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Nothing feels worse 
than sitting on the side of the road 
with a truck that doesn’t work – 
especially if your truck is a tow 
truck. Talk about embarrassing. 
Although you are a safe driver and 
operate a well-maintained truck, at 
some point in your career you are 
probably going to have to deal with 
a breakdown. Knowing what to do 
when the unexpected happens can 
help you safely deal with the situa-
tion and get you back on the road as 
soon as possible.

Warning Devices
Section 393.95 of the Federal 

Motor Carrier Safety Regulations 
(FMCSRs) requires that every com-
mercial motor vehicle be equipped 
with at least:

• Three bi-directional emer-
gency reflective triangles (most 
common),

• Six flares capable of burning 
for 30 minutes, or

• Three liquid burning flares 
that contain enough fuel to burn 
continuously for at least 60 minutes.

Although some towing compa-
nies carry more warning devices 
than required, the above list is the 
bare minimum. Traffic cones are 
common on some tow trucks and 
are important to providing traffic 
control at a wreck scene, but they 
are not actually required by the 
FMCSRs. The flame-producing 

warning devices are not very com-
mon anymore and have their limita-
tions. Both are prohibited near any 
vehicle carrying Division 1.1, 1.2 or 
1.3 (explosives) hazardous materials, 
any cargo tank motor vehicle used 
for the transportation of Division 2.1 
(flammable gas) or Class 3 (flam-
mable liquid) hazardous materials 
whether loaded or empty, or any 
commercial motor vehicle using 
compressed gas as a motor fuel.

Warning Device Placement
Section 392.22 of the FMCSRs 

states that when a truck is stopped 
(i.e., broken down) on the roadway 
or shoulder of a highway, the driver 
must immediately activate his or her 
truck’s hazard warning flashers and 
has 10 minutes to set out emergency 
warning devices. Before exiting the 
cab of the disabled truck, drivers 
should look in their side mirror to 
avoid stepping out into traffic and 
wear a high-visibility safety vest 
or something similar. As an added 
measure, when you are walking to 
place the warning devices, consider 
holding the reflective triangles in 
front of you for increased visibility 
to oncoming traffic.

The placement of warning de-
vices varies depending on where the 
vehicle is stopped. If you have the 
choice, find a safe spot to pull over 
and get out of traffic. By parking out 
of the traffic lanes you can minimize 

traffic disruptions, reduce secondary 
crash risk and provide a safer area 
for you or your mechanic to perform 
repairs.

If you stop on a two-lane road: 
• One warning device should 

be placed on the traffic side of the 
vehicle 10 feet (4 paces) from the 
front or rear, depending on traffic 
direction.

• The second warning device 
should be placed 100 feet (40 paces) 
behind the vehicle, and

• The third warning device 
should be placed 100 feet (40 paces) 
ahead of the vehicle on the shoulder 
or in the lane where the vehicle is 
stopped.

If you stop on a one-way or 
divided highway:

• Warning devices should be 
placed 10, 100 and 200 feet from 
the rear of the vehicle, toward ap-
proaching traffic.

If you stop within 500 feet of a 
hill, curve or obstruction:

• One warning device should be 
placed 10 feet from the rear of the 
vehicle.  

• Another warning device 
should be placed 100 to 500 feet 
from the vehicle in the direction of 
the obstruction.

Roadside Repairs
As mentioned in the Towing and 

Recovery Association of Ameri-
ca’s National Driver Certification 
Program, all towing operators are 
reminded to know when to get help 
from a professional mechanic. If you 
are not qualified to perform mechan-
ical repairs, leave it to the experts.

Wrap Up
If your company has a safety 

policy addressing roadside break-
downs or accidents, review them 
before you actually need them. 
Safety is a full-time job, don’t make 
it a part-time practice.

Breakdowns . . .
Expect the Unexpected
Instructor Notes: No one can anticipate when a breakdown will occur but 
you can train your drivers to handle one when it does. Use this opportunity to 
discuss roadside safety protocols with your staff to prepare them to be “street 
smart” even when sitting on the side of the road. 
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