
Garbage Truck Accidents In Georgia And Why These Wrecks Leave 
Lasting Harm 

How Sanitation Vehicles Become Some Of The Most Dangerous Trucks On 
Atlanta Streets 

The morning still feels quiet in the neighborhood, but the day has already started for sanitation 
crews. A loaded refuse truck rolls down the block, stopping every few hundred feet, with 
workers hopping off the back and walking into driveways. To anyone watching, it looks routine. 
Yet the same vehicle that makes Tuesday morning ordinary is also one of the heaviest, blindest, 
and most stop-and-go machines on Georgia roads. 

When something goes wrong, the consequences land hard on whoever is closest. A child 
waiting at a school bus stop. A driver pulling out of a side street. A sanitation worker standing 
on the rear step. The crash forces and the visibility problems that come with these trucks aren't 
anything like a typical car wreck, and the legal picture isn't either. 

At the Law Offices of Gary Martin Hays & Associates, P.C., our Georgia truck accident lawyers 
have handled cases involving every category of commercial truck on our highways. Since 1993, 
we've fought for Georgia's injured and recovered over $1 billion for our clients and their 
families. Garbage and refuse trucks have their own pattern of crash dynamics that demand a 
specific kind of attention from the very first day. 

The Weight And Visibility Problem That Makes Sanitation Trucks Different 

A loaded rear-loader refuse truck can weigh roughly 51,000 pounds, sometimes more. A front-
loader or roll-off can exceed that. These trucks aren't built to merge into highway traffic, 
they're built to creep, stop, lift, dump, and creep again. Drivers sit high above the road, the 
body of the truck blocks rear and side sight lines, and mirrors only catch part of the surrounding 
traffic. 

That weight and that blind-spot footprint create a crash profile a passenger car driver can't 
compete with. A 4,000-pound sedan being struck by, or rolling under, a refuse truck moving at 
20 mph isn't a fender bender. It’s often a catastrophic underride or a crush event that leaves 
the people inside the smaller vehicle with traumatic injuries before help arrives. 

Common Causes Of Sanitation Truck Wrecks Across Georgia 

Most refuse-truck collisions trace back to a small set of recurring problems that lawyers, 
regulators, and engineers have studied for years. The same patterns surface in case after case, 
and recognizing them quickly is what helps families understand why the wreck happened and 
who is responsible. 

• Severe Blind Spots Around The Truck Body: The compacting body, rear hopper, and tall 
cab create no-zones around the truck where pedestrians, cyclists, and cars completely 
disappear from the driver's view. 
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• Tight Wide-Radius Turns On Residential Streets: Refuse routes weave through 
neighborhoods that were never designed for vehicles this size, and the truck often has 
to swing left to clear a right turn. That maneuver is a frequent cause of wide turn truck 
accidents in Georgia. 

• Driver Fatigue From Early-Morning Routes And Long Shifts: Many crews start before 
sunrise and finish in the afternoon heat, and that schedule wears down reaction time in 
a way that mirrors the driver fatigue patterns we see in commercial trucking. 

• Reversing Maneuvers Near Walkers And Cars: Pickup stops force the driver to back up 
repeatedly, and that creates the same hazards covered in our piece on pedestrian 
accidents involving reversing delivery trucks and vans. 

• Poorly Maintained Brakes And Hydraulics: A truck that stops 100 times a day burns 
through brakes faster than a long-haul rig, and skipped inspections show up later in the 
maintenance records that can make or break a Georgia case. 

• Loose Or Falling Cargo From Hoppers: Items that fly off the back during transit can 
strike vehicles behind the truck or end up in the roadway as a hazard for the next driver. 

How Frequent Stops Create Constant Crash Exposure 

The math of a refuse route makes the danger predictable. A residential truck may stop more 
than 1,000 times in a single shift, with workers on and off the truck at every stop. Each one of 
those events is a chance for a passing driver to misread the situation, for a worker to step into a 
blind spot, or for the truck itself to roll forward before everyone is clear. 

That pattern is why the Federal Motor Carrier Safety Administration treats commercial refuse 
vehicles as commercial motor vehicles when their weight crosses the federal threshold. Hours-
of-service rules, driver qualification files, inspection logs, and post-crash drug and alcohol 
testing apply to many sanitation operators in the same way they apply to long-haul fleets, even 
though the public rarely thinks of garbage trucks in those terms. 

The Crew Riding On The Back Step Faces Its Own Risks 

A second category of victim is the worker on the back of the truck. The rear-step rider position 
is one of the most dangerous job descriptions in the country, and refuse collectors are killed 
and seriously injured at rates well above the average worker. A driver of the truck who pulls 
forward before a rider has remounted, a passing motorist who clips the rear of the truck while 
the worker is standing on the step, or a mechanical failure on the lift can each turn a routine 
pickup into a critical-care call. 

These cases sometimes overlap with third-party-liability theories where the at-fault party isn’t 
the sanitation employer but a passing motorist, a maintenance contractor, or the manufacturer 
of a defective lift. The legal route to compensation depends entirely on identifying every 
responsible party from the start. 

Why Driver Hours Climb Higher Than People Realize 
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Refuse-truck drivers often work split shifts that look short on paper but stretch the entire day. A 
4 a.m. start, a midday break, a return for an afternoon route, and the day suddenly looks like 
ten hours of seat time across fourteen hours of fatigue. Combine that with traffic, heat, and the 
physical work of repeated loading, and the risk profile starts to resemble a long-haul shift 
compressed into a city block. 

This is why hours-of-service violations and driver-fatigue evidence get pulled immediately when 
a refuse-truck crash injures one of our clients. The pattern often only becomes visible after 
pulling dispatch records, route sheets, GPS tracks, and the truck's own electronic data. The 
black box data inside the truck is frequently the most reliable source of speed, brake 
application, and pre-crash steering inputs. 

Federal Rules Still Apply To Many Refuse Carriers 

A common misunderstanding is that a city garbage truck is a city problem and that's the end of 
it. The truth is more complicated. Many sanitation operations in Georgia are privately 
contracted, sometimes by national waste companies operating dozens of routes. When the 
truck's weight rating or the route distance triggers federal jurisdiction, 49 C.F.R. § 396 governs 
inspections, repairs, and maintenance records, and 49 C.F.R. § 395 governs hours of service. 
Violations of those rules become powerful evidence in a Georgia injury claim. 

State law also fills the picture. Georgia's following-too-closely statute at O.C.G.A. § 40-6-49 and 
the lookout duties imposed on all drivers under Georgia's traffic code apply just as strongly to 
the sanitation operator. When violations of any of these rules cause a crash, our firm builds the 
negligence case around the conduct first and the corporate identity second. 

Damages Available After A Sanitation Truck Collision 

Catastrophic injuries from a refuse-truck wreck often include traumatic brain injuries, pelvic 
fractures, back, neck, and spine damage, and crush injuries to the lower body. Long-term care, 
lost earning capacity, and the price of adaptive medical equipment quickly grow past what the 
at-fault driver's policy can cover. 

Available categories of compensation in a serious case generally include past and future 
medical expenses, lost wages and lost earning capacity, pain and suffering, loss of enjoyment of 
life, and, where the conduct rises to the level of conscious disregard for safety, punitive 
damages under Georgia law. When a sanitation crash takes a life, the family can also bring a 
wrongful-death claim. We've explored the framework for wrongful death and serious injury 
claims and the way Georgia law treats fatal collisions. 

Comparative Fault Becomes A Battleground In These Cases 

Sanitation carriers and their insurers rarely accept full responsibility for a wreck. Defense 
lawyers nearly always argue that the injured driver was speeding, distracted, following too 
closely, or otherwise contributing to the harm. Georgia uses a modified comparative-fault 
standard, and we walk clients through how the rule operates in our piece on comparative 
negligence in Georgia car accident cases. The takeaway is that any percentage of fault assigned 
to you reduces your recovery, and once you cross 50 percent, the claim disappears entirely. 
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That risk is why our firm pushes back against speculative fault arguments with hard physical 
evidence from the start. 

• Vehicle Data And Telematics: Speed, throttle position, brake application, and pre-crash 
steering can come from the truck's engine control module and any aftermarket 
telematics platform. 

• Route And Dispatch Records: Pickup logs, on-board scales, and dispatch 
communications show how rushed the driver was on the day of the wreck. 

• Camera Footage And Witness Statements: Many refuse trucks now carry forward- and 
rear-facing cameras, and nearby home and business cameras may capture the moments 
before impact. 

• Driver Qualification And Discipline File: The driver's training records, road-test results, 
and any history of moving violations or prior wrecks are admissible when the carrier 
knew or should have known about a problem. 

• Maintenance And Inspection Records: Pre-trip inspections, post-trip inspections, and 
out-of-service reports often reveal the deferred repairs that turned a known problem 
into a crash. 

When A Loved One Is Lost Because Of A Sanitation Truck Crash 

The hardest cases our firm handles involve fatal refuse-truck wrecks. Children struck while 
crossing the street, motorcyclists clipped while passing, drivers run over by a backing truck, 
each of these losses is unbearable for the family left behind. Georgia's wrongful-death statute 
recognizes the value of the life lost, not just the economic numbers that follow, and the family 
can pursue both wrongful-death and survival damages where the law allows. 

For example, consider a homeowner who steps out to roll a recycling bin to the curb and is 
struck by a private waste hauler making a wide turn. The driver's hours-of-service record shows 
14 straight hours behind the wheel. The maintenance file shows skipped brake inspections. The 
route sheet shows the driver was running ninety minutes behind schedule. None of that is 
visible at the scene. All of it becomes part of a wrongful-death case built around carrier 
conduct, not just driver error. 

The First Steps Our Firm Takes After A Garbage Truck Wreck 

The window for preserving evidence after a refuse-truck wreck is short, and the carrier's 
investigators are usually moving within hours. We send a spoliation letter the same day, 
demanding preservation of the truck, the data, and the records. We coordinate with 
reconstruction specialists, medical providers, and economic experts to build a clear picture of 
what happened and what the future cost of recovery will be. We also push insurers to engage 
with the value of the case instead of starting with lowball numbers that ignore long-term care. 

The work begins when you call. Reach out to our firm online or by phone, and you'll talk with a 
Georgia attorney who handles serious commercial-truck cases week in and week out. Contact 
us for a no-cost case review and let our firm shoulder the legal work while you focus on healing. 
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Our representation begins with no retainer, no hourly billing, and no fee paid by you. Our firm 
only receives an attorney's fee if we win compensation in your case. 

 


