freezing cold in the winter.  He wouldn’t be able to sleep if 
he was too hot or too cold.  Plus, he needed electricity for his refrigerator and microwave and for his TV 
and DVD player.  However, the newsletter said that idling not only affected his fuel effi ciency but also his 
engine.

ATBS suggested an auxiliary power unit (APU) as an option to cut back on idle time.  John knew a little 
about them, mostly that they could be expensive.  He was sure he couldn’t afford one but he read on 
anyway.  As he knew, APUs were portable, truck-mounted systems that provided climate control and 

Case Scenario
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power for trucks without idling.  They usually consisted of a small engine (usually diesel) equipped with 
a generator and heat recovery system to provide electricity and heat, and some included an electrically-
powered air-conditioning unit that was normally installed in the sleeper.  Some systems used the truck’s 
air-conditioning system.

The simplest was a direct-fi red heater.  They could be used to heat the sleeper and the engine but didn’t 
provide air conditioning or enough power for televisions or microwaves.  John wasn’t prepared to give up 
those or air conditioning for that matter.  He would defi nitely need the more sophisticated system but that 
would be more money.

So how much?  Well, the newsletter indicated that direct-fi red heaters could be had for $1,500 but APUs 
could be as much as $7,000.  That was a lot of money.  But, the article went on to say that it was important 
to compare the cost of the APU to the potential savings over time by reducing idling.  Every hour idling 
equals one gallon of fuel.  The example showed an average 10 hours a day idling in a week and an average 
of 47 weeks on the road in a year.

10 hours/day idle time = 70 hours/week
70 hours/week X 47 weeks/year = 3,290 idle hours/year
3,290 idle hours @ 1 gallon/hour = 3,290 gallons/year
3,290 gallons X $2.60/gallon = $8,554

As John studied the example he knew that the numbers were realistic, maybe even low.  Some days he 
idled as many as 12 hours.  With this example, he saw that even if he bought the most expensive APU, the 
money he saved in lower fuel costs by not idling would pay for the APU in less than a year.  

John called Tom,  to be sure he was looking at all the numbers and analyzing them correctly.  Tom pointed 
out that there would be ongoing operating costs associated with the APU but even with those added 
in, the APU seemed like a good decision.  And, Tom noted, he also would improve his mpg which meant 
that his fuel surcharge would be benefi ting him more as well.  Tom suggested some ways that John could 
consider fi nancing an APU and also encouraged him to consider warranty and serviceability options when 
buying the unit.

In the meantime, Tom suggested that John could look for truck stops that provided truck stop 
electrifi cation.  These stops allowed truckers to “plug in” vehicles to operate necessary systems without 
idling the engine.  They included stand-alone systems and onboard or shore power systems.

Stand-alone systems provided heating, ventilation and air conditioning from a system contained in a 
structure above the truck parking space.  A hose from the system connected to the truck window, utilizing 
a window template that must be installed.  A computer touch screen enabled operation and payment and 
charges were usually hourly, varying among the different companies that offered it.

Shore power systems provide electrical outlets the truck could plug into but the truck had to be equipped 
with the hardware to plug into the electrical outlet and an inverter to convert 120-volt power.  Private 
companies regulated the use and fees through the truck stops.  Unfortunately truck stop electrifi cation was 
not widely available yet, but was a viable alternative to idling when possible.

Once again, John realized that there really was a lot he could do to improve his business performance.  
Tom had made it clear that ATBS didn’t endorse or promote any specifi c fuel-saving devices like APUs or 
Electrifi cation since everyone’s operation was different, but John appreciated the help Tom had given him 
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in understanding the options and fully analyzing the numbers to see what might be best for him or help 
him improve his business.  Next time he talked to his wife he’d discuss investing in an APU and the best 
way they could go about affording it.  He knew she’d see the benefi ts of the investment, especially if fuel 
prices stayed as high as they’d been.  

John also would start employing some of the other suggestions ATBS made to improve his fuel effi ciency.  
But one thing John needed more help on would be maintenance.  He only knew the basics about his truck 
and the engine and he felt he should know more.  Maybe he could get some information on that from Tom 
next.

Discussion

What is the main area John can focus on to improve his fuel effi ciency?

Do the benefi ts John might realize from an APU offset the costs?  Why or why not?

What other things might John do to improve his mpg?  How will improving his mpg benefi t him?
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