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Executive Summary

The U.S. refrigerated trailer market is in the middle of a meaningful transition. While Utility Trailer, Great
Dane, Wabash National, and Hyundai Translead continue to anchor the top of the market, new entrants
and renewed innovation from Stoughton, Vanguard, and CIMC are reshaping the competitive landscape.
At the same time, the two leading transport refrigeration unit (TRU) makers, Thermo King and Carrier
Transicold, are racing to roll out all-electric and hybrid systems that promise lower total cost of ownership
and easier compliance with California Air Resources Board (CARB) regulations that increasingly affect

fleets nationwide.

For fleet managers, the spec'ing decision has never been more consequential. A new 53-foot reefer trailer
with a current-generation TRU now ranges from approximately $60,000 for a basic build to over $120,000
for a fully optioned premium spec. Across a typical seven-year hold period, the choices made at order
time can swing total ownership cost by $30,000 or more per trailer, and that figure does not include the
cost of cargo claims, regulatory non-compliance, or premature replacement caused by under-spec'ing for

the application.

This white paper is a practical guide for fleet managers preparing to order new refrigerated trailers in
2026. It covers the top ten brands serving the U.S. market, the new technologies worth evaluating, the
spec decisions that drive long-term performance, a TCO framework for comparing builds, and the most
common mistakes that lead to either over-spec'ing (paying for capability you will not use) or under-

spec'ing (saving money up front and paying for it across the asset's life).

The guidance here is intended to inform internal spec discussions and dealer conversations, not to replace
direct quotes from your dealer network. Pricing, availability, and product specifications change frequently,
and the best decisions come from combining the framework in this paper with current quotes and your

fleet's operating data.
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1. The Stakes of Getting Specs Right

Refrigerated trailers occupy a unique place in the trucking equipment landscape. Unlike dry vans, where
the trailer is essentially a passive box, a reefer is an active piece of climate-control infrastructure carrying
cargo that is often more valuable per pound than the equipment hauling it. A failed reefer run can mean
a five- or six-figure cargo claim, regulatory exposure under the Food Safety Modernization Act (FSMA),

and a damaged customer relationship that takes years to rebuild.
Three trends make spec'ing decisions in 2026 more consequential than they were even three years ago:

e Equipment costs have stepped up. New 53-foot reefer trailers that listed for $70,000 in 2019
now routinely quote at $90,000 to $120,000 depending on TRU choice and trailer options. The

premium for the wrong spec choice has grown alongside the base price.

e Regulatory pressure is intensifying. CARB rules now require gradual TRU electrification for any
unit operating in California, which affects nationwide fleets that run lanes into the state. FSMA
compliance requires digital temperature logs, which has driven telematics penetration above 70
percent of the in-service fleet.

e Lifecycle expectations have lengthened. Many fleets that turned trailers at five to seven years
now hold them for eight to twelve, particularly with strong residual values in the used reefer
market. That extended hold period means a poor spec choice compounds for far longer than it
used to.

Two pressures pull in opposite directions when ordering a new reefer. On one side, the temptation to
under-spec, to save $10,000 to $20,000 at the order point, is real, particularly when budgets are tight. On
the other side, dealers and OEMs are happy to sell premium-spec builds with options that may never pay
back. The fleet manager's job is to find the middle ground that matches the actual operating profile, and

that requires a structured framework rather than gut instinct.
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2. The U.S. Refrigerated Trailer Landscape

The U.S. market for refrigerated trailers has consolidated around a smaller group of established
manufacturers, with the top three, Utility, Great Dane, and Wabash National, typically representing the
majority of new orders in any given year. Hyundai Translead, Stoughton, and Vanguard round out the

second tier, with CIMC, Trailmobile, Kidron, and others holding meaningful but smaller positions.

It is important to distinguish between the trailer manufacturer (which builds the insulated body, frame,
suspension, and doors) and the TRU manufacturer (which builds the refrigeration unit that mounts on the
front wall of the trailer). Most fleets spec a trailer body from one company and a TRU from another, with

Thermo King and Carrier Transicold dominating the TRU market.

Table 1. Top 10 Refrigerated Trailer Manufacturers Serving the U.S.

Flagship Reefer

N le Diff i
Product otable Differentiators

Top-selling reefer in North America since 1994;

! Utility Trailer Mfg. 3000R Versitex VR2U liner; deep dealer network
+ . . .
2 Great Dane Everest TL/SS/CL 1.25 HlsEr hlstory, ThgrmoGuard composite
liner; aluminum roof lining
3 Wabash National ArcticLite (formerly Molded Structural Composite (MSC)
ColdStar) technology; SolarGuard with Kemlite liner
4 TS @i R Composite construc'tlon; built ~4,890 reefers in
a recent year; growing share
5 Stoughton Trailers PureBlue Refrigerated Famlly-9wned u.S. r'nanufactur.e.r; growing
reefer line; emphasis on durability
6 Vanguard National Cool Globe R8000B Strong dea'.ef support; competitive pricing;
thermal efficiency focus
Value-oriented option; ing North
7 CIMC Vehicles (US) 53' Reefer alue-oriented option; growing Nor
American footprint
8 Trailmobile Reefer Series Long herl'Fage; primarily Canadian production;
available in U.S.
9 Kidron Reefer Truck Bodies Truck body specialist (Class 5-7); foc.used on
smaller temperature-controlled vehicles
10 Strick / Manac / Heil Various Smaller players in the reefer segment;

specialized applications

Sources: Manufacturer disclosures, industry reports (Mordor, IndustryResearch, TMIC). Rankings based on U.S. market presence
and recognition; precise market share data is not publicly disclosed by all manufacturers.
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Among these manufacturers, the top three (Utility, Great Dane, Wabash) compete most directly in the
over-the-road 53-foot single-temp segment that dominates U.S. refrigerated freight. Stoughton,
Vanguard, and Hyundai Translead are gaining share particularly with mid-size fleets that value the

combination of competitive pricing and current-generation thermal technology.

Table 2. The Two Dominant TRU Manufacturers

Electric / Hybrid Flagship

Diesel Flagship Units Notable Technology

Units

ConnectedSuite /
e1000 (all-electric, Class TracKing Pro

Thermo King (Trane :)sriiCT:—i;];se)ggl_/X?Zr?w?Jlti— 5-7); SmartPower & telematics; PrimAir;
Technologies) temg ) Pl SmartPower HO (electric committed to all-
P standby) electric across all
segments
AP I ;
Vector 8500/8600MT ] :;x;%:gm:cs
. . . Supra series (truck- (Deltek hybrid); Vector v . -
Carrier Transicold (Carrier . . Deltek diesel-electric
mounted); Vector single- 8200, eCool (electric); .
Global) . architecture;
temp Neo 100S (last-mile .
. expanding eCool
electric)

platform

Both TRU makers offer broad portfolios spanning trailer-mounted, truck-mounted, electric standby, and fully electric solutions.
Most U.S. reefer trailers are spec'd with a Thermo King or Carrier unit installed at the trailer manufacturer's plant.

Daikin and a small number of regional players exist in the U.S. TRU market, but for practical purposes, the
spec'ing choice for most fleets is between the current Thermo King and Carrier flagship units. Both
manufacturers maintain dense U.S. service networks, and dealer support proximity should weigh heavily

in any spec decision.
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3. New Technologies Worth Evaluating

The pace of technology change in refrigerated trailers has accelerated noticeably over the past three
years. The most consequential developments fall into five categories: TRU electrification, advanced trailer
thermal construction, telematics integration, solar augmentation, and new refrigerants. Each carries its

own ROI profile and operational implications.

3.1 Electric and Hybrid Transport Refrigeration Units

All-electric TRUs (eTRUs) eliminate the small diesel engine that powers conventional trailer-mounted
refrigeration units. Thermo King's e1000 was the first large-capacity all-electric TRU offered in North
America for Class 5-7 trucks, and Thermo King has publicly committed to offering all-electric products in
every cold chain segment in the Americas. Carrier Transicold's Vector 8200 and eCool platform extend the

company's electric trailer portfolio, while the Neo 100S targets last-mile applications.

A 2024 demonstration project documented an 81 percent reduction in operating and maintenance cost
and a 77 percent reduction in lifecycle cost for an all-electric TRU compared with a conventional diesel
unit, driven primarily by the elimination of small-engine maintenance and the substitution of electricity
for diesel fuel. Annual savings on fuel alone reached approximately $17,000 for extended-duration
deliveries. These figures represent best-case scenarios for fleets with appropriate shore-power

infrastructure; fleets without dedicated 480V or 230V circuits will see slower payback.

Hybrid diesel-electric units, such as Carrier's Vector 8500 and 8600MT with Deltek technology, offer a
middle path. The Vector 8600MT delivers up to 20 percent better fuel economy than its predecessor while
providing electric-standby capability when shore power is available. For fleets that operate on mixed

routes, some with shore power, some without, the hybrid path is often the most defensible choice.

3.2 Advanced Trailer Thermal Construction

The trailer body itself has become a meaningful differentiator. Wabash National's Molded Structural
Composite (MSC) construction integrates the structural and thermal elements of the wall into a single
composite panel, reducing thermal bridging and extending the period over which the trailer maintains its
rated thermal efficiency. Wabash's SolarGuard technology, paired with Kemlite thermoset liners, reduces
heat absorption from solar load on the trailer roof, typically the hottest exterior surface during summer

operations.

Great Dane's ThermoGuard liner uses a glass-reinforced thermoplastic material engineered to maintain
insulation performance over the life of the trailer by sealing the foam against the out-gassing that
degrades thermal efficiency over time. Utility Trailer's proprietary Versitex VR2U panel takes a different

approach, combining composite materials to deliver aluminum-like performance with weight and cost
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advantages. Each of the major manufacturers has its own answer to the same problem; the right choice

depends on duty cycle and application.

3.3 Telematics Integration

Telematics penetration in U.S. refrigerated trailers has surpassed 70 percent. Both Thermo King's
ConnectedSuite (with TracKing Pro) and Carrier's Lynx Fleet platform now integrate TRU telemetry with
trailer position, door sensors, fuel level, and two-way temperature setpoint control. Predictive
maintenance has moved from marketing claim to mature practice, fleets routinely identify TRU faults days

before failure based on fuel-burn anomalies and run-time signatures.

FSMA digital recordkeeping requirements have made telematics effectively mandatory for fleets hauling
FDA-regulated cargo. The spec'ing decision is no longer whether to include telematics but which platform

best integrates with the fleet's existing TMS and shipper portals.

3.4 Solar Augmentation

Roof-mounted solar panels, typically 30W to 100W systems from Thermo King, eNow, or third-party
suppliers, keep TRU starting batteries charged, support liftgate operations, and reduce TRU run-time at
rest. The fuel savings are modest in absolute terms but can extend battery life and reduce no-start events
that strand drivers. For fleets running long pre-load and post-delivery dwell times, the payback is

reasonable; for over-the-road fleets that rarely sit, the value is smaller.

3.5 New Refrigerants

The refrigeration industry is in the early stages of a multi-year transition away from R404A and toward
lower-GWP refrigerants such as R452A, R1234yf, and CO2-based systems (Carrier's NaturaLINE platform
uses CO2). Most North American trailer-mounted TRUs in 2026 still use R452A or similar HFO blends, and
a wholesale transition is not imminent. However, fleets ordering trailers expected to operate for 10+ years
should ask the dealer about service availability of any refrigerant on the spec sheet, since regulatory

phase-downs may affect long-term parts and service economics.
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4. The Spec'ing Decision Framework

A reefer trailer spec is the sum of perhaps fifteen meaningful decisions, each of which carries cost and
performance implications. The table below summarizes the decisions that most often determine whether

a build performs well or poorly across its operating life.

Table 3. Critical Spec Decisions for U.S. Reefer Trailer Orders

Common Options Practical Guidance

Trailer length

Trailer width

Interior height

TRU type

TRU brand and model

Liner / thermal package

Floor type

Suspension

Door type

Wheels

28',32', 45', 48', 53'

102" (standard)

101"-110" (varies by build)

Single-temp diesel, single-temp
hybrid, multi-temp, all-electric

Thermo King Precedent
S600/5700, Carrier Vector series,
etc.

Versitex VR2U, ThermoGuard,
SolarGuard/Kemlite, basic FRP

Aluminum duct floor (16K, 18K,

20K Ib capacity)

Air ride or spring ride

Swing doors or roll-up door

Steel or aluminum

53'is the dominant standard. Shorter lengths
only when route or facility access requires it.

Effectively a single choice in 2026; wider
widths are not legal in most U.S. lanes.

Higher interior height increases pallet stack
capacity but raises overall vehicle height.
Verify against route bridge clearances.

Match TRU configuration to actual cargo mix.
Multi-temp adds $10K-$15K and only pays
back if multi-zone runs are routine.

Choose based on dealer service proximity
and fleet's existing TRU population for parts
commonality.

Premium liners pay back over 8+ year holds
in hot-climate operations. Less critical for
short-haul or northern operations.

20,000 Ib heavy-duty floor is the safer choice
for general freight; 16K may be sufficient for
produce-only operations.

Air ride for sensitive cargo (pharmaceuticals,
glass, electronics, fresh produce). Spring ride
acceptable for hardier loads at meaningful
cost savings.

Swing doors deliver better thermal seal and
more interior space. Roll-up faster for multi-
stop urban delivery.

Aluminum saves ~200-300 Ib across the
trailer; pays back if at GVW limits or
operating in fuel-sensitive lanes.
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Common Options Practical Guidance

Strong ROI for high-mileage operations;
Tire pressure system TireMaxx Pro, P.S.1., none reduces tire spend and roadside calls. Less
critical for low-mileage local operations.

Mandatory in CARB-affected lanes. Adds 4-

Aero side skirts Standard, premium, none .
P 7% fuel economy on long-haul applications.

Match to load type. Two rows is a safe

E-track rows 0,1,2,0r3 rows default for general food freight.

If fleet has shore power infrastructure (or
Electric standby None, 230V, 480V regularly drops at facilities that do), payback
is strong. Otherwise less compelling.

Effectively required for FSMA-compliant
Telematics OEM-bundled or third-party operations. Choose based on TMS integration
and reporting needs.

These decisions interact. Choosing an all-electric TRU only makes sense if the fleet has shore power infrastructure; choosing
premium liner technology pays off most in hot-climate operations. The framework should be applied to each fleet's specific
operating profile.
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5. ROI Analysis and Total Cost of Ownership

The most common mistake in reefer trailer purchasing is comparing builds on initial purchase price rather
than total cost of ownership (TCO). Initial price is a single data point; TCO captures the full cost of
operating the asset across the planned hold period, including fuel, maintenance, insurance, and disposal

value.

The example below compares three representative spec tiers across a seven-year hold period with 80,000
miles per year of mixed-haul service. The numbers are illustrative; actual results depend on fuel prices,
run hours, and shore-power availability, but the relationships between the tiers are typical of fleets we

have modeled.

Table 4. Sample 7-Year TCO Comparison (Per Trailer)

Initial purchase price $70,000 $85,000 $110,000
Annual fuel (TRU + aero impact) $15,000 $12,000 $7,000
Annual maintenance $6,000 $5,000 $4,000
Annual insurance / registration / tires $3,000 $3,000 $3,000
7-year fuel total $105,000 $84,000 $49,000
7-year maintenance total $42,000 $35,000 $28,000
7-year other operating costs $21,000 $21,000 $21,000
7-Year Total Cost of Ownership $238,000 $225,000 $208,000
TCO Delta vs Basic , -$13,000 -$30,000

Assumes 53-foot single-temp configuration in mixed-haul service averaging 80,000 miles/year and approximately 3,000 TRU
run-hours/year. Diesel at $4.85/gal average. Fuel impact on premium spec assumes electric-standby utilization for 30% of TRU
run-hours and improved aerodynamic package.

Figure 1. Stacked 7-year TCO by spec tier showing the trade between higher upfront cost and lower operating expense.

Figure 2. Annual operating cost decreases from $24,000 at the basic spec to 514,000 at the premium spec, primarily from fuel
and maintenance reductions.

The premium-spec configuration saves approximately $30,000 over seven years compared with the basic
spec, despite costing $40,000 more at order. The math works because fuel and maintenance compound:

a 50 percent reduction in TRU fuel burn (from electric standby and a more efficient TRU) saves $4,000 to
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$5,000 per year, and fewer moving parts in an all-electric or hybrid system save another $1,500 to $2,000
per year in maintenance. These benefits are conditional on shore-power infrastructure at the fleet's
facilities and a hold period long enough to amortize the higher initial cost. Fleets that turn trailers at four

to five years often see basic or mid-tier specs come out ahead.
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6. The Risks of Over-Spec'ing and Under-Spec'ing

Over-spec'ing and under-spec'ing are mirror-image failures. The first wastes capital on capability that will
not be used; the second saves capital up front but bleeds it back across the asset's life through fuel,
maintenance, claims, and premature replacement. The tables below summarize the most common forms

of each.

Table 5. Common Over-Spec'ing Mistakes

_ Typical Cost Impact When It's Justified

Multi-temp TRU when single-temp
would suffice

Premium liner package on northern,
short-haul fleet

All-aluminum wheels on weight-
insensitive routes

Maximum-capacity TRU on light-load
applications

Premium telematics package when
basic would do

+$10K-S$15K initial; +S1K/yr
maintenance

+$3K-S6K initial

+$1.5K initial

+$3K-$8K initial; higher fuel
burn

+$1K-$3K initial; +$500-S1K/yr
fees

Table 6. Common Under-Spec'ing Mistakes

Spring ride on sensitive cargo

No electric standby on CARB-affected
lanes

Single-temp TRU when business mix
needs flexibility

Lower-capacity floor (16K vs 20K |b)

Smaller TRU fuel tank

Cargo claim risk; potential loss
of customer accounts

Compliance exposure; higher
fuel burn at distribution
centers

Lost loads; competitive
disadvantage on bid

Floor damage from heavy
pallet jacks; repair costs

More fueling stops; driver time
loss; route inefficiency
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Only when 30%+ of runs require
multi-zone capability

When trailers operate in hot
climates or on long hauls

When operating at GVW limits
regularly

When ambient extremes or
product specs require capacity

When advanced features
(geofencing, two-way control)
drive operations

Spec air ride for any
temperature-controlled produce,
dairy, or pharma

Spec at minimum 230V standby
for any trailer running into
California

Audit recent load mix; if multi-
zone runs exceed 25%, spec
multi-temp

Default to 20,000-Ib floor unless
cargo profile is light

Spec the largest available tank
for over-the-road operations
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Match TRU tier to expected

Generic TRU when reefer hours will be Earlier overhaul; higher annual .
annual run-hours; high-cycle ops

high maintenance .

J need premium TRUs
No telematics (or post-purchase FSMA non-compliance risk; Spec OEM-integrated telematics
aftermarket add-on) higher install cost later at order time

The under-spec'ing risks are typically more severe in absolute terms because they can introduce
regulatory, customer, and cargo-claim exposures that dwarf the savings achieved at order time. Over-

spec'ing is rarely catastrophic; under-spec'ing can be.

fleet-connection.com | Page 14 of 16



FLEET CONNECTION | Specifying and Ordering Refrigerated Trailers

7. A Spec'ing Checklist for Fleet Managers

The following ten-step checklist provides a structured path from operating data to a final spec sheet. It is

designed to be worked through in order, and most fleets will find that completing the first three steps

reshapes the assumptions they bring to step four.

1.

10.

Define your loads and routes. Document the cargo profile (single-temp vs multi-temp, sensitive

vs hardy), typical lane lengths, and ambient conditions across the operating region.

Determine the TRU run-hour profile. Pull data from existing trailers if possible. Annual run-hours
above 4,500 generally justify premium TRU tiers; below 2,500 may not.

Match TRU capacity to load mass and ambient conditions. A 53-foot trailer hauling produce in

Phoenix in July is a different sizing problem from the same trailer hauling dairy in Minneapolis.

Evaluate shore-power infrastructure at your facilities and customer drop points. Without 230V

or 480V access, electric-standby and all-electric TRU ROI is significantly weaker.

Assess CARB exposure. Any trailer that may operate in California must comply. This is a binary
decision that affects TRU selection and standby capability.

Choose the trailer body and liner package. Use climate, hold period, and route mix to decide

between basic FRP, ThermoGuard, Versitex VR2U, or SolarGuard/Kemlite-class liners.

Select door, floor, and suspension based on cargo type and customer access. Defaults: swing
doors, 20,000-Ib duct floor, air ride. Diverge only with documented reason.

Consider aero options. Side skirts deliver 4-7% fuel economy on long-haul applications and are

required in some jurisdictions.

Evaluate telematics integration with existing TMS, customer portals, and FSMA reporting. OEM-
integrated telematics at order is cheaper than aftermarket retrofit.

Get three or more dealer quotes and compare on TCO, not MSRP. Ask each dealer for the same

spec build and let the comparison reveal differences in build quality, dealer support, and pricing.
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Closing Notes and Disclaimer

Refrigerated trailer spec'ing in 2026 sits at the intersection of three forces: rising equipment costs,
accelerating regulatory pressure, and meaningful technology innovation. Fleet managers who approach
the spec sheet with a TCO mindset, a clear view of their operating profile, and a willingness to evaluate
the new generation of electric and hybrid TRUs are well positioned to extract real value from each new

trailer order.

The framework in this paper is intended to inform internal discussions and dealer conversations. It does
not replace direct quotes from authorized dealers or fleet-specific cost modeling, both of which should

be part of any meaningful spec decision.

About Fleet Connection

Fleet Connection (fleet-connection.com) connects fleet managers with the information, partners, and
tools needed to operate smarter. Our editorial team covers truck and trailer specifications, fleet
maintenance, fuel management, driver safety and training, regulatory compliance, and emerging
technologies across commercial trucking. We help small and mid-size fleets find providers for telematics,

leasing, fuel cards, upfitting, and trailer purchases.

Disclaimer

Pricing, product specifications, availability, and regulatory requirements change frequently. The figures in
this paper reflect general market conditions in early 2026 and should be verified against current dealer
guotes and OEM publications before any purchasing decision. Fleet Connection is not affiliated with the
manufacturers named in this paper, and inclusion in any list or table is not an endorsement. Readers
should consult their dealers, accountants, and legal counsel as appropriate when making capital

equipment decisions.

© 2026 Fleet Connection. All rights reserved.
fleet-connection.com
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