
Truck Crashes Caused by Missing Reflective Tape and Trailer Lighting 

in Georgia 

A Dark Trailer Can Become Nearly Invisible Until a Driver Is Too Close to Avoid It 

At night, a tractor-trailer isn't visible only because of its size. Rear lamps, side marker lights, 

reflectors, and red-and-white conspicuity tape help other motorists recognize the trailer's 

width, length, position, and movement before headlights are close enough to illuminate the 

entire vehicle. When those systems are missing, broken, dirty, or obscured, a slow-moving or 

stopped trailer can blend into the darkness. 

That visibility problem can contribute to rear-end impacts, side underride crashes, collisions 

with trailers crossing or backing into a roadway, and wrecks involving trucks stopped on 

shoulders or ramps. The driver of the passenger vehicle may still face questions about speed, 

attention, and following distance, but those questions don't erase federal requirements for 

trailer lighting and reflective material. 

Our Georgia truck accident lawyers investigate whether the trailer was visible the way federal 

safety rules intended. That means looking at more than the post-crash police report. We 

examine the trailer itself, lighting circuits, bulbs or LEDs, reflective tape, maintenance history, 

roadside inspection records, photographs, video, and the nighttime conditions at the scene. 

 

Quick Facts About Trailer Visibility Requirements 

• Required Lamps Must Be Operable: 49 CFR § 393.9 requires lamps covered by the federal rules 
to be capable of operating and prohibits required lamps and reflective material from being 
obscured. 

• Wide, Heavy Trailers Need Conspicuity Treatment: 49 CFR § 393.11 requires qualifying newer 
trailers to have retroreflective sheeting, reflex reflectors, or a compliant combination. 

• Older Trailers Are Covered Too: 49 CFR § 393.13 imposes retrofit requirements for many 
qualifying trailers manufactured before December 1, 1993. 

• Tape and Lights Serve Different Functions: Lighting communicates braking, turning, and vehicle 
position, while conspicuity material helps outline the trailer when illuminated by another 
vehicle's headlights. 

• A Violation Still Has to Be Connected to the Crash: Missing tape or a failed lamp matters most 
when the evidence shows reduced visibility contributed to the collision. 

 

https://www.garymartinhays.com/truck-accident/


Why Reflective Tape Matters on a Tractor-Trailer 

Retroreflective material is designed to return light toward its source. When a car's headlights 

hit the red-and-white tape on the rear or sides of a trailer, the pattern helps the driver 

recognize that a large vehicle or trailer is ahead even before every structural detail is visible. 

Federal regulations call this a conspicuity system. Under 49 CFR § 393.11, qualifying trailers at 

least 80 inches wide and over 10,000 pounds GVWR that were manufactured on or after 

December 1, 1993 must have compliant retroreflective sheeting, reflex reflectors, or a 

permitted combination. The rule also specifies placement and related requirements. 

For many older trailers, 49 CFR § 393.13 requires retrofit conspicuity material on the sides and 

rear. The exact federal requirements depend on the trailer's configuration, dimensions, 

manufacture date, and applicable exceptions. 

Federal Rules Also Require the Lamps and Reflectors to Remain Visible 

Having the correct equipment on the trailer isn't enough if it no longer works or can't be seen. 

49 CFR § 393.9 requires covered lamps to be operable and says required lamps and reflective 

devices or material can't be obscured by the load, covering, dirt, or other added equipment, 

subject to a limited exception. 

That can make maintenance history important in a crash involving a dark trailer. Was the 

reflective tape badly worn or coated with road grime? Had a light-out condition appeared on a 

prior inspection? Was a damaged wiring harness repeatedly repaired? Were the rear lamps 

blocked by equipment or cargo? The condition at the time of the crash is what matters, but 

prior records can show whether the problem was known. 

Which Crashes Can Involve Poor Trailer Conspicuity? 

• Rear-End Crashes Into Slow or Stopped Trailers: A passenger driver may not recognize the 

back of a dark trailer until the available stopping distance is gone. 

• Side Underride Crashes: A trailer crossing, turning, or blocking part of a roadway can be 

difficult to recognize from the side when marker lights or reflective material are missing. 

• Shoulder and Ramp Collisions: A trailer stopped partly in a travel lane or along a poorly lit 

shoulder can create a severe nighttime hazard. 

• Backing or Yard-Exit Crashes: A container or semitrailer entering a dark roadway from a 

terminal, lot, or driveway can present mostly its side profile to approaching traffic. 

The broader dangers of poor nighttime visibility in tractor-trailer crashes include darkness, 

weather, fatigue, and vehicle visibility. A missing-tape or failed-light case goes one step further 

by asking whether the trailer itself complied with the specific federal conspicuity requirements. 

https://www.law.cornell.edu/cfr/text/49/393.11
https://www.law.cornell.edu/cfr/text/49/393.13
https://www.law.cornell.edu/cfr/text/49/393.9
https://www.garymartinhays.com/articles/how-poor-nighttime-visibility-leads-to-deadly-tractor-trailer-accidents/


Underride Crashes Make Visibility Failures Especially Dangerous 

When a passenger vehicle strikes the rear or side of a trailer, the upper part of the car can pass 

beneath the trailer structure. That can bypass much of the vehicle's normal crash protection 

and produce catastrophic head, neck, and upper-body injuries. 

Working lights and reflective markings don't replace underride guards or careful driving, but 

visibility can affect whether another motorist recognizes the trailer soon enough to brake or 

steer away. In Georgia underride truck accidents, broken lights, reflective markings, and trailer 

safety equipment can all become part of the liability investigation. 

The Post-Crash Trailer Inspection Can Be Critical Evidence 

A trailer can look very different after towing, repair, washing, or replacement of damaged 

lights. That makes early inspection important. The legal team may need to document the trailer 

before anyone replaces a lamp assembly, cleans reflective tape, repairs wiring, or moves the 

equipment back into service. 

Evidence worth preserving can include: 

• Nighttime Scene Photographs and Video: Images taken under similar lighting can show 

what approaching drivers could actually see. Dashcam or surveillance footage can be even 

more valuable. 

• Reflective Tape Condition and Placement: Photographs and measurements can document 

missing segments, damage, contamination, or placement that may not meet the applicable 

rule. 

• Lamp and Wiring Condition: Bulbs, LED assemblies, connectors, wiring, fuses, and electrical 

plugs can reveal whether a light failure existed before impact or resulted from the crash. 

• Trailer VIN and Manufacture Information: The trailer's age and specifications can help 

determine which federal conspicuity requirements apply. 

• Inspection and Maintenance Records: Prior light-out violations, repair tickets, DVIRs, 

roadside inspections, and shop records can show whether the visibility problem was 

recurring. 

These records can help show whether poor truck maintenance recordsreveal a recurring 

visibility problem before the crash. 

https://www.garymartinhays.com/truck-accident/underride-accidents/
https://www.garymartinhays.com/articles/how-poor-truck-maintenance-records-can-make-or-break-a-legal-case/


 

What to Document Right Away After a Nighttime Trailer Crash 

• Photograph the Trailer From the Approach Direction: If it can be done safely, record how the 
trailer looked from the direction the passenger vehicle was traveling, not only close-up damage. 

• Capture Every Light and Reflective Surface: Photographs should include rear, side, clearance, 
marker, brake, and turn lamps along with conspicuity tape and reflectors. 

• Identify the Tractor and Trailer Separately: The trailer may be owned or leased by a company 
different from the motor carrier shown on the tractor. 

• Look for Nearby Cameras: Warehouses, gas stations, businesses, traffic systems, and other 
vehicles may have recorded the trailer before the crash. 

• Preserve the Equipment Before Repair: A legal preservation request can help prevent the 
trailer from being altered before qualified inspection occurs. 

 

Who May Be Responsible for Missing Tape or Failed Trailer Lights? 

Responsibility can depend on who owned, controlled, inspected, maintained, and operated the 

trailer. The motor carrier may be responsible for putting unsafe equipment into service. A 

trailer owner or lessor may control scheduled maintenance. A third-party repair company may 

have performed defective electrical work. A driver may have noticed a failed lamp during a pre-

trip inspection and continued anyway. 

A serious truck case therefore needs contracts and records as well as photographs. Figuring out 

who can be liable after a Georgia truck accident can require tracing ownership, maintenance, 

control, and the relationships among several companies. 

The Defense May Say the Passenger Driver Should Have Seen the Trailer Anyway 

A trucking company or insurer may argue that the passenger driver was following too closely, 

speeding, distracted, or simply should have seen the trailer. Sometimes driver conduct does 

contribute to a crash. But the answer should come from evidence rather than an assumption 

that a large trailer must always be obvious at night. 

Investigators can compare headlight reach, road geometry, ambient lighting, weather, trailer 

position, lamp operation, reflective material, vehicle speed, perception-response time, and 

available stopping distance. Dashcam video and reconstruction can be particularly useful when 

visibility is disputed. 

Georgia's comparative fault rules can reduce damages when an injured person shares 

responsibility and can bar recovery at 50 percent or more fault. That makes it important to 

preserve the objective visibility evidence before each side starts building a different version of 

what should have been seen. 

https://www.garymartinhays.com/articles/whos-liable-after-georgia-truck-accident/


Visibility Evidence Can Disappear Faster Than the Lawsuit Deadline 

Georgia personal injury actions are generally subject to a two-year limitations period under 

Georgia Code § 9-3-33, but waiting anywhere close to that long can be disastrous for a visibility 

case. The trailer may be repaired or sent across the country, surveillance video can be 

overwritten, and roadside lighting conditions can change. 

The need to preserve evidence after a Georgia truck accident creates a practical deadline that 

can be much shorter than the court filing deadline. 

The current text of Georgia Code § 9-3-33 provides the general two-year limitations period for 

actions for injuries to the person, subject to exceptions that can change the analysis. 

A Dark Trailer Crash Needs More Than a Daylight Photograph 

The central question in a reflective-tape or lighting case is visibility at the moment of danger. A 

clean trailer photographed in a tow yard during daylight doesn't answer what an approaching 

driver could see on a dark Georgia highway before impact. 

At Gary Martin Hays & Associates, our Georgia truck wreck lawyers move quickly to preserve 

the trailer, secure video and maintenance records, identify the companies responsible for the 

equipment, and work with qualified professionals when visibility or reconstruction needs 

technical analysis. 

If you or someone you love was injured in a nighttime crash involving a poorly lit or hard-to-see 

trailer, contact us for a free consultation. We offer representation on a contingency fee basis. 

That means no upfront costs, and you pay nothing unless we win your case. 

 

https://www.garymartinhays.com/articles/how-to-preserve-evidence-after-a-georgia-truck-accident/
https://law.justia.com/codes/georgia/title-9/chapter-3/article-2/section-9-3-33/
https://www.garymartinhays.com/contact/

