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With nine years spent working as a specialist in the SAPS Accident Unit, Craig Proctor-
Parker has owned and run a private practise – Accident Specialist – for the past 12 
years, where he travels across the country analysing crash scenes and compiling 
reports for government, corporate and insurance clients. In an exclusive series for 
Future Trucking & Logistics, he will present valuable analysis relating to commercial 
vehicle accidents – supported by years of empirical data.

Whether you fall into the camp which refers to 
a ‘Traffic Accident’ – in that a driver does not 

intentionally cause catastrophe – or prefer the more 
universal ‘Crash’, one issue remains the same from 
either view: the results are usually the culmination of 
various factors, either intentional or unintentional. 

With this in mind, I’ll take a closer look at the issue 
of heavy vehicle rear end accidents, also referred to 
as “head-rear” type accidents and in particular those 
where the struck and striking vehicles were both 
heavy vehicles. Somewhat alarmingly, I have dealt with 
an unusually high number of these cases in the last 
few years, where every one of them need not have 
happened at all. 

The nature of these impacts, with our vehicles being 
right hand drive and that truck tractor drivers are 
typically seated at an elevated position, often results 
in the driver sustaining serious injury, but surviving and 
therefore quite often ending up facing criminal actions 
and usually disciplinary actions; very often losing his job. 

There are essentially two issues to look at in these 
accidents, which the insurance industry looks at, 
these are:
 
1. Relative costs (quantum) of the damages, this 
 may also included cargo and even loss of 
 income or downtime. This is usually quite easy 
 to consider and is a matter of placing a value  
 on the respective losses. 
 
2. The next is the direct cause or contributing  
 factors that have lead to the crash, often  
 referred to as the merits; this is where I`ll take  
 up this analysis. 

The National Road Traffic Act, Regulations, ‘Chapter X: 
Rules of the road and matters relating thereto 
Part I: Rules of the road 304. Stopping of vehicles’, 
deals with this issue, the most important factor being: 

“Except in order to avoid an accident, or in 
compliance with a road traffic sign or with a 
direction given by a traffic officer, or for any 
cause beyond the control of the driver, no 
person shall stop a vehicle on the roadway of a 
public road.”

This has been the finding of countless court cases, 
where precedents have been set pertaining to meeting 
this same simple indication. It has even been found 
that simply stopping in a demarcated emergency 
lane is insufficient, where the vehicle could have been 
removed totally off the road surface to a safe and 
convenient point, that this should have been done. 

As difficult as it may at times seem, the principal 
is simply that every effort possible must be made 
either to avoid such a situation and if this situation is 
presented, that every reasonable effort be made to 
ensure that the stationary vehicle does not cause an 
obstruction. Note here that the stationary vehicle is in 
the position of being the “cause” of the accident in 
terms of it being accepted that the positioning of the 
vehicle is in essence an obstruction that causes danger 
to others. 

In such a scenario, it is not acceptable that a simple 
indication of “mechanical failure”, as I so often find, 
is indicated; it is then required that service history be 
supplied that shows that the vehicle had not been 
neglected as neglect is also foresight. With this basic 
principle of understanding and legal perspective in 

mind I would then look at the various technical factors 
(merit) surrounding an actual accident scenario.

TeChniCal meriT in an aCCidenT

Consider a freeway situation where speed limits 
are typically 120km/h; or 100km/h and 80km/h as 
may be the case for certain vehicles. The first factor 
considered is determining the point, or immediate 
area of impact: here the positioning of the stationary 
vehicle is being considered, or perhaps relative to 
this, the position of the moving vehicle at impact. 

Was the right rear corner or right side, off of the road 
surface totally, on the grass verge, well within the 
yellow line, or perhaps protruding into the slow lane 
by half a meter when it was struck? It does occasionally 
happen that no evidence whatsoever exists that allows 
the determining of this position accurately, however it 
is more common that there is evidence that allows this 
to be determined quite accurately. 

The accompanying images are typical examples of 
tyre scuff at impact, caused by the positioned tyres of 
either the stationary of travelling vehicle, which allows 
the accurate positioning of the vehicles at this point.  

This determined, the Horizontal and Vertical alignment 
of the approach path to the stationary vehicle 
is considered, here the sighting distance of the 
approaching vehicle may have been obscured by an 
up- or down-hill gradient, or left and right curvature of 
the road layout. 

Interestingly, almost all the cases considered have 
been on largely straight and flat areas, where these 
factors are of no consequence. Factors of sighting 
impeded by other items such as overgrown vegetation, 
signboards and perhaps prevailing weather conditions 
would also be factored in at this stage.  

Consideration is also given to such issues as A: 
rear mounted chevron boards and retro reflective 
materials being visible (191. Warning sign on rear 
of certain motor vehicles); B: taillights and hazard 
light functionality at the time; C: headlight shining 
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With a growing number of rear-end accidents caused by stationary trucks on the roadway, 
Craig Proctor-Parker looks at how the law determines liability, and what operators need to 
teach their drivers.

“In fatal crashes, trucks are 
struck in the rear much more 

often than trucks striking other 
vehicles (461 cases to 271 cases)” 

Federal Motor Carriers Safety 
Administration USA
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distances (161 Dipped -shall slant downwards to strike 
the road surface ahead of the motor vehicle within a 
distance not exceeding 45 metres. / 160. Main-beam 
a) enabling the driver to see any person, vehicle or 
substantial object at a distance of at least 100 metres 
ahead /157. Vehicles to be equipped with certain 
lamps and times when certain lamps are to be lighted 
- conditions, persons and vehicles upon the public 
road are not clearly discernible at a distance of 150 
metres) and perhaps most importantly, D: the use of 
warning triangles (Reg. 214. emergency warning signs 
- The sign shall be placed not less than 45 metres), or 
advanced warning by a “points-man” signalling. 

I can attest to firsthand experience of questioning both 
drivers and witnesses, having no clue whatsoever as to 
measured  distances in metres and can assure you that 
reference to the length of a truck (typically a 22-meter 
rig), or a half-length of a soccer field, will be your best 
bet at an accurate distance. 

The human elemenT

Finally, consideration is also given to the human 
element. Here we consider the driver`s vision, such 
as where they may be required to wear glasses; their 
medical condition, such as being diabetic or the like 
and possible issues of fatigue, particularly relevant 
to long distance drivers and routes. An easy point of 
departure is to check if any endorsements are listed on 
the drivers licence.

It is very often quite difficult to consider these factors 
as drivers should comply with set specifications (PDP 
and oHS guidelines and the like). Quite regularly, we 
may have good reason to suspect one of these factors, 
however drivers are often loathe to admit to any 
problems for fear of reprisal at some level.  

Speed of the striking vehicle would be a major 
consideration and where possible would be 
considered initially by a momentum calculation if the 
type of accident and evidence available allowed this, 
qualified by the analysis of the vehicle tracking report 
should there be one.  

Consideration is also given to the ability of the 
stationary vehicle to have pulled off at another location 
totally, or perhaps to have used the verge alongside 
the road. This still does not deter from the simple fact 
that such accidents are happening far too frequently, 
and need not happen at all. 

There are devices that are already standard fitment 
on some top-of-the-line vehicles, or available for 
retrofitting that are on the market that can assist 
in mitigating such accidents. These include early 
warning systems such as night cameras; driver fatigue 
monitoring devices, speed reduction and even lane 
change systems, among others. 

The reality is that these systems are either not yet 
commercially viable, not as reliable as they purport 

or simply don’t work. If you intending making 
use of any of these technologies and systems, 
do your homework properly with the specific 
product supplier you choose and insist that 
they thoroughly demonstrate its effectiveness 
and ensure that they also point out any 
shortcomings. 

Such accidents should not happen, at the 
very least, they should be infrequent. Like 
all accidents, there are many factors that 
influence the cause of this type of accident, 
however it has to be accepted that proper care 
in advanced warning will almost always avert 
catastrophe. 

Take the time to ensure that drivers are made 
aware of all requirements and related issues 
pertaining to the laws of a stationary vehicle, 
and ensure that painstakingly thorough 
effort is put into showing drivers the correct 
procedures by yourself or your driver trainer, 
and do not simply accept that your driver 
knows what to do properly. Rest assured that 
this will save you a massive headache. 
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If you’re looking for a professional supplier of 
independent automotive services and parts, 

you can rely on TruckPart

Established in 1989, and operating from 
a 30 000 square meter premises, our group 
of companies meets every need.

Great service at even better prices!

Contact Details: Tel: 012 326 1282 • Fax: 086 504 0230 / 086 618 3944 • Website: www.truck-part.co.za
Physical Address: 1617 Erma Street, Zandfontein, Pretoria

We are proudly BEE level 3
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