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ABOUT THIS REPORT

Why This Exists
This report summarizes findings from a structured discovery process conducted across small and mid-sized fleet

operations in the United States. The goal was simple: understand what actually happens when a truck goes down

— not the theory, but the real sequence of decisions, workarounds, and breakdowns in communication that follow.

Conversations were held with fleet managers, maintenance supervisors, telematics resellers, and owner-operators

across waste management, beverage distribution, and vocational fleet verticals. Community discussions from

active fleet operator groups were also analyzed. All sources have been fully anonymized.

By The Numbers

5+
Operator interviews
across 3 verticals

$3K+
Daily cost of a downed

truck

18%
Downtime rate that

triggers exec escalation

4–5 hrs
Weekly time lost to

manual data
reconciliation

Verticals Covered

WASTE MANAGEMENT BEVERAGE DISTRIBUTION VOCATIONAL / SERVICE

Heavy vocational routes, high
downtime pressure, manual
audit trail reconstruction

Route-critical uptime, mixed
telematics platforms, alert
prioritization challenges

Owner-operated, in-house
repairs, verification of
work quality as core pain
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CORE FINDINGS

What Fleet Operators Actually Experience
Five consistent patterns emerged across every conversation and community discussion, regardless of fleet size or

vertical. These are not edge cases — they are the norm for operators running 5 to 50 trucks.

01 The Driver Is Still the Primary Signal Source

Across every vertical, the most common trigger for maintenance action was not a telematics alert or a fault code

— it was the driver reporting something felt wrong. This creates an unpredictable and inconsistent feedback loop.

Drivers vary in their mechanical knowledge, their willingness to report issues, and their interpretation of what

warrants escalation. By the time a driver reports a problem, the window for low-cost intervention has often closed.

“They strictly rely on telematics but not to a point where they don't depend

on it — low coolant, for example, still depends on what the driver says.”

— Refuse Truck Maintenance Manager

“Drivers and operators that actually report issues — that last part is easier

said than done.”

— Owner-Operator Discussion

KEY IMPLICATION
When the human is the most reliable sensor in the system, accountability becomes
inconsistent and failures become unpredictable. The data exists — the bottleneck is getting
it acted on before the driver has to notice something.
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02 Mechanics Sign Off — But Verification Is Murky

Multiple operators described situations where maintenance work was logged as complete but the underlying issue

persisted. The question of whether work was 'actually done' versus 'signed off' is a recurring source of friction —

especially for owner-operators who can't physically be present at every service. PM techs completing inspections

without fully understanding what they're checking for compounds the problem.

“Paying for inspections is no issue really, but it's verifying work was actually

done without physically checking things myself.”

— Owner-Operator, Reefer/Tractor-Trailer Fleet

“Mechanics are supposed to be checking these items. They were doing

them — but did they really understand?”

— Refuse Truck Maintenance Manager

“If you don't have the proper people in place to do QCIs it will cause a

failure in process.”

— Fleet Operations Professional

KEY IMPLICATION
The audit trail problem isn't just about what happened after a failure — it's about verifying
the preventive work that was supposed to stop it. Without a timestamped, accountable
record, 'it was done' and 'it was done correctly' are two different claims with no way to
distinguish them.
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03 Downtime Has a Hard Dollar Cost — And
Someone Always Answers For It

Fleet operators don't experience downtime as an abstract inconvenience. They experience it as a specific,

calculable chain of costs: the downed vehicle, the rerouted load, the overtime labor, the missed stops, and

potentially the customer or contract penalty. At larger operations, an 18% unplanned downtime rate triggers direct

executive involvement. At smaller operations, the owner is doing the math themselves in real time.

“A downed truck can cost me $3,000+ per day. If big repairs are needed, I'll

pay guys who wrench as a hobby overtime if we can fix it that afternoon.”

— Owner-Operator, Service Fleet

“Somebody has to answer for that. Extreme downtime means answers. A

lot of manual intervention figuring out what went wrong.”

— Refuse Truck Maintenance Manager

“Every breakdown is lost productivity — on all sides.”

— Refuse Truck Maintenance Manager

KEY IMPLICATION
The cost of downtime is not invisible to these operators — they know exactly what it costs.
What they lack is the structured documentation to prevent it from recurring and the
accountability system to ensure the right people act when early signals appear.
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04 When Multiple Alerts Fire, Priority Is Still a Human
Judgment Call

Operators running telematics describe a common scenario: multiple alerts hit at once, and there is no systematic

way to determine which vehicle needs attention first. Priority decisions are made contextually — based on route

status, load, location, and individual manager experience — not on any integrated risk scoring or automated

triage. This means the quality of the decision depends entirely on who happens to be making it and what

information they have in front of them.

“When a vehicle was loaded with product running routes and signaling an

alert versus a vehicle that had finished its route — priority goes to the

loaded vehicle to complete the route.”

— Fleet Manager, Beverage Distribution — Coke Florida

“In regard to alerts and prioritizing vehicles — there are a number of

different factors that can go into play. Scheduling factors heavily influence

your decision making.”

— Fleet Manager, Beverage Distribution

KEY IMPLICATION
Alert triage is currently a judgment call with no systematic support. The right decision
depends on knowing vehicle status, route position, load, and maintenance history
simultaneously — data that exists across multiple systems but never appears in one place
at the moment of decision.
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05 Platforms Don't Talk to Each Other — And
Nobody Wants to Manage Several

The integration problem in small fleet operations is not theoretical. Operators described geofencing rules,

downtime alerts, compliance files, and operational data that cannot move cleanly between platforms. Telematics

resellers work within a single platform ecosystem and actively resist diversification because integration complexity

erodes the value of their service. The workaround — manual CSV exports, Excel, and verbal handoffs — is

universally acknowledged as inadequate.

“No desire to be diverse with several platforms. The biggest thing is

solidarity between telematics — a file that could be shared between

platforms.”

— Fleet Operations Director

“They don't really depend too much on telematics for service decisions —

mostly on what the driver is saying. Their new maintenance sign-off system

is better than the old one but takes some getting used to.”

— Refuse Truck Maintenance Manager

KEY IMPLICATION
The ask from operators is not a better individual platform — it is a layer that makes their
existing platforms coherent. One view, one record, one place where the right information
exists at the moment a decision has to be made.

WHAT'S WORKING

Practices That Actually Reduce Downtime
Operators who had meaningfully lower downtime rates shared consistent practices — none of which required new

technology. These are worth documenting because they define what 'good' looks like operationally, and set the

bar that technology should support rather than replace.

Standardized Fleets
Operators running a single make/model/drivetrain combination reported dramatically
simpler maintenance patterns. When one unit fails, the pattern often exists across the fleet
— making both diagnosis and preventive action faster.
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Complete PM Services (Not Just Oil Changes)
The operators with lowest downtime run full preventive maintenance at every service
interval, not just the minimum. Wear components replaced on schedule rather than on
failure. Strict adherence to manufacturer intervals.

In-House Repair Capability
Several operators maintained relationships with trusted mechanics outside dealerships —
including off-hours capacity — specifically because shop downtime and wait time
compounds the cost of the original failure significantly.

Fault Code Pattern Recognition
The most technically sophisticated operators used fault codes not as triggers for immediate
action but as pattern data over time — identifying recurring codes on specific vehicles as
early indicators of systemic issues.

Accountability Systems for Sign-Off
Newer maintenance sign-off systems that require more steps are meeting initial resistance
but are acknowledged to create better accountability than previous manual processes. The
friction is the point.
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CLOSING NOTE

Where This Work Is Heading
The five findings in this report point toward a consistent gap: the data that could prevent failures and support

accountability already exists inside the platforms operators are running. The problem is that it lives in silos, arrives

too late, and requires manual interpretation at the exact moment when someone needs to make a fast decision.

The operators who shared these insights weren't asking for more platforms or more alerts. They were describing

— often without naming it — a need for a single coherent view that surfaces the right signal at the right time and

creates an accountable record of what happened and what was done about it.

“I need to run my fleet better next week — not last week.”

— Fleet Operator

Continuing the Conversation

This is early research and I'm actively expanding it. I'm bringing these findings into conversations

with fleet technology vendors and operators to understand where the gap between data and decision

is actually being closed — and where it isn't.

Drake Wildes Railroad Ops -> Fleet Telematics SE


