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 MOTOR CARRIER SAFETY 

Commercial Vehicle Registration Program Has Kept 
Unsafe Carriers from Operating, but Effectiveness Is 
Difficult to Measure Highlights of GAO-09-495, a report to 

congressional committees 

To reduce the number of crashes 
involving commercial motor 
carriers, the Federal Motor Carrier 
Safety Administration (FMCSA) 
within the Department of 
Transportation orders unsafe 
carriers out of service. To help 
keep these carriers off the road, 
FMCSA’s voluntary Performance 
and Registration Information 
Systems Management (PRISM) 
grant program, a small program 
funded at $5 million per year, helps 
states establish information 
systems connections between state 
vehicle registration and FMCSA’s 
safety databases. These 
connections provide states with up-
to-date information on carriers’ 
safety status when carriers try to 
register or renew registrations with 
the state. For states to deny, 
suspend, or revoke registrations to 
out-of-service carriers, states must 
pass legislation enabling them to 
do so.   
 
As directed by a congressional 
committee, GAO examined (1) 
PRISM’s effectiveness and (2) the 
potential to fully implement the 
program nationally. GAO reviewed 
FMCSA data and discussed PRISM 
with a wide variety of federal, state, 
industry, and safety stakeholders. 

What GAO Recommends  

GAO recommends that FMCSA 
measure PRISM effectiveness when 
a sufficient number of states have 
the ability to deny, suspend, or 
revoke registrations to out-of-
service carriers. In commenting on 
a draft of this report, the 
department generally agreed with 
the recommendation. 

Twenty-five states have implemented PRISM to the point where they are able 
to keep carriers that FMCSA has ordered out of service from obtaining or 
maintaining vehicle registrations. However, PRISM’s safety impact is hard to 
measure. FMCSA data show that vehicles associated with 972 out-of-service 
carriers in 2008 had registrations denied, suspended, or revoked—about 15 
percent of carriers placed out of service that year. However, this is likely an 
underestimate because the data can be difficult to track. Officials from the 13 
states GAO contacted that are denying, suspending, or revoking vehicle 
registrations of out-of-service carriers and representatives from safety and 
industry associations said PRISM is worth the effort, but its impact on safety 
is hard to measure. An evaluation of the program sponsored by FMCSA in 
2007 concluded that PRISM states show some improved safety over time 
compared with other states, indicating PRISM could have contributed to 
lower crash rates. However, because all FMCSA programs are aimed at 
reducing crash rates, isolating PRISM’s effect is difficult. Nonetheless, the 
evaluation recommended that FMCSA adopt program measures to assess 
PRISM’s effectiveness. FMCSA has not adopted all of these measures for 
various reasons, including a lack of resources. In GAO’s view, applying such 
measures, while ultimately useful, may be premature since PRISM’s success is 
undercut by the 25 states—including states with the greatest numbers of 
registered commercial motor vehicles—and the District of Columbia that do 
not yet have the ability to deny, suspend, or revoke vehicle registrations of 
out-of-service carriers.  
 
National implementation may not occur for years if PRISM continues as a 
voluntary program. FMCSA data show that, on average, it took states about 3 
years and 4 months to get to the point where they could deny, suspend, or 
revoke registrations once they decided to implement PRISM—a process that 
took as little as 10 months to more than 7 years. Officials in states GAO 
contacted said that PRISM implementation was facilitated by such things as 
hiring a contractor to help with the program’s technical components, and was 
hindered by such things as difficulty in passing state legislation needed to 
implement the program. According to officials in states GAO met with, 
FMCSA has been helpful in encouraging states to adopt and implement the 
program, but can do little in other areas, such as when state legislation is 
needed. Officials in some states and representatives from safety associations 
told GAO that Congress should require PRISM implementation so that no state 
becomes a refuge for registering out-of-service carriers. Other officials said 
that such a requirement is unnecessary, since only three states have not 
committed to implementing PRISM. While there are benefits to a 
congressional requirement that could lead to speedier national 
implementation, there are several significant potential drawbacks to doing so 
(for example, some states may require substantial money to adapt their 
information systems to make PRISM work) that lead GAO not to recommend 
such a requirement.  
 

To view the full product, including the scope 
and methodology, click on GAO-09-495. 
For more information, contact Susan A. 
Fleming at (202) 512-2834 or 
flemings@gao.gov. 

http://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-09-495
mailto:flemings@gao.gov
http://www.gao.gov/cgi-bin/getrpt?GAO-09-495


<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /PageByPage
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Warning
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Off
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.1000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams true
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness false
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Preserve
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages false
  /ColorImageMinResolution 150
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /Warning
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.76
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages false
  /GrayImageMinResolution 150
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /Warning
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.76
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages false
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /Warning
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier (CGATS TR 001)
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName (http://www.color.org)
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /CreateJDFFile false
  /Description <<
    /ENU (Use these settings to create Adobe PDF documents suitable for reliable viewing and printing of business documents.  Created PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Adobe Reader 5.0 and later.)
  >>
  /Namespace [
    (Adobe)
    (Common)
    (1.0)
  ]
  /OtherNamespaces [
    <<
      /AsReaderSpreads false
      /CropImagesToFrames true
      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue
      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false
      /IncludeGuidesGrids false
      /IncludeNonPrinting true
      /IncludeSlug false
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (InDesign)
        (4.0)
      ]
      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false
      /OmitPlacedEPS false
      /OmitPlacedPDF false
      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy
    >>
    <<
      /AllowImageBreaks true
      /AllowTableBreaks true
      /ExpandPage false
      /HonorBaseURL true
      /HonorRolloverEffect false
      /IgnoreHTMLPageBreaks false
      /IncludeHeaderFooter false
      /MarginOffset [
        0
        0
        0
        0
      ]
      /MetadataAuthor ()
      /MetadataKeywords ()
      /MetadataSubject ()
      /MetadataTitle ()
      /MetricPageSize [
        0
        0
      ]
      /MetricUnit /inch
      /MobileCompatible 0
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (GoLive)
        (8.0)
      ]
      /OpenZoomToHTMLFontSize false
      /PageOrientation /Portrait
      /RemoveBackground false
      /ShrinkContent true
      /TreatColorsAs /MainMonitorColors
      /UseEmbeddedProfiles false
      /UseHTMLTitleAsMetadata true
    >>
    <<
      /AddBleedMarks false
      /AddColorBars false
      /AddCropMarks false
      /AddPageInfo false
      /AddRegMarks false
      /BleedOffset [
        0
        0
        0
        0
      ]
      /ConvertColors /ConvertToCMYK
      /DestinationProfileName (U.S. Web Coated \(SWOP\) v2)
      /DestinationProfileSelector /UseName
      /Downsample16BitImages true
      /FlattenerPreset <<
        /ClipComplexRegions true
        /ConvertStrokesToOutlines false
        /ConvertTextToOutlines false
        /GradientResolution 300
        /LineArtTextResolution 1200
        /PresetName ([High Resolution])
        /PresetSelector /HighResolution
        /RasterVectorBalance 1
      >>
      /FormElements true
      /GenerateStructure true
      /IncludeBookmarks true
      /IncludeHyperlinks true
      /IncludeInteractive false
      /IncludeLayers false
      /IncludeProfiles false
      /MarksOffset 6
      /MarksWeight 0.250000
      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (CreativeSuite)
        (2.0)
      ]
      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /UseName
      /PageMarksFile /RomanDefault
      /PreserveEditing true
      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UntaggedRGBHandling /UseDocumentProfile
      /UseDocumentBleed false
    >>
  ]
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


