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THE MONSTER THAT'S EATING YOUR RIGS

Is this the resurrection of the rust bucket?
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      It wasn’t all that long ago that just about any older car or truck operating in a winter climate was a rolling rust bucket of rotted-out sheet metal in fenders, side panels and head and tail lamp areas. 
      Those were the days before manufacturers expanded their use of aluminum, stainless and galvanized steel, fiberglass and plastic components in vehicles. Those materials, along with things like better sealing systems in light fixtures, helped to nullify the effects of winter — especially road salt, the biggest corrosion culprit of the day. 
      The breakthrough didn’t happen overnight; it was an evolution of engineering. And it didn’t completely eliminate the effects of road salt. But trucks today are probably 90% more resistant to them than 25 years ago. 
      That would be cause for celebration, except that as this month’s cover story points out, salt is being replaced in many states by de-icers containing chlorides. 
      It looks like those de-icers are taking corrosion of vehicles — and even bridge structures — to new levels. The chlorides they contain eat even stainless steel and aluminum, to say nothing of structural elements like frame rails, crossmembers and trailer door frames. 
      They’re corroding brake shoe tables, then consuming the brake shoes themselves. And copper wiring is dessert. Montana’s own truck fleet manager says if you probe a wire and the stuff gets into the opening in the insulation, it will eat through the conductor in a week. 
      There’s other speculation that some de-icer ingredients are a threat to groundwater, trees and fish, and that they may even be carcinogenic. And in Colorado, where six million tons of magnesium chloride were used in the winter of 1999-2000, power companies say it’s attacking their insulators and causing outages and fires. 
      The states that are spraying the corrosives on their highways don’t seem to want to listen to complaints, apparently not even from their own fleet managers. Colorado’s DOT says it doesn’t have laboratory testing proof that mag chloride is harming vehicles, and says that the trucking industry has “negative attitudes.” 
      Here’s a news flash: The trucking industry is a real-life laboratory that’s already tested the stuff for nearly a decade, and the results aren’t pretty. 
      This is a scary situation. Corrosion of sheet metal is costly. It makes a vehicle ugly, limits its work life and ruins resale value. But when corrosion destroys brake systems, wiring systems and structural components, we’re not just talking about money; we’re talking about lives. 
      If the states involved won’t cooperate with trucking to seek a solution — like new de-icing formulations that are less threatening — how about setting up some alliances with other interested groups? 
      The de-icers are no doubt eating away at cars and their safety, as well as trucks. How about taking this story to the Auto Club? Or the Insurance Institute for Highway Safety? Environmental groups should be interested, too. 
      Maybe enough voices will get some bureaucrats’ attention. We don’t need to bring back the old days of the rust bucket. 




