
MODIFIED VEHICLE SAFETY
Counties often extend the useful life of vehicles and equipment by adapting them for new purposes. This can be a practical, cost-effective way to 
meet operational needs, especially when budgets and resources are limited. However, when a vehicle is modified for a significantly different use, 
its weight, handling, and other operating characteristics may also change.

Taking a proactive approach to vehicle modifications can help prevent accidents and protect employees. Before placing modified equipment 
into service, counties should carefully evaluate whether the vehicle is safe and appropriate for its new intended use.

WHEN A VEHICLE’S PURPOSE CHANGES
One example of a significant vehicle conversion is a truck originally designed to pull a load that is repurposed as a water tender by removing 
the fifth wheel and installing a large water tank. While this conversion may meet a new operational need, carrying a substantial liquid load can 
change vehicle performance and may require modifications to support its new load-carrying function.

Converting a vehicle in this way can affect its load, center of gravity, suspension, axles, braking, 
steering, tires, and overall handling. A vehicle originally designed to pull a load may perform 
differently when carrying a substantial liquid load. For this reason, evaluate significant modifications 
as a new vehicle configuration—not simply the original vehicle with new  
equipment added. 

CONSIDER THE VEHICLE’S CONDITION
Before investing in a vehicle conversion, consider the condition and service history of the original 
equipment. A vehicle that is no longer suitable for its previous role may not automatically be a 
good candidate for a new one. Age, mileage, prior repairs, existing mechanical concerns, and 
expected service demands should all factor into the decision. Counties should consider whether 
modifying the vehicle is appropriate for its condition and whether the completed vehicle can safely 
and reliably perform the work expected of it.

BUILD SAFETY INTO THE CONVERSION
Repurposing equipment can be appropriate, but counties should make sure the modified 
vehicle is suitable for the work it will perform. Before converted or specialized equipment is 
placed into service:

•	 Have significant modifications evaluated by a qualified manufacturer, retrofit specialist, or 
other appropriately qualified professional.

•	 Verify that weight ratings, suspension, brakes, steering, tires, frame, and other affected systems 
are appropriate for the new configuration.

•	 Maintain maintenance and inspection records for each individual vehicle or piece of 
equipment.

•	 Develop pre-use inspections specific to the modified equipment and its hazards.
•	 Provide documented, task-specific training for employees who will operate the equipment.
•	 Establish written operating procedures addressing loading, speed, braking, roadway 

conditions, and emergency operations.

These controls can help identify potential problems before an employee is placed behind the wheel 
and provide documentation that the county has evaluated the equipment for its intended use.
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WHAT THIS MEANS  
FOR COUNTIES
Repurposing older equipment can 
help counties make the most of 
limited resources, but they should 
weigh cost savings against the risks 
created when a vehicle’s original 
function changes. A formal review 
of significant vehicle modifications, 
combined with equipment-specific 
maintenance, inspections, training, 
and operating procedures, can 
help protect employees and the 
public while reducing workers’ 
compensation and liability 
exposure for the county and the 
Pools. For assistance, contact CTSI 
at (303) 861-0507. 
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