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(54) LOAD-DEPENDENT TRAILER BRAKE SYSTEM AND METHOD OF CONTROLLING SUCH

(57) A trailer brake system (10) that generates
load-dependent braking forces is provided. Variable trail-
er load information is used to generate load-dependent
control signals which serve to control an electrically-con-

trolled proportional valve (32). A load sensing valve (26)
serves to modify brake command signals in dependence
on a control pressure that is regulated by the proportional
valve (32).
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Description

[0001] The invention relates to trailer brake systems
that are operated by pressurised fluid and particularly to
those systems that generate a braking force that is de-
pendent upon the trailer load.
[0002] Trailer brake systems are fitted to trailers of trac-
tor-trailer combinations in both on-road and off-road ap-
plications. It is known to equip trailer brake systems with
load-dependent brake functionality which provides for a
braking force that is proportional to the trailer load in order
to reduce the risk of wheels locking when the trailer is
unladen or partially laden. In pneumatic systems it is
known to provide a load sensing valve which is either
pressure controlled by connection to the air suspension
system, or mechanically by a lever coupled to the chas-
sis, the load sensing valve being operable to modify a
brake command signal dependent upon the trailer load.
[0003] The requirement for a mechanical or pneumatic
connection between the load sensing valve and the trail-
er’s suspension system is both cumbersome, expensive
and vulnerable to reliability issues which has the potential
for the braking system to not adjust the braking force to
the trailer load adequately. There is a continued desire
to seek improved solutions for providing load dependent
functionality in trailer brake systems.
[0004] According to a first aspect of the invention there
is provided a trailer brake system comprising a brake
actuator connected to a pressure supply line via a pres-
sure-controlled relay valve having a first control port
which is connected to a command line via a pressure-
controlled load sensing valve, wherein the load sensing
valve comprises a second control port connected to a
control line via an electrical proportional valve, and an
electronic controller in communication with the propor-
tional valve and configured to generate a load-dependent
control signal from trailer load information for controlling
the proportional valve.
[0005] By utilising an electronic controller in conjunc-
tion with an electrically-controlled proportional valve, a
braking signal can be regulated depending on trailer load
information without the need for a mechanical, pneumatic
or hydraulic connection between the suspension system
and the braking circuit. Furthermore, by providing the
electronic input to the control line, any electrical failure
leading to operational failure of the proportional valve
does not directly impede the brake signal delivered by
the command line to the relay valve thereby ensuring a
failsafe system. Moreover, by maintaining a pressure-
controlled load sensing valve, existing off-the-shelf
valves can be utilised making the modification to existing
brake systems relatively cheap and simple.
[0006] The control line is preferably connected to the
pressure supply line. Advantageously, the system pres-
sure is therefore exploited to provide the pressure-based
control signal to the load sensing valve, albeit regulated
by the proportional valve. As such, the braking system
remains self-contained with no requirement for a further

pressure source to control the load sensing valve.
[0007] The load sensing valve is preferably operable
to open under positive pressure at the second control
port as is the case for known systems that derive the load
sensing signal by connection to a suspension system.
Advantageously, the current invention can be thus im-
plemented with a load sensing valve of the same func-
tionality making for simple installation and retrofitting.
[0008] The load sensing valve may also be operable
to maintain a non-zero minimum open condition in the
absence of a positive pressure at the second control port
thereby ensuring that a minimum legislative required
braking control pressure can be delivered in the event of
failure of the proportional valve.
[0009] The proportional valve is preferably operable to
close in a failed state. As such, in the failed state, no load
adjustment is made to the braking command signal
avoiding the risk of locking up wheels with unladen trail-
ers.
[0010] The invention is especially beneficial in pneu-
matic (or air) trailer braking systems. However, it is en-
visaged that the invention could have application in hy-
draulic braking systems with the pneumatic components
appropriately substituted.
[0011] The braking system may be embodied on a trail-
er which may be, by way of example only, a highway
truck or lorry trailer, an agricultural trailer, a construction
trailer, or a domestic trailer.
[0012] The trailer may comprise a drawbar for coupling
to a tractor or other towing vehicle, and a drawbar load
sensor coupled to the drawbar and in communication with
the controller. The drawbar load sensor may be arranged
to generate at least a portion of said trailer load informa-
tion, wherein the information may be representative of
the load carried on the drawbar.
[0013] The trailer may comprise an axle to which
ground engaging wheels may be rotatably mounted. An
axle load cell may be arranged proximate to, or adjacent
to, the axle, and in communication with the controller.
The load cell may be arranged to generate at least a
portion of said trailer weight information in the form of
data that is representative of the load carried on the trailer
axle.
[0014] The trailer may be a trailed agricultural sprayer.
The sprayer may comprise a product receptacle in the
form of a fluid tank or bulk hopper by way of example.
The receptacle may be provided with a fill-level sensor
in communication with the controller. The fill-level sensor
may be arranged to generate fill-level information in as-
sociation with the product receptacle, wherein the trailer
weight information is generated based upon the fill-level
information.
[0015] According to a second aspect of the invention
there is provided a method of controlling a trailer brake
system comprising receiving trailer weight information,
generating an electronic load-dependent control signal
based upon the trailer weight information, and controlling
an electrically-controlled proportional valve with the load-
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dependent control signal, wherein the proportional valve
is arranged to regulate a control pressure which is sup-
plied to control a load-sensing valve in a trailer brake
system.
[0016] The method may further comprise receiving
trailer inclination information, wherein the generated
load-dependent control signal is also based upon the
trailer inclination information. The trailer inclination infor-
mation may be generated by an on-board inclination sen-
sor that is mounted upon the tractor or trailer. Alterna-
tively, the trailer inclination information may be derived
from 3D or topographical GNSS data. The load-depend-
ent control signal may be generated so as to result in a
lighter trailer brake demand when the tractor/trailer is de-
scending an incline and when a greater proportion of the
trailer load is carried on the tractor axles.
[0017] Further advantages of the invention will become
apparent from reading the following description of spe-
cific embodiments with reference to the appended draw-
ings in which:

Figure 1 is a diagrammatic view of a trailer brake
system in accordance with an embodiment of the
invention, and,

Figure 2 is a flow chart showing an example process
flow for generating a load-dependent control signal
in receipt of trailer load information.

[0018] With reference to Fig. 1, a trailer brake system
10 includes first and second pneumatic brake actuators
11,12 each being associated with a wheel of a trailer (not
shown). The trailer may be a single axle or a multi-axle
trailer. The actuators 11,12 in the illustrated embodiment
are of a known dual chamber type having a service cham-
ber ’a’, a spring chamber ’b’, and a piston ’c, wherein
each chamber has a dedicated port for connection to
respective air lines. The piston ’c’ of each actuator 11,12
is connected to a brake linkage associated with a wheel
and is extendable to apply a braking force.
[0019] A pressure source in the form of an air tank 14
is supplied with pressurised air via a connection to a trac-
tor air supply line 16 and a distribution manifold 18. In an
alternative arrangement, a local compressor may be pro-
vided on the trailer to supply the air tank 14. The air tank
14 is maintained at a working pressure.
[0020] A relay valve 20 is connected to the air tank 14
and the service chambers ’b’ of the actuators 11,12. The
relay valve 20 comprises a control port 22 which is con-
nected to a tractor brake command line 24 via a load
sensing valve 26 and the manifold 18. The relay valve
20 serves to control the flow of pressurised air from the
air tank 14 to the actuators 11,12 during a service brake
application. The provision of a relay valve is known and
shortens the response and pressure build-up times dur-
ing a brake application.
[0021] Brake application commands are conveyed to
the control port 22 in the form of a variable pneumatic

pilot pressure signal. An increased braking demand from
the connected tractor results in a greater pilot pressure
to be delivered through command line 24 which causes
relay valve 20 to allow a greater pressure to be passed
from air tank 14 to the actuators 11,12.
[0022] Brake pressure overload protection is provided
by a double check valve 28. During use when connected
to a tractor, the spring chambers ’b’ are pressurised by
connection to the tractor air supply line 16 via the manifold
18, parking brake line 29, and double check valve 28, so
that the parking brake is released. The double check
valve 28 also permits pressurised air from relay valve 20
(caused by a service brake application) to be passed to
the spring chambers ’b’ in case of failure of the air supply
from parking brake line 29. Moreover, the actuators 11,12
are protected by the check valve 28 from damage caused
by compounded brake forces from the parking and serv-
ice brake systems.
[0023] The brake application commands delivered to
control port 22 are regulated by load sensing valve 26
which comprises a control port 30 that is connected to
air tank 14 via a control line 31 and an electro-pneumatic
proportional valve 32. Load sensing valve 26 is of the
pressure-to-open type which is operable to open under
positive pressure (above a threshold) at the control port
30. In order to avoid complete closure of load sensing
valve 26 (and blocking of all braking commands) means
are provided to maintain a non-zero flow connection be-
tween the command line 24 and the relay valve 20. Ad-
justment means may also be provided to adjust the min-
imum open condition of the load sensing valve 26.
[0024] Off-the-shelf load sensing valves, such as the
475 700 series of valves available from WABCO (Reg-
istered trade mark), are suitable for use as valve 26. Al-
though shown as two separate components, it is envis-
aged that load sensing valve 26 and proportional valve
32 could be integrated into a single component which
delivers the same functionality.
[0025] Proportional valve 32 serves to modify the pilot
pressure delivered to control port 30 and, as such, modify
the braking command signals. In accordance with an as-
pect of the invention the valve 32 is controlled electrically
by load-dependent control signals generated by an elec-
tronic controller 40 which is in wired or wireless commu-
nication with valve 32 via line 42 shown in Fig. 1. The
controller 40 may be located on the trailer or on the towing
tractor, wherein, in the latter case, the controller 40 may
be connected to the valve 32 by an ISOBUS connection
or other data communications link/bus.
[0026] In the illustrated embodiment the proportional
valve 32 is configured to fail in a closed state so that
insufficient pressure is delivered to load sensing valve
26 and only the minimum legislative braking force is de-
livered. In an alternative embodiment, the load sensing
valve 26 may be of a pressure-to-close type whilst the
proportional valve 32 fails in an open state. As such, pro-
vided the control line 31 remains pressured, the load
sensing valve 26 maintains the minimum legislative brak-

3 4 



EP 3 505 409 A1

4

5

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

45

50

55

ing pressure even in the event of electrical failure.
[0027] If an electrical failure of valve 32 occurs due to
a shortcut or an open line, then controller 40 may be
configured to detect this and generate an error alert for
communication to the operator.
[0028] Although described as a pneumatic system, it
is envisaged that at least some of the components and
circuit portions could be replaced with hydraulic-based
alternatives. For example, instead of connection to the
air tank 14, the control line could be hydraulic with ap-
propriate connection to a pressurised source. Load sens-
ing valve 26 could be replaced with a hydraulic-actuated
alternative, and proportional valve 17 replaced with an
electro-hydraulic proportional valve.
[0029] Turning back to Fig. 1, at least one of a drawbar
load sensor 44, an axle load cell 46, and a fill-level sensor
48 is connected to controller 40. One or more of sensors
44,46,48 provide trailer load information that is repre-
sentative of the trailer weight including the load, or of the
variable payload alone. The controller 40 is configured
to generate a valve setpoint value that is representative
of the trailer load information. The valve setpoint is then
used to control proportional valve 32. Although not
shown, a user interface device may be provided in com-
munication with the controller 40, wherein the trailer load
information may be inputted manually.
[0030] Fig. 2 shows the process flow executed by the
controller 40 when embodied on a trailed agricultural
sprayer having a product tank for storing a pesticide so-
lution for application to a crop field. Fill level sensor 48
generates a signal that is representative of the fluid vol-
ume in the tank and is communicated to the controller
40. Together with stored values of the product density
and the sprayer (unladen) weight, the product tank level
is used to generate a value that represents the total (load-
ed) weight of the sprayer. The valve setpoint is then cal-
culated using the calculated weight, stored valve char-
acteristics for the proportional valve 32 and stored brake
calculation characteristics.
[0031] In summary there is provided a trailer brake sys-
tem that generates load-dependent braking forces. Var-
iable trailer load information is used to generate load-
dependent control signals which serve to control an elec-
trically-controlled proportional valve. A load sensing
valve serves to modify brake command signals in de-
pendence on a control pressure that is regulated by the
proportional valve.
[0032] From reading the present disclosure, other
modification will be apparent to persons skilled in the art.
Such modifications may involve other features which are
already known in the field of trailer brake systems and
component parts therefore and which may be used in-
stead of or in addition to features already described here-
in.

Claims

1. A trailer brake system comprising a brake actuator
connected to a pressure source via a pressure-con-
trolled relay valve having a first control port which is
connected to a command line via a pressure-con-
trolled load sensing valve, wherein the load sensing
valve comprises a second control port connected to
a control line via an electrical proportional valve, and
an electronic controller in communication with the
proportional valve and configured to generate a load-
dependent control signal from trailer load information
for controlling the proportional valve.

2. A trailer brake system according to Claim 1, wherein
the control line is connected to the pressure source.

3. A trailer brake system according to Claim 1 or 2,
wherein the load sensing valve is operable to open
under positive pressure at the second control port,
and wherein the load sensing valve is operable to
maintain a non-zero minimum open parameter in the
absence of a positive pressure at the second control
port.

4. A trailer brake system according to Claim 3, wherein
the load sensing valve comprises adjustment means
to adjust the minimum open parameter.

5. A trailer brake system according to any preceding
claim, wherein the proportional valve is operable to
close in a failed state.

6. A pneumatic trailer brake system according to any
preceding claim.

7. A trailer comprising a brake system according to any
preceding claim.

8. A trailer according to Claim 7, further comprising a
drawbar and a drawbar load sensor coupled to the
drawbar and in communication with the controller,
wherein the drawbar load sensor is arranged to gen-
erate at least a portion of said trailer load information.

9. A trailer according to Claim 7 or 8, further comprising
an axle and an axle load cell arranged proximate to
the axle and in communication with the controller,
wherein the load cell is arranged to generate at least
a portion of said trailer load information.

10. A trailed agricultural sprayer according to Claim 7, 8
or 9.

11. A trailed agricultural sprayer according to Claim 10,
further comprising a product receptacle and a fill-
level sensor in communication with the controller,
wherein the fill-level sensor is arranged to generate

5 6 



EP 3 505 409 A1

5

5

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

45

50

55

fill-level information in association with the product
receptacle, and wherein the trailer load information
is generated based upon the fill-level information.

12. A method of controlling a trailer brake system com-
prising receiving trailer load information, generating
an electronic load-dependent control signal based
upon the trailer weight information, and controlling
an electrically-controlled proportional valve with the
load-dependent control signal, wherein the propor-
tional valve is arranged to regulate a control pressure
which is supplied to control a load-sensing valve in
a trailer brake system.

13. A method according to Claim 12, wherein the trailer
load information is representative of both weight of
a trailer and of a trailer payload.

14. A method according to Claim 12 or 13, wherein said
step of receiving trailer load information involves re-
ceiving fill-level information from a fill-level sensor
arranged in association with a product tank.

15. A method according to any one of Claims 12, 13 or
14, further comprising receiving trailer inclination in-
formation, wherein the generated load-dependent
control signal is also based upon the trailer inclina-
tion information.

16. A trailer brake system configured to execute the
method of any one of Claims 12 to 15.
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