
Bobtail Truck Accidents in Georgia 

Why a Semi Without a Trailer Handles Nothing Like You'd Expect 

Most drivers share the road with tractor-trailers every day and develop a rough sense of how 
those big trucks behave. But there's a version of that same truck that's far more unpredictable, 
and many Georgia drivers have no idea it exists. A bobtail truck, a semi-truck running without 
any trailer attached, looks like half of the rig you're used to passing on I-285. It doesn't behave 
that way, though. Stripped of the trailer's weight, a bobtail truck becomes genuinely difficult to 
control in ways that most professional drivers aren't trained to handle on a daily basis. 

At the Law Offices of Gary Martin Hays & Associates, P.C., our Georgia truck accident lawyers 
have spent decades tracking every configuration of commercial vehicle wreck that finds its way 
onto Georgia roads. Bobtail crashes show up after deliveries, during repositioning runs, and on 
the long empty haul back to a distribution center. When they happen, the legal picture is 
complicated in ways that standard truck crash cases aren't, and the injuries are just as severe. 

Since 1993, we've fought for Georgia's injured, and we've recovered over $1 billion for Georgia 
families. Bobtail crashes are among the cases where early investigation makes a decisive 
difference, because the liability and insurance questions move fast. 

What Makes a Bobtail Truck So Dangerous on Georgia Roads? 

A fully loaded tractor-trailer distributes 80,000 pounds of weight across multiple axles. When 
the trailer is removed, that same cab, now weighing roughly 20,000 to 25,000 pounds on its 
own, sits with most of its weight over the front axle. The rear drive axles carry far less weight 
than the braking system was engineered to handle. That mismatch creates a serious physics 
problem. 

The braking air system on a commercial truck is designed to push against loaded rear axles. 
Without a trailer, the same air pressure locks the rear wheels during any hard stop. Locked rear 
wheels on a lightly loaded axle mean the back of the cab swings sideways instantly, a skid that 
becomes a jackknife before the driver can respond. Even at moderate speeds, a bobtailing truck 
can spin across multiple lanes in seconds. 

The mechanical factors that increase bobtail crash risk include: 

• Disproportionate Rear-Axle Air Pressure: Air brakes calibrated for a loaded trailer apply 
far too much force to unloaded rear axles, causing wheel lockup and loss of directional 
control. 

• Shorter Wheelbase And Altered Handling: Without a trailer extending 50-plus feet 
behind the cab, the truck's weight distribution shifts dramatically forward, making 
steering inputs feel lighter and more sensitive than the driver expects. 

• Reduced Traction On Wet Or Sandy Georgia Roads: The rear drive tires don't grip as 
they would under load, turning highway rain, morning frost, or sand-covered asphalt 
near Georgia's construction corridors into a sliding surface. 
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• Height And Suspension Changes: A bobtail truck rides higher because the suspension 
isn't compressed by a trailer's weight, which shifts the center of gravity and changes 
how the cab responds to sharp curves or lane changes. 

• Reduced Aerodynamic Stability: Long-haul cabs are shaped to work with a trailer, and 
running without one can create handling surprises in crosswinds, particularly on 
Georgia's elevated highway spans and bridge approaches. 

The Federal Motor Carrier Safety Administration sets performance standards for commercial 
braking systems, but those standards assume the truck will typically operate under load. Drivers 
who bobtail regularly know to compensate, but their responses take training, and not every 
carrier provides it. 

The Insurance Gap That Surprises Most Victims 

Here's where bobtail crashes get complicated in ways that victims don't see coming. When a 
truck is hauling a load, the motor carrier's primary commercial liability policy is in force. The 
carrier accepts responsibility for the vehicle while it's actively doing its job. When the driver 
drops the trailer and runs bobtail, that coverage may no longer apply, depending on the specific 
policy language and lease arrangement. 

In that gap, the driver is often supposed to carry what's called bobtail insurance or non-trucking 
liability coverage, a separate personal policy for the cab when it isn't actively under dispatch. 
Some carriers require it. Some lease agreements between owner-operators and motor carriers 
shift responsibility in ways that create coverage disputes. Imagine a driver heading south on I-
75 near the Spaghetti Junction interchange, having just dropped a load at a warehouse in 
College Park and running empty back to a staging yard in Jonesboro. If that driver rear-ends a 
sedan during the empty return, which policy pays? 

The answer isn't always obvious. The motor carrier's insurer will argue the driver was no longer 
under dispatch. The driver's personal policy will argue the cab was still used for commercial 
purposes and the commercial policy applies. Georgia victims get caught in that fight while their 
medical bills keep arriving. 

Understanding independent contractor liability in trucking is essential because most bobtail 
drivers are either owner-operators or lease drivers, not company employees, and that structure 
deliberately blurs who controls the vehicle and who's responsible for its operation. 

Who Can Be Held Liable After a Bobtail Truck Crash in Georgia? 

Liability in a bobtail crash doesn't collapse just because the trailer is gone. The investigation 
may actually expand. Georgia personal injury law allows claims against multiple parties 
simultaneously, and the facts of a bobtail crash often point in more than one direction. 

Here are parties whose liability should be investigated after a serious truck wreck: 

• The Truck Driver: A driver who operates a bobtail truck without adjusting for its 
handling characteristics, who follows too closely, or who fails to test brakes before 
entering a Georgia highway is personally negligent under Georgia law. 
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• The Motor Carrier: If the carrier dispatched the driver on the empty repositioning run, 
required the driver to return the cab under a schedule, or failed to train the driver on 
bobtail handling, the carrier may bear responsibility even if no cargo was being hauled. 

• The Owner-Operator Or Leasing Company: When a driver owns the cab under a lease 
agreement with a carrier, questions about whose insurance covers what phase of the 
trip become central. Third-party trailer leasing arrangements introduce their own layer 
of hidden liability. 

• A Parts Or Maintenance Supplier: If the brake system failed because of a defective 
component or missed inspection, the company that serviced the truck or manufactured 
the part may be a responsible party. Truck brake failures frequently trace back to 
mechanical negligence rather than driver error alone. 

• A Freight Broker Or Dispatch Operation: If a third party gave the driver instructions 
about route, timing, or return schedule that contributed to the conditions of the crash, 
that entity may carry a share of responsibility under freight broker negligence theories. 

The 49 C.F.R. regulatory framework governs commercial vehicle operation regardless of 
whether a trailer is attached. A driver running bobtail is still subject to hours-of-service rules, 
still required to maintain the cab in safe mechanical condition, and still responsible for 
operating within their CDL qualification limits. 

Injuries That Follow a Bobtail Truck Crash 

The cab of a modern tractor-trailer weighs more than ten passenger cars combined. Even in a 
seemingly low-speed bobtail collision, the forces involved can produce injuries that look minor 
in the first 24 hours and reveal their full scope weeks later. Georgia victims often make the 
mistake of delaying medical care because they don't immediately feel the severity of what 
happened to their bodies. 

Spinal cord injuries are common in broadside and rollover impacts. Internal injuries from truck 
accidents may not manifest symptoms until organ damage is advanced. Traumatic brain injuries 
from the rotational forces of a cab spinning into a smaller vehicle can produce diffuse axonal 
damage that doesn't appear on initial scans. Crush injuries occur when a bobtailing truck 
overrides the profile of a passenger vehicle during a jackknife. 

The Georgia Governor's Office of Highway Safety tracks large truck crash data statewide, and 
the injury patterns in cab-only crashes reflect the same catastrophic force characteristics as 
fully loaded truck collisions. Weight doesn't tell the whole story. Energy transfer at the moment 
of impact does. 

The Insurance Defense Playbook in Bobtail Crash Claims 

Carriers and their insurers know bobtail claims are legally messy, and they use that messiness 
deliberately. The standard defense strategy is to create as much ambiguity as possible about 
which policy applies, then use that ambiguity to delay and reduce payments to injured 
Georgians. 
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You'll often hear adjusters argue that the driver's personal non-trucking policy should pay, 
while that policy's insurer argues the driver was still under the carrier's commercial authority. 
Both sides point at the other. Evidence that resolves the dispute, including dispatch logs, GPS 
telematics records, lease agreements, and the driver's qualification file, gets harder to obtain 
with every passing day. Truck accident evidence destruction is real, and it happens most often 
in the 72 hours immediately after a crash. 

Our Georgia truck accident lawyers know how to sue the truck company and how to reach 
behind the corporate structure to the insurance carriers with the actual exposure. We use 
FMCSA carrier safety ratings as part of our evidence gathering, and we deal with trucking 
companies whose defense lawyers understand that a slow response from injured victims works 
in their client's favor. 

If you or someone in your family was injured by a bobtail truck in Georgia, contact us as soon as 
possible. Georgia families we represent in commercial vehicle cases never face upfront legal 
costs. Our firm's fee is tied entirely to the outcome, and you pay nothing unless we recover 
compensation for you. 
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