Preventing Flat Tires
EIGHTY PERCENT OF BLOWOUTS COULD BE PREVENTED IF TIRES WERE KEPT
PROPERLY INFLATED
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A driver picks up a trailer from a drop yard. Before departing, the driver does a walk-around inspection, kicks the tires, checks the
lights and then sticks it into the wind. He or she has no idea how much air pressure is in those tires, except to be fairly sure none
of them is flat — visibly flat, that is. Any one or several of those tires could be underinflated, or even technically flat.
An hour or two down the road after loading, ka-blooey! Chunks of hot rubber are flying everywhere and the driver faces a couple of
hours of downtime. The fleet could be looking at a repair bill close to $1,000.
All that over a few measly pounds of air pressure.
Flat tires are more than a little annoying, but blowouts are expensive, mission-critical failures that cost a great
deal of money. The trick is to prevent the former from causing the latter.
“You don't go from properly inflated to a blowout instantaneously unless you hit something on the highway,” says
Curtis Decker, manager of product development at Continental Tire. “We estimate that about 80% of the roadside
tire failures are a direct result of creeping air loss.”

In other words, 80% of blowouts could be prevented if tires were kept properly inflated.
There is a well-founded expectation that tires will lose 2% of their inflation pressure, by volume, over about 30
days, even when the casing, the valve stem and the tire bead/ rim flange contact area are in perfect condition.
The problem with that line of thinking is that people are inclined to say, I guess I only need to check my tires
about once a month. Wrong.
Decker says it's uncommon to find a perfectly sealed tire/wheel assembly, so the actual rate of seepage could be
as high as 2% per week, or 2% per day if there are other irregularities, such as puncture wounds from nails, a
contaminated rim flange or bad valve stem.
“If you build your tire maintenance practices around what you're told is normal air loss, you're going to get
caught on the back side of the curve,” he says. “At best, you'll see irregular wear related to inflation, poorer fuel
mileage, etc. At worst, the tire will blow out because it has been run flat and damaged by excessive sidewall flex
and deterioration of the rubber compounds.”

Painless tire maintenance
There's a rather strange conundrum in trucking: Everybody knows about the costs and risks of running
underinflated tires, and almost everybody is aware of the many proactive measures they could take to prevent or
monitor inflation loss, yet uptake on such products remains low.
We have tire pressure monitoring systems that offer everything from basic indications of low tire pressure all the
way up to systems that build tire profiles and populate databases with information about the life of the tire on an
almost hour-by-hour basis. There are also inflation systems that top up tire pressure automatically and invisibly,
and there are technologies that automatically seal tires in the event of a puncture.
Keeping air in your tires is much less of a chore than it once was, but it comes at a cost. Decker says the
challenge has been getting drivers and fleets to see the value of the upfront investment in such technology rather
than experience the pain of a roadside tire failure.
“It's the human propensity to be reactive rather than proactive, and that even goes for cost justification,” Decker
says. “Drivers will weigh the cost in time of manually checking pressure of up to 18 tires versus the risk of
postponing that chore as long as possible. On the other hand, the fleet or driver could make an upfront
investment in technology to do that job for them. It then becomes a case of watching the money you'd pay for
such a system physically leaving your wallet, versus the expectation that you'll get away with not checking tire
pressure just one more time.”
Of course, air doesn't just leave a tire on its own. Punctures are inevitable,
but Goodyear's DuraSeal can take care of that for you as well. DuraSeal is a
layer of gel-like rubber material that is built into the tire casing between the
liner and the body ply that will automatically seal holes up to 1/4-inch in
diameter.
Donn Kramer, Goodyear's director of marketing for commercial tires, says
DuraSeal is integrated into the tread face section of the tire casing, and it
won't affect retreading potential or leak out of the tire.
“The long-term value of DuraSeal is that it extends casing life by preventing
casing damage,” he says. “Short term, it prevents flat tires due to punctures.
Taken together, it will keep tires inflated under conditions where a flat would
normally sideline a truck, and because it prevents run-flat situations, it
prevents casing damage.”
There are also a number of after-market tire sealants that have proven effective, but they have to be removed

from the tire before servicing and can be pretty messy.
With three technologies to choose from — tire pressure monitoring to warn fleets and drivers of a pressure loss,
automatic inflation systems that keep tires inflated to a preset pressure, and sealants that prevent air loss due to
punctures — there's more than one way to tackle the inflation challenge. The fourth, of course, is regular tire
pressure checks and inflation top-ups.
Each option comes at a cost, but each offers a measurable return on investment. Kramer says the best way to
prove the ROI is to have a good tire management system to begin with to track costs and failure causes.
“Once you know what's happening to your tires and how much it costs you, it's easier to choose a technology to
tackle your problem,” he says.
That's especially true with wide-base single tires. If one of those goes down, the truck is down, and if it blows out,
the wheel is at risk as well.
It's astonishing that such an easy solution with quantifiable returns exists to help prevent 80% of the blown-out
tires, yet every day more fleets scatter their profits all over the highways of the nation.
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Keep up the pressure
Even with all the technology we can throw at tires today, the most basic, yet the most important, is maintaining
adequate inflation. “If a fleet has nothing else but a good air-pressure maintenance program, it will reap
substantial benefits over having no program at all,” says Doug Jones, customer engineering support manager,
Michelin Americas TruckTires.
It needn't be elaborate, but it has to be consistent, Jones says. Listed below are his top 5 steps to good tire
inflation management.
1.The fleet tire-management program should be written, communicated, monitored and enforced. Appoint
someone to check the tire pressures.
2. Establish target pressures and maintain them with calibrated air pressure gauges and trained employees willing
to diligently check the pressures.
3. Conduct regular yard checks or tire pressure audits, document the results and take appropriate action.
4. Establish a routine for tire maintenance and inspections, including tire rotation, vehicle alignment and wheel
and valve cap service.
5. Consider outsourcing tire management. If you don't have the time or resources to set up and run a
maintenance program, there are many reliable outlets that can help.
How flat is flat?
We're all a little guilty of throwing the “F-word” around without a
precise definition. You'll actually find several correct definitions,
depending on who you ask.
The Rubber Industry Association considers a tire “run flat” if it has
been run at less than 20% of the recommended inflation pressure. For
a dual tire in a tandem axle group at full legal load, the recommended
minimum inflation pressure would be between 75 and 80 psi. For a
steer tire on a highway tractor, the minimum is about 105 psi under

full legal load.
RI A's concern stems from possible damage to the sidewall caused by
excessive flexing when underinflated, which can result in a nasty
zipper rupture.
The enforcement community considers a tire to be flat if the pressure
is less than 50% of the maximum cold pressure stamped on the
sidewall (usually 120 psi).
In an effort to stem some of the confusion arising from all these standards, last fall theTechnology & Maintenance
Council of the AmericanTrucking Associations adopted a reference it hopes the Commercial Vehicle Safety Alliance
will adopt for enforcement purposes.
Briefly, by TMC's proposed definition, a tire would be considered under-inflated if its hot inflation pressure is less
than 70% of the maximum inflation pressure stamped onto the sidewall of a tire. The tire would be considered
flat if the pressure is less than 50% of the maximum indicated inflation pressure.
For truck operators, a flat tire is one whose inflation pressure is low enough to cause unreasonable delays and all
sorts of grief and expense.
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