
What Happens When a Truck Driver Runs a Red Light in Texas? 

The Red-Light Violation May Be Clear, but the Trucking Case Usually Isn't 

A green light doesn't guarantee safe passage through an intersection. A loaded tractor-trailer 
needs far more room to slow and stop than a passenger vehicle, and a driver who reaches the 
decision point too fast may enter the intersection after the signal has already turned red. When 
an 18-wheeler does that, the result can be a devastating truck accident involving side-impact 
forces, multiple vehicles, or people who never had time to react. 

The red light may seem like the entire case, but it usually isn't. Investigators still need to 
establish exactly when the truck crossed the stop line, what the signal was displaying at that 
moment, whether the driver tried to brake, whether fatigue or distraction played a role, and 
whether a mechanical problem changed the truck's ability to stop. 

At Smith & Hassler, our Houston truck accident attorneys look beyond the citation and police 
narrative. Commercial trucks generate records that passenger cars often don't, and those 
records can reveal whether the driver made a split-second mistake or whether the crash grew 
out of a larger problem involving scheduling, fatigue, maintenance, or company safety practices. 

What Does Texas Law Require at a Red Traffic Signal? 

Texas Transportation Code § 544.007 requires a driver facing a steady red signal to stop at the 
marked stop line. If there isn't one, the driver must stop before entering the crosswalk on the 
near side of the intersection. A vehicle that isn't turning has to remain stopped until an 
indication to proceed is shown. 

The statute allows a right turn on red after a full stop when the turn isn't otherwise prohibited 
and the intersection can be entered safely. A left turn on red is much narrower: it is permitted 
only when both intersecting streets are one-way streets and the turn itself is allowed. In either 
situation, the driver must yield to pedestrians and other traffic lawfully using the intersection. 

A commercial truck doesn't get a different red-light rule simply because it's harder to stop. 
Federal law actually reinforces the state rule. Under 49 C.F.R. § 392.2, a commercial motor 
vehicle must be operated in accordance with the laws of the jurisdiction where it is being driven 
unless an applicable FMCSA regulation imposes a higher standard. 

The Key Question May Be When the Truck Crossed the Stop Line 

A yellow signal isn't the same as a red signal. Texas law treats yellow as a warning that the green 
movement is ending and a red indication is coming. That distinction can become critical when 
one driver says the truck “ran the light” and the truck driver says the light changed only after 
the tractor-trailer was already committed to the intersection. 
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The legal and factual focus should be on the truck's position when the signal changed. If the 
truck crossed the stop line while facing red, the analysis is different from a truck that lawfully 
entered on green or yellow and was still clearing the intersection when the light changed. 

That timing issue is one reason intersection crashes often require more than witness 
recollections. Video, signal timing information, truck data, and the physical collision sequence 
can help establish the order of events down to seconds. 

Why a Truck's Stopping Distance Matters Before the Light Turns Red 

Truck size and weight don't excuse a red-light violation, but they help explain why the driver's 
decisions before reaching the intersection matter. The Federal Motor Carrier Safety 
Administration warns that large trucks and buses need significantly more time and distance to 
stop than passenger vehicles and that a fully loaded truck traveling at highway speed can 
require nearly two football fields to come to a complete stop. 

At an urban signal, the driver should already be managing speed and following distance so the 
truck can respond safely if the light changes. A driver who approaches too quickly may create a 
dilemma of their own making: brake hard and risk losing control, or continue through after the 
signal turns red. 

When the collision is a T-bone or side-impact crash, that stopping-distance evidence may help 
explain why another driver with a green light had almost no opportunity to avoid the truck once 
it entered the crossing. 

Who Can Be Held Liable When a Truck Driver Runs a Red Light? 

The truck driver is the obvious starting point, but commercial-vehicle liability can extend beyond 
the person behind the wheel. If the driver was an employee acting within the scope of 
employment, the motor carrier may be responsible for the driver's negligence under 
respondeat superior. 

Texas also has special rules for lawsuits involving commercial motor vehicles. Under Chapter 72 
of the Texas Civil Practice and Remedies Code, an employer that timely stipulates that the driver 
was its employee and was acting within the scope of employment can limit certain ordinary-
negligence theories tied to the driver's operation of the truck. The statute doesn't erase every 
direct claim against a company, though. A claim such as negligent maintenance can still proceed 
when it depends on the company's own conduct rather than merely on the driver's negligence. 

That makes the factual theory important. A company may face responsibility because its driver 
ran the light. It may also face a different claim if neglected brakes materially contributed to the 
truck's inability to stop. A commercial vehicle accident can therefore involve separate questions 
about the driver, the employer, and the equipment. 
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A red-light violation by itself also doesn't automatically establish gross negligence. Punitive-
damages claims require substantially more proof about extreme risk and actual awareness. 
Evidence that a company knowingly pushed a driver to continue despite serious fatigue or 
ignored repeated safety warnings may present a different picture than an isolated traffic 
mistake. Texas gross-negligence claims turn on that higher evidentiary standard. 

Federal Trucking Violations Matter Only When They Connect to the Crash 

Federal trucking regulations can be important after a red-light crash, but they shouldn't be 
added to a case just because a commercial truck was involved. Texas law specifically limits how 
regulatory violations can be used in certain commercial-vehicle trials: the rule or standard has 
to be specific, applicable to the defendant, and the violation must tend to prove a proximate 
cause of the injury. 

For example, hours-of-service records can matter when the evidence suggests fatigue 
contributed to delayed perception or poor judgment at the signal. A driver who violates hours-
of-service rules because of fatigue or scheduling pressure may leave behind duty-status records, 
dispatch communications, and supporting documents that become relevant to why the driver 
missed a changing light. 

Maintenance rules matter when the truck's brakes or other equipment are genuinely at issue. If 
the driver says the truck wouldn't stop despite braking, inspection and repair records may 
become central. That is a different case from one in which the data shows the driver never tried 
to brake. Brake-failure truck crashes require evidence connecting the mechanical condition to 
the collision rather than simply pointing to a maintenance violation somewhere in the carrier's 
history. 

Which Truck Records Can Actually Show What Happened? 

Not every electronic system on a commercial truck records the same information, and confusing 
them can lead to the wrong conclusions about what happened before a crash. An electronic 
logging device, an engine control module, a telematics platform, and a dashcam can all produce 
different evidence. 

Evidence Source What It May Show Important Limitation

ELD / RODS Duty status, driving time, date, time, 
location, vehicle miles, and engine hours.

An ELD is primarily an hours-of-service 
device. It doesn't ordinarily provide a 
complete record of brake application or 
crash dynamics.

ECM / EDR Depending on the truck and system, speed, 
engine RPM, throttle, brake-switch status, 
and event data around the crash.

Available fields and retention vary by 
manufacturer and configuration; not 
every commercial truck has the same 
crash-recording capability.
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That distinction matters in a red-light case. An ELD can be very useful for determining whether 
the driver was near the end of a long shift, but it isn't the same thing as a crash recorder. Speed, 
throttle, brake-switch status, or other vehicle-dynamics information may come from an ECM, 
EDR, telematics system, or another onboard source depending on the truck. 

Black-box data in Texas truck accidents can come from several different onboard systems. A 
careful investigation identifies what the particular truck actually had instead of assuming every 
tractor-trailer stores the same fields. 

Some Truck Records Have a Defined Retention Period, but Others Don't 

Federal hours-of-service records have a specific retention requirement. FMCSA states that 
motor carriers must retain ELD records of duty status and supporting documents for six months, 
including a separate backup copy of the ELD records. 

Other electronic evidence can be much more time-sensitive. Dashcam footage, telematics 
events, ECM history, and third-party video may be governed by vendor settings, storage limits, 
or routine overwriting. Traffic-camera systems may not record at all. That is why the timing of a 
truck accident investigation can still matter even when some federally regulated records have 
longer retention periods. 

The same is true for the physical truck. If brake condition, tires, lighting, or another component 
is disputed, repairs after the crash can change the evidence. A thorough truck accident 
investigation should identify early which data and physical components need to be preserved. 

What Evidence Can Prove a Truck Entered on Red? 

The strongest red-light cases usually combine several independent sources rather than relying 
on the driver's admission or one box checked on a police report. 

• Intersection Video: Business surveillance, dashcams, traffic-system footage when 
recorded, and witness phone video can show the signal, the stop line, and the truck's 
movement. 

Telematics / GPS Route history, timestamps, location, fleet 
speed events, harsh braking, and dispatch 
activity.

The data depends on the carrier's vendor, 
settings, and retention policy.

Dashcam / In-Cab Video Signal color, lane position, driver attention, 
vehicle movement, and the seconds before 
entry.

Footage may be overwritten on a rolling 
basis if it isn't preserved.

Signal / Intersection 
Records

Signal timing plans, phase sequence, and 
sometimes controller or camera information.

Availability varies by agency, and many 
traffic cameras are monitoring tools rather 
than continuous recording systems.

Evidence Source What It May Show Important Limitation

https://www.smithandhassler.com/articles/black-box-data-texas-truck-accidents/
https://www.fmcsa.dot.gov/hours-service/elds/how-long-must-motor-carrier-retain-electronic-logging-device-eld-record-duty-0
https://www.smithandhassler.com/articles/the-importance-of-timing-in-truck-accident-claims/
https://www.smithandhassler.com/articles/the-importance-of-timing-in-truck-accident-claims/
https://www.smithandhassler.com/truck-accidents/investigating/
https://www.smithandhassler.com/truck-accidents/investigating/


• Signal Timing and Phasing: Timing plans and controller information can help reconstruct 
which movements were being served and how long each phase lasted, especially when 
paired with timestamped video. 

• ECM, EDR, and Telematics Data: Depending on the system, electronic records may show 
speed changes, throttle, braking activity, location, or other events before impact. 

• Driver Duty-Status Records: ELD records and supporting documents can show whether 
fatigue or scheduling pressure is a plausible part of the crash, but they shouldn't be 
described as a substitute for crash-dynamics data. 

• Physical Scene Evidence: Tire marks, debris, impact location, vehicle rest positions, and 
roadway measurements can help an accident-reconstruction expert test competing 
versions of the collision. 

• Witness and Driver Statements: Independent witnesses may remember which direction 
had the green signal, while recorded or documented statements can be compared 
against electronic and physical evidence. 

The police crash report can still be useful, but it shouldn't be treated as the final word. Officers 
may document contributing factors, statements, diagrams, and citations, while the civil case still 
turns on the admissible evidence showing what actually caused the crash. 

Can the Injured Driver Share Fault Even When the Truck Ran the Red Light? 

Yes. Texas uses proportionate responsibility, and insurers may still argue that another driver 
contributed to the collision by speeding, entering too early, driving distracted, or making some 
other unsafe movement. A red-light violation can be strong evidence against the truck driver, 
but it doesn't automatically prevent the defense from raising comparative-fault arguments. 

Texas's modified comparative fault rule is why even a case with a serious traffic violation still 
needs a complete reconstruction of what every driver was doing. 

What Will the Trucking Company and Its Insurer Examine? 

A carrier and its insurer will usually build the defense around the same evidence the injured 
person needs to preserve. The most important issues often include: 

• Signal Entry Timing: Was the truck already across the stop line before red, or did it enter 
after the signal changed? 

• Approach Speed and Braking: Did the driver reduce speed for the intersection, brake 
before impact, or continue at a steady or increasing speed? 

• Driver Alertness and Distraction: Do duty-status records, in-cab video, phone evidence, 
or witness observations suggest fatigue or inattention? 

https://www.smithandhassler.com/articles/understanding-modified-comparative-fault-texas-personal-injury-claims/


• Mechanical Condition: Did the brakes respond normally, and do inspection or repair 
records support or contradict a mechanical-failure explanation? 

• Company Communications: Dispatch messages, delivery schedules, and internal 
communications can matter when the evidence suggests management pressure 
influenced unsafe driving. 

What shouldn't be substituted for crash-specific proof is a generic list of the truck driver's old 
citations. Prior violations can raise separate admissibility issues and don't automatically prove 
that the driver ran this red light. The strongest case stays focused on evidence tied to this 
collision. 

Our Houston Truck Accident Lawyers Can Investigate More Than the Red-Light Citation 

A truck entering an intersection on red may look like an open-and-shut case, but the 
commercial records can reveal whether the violation was the whole story or only the final 
mistake in a longer chain. The investigation may need to distinguish ELD records from crash 
data, preserve video before it's overwritten, examine brake maintenance, obtain dispatch 
communications, and reconstruct exactly when the truck crossed the stop line. 

Our Houston truck accident attorneys can preserve and obtain the records that matter, work 
with reconstruction and trucking experts when necessary, and identify every party whose 
conduct actually contributed to the crash.  

If you were injured because a commercial truck ran a red light in Houston or elsewhere in Texas, 
contact Smith & Hassler for a free consultation. You don't pay upfront attorney's fees, and you 
don't owe us a legal fee unless we recover compensation for you. 
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