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IRTE (Institute of Road Transport Engineers) is a professional sector of SOE (Society of 
Operations Engineers). 

	
IRTE, one of the most respected names in UK transport, was founded in 1944 and is 
recognised as an impartial voice of the industry. It encourages high standards of excellence 
with an emphasis on safety in operation, demonstrated by its research and education 
programme for members and industry. 

	
IRTE members come from a wide variety of transport-related roles including apprentices, 
technicians, workshop managers, fleet engineers, transport managers and company 
directors. 

	
	

 
	
	

IRTE also manages the irtec licensing scheme. Developed by industry for industry, irtec is a 
voluntary licensing scheme that assesses the competence of technicians who maintain and 
repair vehicles in the heavy goods, light commercial, service and passenger carrying 
industries. 

	
Visit www.irtec.org.uk for further information. 

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

This publication is a result of work conducted by the North West Goods Vehicle Maintenance Liaison 
Committee. For more information about IRTE technical activities please contact technical@soe.org.uk 

	
 



Preface 
	

	

	
This document has been compiled by a subcommittee of North Western Goods Vehicle 
Maintenance Liaison Committee[1] in response to industry concerns regarding the 
exposure of an operator’s l icence holder when hauling third party trailers.  

The Committee have identif ied a lack of a relevant best practice guide with 
regards to this type of operation and hope this reference document wil l assist 
affected operators to ensure they are applying the highest possible legal, safe 
and roadworthy standards, but it is also hoped that the principles outl ined here 
could be applicable to a wide range of operators under various circumstances.  

This document has been prepared to address specific issues and should be 
considered supplementary to both The Guide to Maintaining Roadworthiness[2] and to 
Roadworthiness – Industry Best Practice[3].  

 

[1] The North Western Goods Vehicle Maintenance Liaison Committee is a voluntary group who meet at 
least four times per year and report to Beverley Bell, the Traffic Commissioner for the North West of England. 
The Committee includes representatives from major fleet operators, Vehicle and Operator Services 
Agency (VOSA), Society of Operations Engineers IRTE Professional Sector, Freight Transport Association 
and the Road Haulage Association.  

[2] The Guide to Maintaining Roadworthiness is published by TSO and is avai lable from 
this l ink https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/guide-to-maintaining-roadworthiness 

[3] Roadworthiness – Industry Best Practice is published by the IRTE and is avai lable free 
from this l ink http://www.soe.org.uk/resources/technical-guides/ 
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Introduction, purpose and aims 
	

	

	
It is always the case that the “user” of the vehicle (and trailer) bears legal responsibility for its 
roadworthiness. The user is generally defined as either the driver (in the case of an owner-
driver) or the operator who employs the driver (including agency drivers).  
 
Industry Tip - Any defects found on the vehicles or trailers you use will be registered against your 
operators licence - regardless of who owns the equipment or who instructed you to use it 
 
When the vehicles and trailers you use are always on your fleet, you can exert direct control to 
ensure they are maintained in-line with the stated schedule recorded against your operators 
licence. In circumstances where the vehicles or trailers you use are not always under your direct 
control (i.e third party equipment) you have to apply additional procedures to demonstrate you 
are acting as responsibly as possible.  
 

The purpose of this guide is to define and explain those additional procedures that will ensure you 
are applying expected best practice. 
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First Use Driver Check 
	

	

	
On collecting a trailer, the driver MUST carry out a roadworthiness check to fulfil their legal 
responsibility to ensure the vehicle or combination is free from any defects on the parts of the 
trailer the driver is able to examine. Drivers should be instructed in the importance of 
performing a thorough visual examination and must be trained on how to 
undertake the checks. Records should be kept on f i le concerning the issued 
instructions (i .e copy memos or contracts of employment) and the training 
undertaken.  The t ime taken to perform the check should be recorded as “other 
work” on the drivers tachograph and they should be issued with any necessary 
equipment ( i .e a working torch) that might be required to perform the check. 
A report l ist ing the items checked and their condit ion must be produced and 
retained as proof (see appendix I on page 15 for a sample driver check sheet).    
 
Industry t ip – you can use an internal audit to ensure your drivers are performing 
their inspections properly. Once a driver has completed a check at the yard, you 
can then re-inspect the vehicle to ensure al l  the procedures have been fol lowed 
and that you agree with his f indings (see appendix II on page 16 for a sample 
audit form).  
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Roadworthiness Declaration 	
 
 
 
The driver is only able, and only expected, to inspect certain elements of the 
trai ler during their pre-use inspection. To satisfy themselves that the parts of the 
trai ler they are able to check are mechanically sound they need to know when the 
trai ler was last free of defects and declared roadworthy fol lowing an inspection by 
a competent person. They also need to know when that a competent person 
expected the trai ler to be inspected again, as this would affect their judgment 
when assessing the potential wear and tear on various components.  
 
This can be achieved by –  
 

•  Noting the detai ls on a sticker or plate or other indicator attached to the 
trai ler that l ists the last date the trai ler was declared roadworthy and the 
next anticipated inspection date.  

•  Examining a copy of the last preventative maintenance inspection sheet as 
stored in a secure document holder (such as a pouch or tube) aff ixed 
permanently to the trai ler. The PMI sheet would have to include a signed 
roadworthiness declaration and the date of the next anticipated inspection 
date.  

•  Obtaining copies of the last PMI sheet (that includes a signed 
roadworthiness declaration and the date of the next anticipated inspection 
date) by contacting the trai ler owner or your principle. 

•  Accessing an electronic database containing the Inspection/Service Data.     
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                          Example Inspection Schedule Plaque 
	

	



Inspection in accordance with your operators licence 	
	
	

As the trai ler wil l  become YOUR responsibi l i ty, i t  must be used in compliance with 
your operator’s l icence undertakings. This means that the t ime since the trai ler 
was last declared roadworthy MUST be within your specif ied inspection interval 
for trai lers, and the proposed next inspection date under which that inspection 
was done MUST not have been exceeded.  
 
Examples –  
  
Collection 
Date 

Your 
Trailer 
Inspection 
interval 

Date of Last 
Roadworthiness 
Declaration  

Proposed 
Next 
Inspection 
Date 

 

October 7 6 weeks September 15 October 13 ü  OK to use today - 
roadworthiness is valid 
and latest inspection is 
within your interval. 

October 7 6 weeks  September 15 October 6 û  Cannot use today – 
the latest inspection 
was only looking 4 
weeks ahead. Despite 
your interval being 6 
weeks, the 
roadworthiness 
declaration is now 
invalid.  

October 7 6 weeks August 15 October 3 û  Cannot use today – 
the roadworthiness 
declaration is invalid 
and the latest 
inspection is outside 
your inspection 
interval.  

 
	
	
Valid Annual test  
The trai ler may display information concerning  
an annual test. Any such information should  
indicate the trai ler is within any necessary test  
period.  
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Legality of the Load 
	

	

	
The driver must be satisf ied that the load is suitably secured to al low for safe 
transportation. DVSA apply their Load Security Matrix (see appendix III  on page 16 
for detai ls) when assessing the condit ion of a load and so the driver should ensure 
the trai ler complies or that they understand any potential discrepancies (the load 
risk assessment at appendix IV on page 17 may also be useful).  
 
The weight of the load should not exceed operational l imits (on either gross weight 
or axle weight – see appendix V on page 18 for detai ls on calculating axle weights). 
UK law does not recognise “consignor l iabil i ty”, so once you use the combination on 
the public highway any weight offences wil l  be the responsibi l i ty of the driver and 
the operator.  
 
Any necessary adjustments to the load should be made before the trai ler is 
collected - the only legal uses of an overweight vehicle or trai ler is that you are 
proceeding to the nearest available weighbridge to weigh the combination or the 
nature of the load is such that the condit ions since the start of journey means the 
weight has increased (for instance, heavy rain on route has added to the weight of 
the exposed t imber on the load).  
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If the trailer is found to be unroadworthy 
	

	
	
I f  the trai ler is considered unroadworthy due to an identif ied defect, the driver must 
produce a report l ist ing the issue, apply the company reporting procedure and await 
further instructions. 
 
I f  no roadworthiness declaration information is available, or the information is 
incomplete, a responsible person should check if  the information can be provided. If  
the information is not available, the trai ler would require a preventative 
maintenance inspection before it  can be used.  
 
I f  the load is not adequately secured or is overweight then arrangements need to be 
made to make the load suitable for transportation. 
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When collecting from a rental company 	
 
 
Reputable rental companies wil l  provide a checklist concerning the condit ion of the 
trai ler. While the checklist wil l  contain much of the necessary information, i t  does 
not alter the users responsibi l i ty for roadworthiness and so your driver must st i l l  
apply your f irst use procedure (see appendix VI on page 19 for a sample rental 
company checklist).  
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Specialist equipment and operations 	
 
 
Trai lers may have addit ional equipment instal led (freezer units, tai l  l i f ts, hydraulic 
f loors, hi-abs etc) or the nature of the cargo may require addit ional considerations 
(hazardous goods, food stuffs etc). Under these circumstances, any inspection 
should be appropriate to the type of equipment present and addit ional information 
(dates of PUWER/LOLER inspections, current cleaning cert i f icates etc) may be 
required before the trai ler and equipment can be used. 
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Penalties for failure to comply  	
 
 
Under any circumstances where you are found to be using a vehicle or trai ler in an 
unroadworthy condit ion, the driver and operator wil l  be penalised. Even if  you have 
applied the systems and procedures explained in this best practice guide, i f  you are 
stopped at the roadside and found to be using a non-compliant vehicle or trai ler you 
wil l  st i l l  be l iable to be issued with a Graduated Fixed Penalty Notice or a 
Prohibit ion Notice. An accumulation of GFPN or Prohibit ions may result in a Public 
Inquiry into your f i tness to be a haulier where the Traff ic Commissioner is 
empowered to suspend, curtai l  or revoke your operators l icence as well as pass 
judgment on your good repute. Accepting and paying GFPN may add points to a 
drivers l icence that could increase the costs of vehicle insurance for many years to 
come and potential ly result in a driver becoming unemployable. 
 
While the responsibi l i ty at a roadside check is unavoidable under the current legal 
system, applying this best practice guidance should either ensure you refuse to use 
an unroadworthy trai ler or you have a collected suff icient evidence to offer a 
potential defence to the Traff ic Commissioner or a Magistrate concerning your use 
of the trai ler. Under circumstances where you have done everything reasonably 
possible ( i .e your trained and ful ly equipped driver as undertaken as thorough an 
examination of the trai ler as possible, you have determined the trai ler has a valid 
roadworthiness declaration in place and that the latest preventative maintenance 
inspection was performed in-l ine with your maintenance schedule, your driver was 
satisf ied that the load was properly secured and within operational weight l imits and 
any addit ional equipment had been properly assessed and cert i f ied) and have 
evidence to demonstrate your actions and efforts, i t  is much easier to plead for 
leniency.  
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Monitoring  	
 
 
The application of this best practice guide wil l  generate an amount of information 
concerning the condit ion of the third party trai lers you encounter. I t  is anticipated a 
responsible haulier would monitor this information to determine the quality for your 
third party trai ler suppliers and that i f  necessary you would communicate your 
f indings to those suppliers. Ult imately, should one or more of your suppliers prove 
to be consistently unreliable, the authorit ies would expect you to have to consider 
refusing to work for that supplier unti l  the maintenance or loading problems had 
been addressed and rectif ied. 
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                                                   Ensuring co-operation 
 
 

While the legal responsibility for the roadworthiness of the vehicles and trailers you operate 
always remains with the Operator, the application of this best practice guidance will require 
co-operation from the owner of the trailer/s.  
To help you negotiate this assistance, appendix VII is a suggested letter wording 
summarising the trailer owner role in your compliance with your Operators licence 
undertakings.   
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                                                  Procedural Flow Chart 
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																																											Appendix I - Driver Defect report 
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Appendix II Driver Audit Form  
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											Appendix III – VOSA Load Security Matrix 
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                    Appendix IV – Load Assessment Checklist 
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                        Appendix V – Axle Weight Calculation 
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               Appendix VI –Sample Rental Company Checklist 
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        Appendix VII – Co-operation request letter to trailer owner 
 
 
 
 
Dear Trailer Owner/Transport Principle,  

As you may be aware, we are a haulier involved in transporting your trailers.   

To be able to provide this service to you and your customers, we are legally obliged to hold an 
Operators licence that imposes a range of binding undertakings on our company designed to 
ensure fair competition throughout the industry and safe standards for all road users. Should we 
fail to achieve these undertakings we are at risk of losing our licence and our ability to do business 
and therefore take these responsibilities extremely seriously.  

I am writing to you today as I hope you can assist us to achieve our legal responsibilities by 
making a minor adjustment to your own procedures.  

As you can see in the enclosed best practice guide, it would be extremely useful for my drivers to 
know the last date your trailer was declared roadworthy by your maintenance providers and what 
inspection frequency was applied to that examination.  This could be achieved by a range of 
methods, including an indicator sign on the trailer listing the relevant dates or the trailer carrying a 
copy of the relevant inspection paperwork in a prominent and accessible position. I can assure you 
that providing this information does not expose you to any liability as the responsibility for the 
roadworthiness of the vehicles and trailers we transport will always remain with us as the operators 
licence holder, but it would be a very helpful supplement to our current procedures and I trust such 
a system could also prove useful in the management of your internal maintenance system.  

I hope you will be able to introduce a suitable system without undue delay and would appreciate 
your confirmation of what my drivers should look for on your equipment. If we can be of any 
assistance concerning the development or delivery of a suitable system or if you would like further 
clarification concerning the contents of this request, then please do not hesitate to contact the 
undersigned.  
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IRTE is a professional sector of the SOE (Society of Operations Engineers). 

	
SOE is a professional membership organisation that represents three professional sectors of 
the engineering industry – IRTE, IPlantE and BES. 

	
	

Top five reasons to join SOE: 
	

1. Professional and industry recognition through post nominal letters (eg MIRTE). 
	

2. Opportunity to gain registration with ECUK  at CEng, IEng or EngTech level. 
	

3. The latest technical and industry news through Transport Engineer. 
	

4. Full access to website including the ‘members only’ area. 
	

5. Career development opportunities and CPD scheme. 
	
	

For more information and to join, visit www.soe.org.uk. 
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                             SOE Publications 
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Guide to Wheel Security 
The associated quick reference poster for Wheel Loss – No longer a mystery booklet 

 
 

To order any of these publications please contact the technical services 
department at technical@soe.org.uk or telephone 0207 630 1111	

	

	

	
Wheel Loss – No 
longer a mystery 
 
The SOE’s guide to 
wheel loss is based 
on BS AU50 Part 2 
section 7a (1995). 
The guide explains 
the mechanisms of 
wheel loss and 
provides helpful best 
practice guidance to 
assist those 
specifying and 
maintaining 
commercial vehicles 
to reduce wheel loss 
incidents.	

	

	
IRTE Guide to 
Tipper Stability 
 
Essential guidance 
for those wishing to 
implement best 
practice when 
operating tipping 
vehicles or tipper 
trailers.	

	

	
Coupling and 
Uncoupling of 
Large Goods 
vehicle Trailers 
 
The IRTE code of 
practice is aimed at 
managers, 
supervisors and 
trainers but has 
good advice for 
everyone who has 
responsibility for the 
safety of large 
goods vehicles and 
drivers.	

	

	
Tail Lift – 
Specification 
Guide for Road 
Vehicles 
 
Guidance for 
manufacturers, 
specifiers, installers, 
suppliers and users 
of tail lifts as to the 
safety issues 
associated with tail 
lift installations.	

	

	
A simple guide for 
Tail Lift Operators 
 
This guide provides 
some basic 
information and 
highlights the user’s 
legal responsibilities 
in the use, 
maintenance and 
examination of tail 
lifts. It is written in a 
simple question and 
answer format and 
is intended to be 
used as a basic 
guide to clarify 
current legislation 
that applies to tail 
lifts and tail lift 
manufacturers’ 
recommendations	
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Our expertise in lubricant technology has been developed through years of 
experience supplying the transport industry. Our goal is to help you achieve 
the best possible performance from your vehicles, and improved profitability 
for your business. 
Today, running a fleet is a tough business. To make your job easier, we draw 
on our one hundred years of lubrication expertise to protect your vehicle  
and help reduce your operating costs. Our teams of scientists and 
engineers, strive to add value by designing the best lubricants in the world; 
lubricants with uncompromising performance, for all types of trucks, buses 
and coaches, for engines, transmissions, axles and hydraulics and for every 
type of operation. Whether you are seeking greater fuel efficiency, extended 
service intervals, prolonged component life or better overall cost 
effectiveness, you can be sure we have the right product for you. 

Castrol (UK) Ltd, Wakefield House, Pipers Way, Swindon, Wiltshire, 
SN3 1RE. Website: www.castrol.com/uk. 

	
	

 
At Backhouse Jones transport meets the law. We are a specialist firm of 
transport lawyers. All our clients have one common characteristic which is 
the transportation of goods or passengers. We act for clients in the private 
and public sectors (both national and international) operating from one to 
several thousand vehicles. Our specialist advice is industry specific to 
provide commercial advantage. 
Backhouse Jones Solicitors, The Printworks, Heys Road, Clitheroe, 
Lancashire, BB7 9WD. Tel: 01254 828 300, Fax: 01254 828 301, 
Website: http://www.backhousejones.co.uk. 
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