The Unique Dangers of Tractor-Trailer U-Turns on Major Roadways

Our Truck Accident Lawyers Are Committed to Fighting for Victims

Imagine driving along a two-lane highway at 55 miles per hour. The road curves gently ahead.
As you come around the bend, you suddenly see nothing but trailer wall. A fully loaded
tractor-trailer is stretched across both lanes mid-turn, blocking every possible path forward. In
that moment, even a skilled, attentive driver doesn’t have enough distance to stop or safely
steer around the obstacle. The truck accident feels instantaneous, but in truth, it started when
that truck began trying to turn around where it never should have.

Fried Goldberg LLC has seen how tractor-trailer U-turns turn ordinary roads into deadly traps.
These events are not freak accidents. They’re the predictable result of drivers and companies
treating an 18-wheeler like it reacts and maneuvers the same way a passenger car does. It
doesn’t. And when courts and juries understand that difference, the conversation about fault
changes.

Why a Truck U-Turn is Fundamentally Different from a Car U-Turn

A standard passenger car can complete a tight U-turn in seconds and still leave lanes available
for other traffic to slip by. A tractor-trailer is different in nearly every way that matters. A
typical combination of tractor and trailer can be 65 to 75 feet long and weigh up to 80,000
pounds when fully loaded. To reverse direction, that entire length has to swing through a broad
arc that, on most roads, occupies every usable lane.

There’s also the issue of time. A tractor-trailer may take 10 to 20 seconds or more to complete
a U-turn. At 55 miles per hour, a car travels about 800 feet in 10 seconds. If the truck begins its
maneuver just beyond a hill, a curve, or a visual obstruction like trees or buildings, drivers
approaching from either direction may only see the blockage when they are already almost on
top of it.

On top of all this, tractor-trailers have large blind spots along their sides, immediately behind
the trailer, and close to the front corners. During a U-turn, those blind zones shift as the truck
pivots, leaving the driver largely unable to see vehicles approaching from key angles. Motorists,
motorcyclists, and bicyclists can move from visible to invisible to crushed in seconds.

There’s also a phenomenon called off-tracking. As the tractor’s front wheels turn, the rear
wheels of the trailer follow a tighter path. The trailer can swing wide and encroach into other
lanes, shoulders, or even sidewalks. Investigations and case reports have documented
situations where a trailer’s rear wheel struck a cyclist or pedestrian the driver never saw after
beginning a turn. Those dynamics are well-known in commercial driver training, which makes it
hard for a driver to claim they could not foresee the risk.

What Rules Govern Tractor-Trailer U-Turns?
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Truck U-turns sit at the intersection of federal motor carrier rules, state traffic laws, and a
carrier’s own internal policies. It’'s common for victims to assume that because there was no
sign that said, “no U-turn,” the driver did not break any rule. The actual legal landscape is
broader.

On the federal level, the key regulation is 49 C.F.R. § 392.2. It requires commercial motor
vehicles to obey the traffic laws of every jurisdiction where they operate. That means that if a
state or local code prohibits U-turns on certain roads, near hills or curves, at intersections, or
anywhere such a turn would create a hazard, a trucker who ignores those limits isn’t only
breaking state law but is also violating federal motor carrier safety regulations.

Georgia law makes it illegal to turn a vehicle to go in the opposite direction on a curve, on the
approach to or near the crest of a hill where the vehicle can’t be seen, or anywhere a driver
cannot make the turn safely without interfering with other traffic. When a wreck happens
because a commercial driver makes a prohibited U-turn under that statute, Georgia’s doctrine
of negligence per se often applies, treating the traffic-law violation itself as the breach of duty
and leaving the injured person to prove that the illegal turn caused their injuries and the extent
of those injuries.

On top of that, many large trucking companies publish their own driver manuals that all but
forbid U-turns. Some carriers tell drivers never to attempt a U-turn unless directed to do so by
law enforcement. Those policies exist because the industry understands how dangerous the
maneuver is in practice. When a driver ignores their own company’s written ban and a crash
follows, that manual becomes powerful evidence of what the standard of care was and how far
the driver and carrier strayed from it.

The Types of Crashes That Follow a Truck U-Turn

Crashes linked to tractor-trailer U-turns tend to be particularly severe because of the way a
long trailer presents itself to approaching traffic. Our law firm sees certain patterns again and
again, including:

o Underride collisions: When a smaller vehicle strikes the side of a trailer, it can slide
underneath the trailer floor instead of being pushed back. The upper structure of the
car is crushed or ripped away, exposing occupants to direct contact with the trailer’s
underside.

e T-bone and side impacts: A car that hits the side of a trailer that is blocking the road
absorbs the force directly into its doors and side structures, which offer much less
protection than the front end. Occupants on the struck side are at high risk for severe
injuries.
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e Sideswipe and entrapment: As the trailer swings during the U-turn, vehicles in adjacent
lanes, on shoulders, or even partially behind the truck can be sideswiped and pinned
against guardrails or barriers.

e Motorcycle and bicycle crashes: Riders are particularly exposed to being knocked down
and run over or drawn under the trailer. We’ve seen incidents where motorcyclists have
been killed when a tractor-trailer turned across their path in an intersection, with little
to no time to react.

e Chain-reaction collisions: A truck across multiple lanes functions like a sudden wall.
Drivers behind it brake hard, swerve, or collide with each other. Those secondary
impacts can cause serious injuries even for people whose vehicles never touched the
truck.

Why Drivers Attempt Dangerous U-Turns in the First Place

To understand liability in these cases, it’s important to look at what led to the decision to
attempt the U-turn. Drivers rarely set out planning to block a highway. Instead, a series of
smaller decisions and pressures puts them there.

Navigation problems are high on that list. Consumer-grade GPS apps are designed for
passenger vehicles, not 65-foot rigs. They may direct trucks onto narrow roads, into dead ends,
or under low bridges that the vehicle can’t clear. When that happens, an unprepared or
stressed driver may panic and choose a U-turn in an unsafe spot rather than back out carefully
or find a designated turn-around.

Legally, a commercial driver is still responsible for recognizing when following a GPS instruction
would be unsafe. Courts have generally held that a driver can’t defend a dangerous maneuver
simply by saying “the GPS told me to go there,” especially when there were clear signs or
physical evidence of the hazard. At the same time, a trucking company that equips its fleet only
with consumer navigation and provides little training on safe routing can bear its own share of
fault for putting drivers into those situations.

Delivery pressure is another major driver of U-turn decisions. A driver who has missed a turn or
exit and is already behind schedule may feel intense pressure from dispatch to make up time.
Turning around quickly on the same road can seem faster than exiting and looping back.
Dispatch records, text messages, and load contracts can reveal whether that pressure was real
and whether the carrier helped create it.

Many U-turns also happen in unfamiliar territory, near warehouses, industrial parks, or city
streets where signage is unclear and space is tight. That doesn’t excuse the decision, but it
helps show how route planning failures and lack of training can set the stage for a bad choice.

Evidence That Shows How and Why the U-Turn Happened



A strong U-turn case rests on a combination of physical evidence, electronic data, and
documents from the carrier. Our firm moves quickly to secure:

e ECM and telematics data: The truck’s electronic systems record speed, steering, brake
application, and location, which allow reconstruction experts to determine how fast the
truck was moving, how sharply it turned, and whether the driver slowed or stopped
before and during the U-turn.

e GPS and navigation records: Downloading the truck’s navigation history can show what
route was programmed, whether the driver followed or departed from a planned
commercial route, and how they came to be in a position requiring a turn-around.

e Dashcam and surveillance video: Many trucks now carry forward-facing and sometimes
driver-facing cameras. Coupled with traffic cameras or nearby business security systems,
that footage can capture the full sequence of the maneuver and the crash.

e Company policies and training files: Driver manuals, safety bulletins, and training
materials often reveal whether the carrier officially forbade U-turns and what the driver
had been taught about off-tracking and wide turns.

e Dispatch and communication records: Messages between dispatchers and drivers can
reveal schedule pressure, route changes, and whether the company knew the driver
was in trouble before the crash.

Preserving this evidence is time-sensitive. Electronic data can be overwritten, and video
systems routinely delete older footage automatically. We send formal preservation letters
immediately and, when needed, ask courts for orders to prevent the truck or its data from
being altered or destroyed. When a carrier ignores those obligations, courts may allow juries to
infer that the missing evidence would have been unfavorable to the company.

Who May Be Held Responsible for U-Turn Truck Accidents?

In most U-turn crashes, the truck driver holds primary responsibility. Attempting to swing an
18-wheeler across active traffic without sufficient sight distance or space almost always violates
the duty to operate with reasonable care. If the maneuver breaks a specific traffic law, such as a
statute against U-turns on certain roads, that violation may satisfy the breach element
automatically under negligence per se rules.

The trucking company can also be held accountable. Under long-standing principles of vicarious
liability, a motor carrier is responsible for the negligence of its driver when the driver is working
within the scope of employment. But carriers also face direct negligence claims when they fail
to train drivers properly, do not enforce their own policies, equip trucks with inadequate
navigation tools, or create schedules that pressure drivers into risky maneuvers.
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In some cases, additional parties may share fault. A shipper or broker that set a delivery
schedule so tight that there was no reasonable way to meet it safely can bear part of the
responsibility. A navigation provider that marketed software for truck routing but ignored
known, repeated errors that put commercial drivers into dangerous locations could also face
claims, although those cases are more rare and fact-specific.

What You Can Do After a Truck U-Turn Crash

After a crash with a tractor-trailer that was turning around in the road, it’'s common to feel
confused, angry, and unsure how anyone could have thought that maneuver was safe. You may
also be dealing with serious injuries, mounting medical bills, time away from work, and a
vehicle that is beyond repair. Our Atlanta truck accident attorneys understand that you’re not
just looking for abstract fault; you want clear answers about who created this danger and what
can be done to make things right.

Fried Goldberg LLC is a nationally recognized Atlanta-based plaintiff’s firm focused on
catastrophic trucking and commercial vehicle cases. The firm also works with other attorneys
through seminars, training, and co-counsel partnerships — bringing trial experience, resources,
and a collaborative approach to maximize results for injured clients.

We help by digging into the evidence and examining the decisions that put the truck there, and
holding every responsible party to account. If you were hurt in a crash caused by a
tractor-trailer U-turn, we invite you to contact us for a free consultation, so you can talk about
what happened and what options you have for moving forward.
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