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DRIVING CHANGE IN ALTERNATIVE FUELS
With huge changes on the horizon for 
the transport industry, Fraikin invited a 
group of key customers to Mallory Court 
Hotel, Warwickshire, to take part in its 
latest Innovation Insight meeting. An 
intimate round-table discussion, chaired 
by former Commercial Motor Editor-in-
Chief Brian Weatherley, looked at the 
challenges posed for the industry by the 
push for alternative fuels and cleaner air.

Introducing the session, Weatherley 
began: “10 years ago, there were two 

main bodies setting the rules on UK 
truck and van operations: the European 
Commission in Brussels and the UK 
Department of Transport. Today, there’s 
a third political force – UK city mayors. 

“Many are now voted into power on a 
variety of electoral mandates, which 
include reducing traffic congestion, 
cutting noise and improving local air 
quality – and they intend to try and do 
something about it, creating another 
body with the power to push for change.”

This has put operators on the frontline, 
having to plan for stricter legislation on 
clean air and low emission zones – some 
of which are already being rolled out 
across the country.

To explore the subject, Fraikin invited 
two speakers offering insight from 
different perspectives: Andy Eastlake, 
Managing Director of the Low Carbon 
Vehicle Partnership (LowCVP); and 
Olivier Couderc, Vehicles Product 
Manager, Fraikin Group.



THE CHALLENGE OF 
INTRODUCING AN ALTERNATIVE
The LowCVP was established in 2002 to 
explore how the low-carbon political agenda 
would hit the automotive industry.

It works on ideas and solutions to reduce the 
environmental impact of commercial vehicles, 
and on proposals that can eventually develop 
into Government policy – supported by solid 
evidence that has been scrutinised from the 
perspective of the manufacturers, operators, 
the green non-government organisations, fuel 
providers, and from an academic angle. 

“Uniquely for the industry, we sit in the 
middle,” said Eastlake. “We try and get 
everyone around the same table to promote 
the same objective, which is to see lower 
carbon, lower emissions transport.”

Under the Climate Change act, the 
Government is bound to bring carbon 
emissions to ‘net-zero’ by 2050, with the sale 
of conventional petrol and diesel vehicles 
ending by 2040 – targets that represent a 
monumental challenge for the commercial 
vehicle sector to meet. 

“It’s about focusing on, and solving that 
problem, while allowing operators to 
maintain a viable business. Making the shift 
to electric, gas or hydrogen is not going to 
happen overnight, so it’s about finding and 
promoting the next manageable steps,” 
added Eastlake.

Clean diesel? Renewable fuels?
“The perception that all diesel-powered 
vehicles are ‘dirty’ is a misnomer,” 
explained Eastlake. “No fuel is inherently 
dirty, or inherently clean, the toxins are 
created in the after treatment, calibration 
and combustion process. 

“A Euro VI diesel engine is very clean – as 
clean as a gas truck if we’re simply talking 
about emissions. We simply want to get clean 
trucks, with low carbon emissions and a 
low greenhouse gas impact on the road. The 
emphasis is on the engineers to deliver the 
right solutions.”

One of these solutions is biofuel. Currently, 
around 3% of diesel is made up of biofuel, 
though every diesel vehicle is warrantied to 
run on a 7% biofuel mix – meaning double 
the amount could be added without any 
warranty issue. Taking a step further, almost 
100% of trucks are warrantied to run on 
Hydrotreated Vegetable Oil (HVO) – opening 
up a viable mid-way point before moving 
away from diesel completely. 

Euro V – a new lease of life
Euro VI is the standard that must be met 
for all Clean Air and Low Emission Zones, 
simply because it gets NOx emissions down 
by 99%. The sticking point for the industry, 
however, is that many operators still run Euro 
IV and V vehicles, meaning they face huge 
operational costs to comply. This is slowing 
the introduction of many clean air zones.

Viable, and accredited, retrofit options – for 
example a successful scheme overseen by 
LowCVP using Selective Catalytic Reduction 
(SCR) systems on buses – has the potential 
to revitalise older trucks, allowing them to 
enter low emission zones and help operators 
maintain their residual value. 

Range extension and electric limitations
An alternative approach to retrofitting is 
to look at refitting with range extension 
technology. Eastlake discussed UPS’s decision 
to swap out the older Euro V engines in its 

multi-drop delivery vehicles, replacing them 
with a small diesel engine and electric range 
extender. Running on electric in the city and 
switching back to diesel when outside, the 
trucks have a total range of 250 miles. It’s a 
security blanket that means the drivers don’t 
have to worry about running out of charge.

The scheme represents a proof of concept that 
electrifies city centre miles, where air quality 
is the problem, while offering a solution for 
those that also work outside the city limits. 

For motorways and long distances, modern 
diesel engines, or gas engines, are much 
more energy efficient than electricity. 
However, the idea of putting a battery on 
board that’s capable of supplying zero-
emission power for up to 10 miles, would 
allow long-haul operators to complete the 
final miles of their journey.

The end of the road to zero
Of course, with the sale of all diesel and petrol 
vehicles eventually prohibited, alternative 
fuelled solutions will have to come into play. 
Unfortunately, the manufacturers are not 
aligned on the most viable option, making it 
near impossible for operators to commit to 
any particular new technology.

Regardless of what secures the most backing, 
major infrastructure changes will need to 
happen in order to make any alternative fuel a 
realistic option.

At its most basic level, more gas filling stations 
or electric charging facilities will have to be 
installed across the road network. If fully 
electric HGVs, from manufacturers like Tesla, 
become a reality how will they quickly get 
access to the enormous amounts of power 
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they will need? And will the infrastructure be in place to 
supply it?

This could also prompt interesting changes in business 
models. For example, operators could pay an external 
supplier to effectively provide the energy for their fleet as a 
service. The energy supplier will own the batteries, manage 
the charging process and the supply of electricity, allowing 
the operator to focus on their business. It removes much of 
the associated risk from the operator and is a model that 
has already been introduced to some bus fleets.

However, as Nick Thompson, Logistics Director at Antalis 
UK, commented on the day: “It’s all very well talking about 
solutions for the vehicles and that the technology is there, 
but are we willing to take the risk by being early adopters 
in a technology that could potentially change?

“We’re looking to the Government to provide us with 
some reassurances on a variety of factors before we start 
looking seriously at alternative fuels and making those 
commitments, starting with bridging the financial gap 
surrounding the added costs of these vehicles.”

Cost calculations
Eastlake illustrated how LowCVP could help bridge the 
financial gap of alternative fuels. Its emissions analysis on 
gas-powered trucks was fed back to the Treasury, which 
helped to calculate the duty differential for gas as a road 
fuel, figures that have been guaranteed until 2032 – an 
unprecedented move. This allows operators to realistically 
work out the cost of running gas-powered fleets, basing 
their calculations on tangible information.

Similar forecasting isn’t yet available for electricity as 
a road fuel – so Eastlake confirmed there can be no 
guarantee there won’t be taxation in the future, or 
information on how costs will change. 

The transport industry can make sensible decisions on 
alternative fuels and their long-term operational impact 
when armed with the right information – something the 
LowCVP is campaigning to see more of.

THE CLEAN AIR 
ZONE STANDARDS
Though the public are generally committed 
to cleaner air,  but when given the option 
to vote on a scheme they refuse to support 
anything that will impact them or their car, 
which means trucks and vans bear the brunt 
of any legislative changes.

Tom Hammond, National Fleet Service 
Manager at NHS Blood and Transplant, 
commented: “One of the biggest concerns 
for me is there seems to be different 
models of ‘clean air’ sent around local 
councils. As an operator, if I lease my 
vehicles for up to seven years and have a 
mixed fleet of Euro V and Euro VI, what I’d 
like to see is a bit more standardisation in 
the rollout of clean air zones.”

Eastlake responded: “If an authority 
introduces a clean air zone, it’s got to 
define whether it’s an A, B, C or D category, 
defining whether it affects buses, taxis, 
trucks, vans, or cars. The standard for trucks 
and vans is the same across the country: 
Euro VI is eligible for every clean air zone. 

“There are places like Oxford that are trying 
to bring in something different, but the 
LowCVP is trying to push against those.”

Currently there are four ‘types’ of clean air 
zone categories – with only D affecting car 
drivers (currently only London’s ULEZ and 
Birmingham’s Clean Air Zone due in 2020).
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FRANCE LOOKS TO NATURAL GAS 
Olivier Couderc discussed how France has 
approached alternative fuels. 

“In Paris, no diesel engines will be allowed 
within the city by 2024, with a similar ban 
on petrol by 2030. A major deadline that the 
industry has to face. First in Paris and then 
potentially many other towns.

“To meet that deadline, Fraikin is not tied 
to any single alternative fuel solution. What 
we do is combine all of our expertise to 
find a solution that can fit each customer’s 
individual business model.”

Extensive alternative fuel experience
Out of the 800 alternative fuel vehicles 
currently operated by Fraikin in France, 
58% are electric and 23% run on either 
compressed natural gas (CNG) or liquified 
natural gas (LNG), with the rest a mixture 
of other technologies. Though the results 
suggest a huge swing to electric, one major 
Fraikin customer accounts for nearly 400 of 
those vehicles. 

Couderc suggested that gas is seen as the 
front runner, as the sector is “the most 
organised”. In France, 18,000 gas-powered 
commercial vehicles are already on the 
road – made up of 8,000 HGVs and  
10,000 LCVs. 

As a member of the Association Française 
du Gaz Naturel Véhicules (AFGNV) – 
which brings together fuel producers, 
vehicle manufacturers and end-users to 
discuss the latest developments in NGV 
technology – Fraikin has direct access to the 
government, helping it to become the only 
rental company in France able to secure its 
customers a European subsidiary to help 
them switch from diesel to NGV.  

Similarly to the UK, operators are reticent 
to commit to new technology owing to the 
additional upfront investment cost, but 
Couderc explained that the subsidiary helps 
to make that decision easier.

“LNG is the preferred option in France 
because we have a lot of long-distance 
tractor units, and LNG vehicles offer a range 
of up to 1,500 km. CNG is a better regional 
solution, it offers a range of 400 to 500 km 
but the fuelling process is much simpler.

“Based on a five-year ownership deal, if you 
average more than 70,000 km a year it will 
take around 18 months to break even. From 
that point forwards, operators will actually 
be saving money versus diesel.”

With the price differential between diesel 
and gas currently around 30% in France, gas 

is a viable alternative fuel that is becoming 
more widely adopted. In the UK, that gap is 
even greater, with operators making close to 
40% savings over diesel. 

As Coudrec was quick to point out, despite 
the growing popularity of natural gas in 
France, the long-term viability of every type 
of alternative fuel is still up for debate, just 
as it is in the UK.

What solutions can Fraikin offer 
customers that provide the same, or 
similar, operational standards as diesel? 
To find out, the company considers the 
viability of all alternative fuels on the 
following criteria:

Technology maturity, and 
standardisation

Product offer and CAPEX

Business model safety

Endurance (energy range) 
supply network

Maintenance management
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THOUGHTS ROUND THE TABLE
Manufacturers preferences
Nick Thompson, Logistics Director, 
Antalis UK: “Are manufacturers preferring 
the gas route over electric drive trains at 
the moment?”

Tristan Kemp, Head of Key Accounts, Fraikin 
UK: “It really depends which manufacturer 
you’re talking to. Mercedes-Benz has gone 
electric, MAN is doing a bit of everything, 
IVECO, Scania and Volvo are strong 
supporters of CNG and LNG, while DAF has 
developed a couple of hybrid solutions. To 
us, this implies none are sure where things 
will end up.

“For smaller vehicles, mainly below 
3.5-tonnes, there is a lot of movement 
towards electric but once you start hitting 
7.5-tonnes, gas is really the only viable 
option at the moment. When you add in 
extremely heavy batteries the payload 
differential really becomes a factor.

“Currently, the only way to get the battery 
issue resolved is to make significant 
changes to the body of the vehicle, moving 
into materials like carbon fibre, which brings 
its own added cost.” 

The hurdles in the way of adoption
Brian Weatherley: “When ‘green’ 
alternatives are mentioned, is the issue of 
cost the major stumbling block?”

Mark Eckersley, Operations Director, 
GEOAmey: “The intent is certainly there to 
change. During the procurement process 
we have very specific metrics, but the 
upshot is we’re in a competitive market and 
we have to strike a balance between the 
price of the deal against the backdrop of 
bringing in new innovation.

“Businesses can make certain commitments 
for down the track, but we don’t know what 

that track will look like. You can make claims 
like ‘in five years’ time our fleet will be 90% 
electric’, but when you look closely at what 
that means it becomes complicated. 

“You could be looking at securing new 
property across the UK in that time and 
beyond, and can those buildings support 
charging vehicles overnight? We’ve had 
conversations with agents about new build 
properties and they have no idea if that 
kind of power supply would be viable or 
even available.”

Tristain Kemp: “I think buying trucks has 
become too big a decision to be taken 
by the fleet managers alone. Where we 
are talking about refuelling infrastructure, 
or introducing new technologies, these 
decisions have got to be taken at the 
highest level in businesses.

“It’s imperative that the leaders of a company 
understand what’s being proposed and factor 
the necessary information into their financial 
modelling. If customers don’t do this, they’ll 
just keep ordering more of the same. And that 
could turn out to be a very costly decision a 
few years down the line.”

What customers need to consider
Nick Thompson: “When it comes to 
alternative fuels, each area of a business 
can have very different priorities. The 
Corporate Social Responsibility Manager, 
for example, would say ‘we must have this 
solution because ULEZ-compliance is really 
important’. Whereas the Finance Director 
will ask ‘where’s the money coming from? 
Where’s the value?’. It’s how you bring 
together those priorities to form a group 
decision that suits everyone.

“How can a company like Fraikin 
help fleets to make these decisions 
operationally and ecology wise?”

Tristan Kemp: “We so rarely get asked 
these questions by customers. We’ll  
often engage with procurement and they 
will say ‘we want 7.5-tonne box bodies 
on a diesel Mercedes-Benz chassis’ 
for example. And when we mention 
alternatives the instant response is, ‘let’s 
stick to what we know’.

“We’re eager to share our alternative fuel 
experiences with customers, introduce 
demonstrator vehicles into their fleets 
and are happy to consult with all relevant 
departments to propose the optimum 
solution. But the business has to be open 
to change, and prepared to discuss the 
options. We know that in many cases 
we can help fleets to unlock significant 
environmental and financial savings, but 
they have to be open to considering a 
fresh approach.”

Tom Hammond, National Fleet Service 
Manager, NHS Blood and Transplant: “It’s 
the risk of being caught out as an early 
adopter, that’s a huge factor.”

Brian Weatherley: “One thing that could 
shift the balance is the pull towards greener, 
quieter, cleaner, safer vehicles will actually 
come from your customers – almost forcing 
the hand of the decision makers. It could 
soon be that the MD heads into a meeting 
with the shareholders and needs to prove 
the ‘green credentials’ of the company’s 
commercial vehicle fleet, and that could 
force their hand.”

Nick Thompson: “The industry is  
crying out for its equivalent of Greta 
Thunberg, someone who has an  
absolute passion about change who will 
at the very least drive the conversation; 
we might then be able to come up with an 
industry-wide consensus.”
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