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USDOT Recommends No Changes in Current Truck Size and Weight Limits  
Due to ‘Profound Data Limitations’ 

Prepared by CABT, July 2015 
 

The U.S. Department of Transportation (USDOT) publicly released its series of technical reports and summary 
document as part of its MAP-21 Comprehensive Truck Size and Weight Limits Study that recommend no changes in 
current truck size and weight limits: 

“The technical materials accompanying this letter yield one significant finding:  efforts to assess the full 
effects of the size and weight of various trucks are hindered by many of the same significant data limitations 
identified in previous studies.  The Department finds that the current data limitations are so profound that 
no changes in the relevant laws and regulations should be considered until these data limitations are 
overcome.” (Emphasis added by USDOT) 
 

Crash Rates and New Dangers 
 
USDOT Findings: 

• No reliable national crash rates. USDOT could not come up with reliable crash rates for 85-foot double 
tractor-trailers or any other truck configuration because of the lack of relevant crash data. Eighty-five foot 
doubles are not in current use in the U.S. (other than limited use on one route in one state), so no crash data 
was available for these longer double-trailer trucks.  
 

• Longer stopping distances. USDOT tested straight-line stopping distances for all truck configuration 
scenarios under several braking conditions: normal operating brakes, anti-lock braking system (ABS) 
malfunction and brake failure. They found consistently longer stopping distances for 85-foot doubles than 
the truck configuration they are intended to replace, Twin 28s. Eighty-five foot doubles took 22 feet longer 
to stop than Twin 28s with normal operating brakes (252 feet vs. 230 feet); 22 feet longer to stop with ABS 
malfunction (252 feet vs. 230 feet); and 23 feet longer to stop with brake failure (272 feet vs. 249 feet). 
 

• Increased rollover vulnerability. Eighty-five foot doubles shared the propensity of other doubles and triples 
to roll over during avoidance maneuvers. In fact, USDOT’s standard test simulations produced near-rollover 
propensity in all of the multi-trailer vehicles, as well as the finding that all twins and triples “would be in 
danger of rolling over if a maneuver of this severity were performed on an actual vehicle.” 
 

• Poorer stability and compromised avoidance maneuver. Eighty-five foot doubles were “on the verge of 
instability” (i.e., jackknifing) when the ABS on the lead dolly malfunctioned during the brake in a curve. Also, 
85-foot doubles did not perform as well as Twin 28s in avoidance maneuvers. The greater length of 85-foot 
doubles lowered the response slightly below that of Twin 28s. 
 

• Poorer low-speed off-tracking. Eighty-five foot doubles had a low-speed off-tracking approximately 33-
percent higher than Twin 28s. 

 
Out-of-Service Violations 

USDOT Finding: 

• Twin-trailer configurations had the highest out-of-service (OOS) violation rates—a key indicator of truck 
safety—compared to tractor semitrailer and triple-trailer trucks. Further, twin-trailer configurations had 58-
percent higher OOS violation rates than single-trailer trucks. 
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Pavement and Bridge Damage 

USDOT Findings: 

• Significant pavement damage. Eighty-five foot doubles would result in the largest lifecycle overall increase in 
pavement costs, increasing pavement damage by 1.8 to 2.7 percent compared to the base case truck 
configuration. 

NOTE: USDOT’s finding translates to $1.2 billion to $1.8 billion in estimated pavement damage per year. This 
calculation is based on state and local governments spending $68 billion on pavements in 2012—$41 billion 
by the states, and $27 billion by counties and cities (2012 Highway Statistics and selected Cost Allocation 
studies; R.D. Mingo and Associates). 

• Substantial bridge stress. Eighty-five foot doubles would require nearly 2,500 Interstate and other National 
Highway System bridges to be posted or face further damage, costing up to $1.1 billion in immediate bridge 
strengthening or reinforcement.  
 
NOTE: USDOT only studied 20 percent of the nation’s bridges for this analysis. The remaining 80 percent are 
likely to be the most vulnerable to 85-foot doubles. In fact, only 1,360 of the bridges considered by USDOT 
are currently “structurally deficient” (i.e., likeliest to need repair and/or replacement with heavier truck 
weights), while 70,427 of total bridges are classified as “structurally deficient.”  
 
ADDITIONAL NOTE: USDOT did not include an estimate of bridge deck damage caused by 85-foot doubles. 
Considering that state and local governments spend approximately $14.3 billion every year in bridge 
rehabilitation, mostly on bridge decks, it is estimated that 85-foot doubles will add an additional $200 million 
to $400 million per year in bridge costs (R.D. Mingo and Associates).  

 
Need for Future Research and Data Collection 

USDOT Recommendations: 

• The Department identifies two alternatives that would solve the problems with this study 
o UMTRI survey- and GPS-based exposure data over multiple years; or 
o An analysis plan that utilizes case-control framework, where crashes involving LCVs can be the cases, 

while other non-LCV travel can be the controls. 
 

CABT Recommendations: 

• Implement a uniform crash report form that accurately collects the number of trailers and axles, truck weight 
and length, and road type where the crash occurred. 
 

• Study the impacts of bigger-truck operation on local communities and infrastructure. Allowing longer double-
trailer trucks would spill over into local communities and affect not only infrastructure, but also motorists 
who spend the majority of their VMT on local roads. USDOT found federal-aid roads, about 5 percent of U.S. 
public roads, account for around 35 percent of truck crashes. These means 65 percent of large-truck crashes 
occur on nonfederal-aid roads where the public spends the majority of their VMT. 


