Safe Vehicle Operation

Being a delivery driver is a lot more than just delivering your
product. You are also responsible for safely operating your
vehicle at all times.

What is involved in safe vehicle operation? Safe vehicle opera-
tion includes:

Knowing your vehicle and its controls.

Making sure your vehicle is in good mechanical condition.

Using good driving techniques.

* Being constantly aware of the other traffic around you.

Adjusting your driving to changing conditions.
e Knowing how to manage an emergency situation if it occurs.

In this chapter, we’ll talk about these elements of safe vehicle
operation.

Operation of a Delivery Vehicle

Your delivery vehicle is a unique piece of equipment and more
challenging to operate than your personal car. You need to
familiarize yourself with all of its equipment, gauges, and
unique features before you hit the road.
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Equipment and Gauges

Your delivery truck has much of the same equipment and
gauges as your personal vehicle, and probably some additional
items as well. ’

Engine. The engine is, of course, the source of power for your
vehicle. Gasoline and diesel engines are both used in delivery
vehicles. Diesel engines are more common in larger vehicles
because they provide more power relative to their size and get
better fuel mileage. However, they can also be more costly to
repair and difficult to start in cold weather. Talk with your super-
visor or maintenance personnel about the proper operation of
your vehicle’s engine.

Transmission. The transmission is the system that transmits
power from the engine to the wheels. Your vehicle may contain
a manual or automatic transmission.

A manual transmission consists of a gear shift lever and a
clutch. If you have a manual transmission, you should familiar-
ize yourself with the number of gears, the shifting pattern, the
feel of the clutch, and the proper revolutions per minute (rpm)
range for shifting gears.

An automatic transmission simply has a gear selector lever
much like an automobile. Like a manual transmission, with an
automatic you may have a tachometer in your cab to help you
determine if your transmission is operating properly. Consult
your supetrvisor or maintenance personnel for more information
on your vehicle’s transmission.

Brakes. Your vehicle may have a hydraulic braking system or
air brakes. Understanding your brakes and using them properly
is one of the most critical tasks for safe vehicle operation.

If your delivery truck has air brakes, you will need to become
familiar with their operation and the air pressure gauge. You
should know the proper psi (usually 95 to 125) for your air
brake system. For all brake systems, there will probably be a
warning gauge to let you know if the brakes are malfunctioning.
However, don't rely on this alone. As the driver, you should
always take note of how the brakes “feel’ and be alert to any
changes that may indicate problems.
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Many newer vehicles have anti-lock braking systems (ABS).
ABS can help you retain control of your vehicle if you are in a
sudden stopping situation on slippery roads.

When stopping an ABS-equipped truck, you should apply
steady, firm pressure to the brake pedal. The ABS system will
“oump” the brakes for you — rapidly engaging and disengaging
the brakes so that your wheels do not lock up and slide. Do not
pump the brakes yourself if your vehicle has ABS. Doing so
would keep the anti-lock brakes from working properly.

In addition to the regular brakes, your vehicle should be
equipped with a parking brake. It is always good practice to
engage the parking brake whenever you leave your vehicle.

Gauges. Your delivery vehicle will have several gauges that
you should become familiar with. Consult the vehicle operator’s
manual or your maintenance department to learn what the
standard gauge readings should be.

As the driver, it is your responsibility to continually monitor the
vehicle gauges. These instruments will let you know how your
vehicle is performing and should help you spot mechanical
problems — hopefully before a breakdown.

Different vehicles will have different sets of gauges. However,
typical items include:

* Speedometer. Lets you know how fast the vehicle is traveling.
* Odometer. Shows how many miles the vehicle has traveled.

* Fuel gauge. Shows the
level of fuel in the vehicle.

* Tachometer. Displays the
vehicle’s engine speed in
hundreds of rpm. The
tachometer can serve as
a guide for shifting gears.
Learn what the proper
operating and shifting
rpms are for your vehicle.
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* Voltmeter. Measures the battery charging voltage. Consult
the vehicle operator’s manual or your maintenance depart-
ment for the proper range.

* Oil Gauge. Indicates the oil pressure. Learn what a normal
reading is for your vehicle. If the oil gauge ever shows a
sudden loss in oil pressure, get your vehicle off the road as
soon as possible and investigate the problem.

* Coolant Gauge. Shows the temperature of the engine cool-
ant. Find out what a normal operating range is for your vehi-
cle. If the engine overheats, try to shut down the vehicle as
soon as possible to avoid damage.

Doors, Ramps and Lift Gates

As a delivery driver, you need to be familiar with more than just
the equipment and systems that move your vehicle. The doors,
ramps, and lift gates you use to make your deliveries should
also be operated carefully to ensure your personal safety and
damage-free deliveries.

Doors. A variety of different door styles are used on delivery
vehicles.

Rollup doors are popular because they are easy to use. How-
ever, injuries can occur if the doors roll up too fast and hands or
fingers are in the way. Open the doors with care and always
make sure they are secure before moving the vehicle.

Swing doors are another popular door style. When opening
these doors, be cautious of wind gusts that can cause the
doors to swing out of your control and cause injuries or dam-
age. While backing or making the delivery, use the door tie-
backs to secure the doors from moving.

With all vehicles, open doors slowly. Cargo can shift in the vehi-
cle and be propped against the door. Many drivers have been
injured by falling freight when they opened a door. For this
same reason, never allow someone else (a store employee,
etc.) to open your vehicle’s doors.
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Ramps. Ramps are simple devices that can be a great aid to a
delivery driver. Rather than unstacking cargo, lifting it down
from the truck, and restacking it on a hand dolly, a ramp allows
you to wheel your cargo right off the vehicle.

However, you do need to use ramps carefully. Follow these
safety precautions:

e Make sure the ramp is
secure  before  moving
cargo across it.

o Travel up and down the
ramp slowly so you don't
injure yourself or the load.

¢ Never allow unauthorized
people on the ramp.

e Keep the ramp free from
moisture or debris that could
cause you to slip or trip.

¢ Always secure the ramp
before moving the vehicle.

e Follow the manufacturer’s recommendations on load capac-
ity, inspection and maintenance.

Lift gates. Lift gates can be another great aid to the delivery
driver. These mechanical devices allow you to load and Iunload
heavy cargo from your vehicle relatively quickly and easily.

Like any mechanical device, though, therg are safety precau-
tions for utilizing a lift gate. Follow these guidelines:

* Make sure your vehicle is properly parked with the parking
brake set before using the lift.

* Make sure the area where the gate will open is clear before
removing the safety chain or opening the platform.

* Do not allow unauthorized people on the lift gate.

* Do not allow unauthorized people to operate the lift gate.
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e Operate the gate with the control handle only.

* Follow the manufacturer's recommendations for load capacity.
This capacity is usually based on an evenly distributed load
and the flat surface of the lift gate. Never overload the gate.

e Always load as close to the center of the platform and as
close to the truck sill as possible.

* Read and follow warning and operating decals.
* Do not stop the platform abruptly when loaded.
* Never allow lift trucks on or over any part of the platform.

e Visually inspect the gate frequently. Report any problems to
your maintenance department.

* Always secure the platform with the safety chain when it's
not in use.

Pre-trip and Post-trip Inspections

While you are a driver and not a mechanic, you do have a cer-
tain level of responsibility for the mechanical condition of your
vehicle. Every day, you must make sure your vehicle is in
sound operating condition.

Proper pre-trip and post-trip inspections serve several pur-
poses:

* Most importantly, you may catch an unsafe condition before
it causes an accident.

e You can spot mechanical problems before they lead to
breakdowns on the road.

e By avoiding breakdowns, you can avoid costly on-the-road
repair service.

* By avoiding breakdowns, you will have fewer delivery delays
and better customer service.

* Enforcement agents will not put your vehicle out of service
or write you a ticket.
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o Catching mechanical problems early will help your mainte-
nance department control costs.

e Pre-trip inspections and post-trip inspection reports are
required on commercial vehicles by federal and state regu-
lations.

Pre-trip inspection. If your vehicle weighs 10,001 pounds or
more or carries a placardable amount of hazardous materials,
Section 396.13 of the Federal Motor Carrier Safety Regulations
(FMCSRs) requires you to perform a pre-trip inspection before
driving your vehicle. You must:

» Be satisfied that the vehicle is in safe operating condition;

e Review the last driver vehicle inspection report (DVIR) (see
post-trip inspection); and

e Sign the report, only if defects or deficiencies were noted by
the driver who prepared the DVIR, to acknowledge that the
DVIR has been reviewed and that there is certification that
any necessary repairs were performed.

No matter what type of vehicle you drive, a careful and thor-
ough pretrip should become a part of your daily routine. Do
your pretrip the same way each day so it becomes a habit and
you are less likely to miss something. The following seven-step
routine is recommended:

* Vehicle overview. Walk around the vehicle and note its over-
all condition. Look for body damage or any fluids leaking from
the vehicle. Also review the last vehicle inspection report.

* Engine compartment. Open the vehicle hood and check all
the fluid levels (oil, coolant, power steering, transmission,
windshield washer); inspect hoses and belts for wear or
looseness; check the alternator, water pump, and air com-
pressor (if applicable).

* Inside the cab. Start your vehicle and check all of your
gauges for normal readings; check the steering wheel, clutch,
brakes, and windshield wipers; clean and adjust mirrors if
necessary;, make sure you have all your safety equipment
(fire extinguisher, spare fuses, emergency triangles, etc.).

Safe Vehicle Operation 25



 Lights. Turn off the engine and turn on your lights and
emergency flashers. Go to the front of the vehicle and check
the lights.

* Walkaround. Turn off the headlights and four-ways, but
leave the rest of your lights on. Walk around your vehicle,
starting on the driver’s side. Check each wheel and axle, the
steering system, the fuel tank area, suspension compo-
nents, and each light and reflector.

* Signal lights. Get in the vehicle and turn on the left signal
light. Get out of the cab and check to make sure the signal is
working. Repeat with the right signal. Check the brake lights
with a helper.

* Brake system. Start the engine, drive forward, and then test
your brakes. If you have air brakes, you should make sure
that the air pressure is building at the specified rate and that
your emergency brakes activate when there is a loss of
pressure.

Hopefully your vehicle will check out fine and you will be able to
start your day after completing the pretrip. If there are any prob-
lems, however, report them to your company immediately.
Never take an unsafe vehicle on the road.

Post-trip inspection report. When you are done operating
your vehicle for the day, do another inspection.

If your vehicle weighs 10,001 pounds or more or carries a plac-
ardable amount of hazardous materials, you are required to
complete a DVIR when you finish your day’s work on the vehi-
cle. Section 396.11 of the FMCSRs requires a written report
covering the following parts and accessories:

* Service brakes including trailer brake connections;
* Parking (hand) brake;

* Steering mechanism;

* Lighting devices and reflectors:

e Tires;
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e Horn;

e Windshield wipers:

e Rear vision mirror;

e Coupling devices;

¢ Wheels and rims; and
e Emergency equipment.

On the report, you must identify the vehicle and list any defect
which could affect its safe operation or cause a breakdown. If
there are no defects or deficiencies, you must also report that.
After completing the inspection you must sign the report.

Any defect or deficiency that you report must be corrected or your
company must certify that correction is not necessary to safely
operate the vehicle. This must be done before you drive the vehi-
cle again.

Your company must keep the
original copy of each DVIR and
certification of repairs for at least
3 months.

Preventive Maintenance

You might not realize it, but you
are an important part of your
company’s maintenance team!
As the driver, you are your com-
pany’s first line of defense in
noticing small problems before
they become major repairs.

You can help your company’s
maintenance efforts in three ways:

* Inspect your truck thoroughly;

* Be observant when you oper-
ate the vehicle; and

* Drive in a way that minimizes wear and tear on the vehicle.
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Inspection. Make thorough pre-trip and post-trip inspections
part of your daily routine and report potential problems
promptly. In particular, you can help your maintenance depart-
ment by:

* Checking your tires with a tire gauge. You may be able to
detect a flat tire by “thumping” it, but an accurate psi mea-
surement is important. Even slight (10 psi) over- or under-
inflation can cause serious performance and safety issues.
You can only detect these slight variances by using a gauge.

* Learning to check your brakes, including slack adjusters. More
vehicles are put out of service by inspectors for brake prob-
lems than for any other reason. If your brakes need adjust-
ment, report it to your maintenance department right away.

* Noting oil usage. If your vehicle starts using more oil than
normal, there is probably a problem. Increased oil consump-
tion is often accompanied by a loss of power and increased
fuel consumption.

Observation. While you drive, use your senses to observe
how the vehicle is operating. Changes may indicate potential
problems. Specifically:

* Listen for unusual or abnor-
mal equipment noises,
including thumps, squeaks,
rattles, and hisses.

* Smell for unusual odors,
such as burning rubber,
insulation, or hot fluids.

* Feelfor any changes in the
vehicle’s responses. The
steering, braking, and shift-
ing systems all have their
own unique “feel” in each
vehicle.

* Look at all your equipment carefully during inspections, not-
ing anything that begins showing signs of wear. Watch your
gauges on the road for early warning signs of trouble.
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Driving. Your driving habits, good or bad, will have an effect on
the life of your vehicle’s equipment. You can minimize wear and
tear on your vehicle by:

e Avoiding fast starts. Sudden starts are hard on your
clutch, transmission, and tires. With a manual transmis-
sion, select a starting gear that allows you to get the vehi-
cle moving at an idle.

¢ Avoiding fast stops. Obviously you will encounter emer-
gency stopping situations. But under normal conditions, try
to stop your vehicle slowly and smoothly. Leaving plenty of
following distance between you and other vehicles will help
you do this. Routine sudden stops cause excessive wear on
tires and brakes.

e Avoiding road hazards. Hit-
ting pot holes and road debris
can damage your tires, knock
off hubcaps, and throw the
wheels and front end out of
alignment. Also, make your
turns carefully to avoid scrap-
ing your tires against curbs or
other obstacles.

e Gearing down on hills. Using
a lower gear when driving
downhill will keep you from
using your brakes excessively.

* Not riding the clutch. Keep —
your foot off the clutch pedal as much as possible. Riding
the clutch causes excessive wear.

¢ Warming up the engine. Allow your engine to warm up for
the recommended time (it will depend on your engine, 2 to 5
minutes is usually adequate) before starting your trip. This
ensures that oil has reached all parts of the engine.

Remember, you should think of yourself as part of the com-
pany’s maintenance team. Treat your vehicle like it is your own
and report all suspected problems promptly.
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Driving and Maneuvering

Driving a delivery vehicle well requires attention, skill, and prac-
tice. Safety must always be your top priority as you drive from
delivery to delivery.

In the next section, we'll talk about the importance of managing
your speed, safely operating in the flow of traffic, handling inter-
sections, and — a particular concern to delivery drivers — how
to operate safely in suburban areas.

Managing Speed

Managing your speed means
more than just obeying speed
limits. Under certain circum-
stances, the posted speed
limit may be too fast to be
safe. You must be constantly
aware of changing conditions
and adjust your speed
accordingly.

Stopping distance. Manag-
ing your speed is important
because it takes consider-
ably more time and distance
to stop a large vehicle than a
passenger car. As the driver
of a larger vehicle, you need to account for this extra stopping
time so that you can determine a safe speed.

Stopping distance is made up of three components:
* Perception distance;

* Reaction distance; and

* Braking distance.

Perception distance is the distance your vehicle travels from
the time your eyes see a hazard until your brain recognizes it.
For the average driver, perception time is about 3/4 of a second.
At 55 mph, you will travel 60 feet before you perceive the hazard.
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Reaction distance is the distance your vehicle travels from the
time you recognize the hazard until your foot actually pushes
the brake pedal. Again, the average driver has a reaction time
of about %/, of a second. Your vehicle will travel another 60 feet
while you react to the hazard.

Braking distance is the distance it takes to stop once the
brakes are applied. The braking distance will vary by vehicle,
load, speed, the condition of the brakes, and the road surfacg.
In ideal conditions (on dry pavement with good brakes) it will
take a heavy vehicle traveling at 55 mph about 4 '/, seconds to
stop. During that time, the vehicle will travel another 170 feet.

60 + 60 + 170 = 290 feet.

The overall stopping distance, in this instance, is nearly lthe
length of a football field. However, be aware that as vehicle
speed increases, so does stopping distance.

By slowing down a little, you will have much more time to stop
your vehicle if a hazard presents itself.

In particular, you will want to slow your vehicle in the following
situations:

¢ Reduced visibility. If your visibility is reduced by fog, rain,
snow, etc., your perception time — and therefore your over-
all stopping time — will be much longer. Slow your vehicle

down.

¢ Reduced traction. Your braking distance will be much
longer on a road that is wet or covered with snow or ice. You
will also have less control over your vehicle when you brake.
Slow down.
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* Around curves. Typically,
delivery vehicles are taller than
a passenger car and, therefore,
have a higher center of gravity.
If you are driving too fast, you
may not be able to steer the
vehicle around the curve (and
drive straight off the roadway)
or the vehicle may roll over. If a
curve has a warning sign and
speed limit, remember that
speed limit was intended for
cars, not large vehicles. You
must drive even slower to
negotiate the curve safely.

* Downgrades. It's important to
slow down when going down hills with a large vehicle. If you
don't go slowly enough, you will have to overuse your
brakes, possibly causing them to overheat and fail. Choose
a lower gear on downgrades to help slow your vehicle.

Traffic Flow

Operating in heavy traffic can be one of the more stressful situa-
tions for a delivery driver. When traffic is heavy, it is generally
safest to drive the same speed as the traffic around you, as long
as that speed is safe and legal. Keep an ample following dis-
tance from the vehicles in front of you in case of sudden stops.

In bumper-to-bumper ftraffic, you may have to drive slightly
slower than the surrounding traffic in order to maintain your fol-
lowing distance. Trying to pass other vehicles or drive faster
than the traffic is counterproductive. You will not get to your
destination any faster and you will probably become stressed
and fatigued in the process. Going with the flow of traffic is
safer and easier.

Entering traffic. When you enter highway traffic from a ramp,
try to blend in smoothly with the flowing traffic. Follow these
guidelines:
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« Time your entrance so you can take advantage of gaps in
the traffic.

e Signal your intentions early so other drivers know you will be
merging.

e Try to be up to a safe highway speed when you enter the
traffic.

e Check your mirrors continually as you merge.

Exiting traffic. Exiting highway traffic also requires care. Plan
ahead to avoid last minute lane changes or sudden decelera-
tions. Signal early so other drivers know your intentions and
check your mirrors continually as you exit the highway.

Intersections

Negotiating intersections in a large vehicle has particular chal-
lenges.

If you deliver in a lot of suburban areas, you may encounter a
lot of two-way stops or uncontrofled intersections. Even when
you do not have a stop sign, always slow down and watch for
other vehicles, pedestrians, and people on mopeds, bicycles,
etc. Expect other traffic and always assume you do not have
the right of way.

At stop signs and traffic lights, stop twice. First stop at the sign
or light and then ease forward to where you can clearly see
oncoming traffic. Then stop a second time. When crossing an
intersection, remember that your vehicle is larger and probably
slower than a passenger car. If there is approaching cross traf-
fic, you will need more time and space to make it safely through
the intersection. Don’t take chances: only cross if you are posi-
tive you have enough time.

When approaching traffic lights, begin watching the light as
soon as possible. If the light has been green a long time,
assume it will turn yellow (and then red) by the time you get to
the intersection. Remember, a larger vehicle takes longer to
stop, so be prepared. If the light turns yellow before you get to
the intersection, always try to stop. Do not attempt to cross
before the light turns red.
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Turning. There are also special considerations when turning in
a large vehicle. If you don’t leave enough space, you could col-
lide with a curb, sign, or another vehicle. Use these techniques
to turn safely:

e Signal early so other drivers can react. This is especially
important when traffic is congested or you are traveling at
faster speeds.

* Be in the proper turning lane well in advance.

* Reduce your speed when approaching the turn.
 Turn slowly so you can stop if problems arise.

* Check you mirrors before, during, and after the turn.

When making a right turn, do not swing left before starting the
turn. Following drivers may think you are not actually turning
right and could try to pass you on the right side. Turn wide
enough to avoid any obstacles but keep your rear wheels close
to the curb. Watch your mirrors continuously until your turn is
completed.
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If you are making a feft turn in a large truck, do nqt start your
turn too soon. Make sure the end of your truck will clear any
vehicles stopped at the opposing sign or light. Again, watch
your mirrors until the turn is complete.

Operating in Suburban Areas

Unlike over-the-road tractor-trailer drivers, delivery drivers don’t
do a lot of highway driving and don'’t usually deliver goods to
isolated warehouses or large industrial parks. As you trayel
from delivery to delivery — probably going to stores, shop.plng
centers, businesses, or customer homes — you will likely
spend a lot of time in suburban areas.

Suburban areas present their own challenges, mostly in the
way of other people. As you drive in suburban areas, stay par-
ticularly alert for:

* Pedestrians. Many people walk in suburban areas, either
for exercise or to get to work, school, the store, etc.

¢ Bikes, rollerblades, scooters, and skateboards. Adults
and children on these “recreational wheels” may not be pay-
ing attention to traffic or may have difficulty stopping.

¢ Children. Always be alert for children who may wander or
run into the street. They are not as cautious as adults.

e School zones. Slow down in these areas and watch for
children.
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* Uncontrolled intersections. Uncontrolled intersections are
more common in suburban areas. At every intersection, be
alert for traffic coming from the other direction — and expect
them not to expect you. o

* Driveways. Scan driveways to spot motorists who may pull
out in front of you. Be prepared for drivers who suddenly
slow down and turn into driveways without signaling.

* Animals. Watch for unleashed pets and the various forms of
“wildlife” that inhabit these areas between the city and the
country.

* Tree branches. Be alert for untrimmed tree branches hang-
ing into the road. Scraping these branches could damage
your vehicle.

It's critical to stay alert in suburban areas and to always expect
the unexpected. If you drive the same route or area every day,
remain vigilant against overconfidence. The route or area may
be the same, but the potential hazards — the people, vehicles,
and conditions — are constantly changing.

Parking/Backing

When a truckload driver makes deliveries, he or she may typi-
cally unload at a warehouse dock. Most delivery drivers, how-
ever, don’t often have the luxury of an actual loading dock. You
will more typically be unloading your deliveries while parked in
alleyways, parking lots, and crowded streets.

As you face the challenge of trying to find an appropriate park-
ing spot, you want to look for a place that:

* Is close to where you will be loading or unloading.
* Doesn’t require you to back up, if at all possible.
* Gives you space to maneuver.

* Isin alocation where your vehicle won't present a hazard or
obstacle to other drivers.
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Always survey the area carefully before parking. Think aheac_i.
Know how you will get out of the spot as well as how you will
get into it. When parking in an alleyway or parking Iot,. be on the
look out for other drivers that are thinking about their Qestlna-
tion and not expecting to encounter a large delivery vehicle.

Try to park where your vehicle will be of the Ie.ast inconve-
nience to shoppers or motorists. If you must park in an alley_ or
on the side of a busy street, leave as much room for passing
traffic as possible and turn on your four-way flashers. Put out
reflective triangles or other warning devices if you'll be stopped
for more than 10 minutes.

If you must maneuver to get into a tight parking spot, get out of
the vehicle first and check for hazards. Make sure you have
enough clearance on all sides and overhead.

Backing

The first rule of backing is: Never back unless you have to.
Backing is always a dangerous maneuver becaus_e you cannot
see everything behind you. Unfortunately, sometimes backing
will be unavoidable.

If you have to back, follow these rules:

* Always survey your
path before you back.
Check for obstacles or
hazards.

* Use a helper when-
ever you can. Agree
on a set of hand sig-
nals before you start
backing. If you ever
can’t see your helper
in your mirrors, stop
immediately! (How-
ever, remember that
even when you use a .
helper, you are ultimately responsible for backing safely.)

e Back up on a straight path whenever possible.
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