
 
 

Safely Driving Tank Vehicles: 
Controlling Surge and Slosh  
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As the driver it is your responsibility to safely handle your vehicle in spite of surge and slosh. Always 
know the type of tank truck that you are operating prior to driving the vehicle so that proper 
operating procedures can be followed. 

• Smooth bore tanks have nothing inside to stop the flow of liquid. Consequently, you must be 
cautious when driving these vehicles, especially when starting, stopping, and slowing. 

• Baffled tanks have perforated dividers inside which allow the liquid to flow through them, 
helping control the forward and backward liquid surge. However, side-to-side surge can still 
occur in baffled tanks and this can cause a rollover.  

 
To minimize the risk of rollover and other types of accidents when operating a tank vehicle, pay 
attention to these safety tips: 

• You must start, slow down, and stop very smoothly.  
• Be sure to account for extended starting times – no matter how large the engine on your 

truck, the weight, handling, and surge issues make it nearly impossible – and highly 
impractical – to start quickly from a stop. 

• Make smooth, gradual turns and lane changes. 
• Allow more following distance than you think you need. The #1 mistake drivers of portable 

sanitation trucks make is following too closely.  
• When stopping, keep a steady pressure on the brakes. Do not release the brakes too soon. 
• Brake far in advance of a stop and increase your following distance. 
• If you must make a quick stop to avoid an accident, use controlled or stab braking. 

o Controlled Braking. Apply the brakes as hard as you can without locking the wheels. 
Keep steering wheel movements very small while doing this. If you need to make a 
larger steering adjustment or if the wheels lock, release the brakes. Re-apply the 
brakes as soon as you can. 

§ If you lose brake pressure during controlled braking, pull the emergency brake 
and use the manual transmission to stop the truck 

o Stab Braking. 
§ Apply your brakes all the way. 
§ Release brakes when wheels lock up. 
§ As soon as the wheels start rolling, apply the brakes fully again. (It can take up 

to one second for the wheels to start rolling after you release the brakes. If you 
re-apply the brakes before the wheels start rolling, the vehicle will not 
straighten out.)  

§ Note: Stab breaking, can only be done in vehicles without antilock brake 
systems (ABS).  



 
 
 

o Do not jam on the brakes. Emergency braking does not mean pushing down on the 
brake pedal as hard as you can. That will only keep the wheels locked up and cause a 
skid. If the wheels are skidding, you cannot control the vehicle. Emergency braking 
means "responding to a hazard by slowing the vehicle."  

o If you lose brake pressure during controlled braking, pull the emergency brake and 
use the manual transmission to stop the truck. 
 

• Slow down before curves, and then accelerate slightly through the curve. The posted speed 
for a curve may be too fast for a tank vehicle. 

• Remember that if you steer quickly while braking, your vehicle may roll over. 
• Keep in mind how much space you need to stop your vehicle. Remember that wet roads 

double the normal stopping distance. Empty tank vehicles may take longer to stop than full 
ones. 

 
Here are some general tank truck safety procedures: 
• Always perform pre-operational checks before putting a tank truck in operation 
• Make sure that you allow for sufficient time to warm the truck up in colder weather. 

Operating a ‘cold’ truck can impact the braking and other systems; it is important to take 
time to build enough air pressure prior to operation. 

• Adjust mirrors and any other truck settings before your trip. Use your mirrors to monitor 
activity around your truck. 

• Stay attentive. Due to extended start/stop times watch for possible hazards (equipment and 
workers on site) and anticipate how you will maneuver the truck to avoid sudden actions. 

• Always wear your seatbelt.  
• Obey all traffic laws. 
• Never operate a tank truck without a thorough understanding of the rules/laws at a work site, 

as well as safe operating procedures of the truck. 

 


