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Abstract: Several geometrical modifications for passive flow control applied to a railroad tank wagon
were investigated for the purpose of assessing the potential for the aerodynamic optimization of
freight trains. The modifications were designed in accordance with applicable requirements and
regulations. Four different modifications were investigated in the wind tunnel of the TU Berlin
with 1:25 scaled wagon models: face radius, side skirts, fairing of the roof platform, and the newly
introduced inter-wagon discs. In order to simulate the positions of the tested wagon at the end of
a long train, the boundary layer on the train model setup was artificially thickened by spires. The
Reynolds number was in the range of 0.4 × 106. The results of the experiments show that the proposed
measures can reduce the aerodynamic drag of the individual wagon by up to 29%, depending on the
location in the train consist. It was also shown that by combining different measures, the individual
drag reductions add up. The device with the highest drag reduction was found to be the inter-wagon
disc. Three different diameters of the inter-wagon disc were investigated. The largest diameter
performed best and was less sensitive to the moving direction of the wagon in comparison to the
smaller diameters.

Keywords: aerodynamics; flow control; train; aerodynamic drag; tank wagon; freight train, bluff body,
wind tunnel

1. Introduction

The energy consumption of railway freight transportation is directly related to the
aerodynamic drag, which increases with the square of the speed, while other resistances
such as the rolling resistance are assumed to be constant [1–3]. According to Martini [4],
the share of aerodynamic drag in the total driving resistance (and thus, in the power
required to overcome it) for container freight trains is already around 40% at a speed of
80–100 km/h (Figure 1). Barkan [5] assigns the share of aerodynamics for mixed freight
trains in this speed range to more than 50%. Therefore, in the last few years, several studies
on flow around inter-modal freight trains and drag reduction have been carried out [6–9].
Inter-modal freight trains transport different combinations of standard containers and
other cargo.

In the present paper, the aerodynamic drag of tank wagons is investigated, and
measures for reducing their drag via passive flow control devices are assessed. The results
are based on the project “Aufbau und Erprobung von Innovativen Güterwagen” (English:
Construction and testing of innovative freight cars) funded by the German Federal Ministry
for Digital and Transport (BMDV) in 2016, which was carried out by a consortium consisting
of DB Cargo AG and VTG AG [10].

In the following, a brief overview on studies related to the topic is given.
Bendel [11] carried out investigations in 1990, in which a reduction in the face radius

of a tank wagon resulted in a drag reduction of about 10%.
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Figure 1. Specific energy consumption of a container train at different speeds according to [4].

Watkins et al. [12] investigated aerodynamic drag reduction for goods trains, using
wind tunnel tests with 1:10 scaled models of open top gondola and hopper wagons. Cover-
ing the tops—even partially—proved to reduce the drag of unloaded wagons effectively.
Reducing the inter-car gap also resulted in drag reduction. In a patent [13], which also
addresses the open top hopper wagons, the application of perforated plates to cover the
opening are described as drag reducing measures.

Gielow and Furlong [14] studied the influence of the position of a wagon within a
train with 30 wagons. Their wind tunnel measurements showed a drag decay when the test
car was moved downstream to the eighth position, after which it reached a constant value.

In a numerical study by Maleki et al. [15], the flow topology in the gap between the
container freight wagons was analyzed. The authors suggest extenders as means for drag
reduction applied to the top and side surfaces of the upstream containers, partially covering
the gap. Thereby, the impingement of the separating boundary layer on the downstream
container can be avoided, resulting in less drag.

Using Large Eddy simulations, Maleki et al. [16] predicted the drag coefficient of a
double-stacked freight train for various loading configurations under yawed wind con-
ditions. It was found that increasing the gap size and yaw angle strongly modifies the
mean flow field, and that there is a strong dependence of the drag on the gap length and
yaw angle.

The aerodynamic characteristics of containers loaded on an inter-modal freight train
was investigated in full-scale field experiments by Quazi et al. [17]. The container was
equipped with pressure taps on the front and rear surfaces. Data were acquired over a
traveling distance of 700 km and an average speed of 95 km/h. The impact of side wind on
the aerodynamic drag was assessed and compared with other data obtained through small
scale experiments and numerical simulations.

The literature review shows that studies on drag reduction for freight trains are very
scarce. Due to their economical relevance, only inter-modal freight trains loaded with
containers have received some attention in recent years.

In the present paper, the following passive flow control measures were investigated as
drag reducing modifications for a tank wagon, shown schematically in Figure 2:

1. Fairing of platform;
2. Modification of face radius;
3. Side skirts;
4. Inter-wagon disc.

The selection of these modifications is based on the criteria that the overall geometric
contour of the wagon should not be changed too much, and that its operation is not
hampered. They will be described in detail in the results sections below. To the knowledge
of the authors, no investigations have been carried out on drag reduction for tank wagons
using these type of modifications, with the exception of the modification of the front radius
by Bendel [11] which was presented in the above review.
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Figure 2. Modifications applied to the tank wagon. 1: Fairing of platform; 2: face radius; 3: side skirts;
4: inter-wagon disc.

2. Experimental Setup

The measurements were carried out in the large wind tunnel of the Hermann-Föttinger
Institute of the TU Berlin. The wind tunnel is a closed loop circuit with a small (2 m × 1.4 m ×
5 m; W × H × L) high-speed and a large (4.2 m × 4.2 m × 5 m; W × H × L) low-speed
measurement section. The current investigations were carried out in the closed high-speed
measuring section (Figure 3), in which velocities of up to 68 m/s can be achieved. The
test wind speed was ≈ 60 m/s, resulting to a Reynolds number of Re = 0.4 × 106, where
Re = uL/ν with L = 3 m (divided by the scaling factor of 25), as commonly used in the
field of train aerodynamics. In order to keep the boundary layer thickness as small and
reproducible as possible, an splitter plate is installed in the test section, which extends over
the entire test section length of 5 m. Underneath the test section, an external 6-component
force balance is installed for acquiring all forces and moments with a resolution of 0.1 N
and 0.3 Nm, respectively. The velocity is measured with a Pitot tube attached to the
ceiling of the test section, with an accuracy of 0.1 m/s. The maximal turbulence level is
about 0.5% (measured with hot-wire anemometry). The deviation of the mean velocity
within a relevant cross-section of the test section was measured to be less than 2%. The
precision error of the drag coefficient measurement was determined to be 1%. For the force
measurements, the strain gauge sensors for the 6-component balance were sampled over
30 s at a rate of 2000 Hz.

The drag coefficient is defined as

cD =
F

ρ/2 u2
∞ A

, (1)

F is the force in the axial direction, u∞ is the speed in the wind tunnel, measured above
the model to correct for blockage effects, ρ the air density, and A the front area. The value
for A is based on 10 m2, which is used as a standard value in train aerodynamics divided
by the scaling factor of 252.
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Figure 3. Train model with tank wagon configuration in the wind tunnel test section and coordinate
system (dimensions in mm).

For the measurement of the aerodynamic drag of a single tank wagon, it is necessary to
simulate realistic boundary conditions using a full length train. However, as even the length
of a down-scaled train would exceed the available test section length, only a short train
configuration, composed of three tank wagons, was used at a scale of 1:25 (Figure 4). The
leading wagon was equipped with a rounded nose to avoid excessive flow separation. Only
the aerodynamic forces acting on the test wagon were measured and used to compute cD.
For the simulation of the aerodynamic behavior of a long train, nine spires were mounted
to the front end of the leading model (Figure 4 left image). This way, the boundary layer
thickness of the train was increased to δ99 = 70 mm. This corresponds to the boundary
layer thickness at the end of a 300 m long train, according to [18]. The spires were designed
according to Irvin [19].

A further measure aiming to increase the similarity with realistic boundary conditions
is the implementation of a down-scaled ballast and rail model on the splitter plate (Figure 4).
Its geometry corresponds to the standard version defined in EN 14067-6, which defines the
requirements and test procedures for cross wind assessment for trains and freight wagons.
This component increases the vertical distance of the train from the splitter plate by 40 mm,
lifting the train out of the boundary layer of the splitter plate, which was measured as
30 mm at x = 0. Later measurement campaigns showed that the effect of a ballast and rail
setup rather leads to underestimated drag coefficients [18]. However, except for devices
in proximity of the ground these effects should not affect the comparability of the current
modifications investigated.

The test wagon was connected to the external force balance with two struts (Figure 3).
Care was taken to avoid any mechanical contact of the test wagon with the setup, in order
not to compromise the force measurement. For this purpose, the wheels of the test wagon
were flattened at the bottom so that contact to the rails was avoided.The distance between
the flattened part and the top of the rails was adjusted to 2 mm. During the experiments,
the struts where shielded with fairings (not shown), so that they were not subjected to
aerodynamic forces created from the flow underneath the splitter plate.
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Figure 4. Model of tank wagon train in test section: (Left): leading wagon with spires, (Right): leading
wagon without spires.

3. Results
3.1. Baseline Configuration

In Figure 5, the drag coefficient of the tank wagon in baseline configuration is shown
as a function of the Reynolds number. The blue line is obtained without spires, representing
a position of the wagon near the head of the train. The orange line is obtained with
spires attached to the front dummy wagon, creating a thick boundary layer, and thereby
simulating a configuration where the considered tank wagon is located further downstream
near the tail of the train. The graph shows that the drag coefficient is cd ≈ 0.135, and is
a Reynolds number-independent beyond Re > 0.2 × 106. However, it should be kept in
mind that this drag value will probably be slightly larger in reality, as the influence of
a moving ground is not simulated in the current setup. Subsequent investigations have
shown that the ballast and rail setup tend to have a rather negative effect with regard to
a realistic flow simulation when using static ground [18]. Interestingly, the drag of the
tank wagon seems rather unaffected by the position in the train, as the comparison of
the experiments with and without boundary layer thickening through spires indicates, in
Figure 5, for Re > 0.2 × 106.

Figure 5. Baseline drag coefficient of test wagon versus Reynolds number. Blue line: Simulation of
tank wagon position near the train head; Orange line: Simulation of tank wagon position near the
train end.

3.2. Modification of Face Radius

As a first measure for passive flow control, the modification of the tank wagon’s face
radius is presented. This measure affects, on the one hand, the flow in the inter-wagon gap
by reducing the available space, and on the other hand, the separation behavior from the
tail of the upstream car and reattachment or impingement to the downstream face of the
downstream car. A ratio of R/D ≈ 0.6 was selected here, which is quite close to the value
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investigated by Bendel [11]. The smaller value of 0.5 of Bendel could not be realized with
the existing tank wagon geometry, due to the limited distance between the wagons. Figure 6
shows the change in drag coefficient of the test car with reduced face radius applied either
at the front or rear. It can be seen here that apparently different mechanisms are at work.
When the wagons are only equipped with a small radius on the upstream faces (case a in
Figure 6), the drag is reduced by ≈ 15%, while when applying it only to the downstream
face, the drag of the test car increases significantly (case b in Figure 6). A similar behavior
was observed for a single cylinder in parallel flow [20,21]: the rounding of the downstream
face leads probably to an unsteady and undefined separation, which causes the drag to
increase. When the small radius is applied simultaneously at the front and rear of the car,
much of the gap between the carriages is filled. The drag also increases in this variant (case
b in Figure 6), but to a lesser extent than in variant b, so that this cannot be due solely to the
positive effect of the upstream rounding. Rather, the closing of the inter-wagon gap will
have a favorable effect here, so that the disadvantage of the separation at the downstream
face observed in case b is compensated to a certain degree.

It should be noted that the application of the small radius on operating trains would
only be practical if it is not dependent on the driving direction of the train. However, this
requirement would favor case c, which unfortunately, did not generate any drag reduction.

Figure 6. Influence of face radius; (left) images: a applied to upstream face, b applied to downstream
face; c applied to both faces; (right) graph: obtained drag reductions.

3.3. Side Skirts

Side skirts are rather well established drag reducing devices in the field of road
vehicles; in particular, for heavy road vehicles such as trucks [22,23]. They reduce the
aerodynamic drag originating from the underbody region by preventing the mixing of
external and underbody flow, and thereby, reducing losses.

As shown in Figure 7, two variants of the side skirt were investigated: one completely
closed (variant b) and one with a cut-out for the bogies (variant a). Both variants result
in a considerable drag reduction of more than 15%, which interestingly, is even greater
with boundary layer thickening (spires), i.e., simulating a location of the test car at the
downstream end of the train. The advantage of the completely closed variant over the
recessed bogies seems to be marginal here. However, it must be taken into account that
the bogie itself is already highly simplified (i.e., presumably, it generates less drag than a
detailed variant) and this area is very close to the ground, where the flow simulation in the
wind tunnel is insufficient due to the lack of a moving ground. In studies [18] where data
from experiments with moving and non-moving grounds were compared, it was found that
the overall drag of (high speed) trains increases when a realistic simulation of the ground
is applied. Thus, it can be expected that the drag reduction measured in the current study
through the shielding effect of the fairings will possibly be larger for the realistic case of a
moving ground (with ballast and rail) where the flow speeds are higher in the gap below
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the underbody. Another aspect relevant for the assessment of the skirts are cross-winds. As
this could not be investigated within the current study, further investigations on this topic
are required.

Figure 7. Side skirt variants. (Left): a with cut-outs for the bogies b without cut-outs; (Right): ob-
tained drag reductions.

3.4. Fairing of Roof Platform

The top of the selected tank wagon geometry is equipped with a platform on the
roof, which protrudes into the flow (see Figure 7a,b). It is easy to imagine that it creates
some aerodynamic drag, which can be easily reduced by creating a smooth transition to
the geometry of the wagon. This was achieved by applying clay to its outer edges and
by this, creating a kind of fairing (Figure 8). The obtained drag reduction by this simple
modification is in the range of 2% (Figure 8 right), and is only noticeable when the car is
subjected to higher wind speeds, which is the case in upstream locations (without spires).

Figure 8. Fairing of roof platform. (Left): modeled fairing with clay; (Right): obtained drag reductions.

3.5. Inter-Wagon Disc

Mair [24] experimentally showed the potential of drag reduction for a cylindrical
bluff body in parallel flow by mounting a disc of a smaller diameter in the near wake.
With this simple device, which corresponds to a virtual boat tailing, the base drag was
reduced by about 35 %. In a more recent publication by Gillieron [25], a vertical splitter
plate was applied parallel to the base of a generic car model, and drag reductions of up to
12% were obtained.

Inspired by these two approaches, the authors of the present paper studied the possi-
bility of drag reduction by placing a disc in the inter-wagon gap. The discs were positioned
in the center of the gap between the cars, perpendicular to the direction of the mean flow
(Figures 9 and 10). Two mounting configurations were used: the disc was mounted at the
upstream end of the car and mounted to the downstream end of the test car. Three different
diameters, d = 0.6D, d = 0.8D and d = 0.95D (maximum possible diameter above the
buffers) were investigated, following the investigations presented in [24]. The inter-wagon
gap x has a length of x/D ≈ 0.3.
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The results show that indeed, the disc is also reducing the drag when positioned in a
gap between two bluff bodies. The highest drag reduction is found for the largest disc, with
d/D = 0.95 mounted downstream, rendering a reduction of almost ∆cd = 16% in the case
with spires, i.e., corresponding to a location near the end of the train (Figure 9). Similar
reductions were also measured for the cases where the d/D = 0.95 disc was mounted at
the upstream end, regardless of the boundary layer thickness. However, in the case of a
thin boundary layer in combination with downstream mounting, the largest drag reduction
was found for the medium diameter d/D = 0.8.

Figure 9. Mounted inter-wagon discs (left) and drag reductions for different diameters (right).

In order to better understand the physics for the drag reduction by the discs, their
effect on a single wagon, i.e., when located only in one of the two gaps of a wagon, was
also investigated. An overview of six different configurations investigated is shown in
Figure 10:

• a: Disc is located in the upstream gap but attached to the upstream wagon;
• b: Disc is located in the upstream gap and attached to the test wagon;
• c: Disc is located in the downstream gap and attached to the test wagon;
• d: Disc is located in the downstream gap but attached to the downstream wagon;
• e: Two discs attached to the test wagon;
• f: Two discs each attached to the upstream vehicle.

Figure 10. Configurations of single inter-wagon discs (left) and drag reduction for different configu-
rations (right).

Two general observations can be derived from the obtained drag changes in Figure 10:
First, the aerodynamic drag of the test wagon is always reduced when the largest disc
diameter is applied, regardless of its physical connection. This implies that this disc
geometry modifies the flow field in the gap in a manner such that the gap is virtually closed.
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Most probably, a stationary vortex system is established in the gap (which is divided by
the disc), mimicking a smooth “surface” towards the free stream, and thus resulting in an
aerodynamic benefit. This is supported by results from the configurations a and d where
the disc is not attached to the test wagon; i.e., no force transmission from the disc to the test
wagon. In contrast, the drag increases for the smaller diameters in cases a and d, implying
that adverse pressure fields are created in the gap for the test wagon.

Second, depending on whether the disc is attached to the front or the rear of the test
wagon, and depending on its diameter, the drag is always reduced in configurations b,
c, e, and f. Apparently, in these cases, the pressure fields created by and acting on the
discs reduce the overall aerodynamic forces of the test wagon. This effect is likely to be
dependent on the thickness of the boundary layer, i.e., on the location of the wagon in the
train, so that the dependencies of the drag reduction shown in Figure 9 can be expected.
Furthermore, it can also be deduced from Figure 10 that in the case of mixed tank wagon
trains (in which both wagons with and without discs are in operation), the largest diameter
variant would be preferable, since in this case, there are never any disadvantageous effects
for adjacent wagons.

3.6. Combination of Side-Skirts and Inter-Wagon Disc

In another set of tests, the potential for drag reduction by combining the inter-wagon
disc and side-skirts was studied. In Figure 11, the best results are depicted, which indicated
that the drag reduction corresponds to the sum of the effect of the individual devices. In
the configuration with a disc of size d/D = 0.95 attached to the head of the test wagon
in combination with side-skirts, the drag was reduced by 29%. This implies that the two
methods do not interact with each other. It can be expected that the additional fairing of
the roof platform would give an overall drag reduction of more than 30%, depending on
the position in the train.

Figure 11. Inter-wagon disc and side-skirts combined (left); drag reduction through combination
(right). a inter-wagon disc at upstream face; b inter-wagon disc at downstream face.

4. Conclusions

Four different modifications or add-on devices were tested, in order to analyze the
potential of reducing the aerodynamic drag of a model representing a realistic tank wagon
at a 1:25 scale on a stationary ballast and rail model. The modifications were applied to the
roof, the underbody, the end faces, and in the inter-wagon gaps of the vehicles.

The results in Table 1 reveal the large potential for drag reduction through the
retrofitting of add-on devices to existing tank wagon geometries. For the first time, an add-
on device in form of a disc mounted in the area between adjacent wagons was investigated.
The device was inspired by the investigation of Mair [24] who used a disc as an after body
for near wake control and drag reduction for a bluff body with a cylindrical cross-section.
The discs proved to be effective in both driving directions, and also for wagons located
near the head or near the end of the train. The largest tested diameter corresponding to
90% of the tank diameter provided the best reductions. Side-skirts for covering the area
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under the wagon provide a further reduction in drag of around 15%, so that in combination
with the inter-wagon discs, total savings of up to over 30% are possible.

Table 1. Maximal obtained drag reduction for modifications.

Device ∆cD

Face radius ≈15%
Side-skirts 15 to 20%
Fairing of platform ≈2.5%
Inter-wagon disc ≈15%
Inter-wagon disc combined with side-skirts ≈30%

The face radius of the wagon has also a large impact on the aerodynamic drag. A
radius smaller than the original radius and corresponding to 60% of the tank wagon’s
diameter resulted in a drag reduction of about 15% when applied to the upstream end only.
However, when the same radius was applied to both faces, or only to the downstream face,
the drag was drastically increased. In addition to this unfavorable direction dependency, the
small radius physically closes the inter-wagon area, rendering it inaccessible for operating
personnel, and it is thus not practical.

Based on the identified drag reduction potentials presented in this paper, a saving
potential for the traction energy demand is estimated to be up to 11%. The analysis assumes
a train composed of 30 tank wagons and traveling at speeds between 80 and 120 km/h on
a straight track. The details of the analyses are provided in [10].

The measured drag reductions were obtained at zero yaw and without the simulation
of the relative motion between the train model and ballast and rail. Thus, future investi-
gations are expected to assess the potential of the presented modifications under yawed
conditions and with moving ground. The authors expect that the drag reduction will be
lower but still significant. In the above-mentioned study by Gillieron [25], it was observed
that the vertical plate in the wake of the generic car model loses about 2 % of its drag
reducing potential when the vehicle is subjected to 10° yawed wind. This could be an
indication for the expected decrease in drag reduction for the proposed inter-wagon disc.
Cross wind velocities depend strongly on the driving speed and geographical conditions,
but average values in the range of 12° are not unusual, as found for a freight train in
Australia [17].

Future studies should also analyze the flow field modification through the inter-wagon
disc for a better understanding of the underlying aerodynamic drag reducing mechanism.
Furthermore, the effect of the inter-wagon disc should also be investigated for other freight
wagon geometries.
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