
What Happens When Brakes Fail on Large Trucks? 

Attorneys serving truck accident victims across Indiana 

There’s a reason runaway truck ramps exist. Those gravel-filled escape routes carved into the 

sides of mountain highways aren’t there for decoration or as a curiosity for road-trippers. 

They’re there because loaded commercial trucks and failing brakes are a combination that 

highway engineers decided to plan around permanently. That’s not pessimism; that’s physics. 

A fully loaded 18-wheeler can weigh up to 80,000 pounds. An average passenger car weighs 

around 4,000. The kinetic energy a braking system must absorb increases with mass, which 

means a loaded semi at highway speed carries roughly twenty times the energy of the car 

beside it. When those brakes are compromised, even partially, the consequences rarely stay 

small. 

Brake failure is one of the most common mechanical causes of serious commercial truck 

accidents. In many cases, someone in the chain knew something was wrong before the truck 

ever left the yard. Here’s how these crashes typically happen and who is likely responsible.  

Why are heavy truck brakes so different from what’s in a passenger car? 

The mental model most people carry for brakes, built entirely around passenger vehicles, 

doesn’t transfer to commercial trucks in any useful way. The scale is different, the technology is 

different, and the failure modes are different. 

How air brakes actually work 

Most heavy commercial trucks use air brake systems rather than the hydraulic systems found in 

passenger cars. Instead of brake fluid, compressed air actuates brake chambers at each wheel, 

converting air pressure into the mechanical force that slows the vehicle. 

There’s a built-in safety feature in theory: if air pressure drops completely, spring brakes engage 

automatically, locking the wheels. In practice, the dangerous scenarios aren’t total failures. 

They’re partial ones. Slow leaks, gradual pressure drops, worn components, and improperly 

adjusted components create gray zones where the truck’s brakes work well enough to pass a 

basic inspection but not well enough to stop 80,000 pounds when it matters. 

The components most commonly involved in brake failures include: 

• Brake chambers, which convert air pressure into clamping force and can fail from 

corrosion, cracking, or diaphragm wear 

• Slack adjusters, both manual and automatic, which control the gap between brake lining 

and drum and are among the most frequently cited violations in roadside inspections 
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• S-cam and disc assemblies, the friction-generating elements that wear over time and 

must be replaced before they reach minimum thickness thresholds 

• Air lines, valves, and the compressor itself, any of which can develop leaks or failures 

that reduce available system pressure 

The heat problem 

Friction generates heat. That’s not a flaw in brake design; it’s the mechanism. Under normal 

conditions, the system manages that heat within acceptable limits. Under sustained stress, it 

doesn’t. 

Long downhill grades, extended stop-and-go traffic, and repeated hard stops can push brake 

temperatures beyond design thresholds and trigger brake fade. When that happens, the friction 

coefficient between the lining and drum drops, sometimes dramatically, and the driver pressing 

the pedal to the floor gets a fraction of the stopping power the system should deliver. 

Fade develops over miles, gradually increasing stopping distances and pedal travel before it 

becomes dangerous. A trained driver who recognizes those early signs has options. A driver who 

doesn’t, or who is pushing too fast down a grade under schedule pressure, may not realize the 

problem until it’s no longer manageable. 

What are the most common causes of brake failure in commercial trucks? 

Brake failure almost always has a traceable origin. The causes below aren’t mutually exclusive. A 

single crash can involve deferred maintenance, an overloaded trailer, and a driver who skipped 

the pre-trip inspection, all contributing simultaneously. The most common causes include:  

• Deferred and inadequate maintenance: Brake linings wear with every stop; ignoring 

minimum thickness rules leads to metal-on-metal contact and damage to other 

components. Automatic slack adjusters only compensate for normal wear and still 

require proper manual adjustment, lubrication, and inspection. Seized or misadjusted 

slack adjusters and unresolved air system issues (leaks, failing valves, cracked drums, 

corrosion) often show up clearly in maintenance records. 

• Overloading and improper weight distribution: Federal law caps most trucks at 80,000 

pounds, with strict axle weight limits tied to brake design ratings. Overloaded or 

unevenly loaded axles overwork brakes, create instability during hard stops, and 

contribute to jackknifing and trailer swing. Shippers who overload trailers or concentrate 

weight on specific axles help create dangerous braking conditions the driver must later 

manage. 

• Defective components: Even properly maintained systems can fail when parts like brake 

chambers, slack adjusters, valves, or linings are defectively manufactured. Inconsistent 



recall compliance can leave known defective brake components in active service. When 

a defect causes failure, the focus shifts to product liability and the manufacturer’s testing 

records, warranty data, and failure history. 

Who is responsible for keeping truck brakes in safe working condition? 

Responsibility here is distributed, not concentrated. The carrier, the driver, and often a third-

party maintenance contractor each carry specific obligations under federal regulations, and 

when all three fail simultaneously, the result is a brake system that is genuinely dangerous to 

everyone sharing the road. 

The carrier’s obligations 

Federal regulations under 49 CFR Part 396 require carriers to establish and follow a systematic 

inspection, repair, and maintenance program. This isn’t a suggestion. It’s a compliance 

obligation with documentation requirements and inspection intervals that are enforceable by 

the FMCSA. 

When a driver submits a written defect report identifying brake problems, a carrier is legally 

prohibited from allowing that vehicle to operate until the defect is repaired and certified. 

Pressuring drivers to skip defect reports, ignoring the ones they file, or authorizing operation of 

a vehicle with known brake problems isn’t just a regulatory violation. It’s the kind of conduct 

that can support a punitive damages claim in litigation. 

Dispatch decisions belong to the carrier too. Assigning a driver to a heavily loaded route over 

mountain terrain in a truck with marginal brakes is a decision someone made, and its 

consequences don’t get to be called an “accident.” 

The driver’s role 

Pre-trip inspections are a federal requirement, not a formality. A driver who signs off on a pre-

trip without actually checking the brakes has created a false record and accepted personal 

responsibility for whatever happens next. 

Proper brake technique is a tested skill covered in CDL training for a reason. Managing heat on 

grades through engine braking and controlled, intermittent pressure instead of sustained 

application, maintaining following distances that account for loaded stopping distances, and 

recognizing the early signs of fade are all learnable, trainable behaviors that save lives when 

applied and cost lives when ignored. 

Additionally, a tired driver reacts more slowly, follows more closely, and is less likely to notice 

that stopping distances are creeping longer before the situation becomes critical. 

Third-party maintenance contractors 
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Carriers that outsource brake maintenance transfer the physical work but not the ultimate 

regulatory obligation. The carrier remains responsible for ensuring the vehicle is roadworthy, 

which means both parties can face joint exposure when outsourced maintenance fails. 

A contractor’s written inspection certification carries real weight. When that certification was 

wrong, it becomes evidence of negligence. The contractor’s internal records, work orders, parts 

invoices, and technician notes are among the first things attorneys request in brake failure 

litigation. 

What are the legal implications when brake failure causes a crash? 

These cases are rarely treated as pure mechanical misfortune. The investigation almost always 

surfaces a chain of human decisions that preceded the failure, and those decisions have 

consequences. 

The evidence that tends to matter most includes: 

• ECM (black box) data capturing brake application events, vehicle speed at impact, and 

throttle position, all of which can confirm or contradict driver accounts and must be 

downloaded before the data is overwritten. 

• Pre-trip inspection reports and driver defect logs showing what was documented, what 

was ignored, and whether the driver’s reports were acted on by the carrier. 

• Maintenance records and contractor inspection certifications covering the months 

before the crash, which establish the history of brake system care and any deferred 

repairs. 

• Post-crash physical inspection of the brake components themselves, ideally before the 

truck is repaired or released, because the physical condition of linings, drums, and slack 

adjusters tells a story that paperwork alone can’t. 

Hurt in an Indiana truck accident? Get an attorney who will fight for you 

If a truck accident in Indiana has turned your life upside down, Boughter Sinak, LLC is ready to 

take on adjusters and defense lawyers. We know how to gather the facts, expose safety 

violations, and hold every negligent party accountable. While you focus on healing, our legal 

team focuses on building a powerful case designed to pursue the full value of your medical bills, 

lost income, and pain and suffering. 

Reaching out to us doesn’t cost you anything upfront. You can sit down for a free consultation, 

share what happened, get straightforward answers, and learn about your legal options before 

making any decisions. Plus, we work on a contingency fee basis, meaning you don’t owe 

attorney fees unless we win your case.  
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We serve injured people across Indiana, with offices in Fort Wayne and Warsaw and the 

flexibility to meet you where you are if your injuries limit travel. Contact us today to arrange 

your free consultation and get an experienced Indiana truck accident lawyer fighting for you. 
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