
TRAILER SAFETY INDUSTRY COALITION 
“Committed To Trailer Safety” 

 

SAFETY TIP #4 

May, 2006 

 
Trailers: A Word about Safety 

 
The Trailer Safety Industry Coalition (TSIC) is a coalition of trailer and component manufacturers formed to 
identify and address issues that can improve the safety of towable equipment. The TSIC is developing a series of 
safety tips to assist consumers in maintaining their towable equipment. This is the fourth in a series of Safety 
Tips. 

 

Exterior Trailer Lighting and Brakes 
After hooking a trailer up to the tow vehicle, be sure the trailer’s electrical cable is properly connected between 
the trailer and the tow vehicle and all exterior trailer lights and the electric brakes (if so equipped) are working 
correctly before  driving away.  
 
Once the trailer’s electrical cable is connected, conduct a lighting check by turning on all the lights to assure they 
are operating. Turning on the tow vehicle’s headlights should result in the trailer’s running lights coming on. The 
running lights include tail lights, license plate light, rear clearance and identification lights, and similar lights on 
the trailer’s front cap, and applicable side marker lights. Utilize both the left and right turn signals to be sure the 
turn signals on the trailer are also blinking. Also, step on the tow vehicle’s brake pedal and have someone else in 
your party tell you if the trailer brake lights come on. Manually actuate the trailer brake controller in the cab and 
verify, by slowly driving forward, that the trailer brakes are coming on. 
 
Occasionally, some of the running lights may not work. If you change a light bulb in the non-working fixture and 
the light still does not come on, the light’s ground may not be making good contact with the metal trailer skin or 
underlying structure, thus preventing the electrical circuit from being completed. Usually two screws hold the 
lighting fixture in place. Try tightening these screws. The screws are secured to the metal sidewall skin or 
structure and sometimes corrosion forms around the screw, breaking contact and keeping the circuit from being 
completed. Additionally, a white wire in the electrical cable is generally used for the lighting system ground. This 
white wire must be securely attached to the trailer frame. The cable connector on the tow vehicle’s end must also 
be securely attached to the tow vehicle’s frame. This white wire ensures the electrical path of return to the vehicle 
battery, thus completing the circuit between the trailer lights and tow vehicle’s battery. 
 
Always check that all exterior trailer lights and brakes are working properly before every trip onto the road.  
 
You can learn more about TSIC’s efforts, and recommended practices at www.natm.com, www.rvia.org, 
www.nmma.org, and www.ntea.com.  Feel free to contact us so that we may continue this dialogue. The National 
Highway Traffic Safety Administration (NHTSA) also publishes brochures providing guidelines for safely towing 
trailers such as “Towing a Trailer” and “Safety Tips for Driving with a Trailer.”  These and other publications are 
available at the www.nhtsa.dot.gov website. 
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