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the 1079-mile test
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It's the invention that

promises to save us from
weave. Phil Stephens
took a fancy laptop, and a
Bailey caravan equipped
with AL-KO’s stability
system, and pit them
against Scottish mountain

roads, in December gales,

at speed, on ice

A WHATIs ATC?

AL-KO ATC Trailer-Control is an anti-snake Provt?

i system for caravans. There’s a choice of six | can

£ units to suit varying weights of caravan with i 47

i the twin-axle unit braking all four wheels.

It simply bolts onto the Bowden cable
{ abutment that’s on every AL-KO
i caravan chassis and requires no additional
¢ welding drilling or clamping.
¢ Itoperates in a similar way to ESP :
i (Electronic Stability Programme) on your car. |
i ATC permanently controls the behaviour of the
i caravan by constant monitoring and detection !
: of dangerous levels of lateral movement H
i (swing to the left or right or both). When this
 lateral swing or ‘oscillation” occurs above a
i certain pre-set level the caravans brakes are
i gradually applied until the oscillation stops,
i possibly without the driver being aware. :

AL-KQ’s exhaustive tests lead them to believe
¢ any caravan snake is best solved by the
¢ caravan and not the car. Testing with Honda :
i showed that the AL-KO ATC system had nullified }
i any caravan snake before the Honda’s own :
 stability control system needed to activate.
i Bailey fits the system as standard on its :
i Senator range and an optional £399 fiton all its :
i other tourers. Swift will also fit the system as an :
i option to all its new tourers for the same price.
i AL-KO themselves ask £399.50 for a retro
 fit to any other AL-KO chassised tourer. That’s
i some European imports and virtually all UK- ¢
¢ built caravans except those made by the
Explorer Group (BPW chassis, not AL-KO).
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i BAILEY SENATOR WYOMING £16,570

$ VOLVO XC70 D5 SE LUX FROM £31,035

¢ We need a tug for our specially wired-up

i twin-axle Bailey Senator Wyoming, but we
 refused Volvo’s recommendation of its large
§ XC90 as its bulk would counter the caravan’s
i weight. Instead we went for the new XC70,
i just like a normal V70 Estate car but wearing
i green wellies and wax jacket. It has four-

i wheel drive — towing up into snow and ice,

i you'd be daft to take anything else. Our

i weighbridge ticket says 1600kg for the

i ballasted Bailey and 2000kg for the car :
i including us. Result? A test with a 20 per cent
i weight differential in favour of the car. :
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The plan’s simple. We rendezvous with

our test caravan at Duncan’s Caravans at
Waterloo near Glasgow. AL-KO’s engineers
have already been to Bailey’s base in Bristol
and rigged the twin-axle Senator with more
wires than the National Grid, then shipped it
north to wait our attention.

Now we’ll march north to find every route
we can through the Grampian and Cairngorm
mountains, before making three West
Highland circuits to finish.

And there’s no hiding. The software on
board will record every turn of the Senator’s
wheels... even if they’re spinning upside
down in a ditch.

I'll be concentrating on keeping the
caravan the right way up, so team-mate Mick
will work the technical bits, and spend the
next three days telling me how much more
important his job is than mine.

Time to break some rules. Duncan’s kindly
filled the onboard water tank, boiler and toilet
flush tank. All were brimmed to combat wave
inertia on the caravan and the fresh water
tank was wedged and braced to prevent its
increased weight ripping it from its mountings
in the err... mountains.

All this fuss for an inanimate mechanical
device courtesy of German chassis engineers
AL-KO Kober, the same company whose
aluminium Meccano underpins most
caravans in the UK.

It all started back in 2007 when
Coachman’s top caravan engineer Paul
Gallagher hauled an ATC-equipped caravan
to AL-KO in Germany. The sole function
of ATC is to recognise when the caravan
becomes unstable and apply the caravan’s
brakes to correct any unsteady movement.
Asked by German engineers if the ATC
system had activated on the journey, Paul
was sure it hadn’t — the journey had simply
been too smooth. The AL-KO boys then
hooked ATC up to a computer, which told
them that the ATC Aad activated on its
journey from the UK.

When Paul told me this story in the
summer I found myself pondering: if they
retrieved all that data on Autobahn tarmac,
what would happen in really unstable
conditions — in wet weather, ice, wind and
over a thousand miles of the most demanding
roads for car and caravan known to man.
Which is exactly how we ended up in the
wildest parts of Scotland.

The office. Bit complicated this so I'll just drive thanks

The A939. An A Road? My garden path'’s wider than this

WEDNESDAY 11.30AM

Computers whirring and Bailey shackled

to the Volvo, we head for the hills. Skirting
briefly along the Eastern edge of Loch
Lomond we turn east to Perth. Nothing
challenging yet so it’s a good time to assess
g-force data already coming through on these
main trunk routes. There’s data on lateral g
forces, from when ATC is just thinking about
activation (anything over two 0.2g). And of
course data of any actual activation (usually
anything over 0.4g). We'll also know exactly
how long the ATC was activated, from a
momentary dab to full-on retardation. But
light’s fading now as we turn to our overnight
halt at Blair Drummond near Stirling and
await the real challenges tomorrow.

THURSDAY 7.30AM
OK let’s make this thing work.

We spend the morning making our way up
to the Cairngorms — the roads greasy and wet.
Several hours later we’ve bagged activations on
the system but when the big one comes we're
slightly confused.

THURSDAY 12 NOON

At around 1300 feet near Glenshee Ski area on
the A93 we're battered by a constant high wind.
The data clearly shows we haven't hit the 0.4g

threshold which automatically activates ATC.

A quick call to AL-KO tells us that the
system is far more intelligent than we think.

It can identify unusual behaviour. Clearly
indicated on the graph were several peaks of
gusting wind within seven seconds. Although
the system hasn’t registered it as a snake

(gusts come from only one direction and don’t
alternate left to right) it still decided all was

not well and briefly activated. Did it impede
progress? No. Did we notice this miniscule dab
of the brakes? No. ATC was just quietly getting
on with its job.

Well into the Cairngorms we pull over for a
flask of local broth before being interrupted by
a ruddy-faced Scot looking rather concerned.
Turned out he runs the Lecht ski area a mile
up the road. In no uncertain terms he tells
us not to go any further as he’s just recorded
80mph winds on the ski lift. There’s a fine
chance of us turning turtle. “What wind?” I'm
not being awkward, just stating the obvious;
everything seems calm here. “Get in Laddie”
is the reply. Now I don’t often accept lifts with
strangers, but today I do. He takes me to the
slopes, half a mile down the road, where the
breeze morphs into a screaming banshee of
turbulent winter air.

Minutes later we're back at the surreal

stillness of the lay-by. Air channelled through

You don't see that on a Peterborough industrial estate

Really, you have no idea how cold this was

several mountain valleys swoops over this
ridge. It’s a hidden danger, just a few hundred
yards down the road, and it’s exactly the type
of unexpected situation that surprises so
many caravanners.

THURSDAY 1.30PM

A two-hour detour or go for it? Well firstly
its not my car or my caravan, but ’'m not
going back. Our new friend offers to drive
his high-sided Land Rover wind-side of the
Bailey across the ridge to reduce the force on
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the caravan’s side. I agree. Mick doesn’t, but I
have the keys.

'This wind is gusting, so much more likely to
induce snaking than a strong constant wind.

Negotiating that 300 metres clearly shows
the gusts doing just that. The snake is clearly
evident in the mirrors and a sympathetic
snaking line now decorates the computer
screen. Across the other side at last, we're
surprised to find ATC hadn’t kicked in.
Although we've experienced up to 0.39g both
ways on the Bailey, the data clearly shows it

Corran Ferry Loch Linnhe saves miles accessing second western circuit

has recognised the abnormality but not felt it
needed to operate, though minus one friendly
bloke and his truck I'm sure it would have.

As noticeable as the forces were behind me, I
never felt events were severe enough to worry
me, again showing that ATC got it right. It
also allays any fears I've had that ATC may
be too sensitive or intrude inappropriately.
Similarly on the A95 the data records

a constant wind attacking the caravan’s
nearside. A constant 2g is monitored by ATC
but there’s never a need for any braking input.

THURSDAY 3.00PM

Further north the roads clear, with views
miles ahead. Time to hang the tail out then.
That doesn’t mean 40 or 50mph; on these
bends you can test the system at much lower
speeds. Time after time we carve through
alarming left and right handers, putting forces
on the caravan that would never be replicated
in real life; certainly never so repeatedly over
such a prolonged run. ATC activates when
the 4g threshold is passed on a single left or
right sweeping bend and sooner if there’s a
return oscillation (when the caravan swings
back the other way). Never once does ATC’s
activation compromise my sense of being in
control. There’s no violent retardation, noise or
kick-back, as you might feel with a car’s ABS,
traction control or ESP, just a gentle slowing
of the outfit. The length of the retardation
depends on how sideways you've managed to
get yourself. Our hooligan activities (in this
controlled situation) account for activations of
two seconds at the most, with 95 per cent being
just one second long. We believe sudden evasive



manoeuvres, which we couldn’t replicate on
public roads, would have to be pretty severe to
warrant a full and prolonged activation. Our
closest is a wild left then right which registers
0.7g and indicated a-three-quarter second
activation, but with three separate levels of
braking severity in that short snapshot of time.

Pitching up at the Caravan Club’s Culloden
site at 8pm we feel like we've been in battle.
Only today we've had a secret weapon and
tomorrow we’ll use it again.

FRIDAY 7.30AM

Today it’s the highlands and the real test.
Three circuits of icy winding roads, but
thankfully the winds have subsided.

We start with sweeping bends of the A832
and A890. Mile after mile of fantastic scenery
but with roads where a decent turn of speed
can be maintained. This first circuit of the
day brings us back to the shores of Loch
Ness where we search in vain for a snake-like
creature, the likes of which slithers across our
data readings. Today’s data shows no ATC
intervention around this first 130-mile circuit
of the day. That’s good. Although there are
quick, winding bends, few are acute and the
ATC remains calm throughout.

Unsuitable for buses? Let’s try caravans then

)
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FRIDAY 11AM

A quick haul along Loch Lochy brings us to
Fort William. The hulking mass of rock that
is Ben Nevis and his mates Aonach Moor and
Aonach Beag, glowers down at us and our
sophisticated technology. It’s a mocking glare
and confirms our insignificance in the grand
scheme of things.

Further south, the Corran Ferry is our
gateway to the second circuit around the
A861, taking us to the Sound of Arrisaig in
the Atlantic Ocean. No fast sweepers this
time. This is about slow climbs and hairpin
bends before ducking down again at ear-
popping pace and climbing to altitude yet
again. This is mountain driving, but not
like those delightfully smooth Alpine passes
in Bond films. A challenge in terms of the
outfit’s directional changes, demanding hard
acceleration and even harder braking. At
one point there’s so much brake fade we stop
to let them cool. But even this demanding
circuit and these harsh conditions need no
input from the ATC. Again, things are just
how they should be. The data shows that,
for almost the entire circuit, ATC has been
in the zone of ‘just about there’ but lateral
forces never quite hit the threshold for full
ATC correction. The circuit proves that no
matter how arduous driving conditions are
for car and caravan, if lateral forces remain
under control ATC will simply monitor, but
ultimately ignore them.

FRIDAY 2PM

The glorious drive through Glencoe brings
us to the final circuit of Argyll and Bute
(the A83 and A816). But by this time we're
already convinced the system has proved
itself. Great chance then to enjoy Scotland’s
scenery at a leisurely pace in the last throws
of winter’s light. X

Cables everywhere give us all the data we need

i view as possible when testing a product -
: whether it be a new caravan or a tin opener.
: So let’s imagine the sceptics are right, and

¢ a third of what AL-KO tells us it does and
i costs double the £399 asking price. We’d still
: hail it as the most significant product to hit

 WHIGH

| AWARDS 2008

VERDICT

i In an industry known for conservatism and
i traditional views, petty suspicion sometimes

pervades and ATC hasn’t been immune.
| usually strive to present as balanced a

that ATC actually delivered, in terms of safety,

the caravan industry in recent years.
When gusty winds batter you, or you're H
caught in bow waves of air from a truck, ATC

: is there monitoring and activating when

i needed. There’s no ‘thwack’, kissing the
i windscreen with each activation; it’s just
i a measured retardation that settles

i everything back down.

A large swing only usually occurs after a

¢ build up of several smaller ones which

i increase in intensity. Nip those blighters in

i the bud and the big one that topples you

i should never arrive. We could use AL-KO’s

: blurb to describe critical speeds and the

i science behind ATC, but most people just

i want to know that, like the airbag you ignore
i from one trip to the next, can you be sure it
¢ will work the one time you need it? The

i emphatic answer is yes.

On our test, over 1079 miles and three days

ATC activations have numbered 53, whilst

i there were borderline interventions of over

i 0.2g on over a thousand occasions. That's a
 lot of work going on which you don’t have to
i worry about.

It may sound dramatic, but it’s no

: understatement to say that ATC could save
: your life — even if it’s only called upon once in :
¢ your ownership of a caravan. Who could

 possibly pick fault with that? ]

Trailer-Control

The ATC anti-snake system for caravans.

Confidence & GControl
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AKS provides stability

during towing without  Snaking effect.
losing flexibility.

ATC provides instant
braking, ‘pulling’ the
caravan back in line
with the towing vehicle
and surpressing the
‘snaking’ effect.

ATC brakes the caravan/trailer helping to
bring the ‘snaking’ under control.

This will happen before even an experienced
driver begins to apply the brakes and slow down.

4 .
ATIC TRAILER €

The AL-KO Formula for Optimum Safety.

The AL-KO formula for optimum safety is a combination of industry leading technology
that ensures the safest possible driving conditions for Caravan owners. The formula
provides total confidence and control when towing a caravan.

Responsible
Driving

As an emergency system, AL-KO The AL-KO AKS Stabiliser
ATC automatically safeguards device permanently
against a number of critical suppresses small swinging
driving conditions. When used in and pitching movements in the ensure optimum safety and
conjunction with AL-KO AKS, trailer and increases the unparalleled towing

there is no safer package for critical driving speed by stability.

A safe driving style and
correct loading combine
with AL-KO technology to

towing a caravan. approx 20%.

Vehicle Technology

Retro-fitting your
new ATC anti-snake
device couldn’t be
easier. Simply
contact us to book
your Retro-fit at
our Factory, or on
your own driveway
by our approved
mobile fitment
agent, CMI.

Factory Retro-fit bookings
and further information

01926 818500

Mobile fitment bookings

0800 389 4648
www.al-koatc.co.uk
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Frequently Asked Questions: ATC Fitment to AL-KO Chassis
Q' : AL-KO GROSS WEIGHT UNLADEN
. . CHASSIS MAX. WEIGHT MIN.
Can ATC be retrofitted to my caravan? Yes, ATC is retrofittable to most 750 - 1000 kg 500 kg
caravans with an AL-KO chassis. 1001 - 1300 kg 800 kg
Where does ATC get its power from? ATC is connected to the caravan 1301 - 1500 kg 1000 kg
distribution box and the supply is
provided by the constant live (pin 4)
from the grey 125 plug. 1501 - 1800 kg 1100 kg
How much power does ATC require? When ATC is activated, it instantly draws
15 amps and must take priority over any 1300-1600 kg 1000 kg
other 12 volt equipment using the same
pin — |.E. caravan battery charger.
1601 - 2000 kg 1200 kg
Can ATC also be fitted on caravans Yes. The system requires the use of
with a (7-pin) plug? electrical connections from the 12S )
(grey) plug. It also works with caravans 2000-2500kg 1600 kg
fitted with the new 13-pin plug.
Where does the LED need to be fitted? Near the overrun device on the Your AL-KO Dealer:
front fairing.
Do the brake lights function when No. The ATC brakes the caravan and
ATC is activated? car softly. The driver will feel when

ATC has activated. —

Does ATC need maintenance? No the system is maintenance free.

How do | know that ATC is ready to use? As soon as the 7-pin plug is connected
to the towing vehicle, the ATC completes
a pre-flight test. The function status is
shown via a green LED on the overrun device.

Green (or flashing green) = ready for use.

Red = ATC not functioning, but car can
be driven.

Flashing red = caravan brakes are applied.
Car and caravan should not be driven.

How do | recognise that ATC emergency Soft braking is noticed in the car.
system is working in the car?






