
Georgia Truck Accident Liability When The Driver Is An Independent 

Contractor 

Independent Contractor Labels After A Georgia Truck Crash 

A tractor-trailer tears through traffic, leaves a family in the hospital, and the trucking company’s 

first move is to distance itself from the driver. The words come out fast and clean, almost like 

they were waiting on a shelf for the right moment: he wasn’t our employee, he was an 

independent contractor. 

To an injured family, that can sound like the case is already slipping away. But it usually isn’t that 

simple. 

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

know that “independent contractor” is one of the most common shields raised after a serious 

truck wreck. In trucking cases, that label often matters less than who controlled the trip, whose 

authority was being used, and what the lease and federal rules required. 

That’s where these cases often turn. The label may sound simple, but the legal responsibility 

usually isn’t. 

Carrier Liability Often Turns On More Than The Job Title 

In ordinary business settings, independent contractor status can matter a lot. Trucking isn’t 

ordinary. Federal safety rules were built around the reality that authorized motor carriers 

shouldn’t be able to move freight under their authority while dodging public responsibility 

through private labels. The regulations governing commercial drivers and leased equipment 

reflect that point directly. 

That doesn’t mean every company connected to a crash is automatically liable in every scenario. 

Facts still matter. Lease structure matters. Dispatch control matters. Route assignments, 

equipment ownership, and who was benefiting from the trip all matter. But it does mean the 

analysis can’t stop with a contractor agreement pulled out after the wreck.  

Georgia appellate decisions involving leased trucking equipment have made clear that the 

public-facing responsibility analysis doesn’t end just because the driver wasn’t on a traditional 

payroll. 

For example, a carrier may insist a driver was “independent” because he owned his own tractor. 

If that same driver was hauling under the carrier’s operating authority, following its dispatch 

instructions, and moving freight under a lease covered by federal regulations, the label alone 

won’t answer the liability question. 

https://www.garymartinhays.com/truck-accident/
https://www.garymartinhays.com/articles/how-dispatch-pressure-contributes-to-georgia-truck-accidents/


The Lease And Operating Authority Often Tell The Real Story 

One of the most important turning points in these cases is whether the truck was operating 

under the motor carrier’s authority and whether there was a qualifying lease arrangement in 

place. The federal leasing regulation in 49 C.F.R. § 376.12 requires the lease to provide that the 

authorized carrier lessee has exclusive possession, control, and use of the equipment for the 

duration of the lease and assumes complete responsibility for its operation. Georgia courts have 

relied on that framework in discussing public responsibility for leased trucking equipment. 

Here’s where the records often matter most: 

• The Lease Agreement: The written lease can show whether the carrier had the right and 

obligation to control the equipment and assume responsibility while the trip was 

underway. 

• Operating Authority And Placarding: The DOT number, motor carrier authority, and 

placard displayed on the truck often help show whose business the truck was operating 

in at the time of the crash. 

• Dispatch And Route Control: Load assignments, pickup instructions, delivery deadlines, 

and communications can reveal who was directing the movement of the truck in real 

time. 

• Driver Qualification And Compliance Files: The federal qualification rules apply to 

persons who drive commercial motor vehicles as, for, or on behalf of motor carriers, 

which means the carrier’s duties don’t disappear just because the driver is called a 

contractor. 

When those records line up, the “independent contractor” argument starts to look less like a 

legal answer and more like a defensive slogan. 

Georgia Cases Don’t Let Private Labels End The Inquiry 

Georgia case law on trucking responsibility is fact-specific, but there are important guideposts. 

In Coleman v. B-H Transfer Co., the Georgia Supreme Court quoted the federal leasing regulation 

requiring the authorized carrier lessee to have exclusive possession, control, and use of the 

leased equipment and to assume complete responsibility for its operation during the lease.  

In PN Express, Inc. v. Zegel, the Georgia Court of Appeals stated that under this regulatory 

scheme, the motor carrier is fully responsible to the public for the operation of its leased 

vehicles, regardless of whether the driver or lessor is characterized as an independent 

contractor. 

https://www.ecfr.gov/current/title-49/subtitle-B/chapter-III/subchapter-B/part-376/subpart-B/section-376.12
https://case-law.vlex.com/vid/coleman-v-b-h-894439074
https://www.casemine.com/judgement/us/5914b072add7b04934752ee9/amp


Those cases matter because they undercut a familiar defense tactic. The carrier can’t simply 

hand over a contractor agreement and expect the liability analysis to stop there when federal 

leasing rules and the actual structure of the trip point the other way. 

At the same time, not every theory succeeds automatically. Georgia cases also show that some 

broader negligent-hiring theories against independent contractors may face limits depending on 

the facts and the legal theory asserted. That’s another reason these cases have to be 

investigated carefully instead of reduced to one talking point. 

The law rewards detail here, not shortcuts. 

Paperwork Can Be Used To Blur Responsibility After A Serious Wreck 

After a catastrophic crash, companies often move quickly to sort out their defense position. 

Contractor agreements, trip leases, dispatch records, insurance tenders, and post-crash 

statements can all be used to create distance between the carrier and the driver. That doesn’t 

mean the distance is real. It means the evidence has to be read in context. 

The most revealing contradictions often show up when a company wants control before the 

crash and disclaims it after the crash. A carrier may dictate schedules, choose the freight, 

require compliance with its policies, and profit from the trip, then pivot and say the driver was 

operating independently once someone gets hurt. That kind of mismatch can be powerful in 

litigation because jurors understand when a company wants the benefit of control without the 

burden of responsibility. 

That’s not just a legal issue. It’s a credibility issue. 

The Evidence That Often Changes The Liability Picture 

These cases are usually won or lost in the records, not in the press release version of the 

relationship. The strongest investigations look for the paper trail that shows how the trip was 

really being run. 

The records that often matter most include: 

• Trip Leases And Equipment Agreements: These can establish whether federal leasing 

rules were triggered and whether the carrier assumed complete responsibility for the 

truck during the trip. 

• Dispatch Messages And Load Confirmations: These help show who was directing the 

movement of the truck and whether the driver was acting in the carrier’s business at the 

time of the wreck. 

• Insurance Filings And Tender Letters: Coverage disputes often reveal how the parties 

themselves understood the relationship once money is on the line. 

https://www.garymartinhays.com/articles/how-hiring-practices-can-expose-georgia-trucking-companies-to-lawsuits/


• Driver Qualification Files And Compliance Records: Federal qualification rules apply to 

those driving as, for, or on behalf of the carrier, and those files can expose the carrier’s 

role in putting the driver on the road. 

When those pieces fit together, the legal picture gets much clearer than the contractor label 

suggests. 

Independent Contractor Status Doesn’t End The Safety Question 

Even apart from the lease issue, the contractor label shouldn’t distract from the bigger public-

safety question. Commercial carriers are heavily regulated because the risks are high. The 

federal rules governing driver qualifications and commercial operations weren’t written to let 

carriers outsource danger and keep the revenue. They were written because trucks operating 

under a carrier’s authority can do catastrophic harm when safety breaks down. 

That’s why these cases deserve a deeper look. A company may have structured the relationship 

in a way that looked efficient on paper, but if the truck was moving freight under the carrier’s 

authority and within its operational pattern, the defense can’t expect injured families to accept 

a label as the last word. Georgia and federal authorities both point to a more serious inquiry 

than that. 

And once that inquiry starts, the story often gets bigger. 

FAQs About Independent Contractor Truck Drivers In Georgia Cases 

Does “independent contractor” automatically mean the trucking company isn’t responsible? 

No. In trucking cases, that label is often only the beginning of the analysis. Federal regulations 

and Georgia case law can make the authorized carrier’s role much more important than the 

defense wants to admit, especially when leased equipment and operating authority are 

involved. 

Do federal trucking rules treat independent contractor drivers differently from employees? 

Not always in the way companies argue. Federal regulations define “employee” broadly enough 

to include leased drivers and independent owner-operator contractors while they are operating 

a commercial motor vehicle for or under lease to an employer. 

Why does the lease matter so much in these cases? 

Because the federal leasing rules require the authorized carrier lessee to have exclusive 

possession, control, and use of leased equipment and to assume complete responsibility for its 

operation during the lease. That can strongly affect public liability analysis after a crash. 

https://www.garymartinhays.com/articles/what-is-vicarious-liability/


Can a trucking company still argue the driver was acting outside its business? 

Yes, and carriers often do. But courts look at the actual facts, including the driver’s work 

pattern, route, dispatch instructions, and whether the trip was in furtherance of the carrier’s 

business. 

What records should be preserved after a crash involving a contractor driver? 

The lease, dispatch messages, load confirmations, qualification files, insurance communications, 

and operating authority information are all important. Those records often reveal who 

controlled the trip and who should answer for the harm that followed. 

Looking Past The Label And Into The Real Operation 

If you or someone you love was seriously injured in a Georgia truck accident and the company is 

already insisting the driver was “just an independent contractor,” don’t assume that ends the 

inquiry. Let Georgia’s Billion Dollar Truck Wreck Lawyer get to the bottom of what happened.  

At the Law Offices of Gary Martin Hays & Associates, P.C., we look at the lease, the authority, 

the dispatch trail, and the way the trip actually functioned. That’s often where the truth lives. 

Contact us for a free consultation. We’ll listen to what happened, preserve the records that 

matter, and build the case around the real operation behind the truck, not the label the defense 

wants to hide behind. 

 

https://www.garymartinhays.com/
https://www.garymartinhays.com/contact/

