
Commercial vehicles are just like automobiles except for 
a few “small” details.  They can be 5 times as long, 1.5 
times wider, 30 times heavier, take 50 % longer time and 
distance to stop, take 3 times longer to turn or cross an 
intersection.  They have only side mirrors for a rear view.  In 
addition, they may articulate in the middle, have a high 
center of gravity and are relatively noisy.   

Post accident examination of a commercial motor 
vehicle is similar to any other vehicle.  Probably the largest 
difference is the brake system.   Air braked vehicles typically 
require more maintenance than hydraulic brakes.   Older 
vehicles require routine adjustment of the brakes, typically 
every few weeks or several thousand miles.  Newer vehicles 
have self adjusting brakes, but it is not unusual to find 
brakes out of adjustment even with these mechanisms. 

As everyone knows, aircraft crash analysis usually 
involves locating and analyzing data from “black boxes” 
which record cockpit conversations, flight controls and a 

variety of parameters associated with the aircraft’s 
operation.  Not as well known is that most modern vehicles 
store diagnostic and troubleshooting information associated 
with the powertrain and safety systems.  This data can be 
retrieved with a variety of proprietary and commercial 
equipment usually in the form of a “scan tool” or a computer 
interface.  For automobile or small trucks, the most useful 
information is usually obtained with the air bag or 
”Supplemental Restraint Systems”.  Large truck systems 

were developed around maintenance requirements for the 
engines and therefore concentrate predominately on engine 
operating conditions.  For commercial motor vehicles, the 
primary data of interest is in the Engine Control Module 
(ECM).  The major engine manufacturers, Cummins, Detroit 
Diesel, Caterpillar, Mack and Volvo all capture and record 
data that can sometimes be extensive.  Knowing a vehicles 
speed, engine rpm, brake effort, throttle position and other 
parameters in detail for the time frame before, during and 
after a collision can be extremely helpful in any 
accident analysis. 
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