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Discussion

The limitations of FMCSA data

What the industry can do about it

(Spoiler alert:Not much)
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Defining our terms

• Most carriers are not for-hire truckload or LTL.

• This discussion addresses “OTR trucking 
companies,” defined here as active authorized for-
hire interstate carriers (excluding private fleets with 
for-hire authority) that have at least 1 truck, 1 CDL 
driver and 1 driver who travels beyond 100 miles.

• Not a perfect definition (excludes private fleets’ 
backhauls, some expediters, etc.), but it roughly 
captures capacity available to shippers and brokers.
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Problems with FMCSA data

• A large number of OTR trucking companies are 
essentially unmonitored.
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Inspections are fairly rare events

• During the 24 months ended July 2016:
• 23.1% of OTR trucking companies have not been 

inspected at all.

• 43.4% have fewer than 3 inspections, meaning they 
cannot be evaluated in any SMS BASIC.

• 77% have fewer than 11 inspections, meaning they 
would not be “assessed” under FMCSA’s proposed safety 
fitness determination (SFD) rule.

• 86.3% have fewer than 20 inspections, which is GAO’s 
recommended threshold for evaluating a carrier in  SMS.
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Inspections are fairly rare events
Inspections by fleet size, OTR trucking companies

24 months ended 7/16

Source: FMCSA MCMIS data, July 2016 TransAdvise

Fleet size
(# of trucks)

Total # of
carriers

Total # of
trucks

Total # of
inspections

Inspections
per truck

1 to 49 173,886 98.0% 598,856 42.5% 1,703,563 56.1% 2.84

1 to 9 159,622 90.0% 315,807 22.4% 966,066 31.8% 3.06

1 to 3 136,550 77.0% 185,410 13.2% 568,797 18.7% 3.07

1        9 99,456 56.1% 99,456 7.1% 298,527 9.8% 3.00

10 to 49 14,264 8.0% 283,049 20.1% 737,497 24.3% 2.61

50+ 3,469 2.0% 809,237 57.5% 1,331,909 43.9% 1.65

100+ 1,538 0.9% 676,289 48.0% 1,036,626 34.2% 1.53

500+ 239 0.1% 418,245 29.7% 571,911 18.8% 1.37

1,000+ 106 0.1% 322,875 22.9% 420,745 13.9% 1.30

Total 177,355 1,408,093 3,035,472 2.16



Safety ratings are rare, too

No rating
84.3%

Satisfactory
11.6%

Conditional
3.9%

Unsatisfactory
0.3%

OTR trucking companies
As of 7/16

Source: FMCSA MCMIS data, July 2016
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Problems with FMCSA data

• A large number of carriers are essentially 
unmonitored.

• Some of the data is obsolete or just plain junk.
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Obsolete data

• Many safety ratings are outdated.
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Obsolete data

• Among the 15.8% that are rated:
• 64.6% of the ratings are 5 or more years old
• 31.9% are 10 or more years old
• 16% are pre-2000

• So…just 5.6% of all OTR trucking companies have 
safety ratings that are less than 5 years old, and 
only 10.8% have safety ratings that are less than 10 
years old. 
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Obsolete data

• Many safety ratings are outdated.

• FMCSA doesn’t seem to know exactly who is 
operating.
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Obsolete data

• FMCSA currently identifies 536,966 active motor 
carriers based on triggering at least one of seven 
indicators of activity in the past three years. 

• A dormant carrier might continue to file MCS-150s. 
However, the public liability insurance requirement 
should ensure that carriers in FMCSA’s Licensing & 
Insurance database are “live” carriers.

• (By the way, the full Census of all motor carriers 
lists 1,445,132 carriers, a quarter of which haven’t 
updated their MCS-150s in more than 6 years.)
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Bad data

• Even among “active” carriers some of the data is 
obviously – and flamboyantly – wrong. 

• OTR trucking companies operate 2,934,371 trucks, 
according to the raw data.

• However, just 10 questionable carriers supposedly 
operate 1,076,999 trucks, or 37% of the total.
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• And, yes, I have excluded these carriers from the 
numbers I’m presenting, along with UPS and FedEx, 
which otherwise might skew the analysis.



Examples from SAFER
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The broader Census is worse
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Problems with FMCSA data

• A large number of carriers are essentially 
unmonitored.

• Some of the data is obsolete or just plain junk.

• Even the “good” data can be misleading.
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Safety Measurement System

• Broad consensus within the industry that SMS is 
highly flawed.

• Flaws include:
• Insufficient data
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Traffic enforcement inspections

TransAdviseSource: Program Effectiveness Report, FY 2012 and FMCSA data at A&I Online
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Safety Measurement System

• Broad consensus within the industry that SMS is 
highly flawed.

• Flaws include:
• Insufficient data

• “Law of small numbers”
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• Enforcement anomalies



Top 5 states for moving violations
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Source: FMCSA data at Analysis & Information Online
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Safety Measurement System

• Broad consensus within the industry that SMS is 
highly flawed.

• Flaws include:
• Insufficient data

• “Law of small numbers”

• Enforcement anomalies
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• Peer group “creep”

• Inspection profiling (ISS, PrePass, known-carrier bias)

• Underreporting of clean inspections

• Crash data (Recordable vs.  preventable, rate volatility)



SMS and crash performance

• In the proposed SFD rule, FMCSA said carriers that 
would have been found unfit in 2011 based on SMS 
data had an average crash rate about 4 times the 
national average during the 12 months that 
followed hypothetical rating dates.

• But data obtained through FOIA shows that 54% 
had no crashes during that 12-month period.

• 5 of the 211 carriers accounted for 27% of all 
crashes recorded by the group during this period. 
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Safety Measurement System

• Congress has blocked publication of SMS alerts and 
relative percentiles regarding property carriers 
pending a study and corrective action plan.

• However, FMCSA now publishes alternative data in 
each public BASIC along with all the raw data that 
would allow a full reconstruction of SMS.

• In some ways, the new data might actually be less 
fair to small carriers in particular than the old data.

TransAdvise



Safety Measurement System

• Beginning in March 2016, FMCSA replaced the 
barred SMS alerts and relative percentiles with 
“measures” in each BASIC that appear to mirror 
what the agency proposes in its SFD rulemaking.

• Those measures are presented without the explicit 
context of safety event group, so carriers with 
fewer inspections naturally have higher measures.

• C.H. Robinson has asked that FMCSA hide those 
measures pending further analysis or at least 
provide a disclaimer to discourage misuse.
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What about crash data?

• A recordable accident does not imply that the 
carrier or its driver was at fault or that the crash 
was preventable.
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A real-world example
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Watch that again
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• Neither the truck nor its driver had anything to do 
with the accident, but a tire from one of the 
vehicles struck and damaged the truck.

• The carrier’s DataQs request to remove the 
recordable crash was denied as was an appeal at 
the state level. An appeal to FMCSA itself was 
denied. The crash remains in SMS today.

• Unless one of the car drivers was convicted of a 
DUI, this crash would still be recordable under 
FMCSA’s proposed crash preventability program.

Real-world example
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What about crash data?

• A recordable accident does not imply that the 
carrier or its driver was at fault or that the crash 
was preventable.

• Crash rates are especially problematic for small 
carriers because of volatility.

• It is not clear that FMCSA will be able to devise a 
workable system to scrub non-preventable crashes.
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• Crashes qualifying for FMCSA’s 2-year test involve:
• Another driver being convicted of DUI, driving in the 

wrong direction or hitting the CMV in the rear or while 
legally parked

• Animal strikes, infrastructure failures or suicide by 
someone driving or walking in front of the CMV

• Our analysis: At most 10% of recordable crashes 
would qualify, but realistically it would be far fewer.

Crash preventability program
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• A token process for removing non-preventable 
crashes could be worse than no process at all.



What data is reliable and fair?

• Safety Measurement System

• Safety ratings

• Crash data

• Beyond Compliance program?
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Beyond Compliance

• Congress mandated in the FAST Act, but FMCSA 
was already developing the program.

• FMCSA plans an 8th SMS BASIC; carriers above any
SMS intervention threshold could not participate.

• Emphasis likely will be on advanced safety 
equipment and technologies and tools.

• Small carriers likely will find participation expensive 
and/or burdensome but could find themselves 
disqualified from lots of freight without it.
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What data is reliable and fair?

• Safety Measurement System

• Safety ratings

• Crash data

• Beyond Compliance program
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• FMCSA’s Licensing & Insurance database
(and SAFER, if you still care about safety ratings)



The bottom line

• Public safety data on motor carriers is unreliable.

• Despite its shortcomings, FMCSA has information 
and resources not available to others, so it is best 
suited to determine whether a carrier is fit.

• Carrier selection driven by safety data inherently 
and unfairly prejudices small carriers.

• Sizable carriers might welcome this trend, but the 
price of extreme risk aversion for brokers and 
shippers could be tighter capacity and higher rates.
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Questions?
Comments?

Avery Vise
avise@transadvise.com


