
 

 

      FROM TRUCK DRIVERS INJURED AT WORK 

 

AUTOMATIC TARPS ARE NOT RISK FREE 

Most often it is desirable to design tasks to include mechanical assistance.  This reduces the requirement 

for human effort.  Ever since the cave men figured out that a wheel made it easier to pull a load, we 

have continued to study, analyze, invent and design “things” to make our lives easier and our work 

efforts more efficient.  Most often these design efforts have also reduced some of the risk associated 

with the work, but there may still be some risk of injury.  To better understand this, let’s review two 

incidents that involved “automatic” tarps, but that also resulted in significant personal injury to the 

drivers.   

Clive pulls a hopper bottom trailer for a regional grain distributor.  His trailer has always been equipped 

with a manual, hand crank operated tarp system.  It is not state of the art, but it does significantly 

reduce the manual labor involved with handling tarps and it is designed to eliminate the requirement for 

the driver to climb on the trailer.  Clive is very proficient with its use because he has several decades of 

experience pulling open top, hopper bottom trailers.  As a result, he has never been injured while 

tarping, until last February when he was attempting to tarp during a windy day.  That wind was strong 

enough to overcome the mechanical advantage of the hand crank and the muscles, tendons and 

ligaments in his right arm.  Clive’s injury required two surgeries and resulted in permanent partial 

disability.  

Dan, who pulls an open top trailer with a live bottom, has been able to tarp his loads with the ease of 

just pushing a button because his employer spent the money to equip all trailers with automatic tarping 

systems three years ago.  His boss recognized the risk associated with tarping and decided to acquire the 

best available engineering hazard control device and that was an automatic tarping system.   However, 

on one evening last fall after Dan had loaded at a processing plant he was attempting to tarp his trailer 

from the ground by pushing the button.  The tarp system failed to fully extend so Dan took it upon 

himself to climb the ladder affixed to the trailer and to correct the problem – whatever it was.  Dan 

never figured out what the problem was – because he never made it to the top of the trailer.  He fell 

while climbing the ladder and landed flat-footed on slab concrete fracturing his left leg so severely that 

he was restricted to a wheel chair for several months after corrective surgery.   

REAL LIFE LESSON 

Don’t assume anything.  Just because some hazard has been eliminated, or controlled, by engineering 

design, it does not mean that ALL hazards have been eliminated or controlled.  Continuously remind 

yourself to assess every situation for the obvious hazards and those that might not be so obvious.   


