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RESEARCH OBJECTIVES
1. Develop consistent definition of emergencies, emergency commodities

(classification/type), and other concepts.

2. Identify successful practices, procedures, and processes for increasing weight
limits during emergencies, including coordination and harmonization with
neighboring jurisdictions.

3. Develop a decision framework that considers different emergency scenarios that
are linked with successful practices, procedures, and processes.

4. Highlight successful communication practices and training opportunities to
conduct before emergencies occur.



Information/Data Collection



Online
Survey



Completed 
Surveys

49

Unique State 
Responses 

37

States that took web survey



Q1 - Do you work for state oversize/overweight (OS/OW) permitting 
office/authority and are you knowledgeable about permitting and policies for 
commercial vehicles during emergencies?

Answered Yes (%) No (%)

46 93% 7%

Q2 - Has your state implemented special permitting or waivers for 
commercial vehicles or OW vehicles for a prior major emergency or disaster 
(including COVID-19)?

Answered Yes (%) No (%)
39 90% 10%

Q2.1 – What was the most-recent state-level emergency or disaster where this was used?

Q2.2 – Was that action coordinated with other states or agencies? Answered Yes (%) No (%)
34 53% 47%

Q3 - Has your state recently initiated changes to its overweight laws, regulations or 
policies based on prior experiences with emergencies or disasters?

Answered Yes (%) No (%)

36 25% 75%

Q4 - Has your state been impacted by emergency special permits or waivers for 
commercial vehicles that were issued in another state?

Answered Yes (%) No (%)
42 21% 79%

Q5 - Does your state conduct outreach or education efforts with the trucking 
industry about emergency overweight special permits or waivers?

Answered Yes (%) No (%)
41 61% 39%



State/Agency Interview Date Participants
1 Georgia 04/14/2023 1
2 Florida 04/17/2023 2
3 Illinois 04/18/2023 2
4 Missouri 04/19/2023 1
5 Montana 04/19/2023 1
6 South Dakota 04/21/2023 1
7 FHWA 05/01/2023 1
8 TRANSCOM (DoD) 05/02/2023 1
9 CVSA 05/16/2023 1

Interviews and Virtual Workshops

Workshop Date Participants Average Attendance Time
1 04/27/2023 26 1 hour 11 minutes
2 05/02/2023 22 1 hour 9 minutes
3 10/05/2023 (Guide) 30 1 hour 30 minutes



Findings, Challenges, & Opportunities



Laws and Regulations

“Administrative codes contain regulations, while statutory code contains laws.”

.



Inconsistency in Definitions of Permits

Special Permits are Not Waivers

“Waivers for OW vehicles are never allowed. Special permits are granted, which are 
not waivers”

• OW special permits for divisible and non-divisible loads under 23 USC 127 are “special
permits.”

• FMCSR exemptions are “waivers” or “relief” from regulations.

• State or federal declarations may refer to both special permits and FMCSR exemptions in an
emergency declaration.

*FMCSR Federal Motor Carrier Safety Regulations



Inconsistency in Definitions of Emergency

• The permitting agency’s definition is based on either of these
• the state Governor’s executive order (as per state statute)
• the President’s emergency declaration
• as stated by state/federal emergency management office

• For permitting offices, involvement in defining emergency/commodities varies.

• No single generic list of emergency commodities, it depends on the nature of the emergency.

Potential Solution: Develop a generic list of emergency commodities that can be tailored and used by state 
permitting agencies and used for emergency declarations that affect some specific commodities



Steps for Developing Emergency Commodity 
List
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Language specifying 
specific commodities 

(grain, fuel, etc.) should 
appear in both the 
disaster declaration 
and on any special 

permit. 
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Truck permit-issuing offices 
and state emergency 

management should work 
with FEMA and other federal 
agencies to develop lists of 

affected commodities 
needed in major, well-known 

disasters.

List should be included with 
special permits and provided 

to Commercial Vehicle 
Enforcement agencies to 

ensure compliance.
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Emergency-Response Commodities 
Relief Supplies 

Medical supplies and equipment.
Equipment, supplies, and persons necessary to establish 
and manage temporary housing or quarantine.
Highway maintenance materials (such as salt for roadways). 
Construction materials required for emergency repairs. 
Debris or garbage or other waste.

Consumption-Response Commodities 
Supplies and equipment necessary for community safety, 
sanitation, and prevention of disease or viruses.
Food, drink, paper products, and other groceries for 
emergency restocking of distribution centers or stores.
Food supply chain (including livestock, grain, and hay).
Immediate precursor raw materials such as paper, plastic, or 
alcohol used to manufacture essential items.
Fuel.



Variation in Special Permit Issuance
• Depend on the State Permitting Office’s available resources and staffing.

• For instance, some state permitting offices have in-house permitting systems for emergencies.
• Some utilize third-party vendor products, some have a customizable template form for emergencies,

and a few others have a blanket template.

Potential Solution: Some state permitting agencies developed applications and processes tailored to issuing 
special emergency permits (Illinois).  These systems provide all necessary information to carriers and 
enforcement. Other states use blanket permit systems (like those mentioned above).

Case studies of each may be required to develop models that fit specific state needs, as the state regulatory 
requirements and enforcement expectations associated with the different models may prevent a single “national 
model” for emergency permitting.



Different Enforcement Standards
• Commercial vehicle enforcement during emergencies may also depend on available

resources. Some states have lenient mechanisms.

• For example,
• a Governor’s disaster declaration is a permit in some states.
• other states require the carrier to carry a general permit and the current emergency declaration.

Different states have stricter issuance and enforcement requirements where a carrier 
needs to apply for a special permit in each emergency. 

Potential Solution: The impact of lenient mechanisms on neighboring states and the potential for safety issues 
require further study before making any recommendations. One model may not serve all states or regions in the 
United States.



State implemented policies, procedures, or processes that had 
greatest impact

“By creating a multi-state standardized approach to divisible overweight 
loads during a declared emergency it allows shippers to know in advance 
that during an emergency they can move a load of 88,000 lbs. gross 
weight across member states confidently.” 

“No cost and up to 12’6” wide blanket permit or 14’0” wide for single 
trips and allowed for hauling during holiday periods and at night.”



Steps for Developing MOUs

1. Identify Champions and Convince Decisionmakers:

Identify champions who are 
passionate about the permit 
harmonization.

Seek approvals from the 
top decision-makers.

2. Scope Definition and Engage Nearby Regional States:

Clearly define the scope of 
the MOU.
Engage with all nearby 
regional states to ensure 
everyone is aligned and in 
agreement.

3. Determine Maximum Overweight Allowance and Standards:

Decide on a common 
denominator regarding the 
maximum overweight 
allowance and standards 
and their acceptabilty.

4. Develop the MOU Document:

Based on the consensus and 
decisions, draft the MOU 
document.

Ensure all key points, roles, 
responsibilities, and terms 
of understanding are clearly 
mentioned.

5. Review and
Feedback:

Circulate the draft MOU 
among all the stakeholders 
for feedback.

Make necessary revisions 
based on feedback received 
to ensure clarity and mutual 
understanding.



Confusion Regarding Types of Roads
The language in Governors’ emergency declarations may confuse carriers and 
authorities. 

States combine declarations waiving the FMCSRs (federal-only) and emergency OW 
special permitting, carriers may presume one or other when a declaration does not apply. 

• For example,
• States do not have the authority to issue special permits for the interstate highway system absent a Presidential

Disaster Declaration.
• Some declarations only affect specific state roads.
• State may restrict overweight loads to the interstate system and not allow access to state roads for emergency

loads transiting the state to another state where the disaster declaration applies.

Potential Solution: AASHTO and CVSA's engagement with the National Governors Association may allow for the 
creation of standardized emergency declaration language agreements or sample orders



Confusion About Restricted Loads and Routes
• Although regular OS/OW carriers understand the restricted load requirements, the

carriers operating with OW loads during emergencies may not regularly carry loads
and, therefore, may not understand the importance of restricted load requirements.

• State permitting agencies must provide the carriers with written instructions on routing
and safety compliance.

Potential Solution: Developing special permit QR codes with routing and other information carriers and drivers 
need, especially those not used to operating with overweight loads frequently. The benefit of the QR code is that a 
digital copy becomes available for commercial vehicle enforcement officers and carriers to use, and enforcement 
officers can quickly verify the permit and route information and when the state issued the permit.



Standardized Communication Processes



Standardized Communication Processes
• Communication is vital during an emergency, and while informal communication

channels offer some efficiencies, they may fail in a crisis.

• Interpersonal relationships form informal communication networks between
neighboring states, agencies, and regular OS/OW carriers.

• In an emergency, personnel and carriers may come from many places, including out of
state. No experience/connections with OW shipping or the state permitting office.

Potential Solution: In addition to publicizing and educating emergency management officials, carriers, and state 
permitting offices on the efficacy of the CVSA emergency declaration portal and the importance of timely 
submissions to that system, state emergency management agencies, state departments of transportation, and 
state permitting offices should establish uniform, formal communication, and organizing principles.



Standardized Communication Processes
Step 1.

• Formalize
communication
networks

• Align them with
FEMA standards

Step 2.

• Educate officials,
shippers, carriers, and
truck permit-issuing
offices about the
CVSA Emergency
Declaration Portal

Step 3.

• Establish uniform,
formal
communication and
organizing principles
for emergencies and
disasters

• Formal processes
• Regular meetings

• Dedicated staff
• Collaboration with emergency offices

• Dedicated champions
• Monthly meetings and follow-ups

• Multiple communication channels
• Redundancy in communication

Intra-agency 
Communication

Interagency 
Communication

Regional 
Communication

External 
Communication



Definition of Divisible and Non-divisible loads
• The state issues special permits during emergencies with a clear understanding of

divisible and non-divisible loads

• Divisible and non-divisible loads may not be as clear to non-traditional carriers
applying for special permits.

• Shippers and carriers may not be aware of state-specific permitting requirements
when the shippers or those requesting the shipments come from other states or
organizations unfamiliar with special permitting.

Potential Solution: AASHTO is already developing clear examples for divisible and non-divisible loads. The 
research project can incorporate AASHTO’s findings. 



Definition of Divisible and Non-divisible loads



Confusion about Safety Regulations
• There is confusion regarding special permits and FMCSR waivers for carriers and

truck drivers.

• State permitting agencies seemed clear that safety regulations do not change
irrespective of weight requirements during an emergency.

Potential Solution: Recommend developing training and informational fliers and worksheets for the trucking 
industry.



Roadmap for Success
1. Define Consistent Frameworks
2. Identify Promising Practices for Emergency CMV Weight Exemptions
3. Identify Successful Way



Emergency Management Cycle
The picture can't be displayed.



Pre-Disaster Flowchart



Post-Disaster Flow Chart



Deliverables
• Guide
• Final Report
• Implementation Plan



Guide
Part I—Introduction to Special Permitting for Overweight Divisible Loads in Disasters and Emergencies 
• Chapter 1 introduces the Guide, its organization and purpose.
• Chapter 2 discusses emergencies and explains what constitutes an emergency and disaster declaration with explanation of 

rules and regulations.

Part II—Preparing for Emergency Overweight Special Permitting 
• Chapter 3 introduces the steps involved in emergency preparedness and the role of state permitting offices within each phase of

the emergency management cycle.
• Chapter 4—This chapter focuses steps decisionmakers and state permitting offices can take before an emergency or disaster

declaration for effective harmonization and coordination.
• Chapter 5 —This chapter discusses best practices during and after an emergency that weaves in the findings of the case studies

or interviews with stakeholders.

Part III—Tools and Resources
• Chapter 6 covers tools and other resources for implementation.



Final Report

• Chapter 1—Introduction.

• Chapter 2—Literature Review. Summarizes findings from the literature review (Task 2)

• Chapter 3—State of Practice. Details outcome of interviews conducted in Task 3.

• Chapter 4—Final Deliverables. Summarizes the approach toward developing the final deliverables based on the Task 4 and 
Task 5

• References. The reference list includes all cited studies, the laws, regulations, and codes.

• Appendix A— contains a summary of state disaster and emergency authorities.
• Appendix B— online survey and follow-up phone interview questions.
• Appendix C— summarizes responses to each survey question.



THANKS!
s-sharma@tamu.edu



NCHRP Project 23-13(05)

The National Cooperative Highway Research Program (NCHRP) is sponsored by the individual state departments of 
transportation of the American Association of State Highway and Transportation Officials. NCHRP is administered by the 
Transportation Research Board (TRB), part of the National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine, under a 
cooperative agreement with the Federal Highway Administration (FHWA).  Any opinions and conclusions expressed or 
implied in resulting research products are those of the individuals and organizations who performed the research and are 
not necessarily those of TRB; the National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine; the FHWA; or NCHRP 
sponsors. 
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