
Brake Fade And Thermal Overload Contribute To Runaway Truck 

Accidents In Georgia 

Why Heat Buildup on Mountain Grades Turns Mechanical Stress Into 

Catastrophic Failure 

A runaway truck crash isn’t a single event. It’s a chain of escalating forces, decisions, and 

failures that begin long before a vehicle reaches the point of no return. When a tractor-trailer 

loses braking capacity on a descending grade, the laws of physics take over, and the outcome is 

nearly always devastating. 

In Georgia, these events often turn deadly. Major corridors like I-75, I-85, and I-20 carry heavy 

freight loads across rolling terrain where elevation changes may seem mild compared to 

western mountain states. But heat doesn’t care about geography. Even moderate grades, when 

combined with weight, speed, and friction, can generate temperatures high enough to destroy 

braking capability. 

Brake fade is where that story begins. Thermal overload is where it ends. 

At the Law Offices of Gary Martin Hays & Associates, P.C., our Georgia truck accident lawyers 

understand how runaway truck wrecks happen; not in broad strokes, but in mechanical detail. 

Our attorneys have seen how brake temperature data, ECM downloads, maintenance logs, 

weight records, and driver technique reveal not just what failed, but why. And when a crash 

leaves someone seriously hurt or ends a life, those answers matter. 

Why Brake Fade Is More Common Than Most People Realize 

Semi-truck braking systems are designed to withstand enormous force, but they are not 

designed to be used continuously on long descents. When drivers rely too heavily on their 

primary brakes rather than using proper gear selection or auxiliary braking systems like engine 

brakes, friction generates heat faster than it can dissipate. 

As brake shoes or pads contact the drum or rotor, temperatures can climb past 1,000°F. At that 

point, the friction material begins to vaporize, lubrication burns away, and the driver loses the 

ability to create stopping force. This is brake fade, and it often strikes without warning. 

The truck may feel normal one moment, then unresponsive the next. By the time the driver 

realizes what’s happening, physics is already ahead of them. 

When Heat Turns Mechanical Stress Into System Failure 

Heat doesn’t only compromise stopping power. It damages the hardware itself. Steel drums 

expand. Brake lines soften. Fluid boils. Shoes glaze over. Springs weaken. Even if the brakes 

continue functioning on the surface, internal components may be deteriorating rapidly. 
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For example, a drum brake expands outward as temperature rises. That expansion increases 

the distance between contact surfaces, reducing friction. The hotter it gets, the less effective 

braking becomes. At the same time, the energy of a fully loaded trailer — often 80,000 pounds 

or more — continues to drive the vehicle forward. 

This is why runaway truck crashes are so violent. The vehicle isn’t simply failing to slow. It’s 

gaining speed with no remaining margin for mechanical recovery. 

And at highway speeds, the difference between control and chaos is measured in seconds. 

Grade Severity and Descent Length Shape Risk 

Many runaway truck crashes occur on long, steady downhill stretches where the slope isn’t 

dramatic enough to trigger caution from drivers; especially those who are inexperienced, 

fatigued, or under pressure to maintain delivery times. 

Georgia’s terrain includes grades steep enough to build heat without appearing dangerous. 

Drivers who fail to downshift early may rely on service brakes too long, believing they can 

correct speed later. By the time they realize they’re overheating the system, engine braking 

may no longer provide enough resistance to slow the truck. 

Weight makes this problem worse. Loads that are even slightly heavier than expected transfer 

more energy into the brake system. Improper loading can also shift weight onto particular 

axles, accelerating heat buildup unevenly. 

A braking system that should handle a descent begins to fail not because the hill is extreme, but 

because the margin for error is gone. 

Brake Technique Matters (Especially Under Pressure) 

A driver who is properly trained and attentive will: 

• Select the correct gear before descent to limit speed without relying on friction braking. 

• Use intermittent braking to allow cooling periods between applications. 

• Engage engine brakes or retarders to share the mechanical load. 

• Monitor speed continuously rather than reacting once it is excessive. 

But in the real world, drivers are often exhausted, rushed, distracted, or poorly trained. The 

truck may be overloaded. The brakes may already be worn. The weather may be hot or humid 

enough to reduce cooling time. The engine brake may be malfunctioning. 

Technique can only make up for so much. Once heat crosses a threshold, the outcome is no 

longer about method. It’s about physics. 

Evidence That Reveals the Truth Behind Runaway Events 

https://www.garymartinhays.com/articles/inexperienced-truck-drivers-are-a-major-risk-on-georgia-highway/
https://www.garymartinhays.com/articles/truck-driver-fatigue-and-hours-of-service-violations-in-georgia/
https://www.garymartinhays.com/articles/how-dispatch-pressure-contributes-to-georgia-truck-accidents/
https://www.garymartinhays.com/articles/the-risks-of-overweight-truck-loads-on-georgia-roads/
https://www.garymartinhays.com/articles/distracted-truck-drivers-put-georgia-families-at-risk/
https://www.garymartinhays.com/articles/why-inadequate-truck-driver-training-leads-to-catastrophic-accidents/


Runaway truck crashes leave behind clear warning signs, but they are often missed unless 

someone knows where to look. Brake points along the roadway may be faint or nonexistent 

because wheels were no longer slowing rotation. Rotor discoloration may show extreme heat 

exposure. Wheel seals may leak. Tires may fail from thermal stress. 

ECM data can reveal speed patterns, brake application frequency, throttle input, engine brake 

usage, gear selection, and system fault codes. Maintenance records may show whether brake 

components were due for replacement, whether technicians flagged deterioration, or whether 

repairs were postponed to meet delivery demands. 

Key evidence may include: 

• Thermal damage markers on drums, rotors, wheels, and hubs 

• Brake chamber measurements showing pushrod stroke beyond safe limits 

• ECM speed history revealing uncontrolled acceleration 

• Weight documentation proving overloaded or imbalanced cargo 

• Service logs showing overdue replacement or ignored defects 

In the courtroom, these are not minor details. They are the mechanical trail that leads to the 

truth. 

They show that runaway events rarely stem from a single mistake. They grow from layered 

failures like mechanical stress, training gaps, maintenance neglect, and decision-making under 

pressure. 

Why Runaway Crashes Often Cause Chain-Reaction Impact 

Loss of braking control doesn’t always end with a rear-end collision at the bottom of a grade. 

Many runaway trucks strike multiple vehicles, barriers, overpasses, or structures before coming 

to rest. 

In multivehicle cases, the speed and direction of a runaway truck amplify damage dramatically. 

Even vehicles not in the original crash path can be impacted by secondary collisions. For 

occupants inside passenger cars, SUVs, or motorcycles, the forces involved are overwhelming. 

One truck losing speed control can change dozens of lives. 

When Thermal Overload Raises Liability Beyond Negligence 

Brake fade isn’t always an unavoidable mechanical failure. Under certain circumstances, it may 

indicate conscious disregard for safety. 

Examples include: 

• Failure to replace brake linings long after performance indicators surfaced 

• Deployment of trucks with known engine brake defects 
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• Requiring drivers to descend grades in higher gears to maintain schedule timing 

• Ignoring chronic overheating complaints from operators 

• Improper brake adjustment creating uneven heat distribution 

When choices — not chance — lead to catastrophic failure, fault expands. And when trucking 

companies understand the risks of thermal overload but send drivers onto steep grades 

anyway, punitive exposure may arise. 

The Human Cost Behind Mechanical Language 

Brake fade. Thermal overload. Energy transfer. Rotational friction. 

These phrases sound clinical until you stand beside a family who has lost someone they love 

because a truck couldn’t stop. The mechanical terms become raw and personal. 

A mother’s empty seat at the dinner table. 

A permanent spinal injury that reshapes a future. 

A survivor who can’t return to work. 

The physics behind runaway crashes matters because the consequences are real. 

The Future of Brake Fade Prevention in Georgia 

Electronic braking systems, automatic adjustment technology, predictive maintenance 

algorithms, and smarter telematics are reshaping truck safety. But no technology eliminates 

heat. And no hardware, no matter how advanced, can survive improper use. 

Until the industry treats brake temperature the way it treats speed and fatigue, runaway 

crashes will continue. 

Gary Wrote the Book on Truck Accidents in Georgia 

At the Law Offices of Gary Martin Hays & Associates, P.C., we don’t just investigate truck 

crashes. We document why they happened, who could have prevented them, and how 

mechanical failure transformed preventable danger into irreversible harm.  

Attorney Gary Martin Hays and attorney Sarah Jett literally wrote the legal guide to tractor-

trailer wreck claims in Georgia. That authority gives our firm the depth and clarity needed to 

uncover technical failures that insurers often overlook or dispute. 

If you were hurt or lost a loved one in a truck accident involving brake failure, uncontrolled 

descent, or runaway conditions, evidence may already be disappearing. Contact us today for a 

free case evaluation to learn how we can help determine whether you have a case and what 

your next steps may be under Georgia law. 
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