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Introduction: How to Use This
Washington Trucking Startup Guide
Welcome to The Complete Guide to Starting a Commercial Trucking
Business in Washington State.

This guide was created for people who are serious about doing trucking
the right way—whether you are a company driver ready to become an
owner-operator, a first-time entrepreneur exploring the trucking
industry, a small carrier launching your first authority, or someone who
wants a clear, step-by-step path instead of internet guesswork.

Our goal is simple: turn a confusing, high-risk startup process into a
clear, repeatable roadmap you can follow with confidence—and profit
from.



Why Washington Is Different

What This Guide Will (and Will Not)
Do

Starting a trucking company anywhere is challenging. Starting one in
Washington State is harder than most people expect

Operators here face mountain passes, winter weather, and seasonal
freight swings; strict environmental regulations; aggressive labor and
employment enforcement; high insurance costs for new authorities; and
tight compliance oversight at both the state and federal level.

Despite this, thousands of small trucking businesses succeed in
Washington every year—not because they got lucky, but because they
planned carefully, respected compliance, and built profitability
intentionally. This guide shows you how they do it.

This guide is not theory. It is not motivation. And it is not generic advice
copied from national blogs.

Instead, this is a practical, Washington-specific, step-by-step manual
that explains what to do, when to do it, why it matters, where to go to
complete each step, and what mistakes to avoid.

We focus on helping you avoid expensive rookie errors, prevent delays
in authority activation, stay compliant from day one, protect your cash
flow, and build a trucking business that survives beyond year one.



How This Guide Is Organized

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

6.

7.

8.

9.

10.

11.

12.

Conduct a reality check to ensure you’re prepared

Establish legal business formation in Washington

Register with DOT and FMCSA

Meet Washington-specific requirements

Implement safety and compliance systems

Choose equipment

Plan financing and cash flow

Manage insurance and risks

Handle accounting and taxes

Manage operations and freight sourcing

Focus on controlled growth and long-term profitability

Complete a final startup checklist that ties everything together

How to Use This Guide (Important)

Each section builds on the one before it. You will move through:

If you follow the steps in order, you will avoid most of the issues that
shut down new carriers.

To get the most value from this guide: read sections in order. Do not skip
ahead—many steps depend on earlier ones. Stop and complete each
checklist before moving forward.

Take notes and write things down. This is a working document. Use the
provided links and resources. They point directly to official agencies and
trusted tools. Engage professionals when advised. CPAs, insurance
specialists, compliance consultants, and lenders exist to protect you
from costly mistakes.

Trucking is not a solo sport. The most successful operators build a
strong support team early.



A Final Word Before You Begin
Compliance is non-negotiable. Profitability is earned by doing it right. If
you’re ready to slow down, follow the process, and build something
sustainable, this guide will serve you well. Let’s get started.



Section 1:
Business
Formation in
Washington
State



Turning Your Idea Into
a Legal Business (Do
This Before Anything
Else).

Step 1: Choose Your Business
Structure

Purpose of this section: Before you apply for a DOT number, buy
insurance, or talk to brokers, your trucking business must legally exist.
This section walks you step-by-step through forming your business the
correct way in Washington State so you don’t create tax, liability, or
compliance problems later. Do not skip or rush this section. Mistakes
here are difficult and expensive to fix once your authority is active.

Most new trucking operations choose an LLC (Limited Liability
Company).

Common options include: LLC (most common for small carriers),
separating personal and business liability with flexible taxation and
simple management; Sole Proprietor, not recommended for trucking due
to no liability protection; and Corporation (S-Corp or C-Corp),
sometimes used for larger or multi-owner fleets and requiring CPA
guidance.

Recommendation: If you are unsure, choose an LLC and confirm with a
CPA before filing.

Official resource: Washington Secretary of State – Business Structures

https://www.sos.wa.gov/corporations-charities/business-entities
https://www.sos.wa.gov/corporations-charities/business-entities


Step 2: Register Your Business with
Washington State

Step 3: Obtain Your UBI Number &
Washington Business License

You must register your business name and entity with the Washington
Secretary of State. What you need: business name, registered agent
(can be you or a service), and business address

Where to file: Washington Secretary of State – Corporations & Charities
Filing. Once approved, your business officially exists. Typical
processing: same day to a few business days.

Every Washington business must have a Unified Business Identifier
(UBI). This is required for state taxes, licensing, and employment
reporting.

This step issues your UBI number and your Washington State business
license. You’ll apply through the Washington Department of Revenue
(DOR).

Apply here: Washington Business Licensing Service.

https://www.sos.wa.gov/corporations-charities
https://www.sos.wa.gov/corporations-charities
https://dor.wa.gov/open-business/apply-business-license


Step 4: Get Your Federal EIN
(Required for Trucking)

Step 5: Open a Dedicated Business
Bank Account

Step 6: Talk to a CPA (Before You
Move Forward)

An Employer Identification Number (EIN) is required to open business
bank accounts, file taxes, register with FMCSA, and purchase insurance.
Apply directly with the IRS (free).

Important: Do not pay a third party to get your EIN. The IRS issues it
instantly.

You must separate personal and business finances. Required
documents: LLC formation documents, EIN confirmation letter, and
photo ID. Open a business checking account and optionally a business
savings account.

This matters because it is required for insurance and financing, protects
liability separation, simplifies bookkeeping and taxes, and makes you
credible to brokers and shippers.

This is not optional if you want to avoid tax problems.

A CPA will help you choose tax treatment (default LLC vs S-Corp
election), plan quarterly estimated taxes, understand depreciation for
trucks and trailers, and avoid cash-flow-killing tax surprises.

Look for a CPA with trucking or transportation experience.

https://www.irs.gov/businesses/small-businesses-self-employed/apply-for-an-employer-identification-number-ein-online


Stop Checkpoint (Do Not Proceed
Until Complete)

•

•

•

•

•

Business entity formed with WA Secretary of State

UBI number issued; Washington business license active

EIN obtained

Business bank account opened.

CPA consulted or scheduled.

What Comes Next

Before moving to DOT & FMCSA registration, confirm

If any of these steps are incomplete, stop here.

Once your business legally exists, you are ready to apply for your
USDOT number and MC Authority. This is where federal compliance
begins.



Section 2:
DOT, FMCSA &
Authority
Setup



Getting Legally
Recognized as a Motor
Carrier (Federal Level).

Step 1: Determine What Authority
You Actually Need

Purpose of this section: This section walks you through exactly how to
become a federally recognized trucking company. When completed
correctly, you will have the registrations required to operate legally and
move freight for hire. This section must be done in order. Skipping steps
or entering incorrect information is the #1 reason new authorities get
delayed, denied, or revoked.

You need USDOT + MC Authority if you haul freight for hire, and you
cross state lines or haul interstate freight within Washington. You may
only need USDOT if you operate intrastate only, and you haul your own
goods (private carrier). Most startups hauling for brokers need BOTH
USDOT and MC Authority. Official FMCSA explanation:

https://www.fmcsa.dot.gov/registration/do-i-need-usdot-number


Step 2: Apply for Your USDOT
Number

Step 3: Apply for MC Authority (If
Required)

Step 4: Designate a BOC-3 Process
Agent

Your USDOT number is a federal ID that tracks safety history,
compliance, inspections, and audits. Apply directly with FMCSA (free)

You will need a legal business name (must match your WA registration),
EIN, business address, operation type (for-hire vs private), and number
of vehicles and drivers. Accuracy matters. Incorrect information can
trigger audits or delays later.

Your MC Authority allows you to legally haul freight for hire.

Apply here: Cost: $300 (FMCSA fee).

Once submitted, FMCSA will assign your MC number and start a 21-day
protest period.

Important: Your authority is NOT active yet. Additional steps are
required.

A BOC-3 assigns legal representatives in every state where you operate.
This is mandatory. You must use a licensed process agent service and
file the BOC-3 electronically. Most startups use a filing service for this
step. FMCSA explanation

Your authority will not activate without a filed BOC-3.

https://safer.fmcsa.dot.gov/
https://www.fmcsa.dot.gov/registration/operating-authority
https://www.fmcsa.dot.gov/registration/process-agents


Step 5: Obtain Insurance & File It
with FMCSA

Step 6: Register for UCR (Unified
Carrier Registration)

Step 7: Complete Your MCS-150 &
Set Biennial Updates

You must purchase insurance AND have your agent file proof directly
with FMCSA.

Required filings (most carriers): BMC-91 or BMC-91X – Auto Liability;
BMC-34 – Cargo (for for-hire carriers)

Insurance must meet federal minimums, match your operation type, and
be filed electronically by your agent. FMCSA insurance filing overview.

You cannot file this yourself. Your insurance agent must handle it.

UCR is an annual federal/state registration fee based on fleet size.
Register here. You will need USDOT number, MC number, and vehicle
count. Failure to register can result in fines or shutdowns.

The MCS-150 updates your carrier information and must be filed initially,
updated every 2 years, and updated sooner if information changes.
Update here. Missing updates can deactivate your authority.

https://www.fmcsa.dot.gov/registration/insurance-filing-requirements
https://www.ucr.go/
https://www.fmcsa.dot.gov/registration/updating-your-registration


Stop Checkpoint (Do Not Move On
Yet)

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

6.

USDOT number issued;

MC Authority granted;

BOC-3 filed

Insurance purchased and filed (BMC-91/BMC-34)

UCR registration completed

MCS-150 filed and calendar reminder set.

Common Mistakes to Avoid

What Comes Next

Before proceeding to Washington-specific registrations, confirm:

If any item is missing, your authority is not legally active.

Applying with the wrong business name; buying insurance before
authority setup is correct; missing the 21-day protest period
requirements; forgetting UCR; letting insurance filings lapse. These
mistakes delay launches and kill cash flow.

Once your federal authority is active, you must complete Washington-
specific registrations (IRP, IFTA, HVUT, labor rules). Federal approval
alone does not make you legal in Washington.



Section 3:
Washington-
Specific
Registrations



What You Must Do to
Operate Legally in
Washington State.

Step 1: Decide — Intrastate or
Interstate Operation

Purpose of this section: Federal authority allows you to operate as a
motor carrier. Washington State registrations determine whether you
can actually put plates on the truck, buy fuel legally, hire drivers, and
avoid fines or shutdowns. You must complete all applicable steps in this
section before operating in or through Washington.

This decision affects everything that follows.

You are INTRASTATE if you only operate within Washington, and you do
not cross state lines, and you do not haul interstate freight.

You are INTERSTATE if you cross state lines, or you haul interstate
freight (even if the trip starts and ends in WA)

Most carriers are INTERSTATE, even if they rarely leave Washington.
FMCSA guidance: https://www.fmcsa.dot.gov/registration/do-i-need-
usdot-number. When in doubt, assume interstate and confirm with a
professional.

https://www.fmcsa.dot.gov/registration/updating-your-registration
https://www.fmcsa.dot.gov/registration/updating-your-registration


Step 2: Register for IRP
(International Registration Plan)
Plates

Step 3: Register for IFTA (Fuel Tax
Reporting)

If you operate interstate, your truck must have IRP apportioned plates.
IRP allows you to operate in multiple states and pay registration fees
once, split among states driven.

Apply through Washington Department of Licensing (DOL):
https://dol.wa.gov/vehicles-and-boats/vehicle-
registration/international-registration-plan-irp.

You will need USDOT number, MC Authority (if for-hire), proof of
insurance, and vehicle information (VIN, weight, ownership docs). No
IRP = no legal interstate operation.

IFTA simplifies fuel tax reporting when you operate in more than one
state. You must register for IFTA if you operate interstate, and your
vehicle weighs over 26,000 lbs OR has 3+ axles.

Apply here: https://dol.wa.gov/vehicles-and-boats/vehicle-
registration/international-fuel-tax-agreement-ifta.

You will be required to track miles driven by state, track fuel purchases,
and file quarterly fuel tax reports. Poor mileage tracking leads to audits
and penalties.

https://dol.wa.gov/vehicles-and-boats/vehicle-registration/international-registration-plan-irp
https://dol.wa.gov/vehicles-and-boats/vehicle-registration/international-registration-plan-irp
https://dol.wa.gov/vehicles-and-boats/vehicle-registration/international-fuel-tax-agreement-ifta
https://dol.wa.gov/vehicles-and-boats/vehicle-registration/international-fuel-tax-agreement-ifta


Step 4: File Heavy Vehicle Use Tax
(HVUT – IRS Form 2290)

Step 5: Understand Washington
Labor & Employment Rules

If your truck weighs 55,000 lbs or more, you must file HVUT annually.
File directly with the IRS: https://www.irs.gov/trucking.

You will need VIN(s), vehicle weight, and the filing fee (varies by
weight). You cannot get IRP plates without proof of HVUT filing.

Washington has some of the strictest labor rules in the country. Key
issues include employee vs independent contractor classification,
mandatory workers’ compensation, break and overtime rules, and
payroll reporting.

If you hire drivers, you will almost always need workers’ compensation
through WA L&I. Washington Department of Labor & Industries:
https://www.lni.wa.gov.

Misclassification penalties are severe. Do not guess here.

https://www.irs.gov/trucking
https://www.lni.wa.gov/


Step 6: Confirm Intrastate Insurance (If Applicable)

Stop Checkpoint (Do Not Operate Yet)

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

6.

Intrastate vs interstate confirmed

IRP plates issued (if interstate)

IFTA account active (if required)

HVUT (2290) filed

Labor & employment rules reviewed

State insurance requirements confirmed.

Common Washington Mistakes and What Comes Next

If you operate intrastate only, Washington may require state-specific
insurance filings and different minimum limits. Confirm requirements
with your insurance specialist and the Washington Utilities and
Transportation Commission (UTC), if applicable.

UTC Motor Carrier Info: https://www.utc.wa.gov/regulated-
industries/transportation

Before running loads in Washington, confirm:

If any item is missing, you are exposed to fines, out-of-service orders,
insurance issues, and registration holds.

Common mistakes include assuming federal authority covers state rules,
running interstate without IRP/IFTA, filing HVUT late, misclassifying
drivers, and ignoring WA labor enforcement. These mistakes are
expensive and avoidable.

Once your registrations are in place, you must build systems to stay
compliant every day you operate. Next up: Section 5: Safety & Ongoing
Compliance. Washington will not warn you before enforcing rules. They
will fine you after the mistake.

https://www.utc.wa.gov/regulated-industries/transportation
https://www.utc.wa.gov/regulated-industries/transportation


Section 4:
Safety &
Ongoing
Compliance



How to Stay Legal, Insurable, and in
Business

Step 1: Create Driver Qualification Files (DQ Files)

Step 2: Enroll in a Drug & Alcohol Testing Consortium

Step 3: Use an Approved ELD & Track Hours of Service

Purpose of this section: Once your authority is active, the government
expects you to operate safely every single day. This section explains
exactly what systems you must have in place to avoid audits, fines,
insurance cancellations, and authority shutdowns. Compliance is not
optional. It is monitored continuously, not just at renewal time.

You must maintain a Driver Qualification (DQ) file for every driver,
including yourself. Each file must include a valid CDL (if required for
your vehicle class), Medical Examiner’s Certificate, employment
application, Motor Vehicle Record (MVR), road test or equivalent, and
drug & alcohol testing documentation. FMCSA DQ File Requirements:
https://www.fmcsa.dot.gov/regulations/driver-qualification

Missing or incomplete DQ files are one of the top audit violations.

If you operate a CMV requiring a CDL, you must enroll in a DOT-
compliant Drug & Alcohol Testing Consortium, participate in random
testing, and maintain testing records. This applies even if you are the
only driver and you own the business. FMCSA Drug & Alcohol Rules:
https://www.fmcsa.dot.gov/regulations/drug-alcohol-testing.

You cannot self-manage this. Enrollment is mandatory.

Most carriers must use an Electronic Logging Device (ELD). ELDs track
driving time, on-duty/off-duty time, and compliance with Hours of
Service (HOS) limits. ELD Requirements:
https://www.fmcsa.dot.gov/hours-service/elds.

You must use an FMCSA-approved device, review logs regularly, and fix
violations immediately. HOS violations increase CSA scores and
insurance costs.

https://www.fmcsa.dot.gov/regulations/driver-qualification
https://www.fmcsa.dot.gov/regulations/drug-alcohol-testing
https://www.fmcsa.dot.gov/hours-service/elds


Step 4: Document Vehicle
Maintenance

Step 5: Monitor CSA Scores and
Prepare for New Entrant Audit

You must keep maintenance records for every truck and trailer. Required
records include inspection schedules, repair history, annual inspections,
and DVIRs (Driver Vehicle Inspection Reports)

FMCSA Maintenance Rules:
https://www.fmcsa.dot.gov/regulations/title49/section/396. Poor
maintenance documentation can place your vehicle out of service on
the spot.

Your CSA score reflects your safety performance and affects insurance
premiums, broker relationships, and audit risk. Check your CSA score
here: https://ai.fmcsa.dot.gov/sms/.

New carriers are subject to a New Entrant Safety Audit within the first 12
months. The audit reviews DQ files, drug & alcohol compliance, HOS
logs, maintenance records, and accident registers.

Overview: https://www.fmcsa.dot.gov/safety/new-entrant-safety-
assurance. Failing this audit can result in authority revocation.

https://www.fmcsa.dot.gov/regulations/title49/section/396
https://ai.fmcsa.dot.gov/sms/
https://www.fmcsa.dot.gov/safety/new-entrant-safety-assurance
https://www.fmcsa.dot.gov/safety/new-entrant-safety-assurance


Step 7: Decide—DIY or Hire a
Compliance Partner

Stop Checkpoint (Do Not Skip)

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

6.

DQ files created for all drivers

Drug & alcohol consortium enrollment active

ELD installed and logs reviewed weekly

Maintenance records established

CSA score reviewed monthly

New Entrant Audit readiness confirmed.

Common Compliance Failures and
Next Steps

If this feels overwhelming, that’s normal. You may manage compliance
internally (time-intensive), or hire a safety/compliance consultant. Many
small fleets use compliance software, third-party safety managers, and
pre-audit services. Outsourcing compliance is often cheaper than fines
or shutdowns.

Before operating regularly, confirm:

If any item is missing, you are at risk.

Common failures include missing DQ documentation, skipping random
drug tests, ignoring log violations, poor maintenance records, and
waiting until an audit notice arrives. These are preventable with systems
—not luck.

Once compliance systems are in place, you’re ready to choose and
acquire equipment that fits your operation.



Section 5:
Equipment &
Fleet
Acquisition



Choosing the Right
Truck and Trailer
Without Wrecking
Cash Flow.

Step 1: Decide — Lease or Buy

Purpose of this section: Your truck and trailer are your largest assets—
and your largest liabilities. This section helps you choose equipment that
matches your freight, budget, insurance requirements, and long-term
goals. Do not buy or lease equipment until you complete this section.
Many carriers lock themselves into bad deals before understanding the
full cost.

There is no right answer. There is only what fits your cash flow and risk
tolerance. Leasing works best if you want lower upfront costs,
predictable monthly payments, and reduced maintenance risk, with
trade-offs like higher long-term cost, limited flexibility, and mileage
restrictions. Buying (new or used) works best if you have capital or
financing, want long-term equity, and control maintenance, with trade-
offs like higher upfront cost and repair risk, especially used. Rule of
thumb: New authorities often lease or buy newer used equipment to limit
breakdown risk.



Step 2: Match Equipment to Your
Freight

Step 3: Understand Insurance
Impact (Before Signing Anything)

Do not buy equipment first and figure out freight later. Common setups
include Dry Van (most flexible, lower insurance volatility), Reefer (higher
revenue potential, higher insurance & maintenance), Flatbed
(specialized, requires experience), and Dump/Specialized (niche
markets, unique insurance concerns). Insurance rates and eligibility
depend heavily on equipment type. Action item: Confirm with your
insurance specialist before purchasing.

Before buying or leasing, request insurance quotes using the exact VIN
and confirm physical damage eligibility, deductibles, and coverage
exclusions. Some older trucks or certain specs may be more expensive
to insure or ineligible with some carriers. Skipping this step causes
delayed launches or surprise costs.



Step 4: Choose Reputable Dealers
or Leasing Partners

Step 5: Build a Maintenance Plan
Before You Roll

Work with sellers who understand owner-operators, are familiar with
Washington conditions, and offer transparent maintenance history.
Avoid pressure sales, guaranteed approval offers, and ignoring
inspection reports. Always get a pre-purchase inspection—especially
for used trucks.

Maintenance is not optional—it’s scheduled risk management. You must
track preventative maintenance intervals, repairs, annual inspections,
and DVIRs. FMCSA Maintenance Requirements:
https://www.fmcsa.dot.gov/regulations/title49/section/396. Budget for
routine maintenance, unexpected repairs, and downtime. Successful
carriers spend less long-term because they don’t delay maintenance.



Step 6: Plan for Expansion (Even If
You’re Starting With One Truck)

Stop Checkpoint (Do Not Proceed)

•

•

•

•

•

•

Lease vs buy decision made

Equipment matches freight plan

Insurance quoted on VIN(s)

Dealer or lessor vetted

Maintenance plan established

Expansion impact considered

Common Equipment Mistakes and
What Comes Next

Ask now: Will this equipment scale with your business? Will lenders
finance additional units later? Will insurance remain affordable? Bad first
equipment decisions limit growth.

Before finalizing equipment, confirm:

If any box is unchecked, pause.

Common mistakes include buying before insurance quotes, over-
leveraging cash, choosing equipment for future freight, skipping
inspections, and ignoring maintenance budgets. These mistakes
compound fast. Once equipment decisions are finalized, ensure you can
afford to operate it long enough to get paid.



Section 6:
Financing &
Cash Flow



How to Survive the First 90 Days
Without Going Broke.

Step 1: Calculate Your True Startup Cash Requirement

Step 2: Secure Equipment Financing (If Applicable)

Step 3: Decide How You’ll Handle Delayed Payments

Purpose of this section: Trucking businesses don’t fail because they
aren’t profitable on paper — they fail because they run out of cash
before the money arrives.

This section shows you exactly how to fund your operation, manage
cash flow, and avoid the most common financial traps. Cash flow
matters more than revenue. You can be busy and still go out of
business.

Before your first load pays, you must cover insurance down payment,
licensing and filing fees, fuel, maintenance and repairs, truck payment
or lease, and personal living expenses.

Minimum recommendation: Have enough cash to cover 60–90 days of
both business and personal expenses

Action item: Write down monthly fixed costs, monthly variable costs,
and personal expenses. If the math doesn’t work on paper, it won’t work
on the road.

If you’re financing or leasing equipment, understand your options.
Common sources: truck dealer financing, banks or credit unions,
specialty transportation lenders, and leasing companies. Compare
interest rate, down payment, term length, and early payoff penalties.
Low monthly payments often hide higher long-term costs.

Most brokers pay in 30–60 days. You can wait for payment (higher
margins, requires more cash reserves) or use factoring (faster access to
cash, lower margins due to fees, contracts may lock you in). Rule of
thumb: Use factoring as a tool, not a crutch. FMCSA carrier financial
guidance: https://www.fmcsa.dot.gov/registration



Step 4: Set Up Fuel & Business Credit
Accounts

Step 5: Know Your Break-Even Point

Step 6: Build a Weekly Cash Review Habit

Stop Checkpoint (Do Not Move On)

Common Cash Flow Mistakes and What
Comes Next

Fuel is one of your largest expenses. Apply for fuel cards, use a
dedicated business credit card, and track all expenses digitally.
Benefits: easier bookkeeping, expense tracking by category, potential
fuel discounts, and building business credit. Never mix personal and
business spending.

Before accepting any load, know your cost per mile, cost per day, and
minimum profitable rate. Calculate fixed costs (insurance, truck
payment) and variable costs (fuel, maintenance). If a load doesn’t beat
your break-even rate, pass on it. Busy does not equal profitable.

Once operating, review cash weekly, track receivables, watch fuel and
maintenance spikes, and adjust quickly. Most financial problems start
small — and grow when ignored.

Before operating consistently, confirm: 60–90 days of operating cash
available; financing terms understood; payment delay strategy chosen;
fuel and credit accounts active; break-even rate calculated; weekly cash
review habit planned. If any item is missing, you are exposed.

Common mistakes include assuming fast payment, overusing factoring,
ignoring break-even math, taking bad loads to stay busy, and keeping
no cash buffer. These end more trucking businesses than accidents.
Once cash flow is planned, protect your trucks, freight, and business
from financial disaster.



SECTION 7:
Insurance &
Risk
Management



What You Must Carry
to Operate — and
What Can Put You Out
of Business.

Step 1: Understand What Insurance
Is Required to Operate

Purpose of this section: Insurance is required to activate your authority,
keep brokers happy, and protect everything you’ve built. This section
explains exactly what coverage you need, why you need it, when it must
be filed, and what mistakes to avoid. Insurance is not a set it and forget
it task. It is an ongoing compliance requirement.

Most for-hire trucking operations must carry multiple types of
insurance, not just one policy. At a minimum, most carriers need Auto
Liability, Cargo Insurance, and Physical Damage (if you own or lease
equipment). Some policies are legally required. Others are required by
brokers, shippers, lenders, and leasing companies.



Step 2: Auto Liability Insurance
(Mandatory)

Step 3: Cargo Insurance (Required
for For-Hire Carriers)

Step 4: Physical Damage Insurance
(Strongly Recommended)

Auto liability covers bodily injury and property damage caused by your
truck. Federal minimums: $750,000 for most freight, but $1,000,000 is
commonly required by brokers.

Even if federal law allows $750,000, most brokers will not load you
without $1,000,000. Your insurance agent must file proof directly with
FMCSA using BMC-91 or BMC-91X. Requirements:
https://www.fmcsa.dot.gov/registration/insurance-filing-requirements. If
this filing lapses, your authority can be suspended automatically.

Cargo insurance covers damage or loss of freight you haul. Typical
limits are $100,000 standard, with higher limits for specialized freight.
Cargo coverage must be active, filed with FMCSA (BMC-34), and
reflected accurately on certificates. Underinsuring cargo is a common
and expensive mistake.

Physical damage covers collision and comprehensive (theft, fire,
weather). This protects your truck and your trailer (if owned). Most
lenders and lessors require this coverage. Deductibles matter. Cheap
premiums often mean large out-of-pocket losses.

https://www.fmcsa.dot.gov/registration/insurance-filing-requirements


Step 5: Additional Coverages You
May Need

Step 6: Workers’ Comp vs
Occupational Accident

Depending on your operation, consider General Liability, Trailer
Interchange, Non-Trucking/Bobtail, Reefer Breakdown, and On-
Hook/Towing. Do not guess. Coverage needs vary by freight type and
contracts.

If you hire drivers in Washington, Workers’ Compensation is usually
required and must be purchased through WA Labor & Industries. If
owner-operator only, Occupational Accident may be appropriate.
Misclassification is aggressively enforced in Washington. WA L&I:
https://www.lni.wa.gov

https://www.lni.wa.gov/


Step 7: Certificates of Insurance
(COIs) and Review Habit

Stop Checkpoint (Critical)

Common Insurance Mistakes and
What Comes Next

Certificates prove coverage to brokers, shippers, and leasing
companies. Review every COI request carefully, ensure limits, names,
and endorsements are correct, and keep certificates current. Incorrect
certificates delay loads and payments. Insurance is not once a year:
notify your agent when adding or removing vehicles, hiring drivers,
changing operations or freight, or expanding states of operation. Most
claim denials happen because the insurer was never informed of
changes.

Before hauling freight, confirm: Auto liability active and filed (BMC-
91/91X); cargo insurance active and filed (BMC-34); physical damage in
place (if applicable); required additional coverages confirmed; workers’
comp or occ-acc correctly structured; certificate process understood. If
any item is missing, do not haul freight.

Common mistakes include buying the cheapest policy, assuming broker
requirements equal legal compliance, letting filings lapse, not updating
policies after changes, and using non-specialized agents. Insurance
mistakes are business-ending, not inconvenient. Once your risks are
properly protected, ensure your money, mileage, and taxes are tracked
correctly.



Section 8:
Accounting,
Taxes &
Recordkeeping



How to Stay Audit-Ready,
Tax-Efficient, and Profitable.

Step 1: Choose a Trucking-Friendly
Accounting System

Step 2: Separate Business and Personal
Transactions

Step 3: Track Mileage & Fuel for IFTA

Purpose of this section: Trucking generates a lot of transactions,
mileage, and tax obligations. This section shows you exactly how to
track your money, mileage, and taxes so you don’t lose deductions,
trigger audits, or get surprised by tax bills. Good records protect profit.
Bad records erase it.

You need software that tracks income by load, expenses by category,
mileage, fuel purchases, and IFTA data. Common options: QuickBooks
(with trucking add-ons), TruckingOffice, and Rigbooks. Rule: If your
system doesn’t track mileage and fuel, it’s not sufficient for trucking.

All trucking income and expenses must flow through your business
checking account and your business credit/fuel cards. Do not pay
business expenses from personal accounts or deposit load payments
into personal accounts. Mixing funds creates audit risk and kills
deductions.

If you operate interstate, you must track miles by state, track fuel
purchases by location, and file quarterly IFTA reports. You must keep
odometer readings, fuel receipts, and trip records.

Washington IFTA info: https://dol.wa.gov/vehicles-and-boats/vehicle-
registration/international-fuel-tax-agreement-ifta.

Missing records equals penalties and audits.

https://dol.wa.gov/vehicles-and-boats/vehicle-registration/international-fuel-tax-agreement-ifta
https://dol.wa.gov/vehicles-and-boats/vehicle-registration/international-fuel-tax-agreement-ifta


Step 4: Understand Trucking-
Specific Taxes

Step 5: Establish a Weekly &
Monthly Review Habit

Common tax obligations include federal income tax, self-employment or
payroll taxes, HVUT (Form 2290), and state taxes (if applicable).
Trucking also has special depreciation rules for trucks, trailers, and
equipment. This is why a trucking-savvy CPA matters.

IRS Trucking Resources: https://www.irs.gov/trucking

Weekly: reconcile transactions, review fuel and maintenance costs,
track unpaid invoices. Monthly: review profit & loss, check mileage
totals, and flag cost spikes. Most financial issues grow because they go
unnoticed.

https://www.irs.gov/trucking


Step 6: Meet With Your CPA
Quarterly and Stop Checkpoint

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

Accounting software selected

Business accounts used exclusively

Mileage & fuel tracking active

IFTA reporting understood; CPA engaged

Weekly/monthly review habits established

Common Accounting Mistakes and
What Comes Next

Quarterly reviews help adjust estimated tax payments, plan
depreciation, catch recordkeeping issues early, and prepare for audits.
Waiting until tax season is too late.

Stop Checkpoint: Before operating long-term, confirm:

If any item is missing, fix it now.

Common mistakes include tracking everything manually, losing fuel
receipts, ignoring IFTA until filing is due, skipping quarterly tax planning,
and mixing personal and business expenses. These mistakes cost
thousands — quietly. Once your books are in order, focus on finding
good freight and running efficient operations. Next section: Section 10:
Operations & Getting Loads. Revenue is vanity. Profit is sanity. Cash in
the bank is reality.



Section 9:
Operations &
Getting Loads



How to Find Freight, Get Paid, and
Avoid Bad Deals.

Step 1: Register With Reputable
Load Boards

Step 2: Set Up With Brokers
(Carefully) and Vet Brokers

Purpose of this section: Having authority, equipment, and insurance
does not guarantee income. This section shows you exactly how new
carriers find loads, vet brokers, price freight correctly, and avoid
common operational traps that kill profitability. Not all freight is good
freight. Bad loads cost more than no loads.

Load boards connect carriers with brokers and shippers. Industry-
standard boards: DAT Load Board (https://www.dat.com) and Truckstop
(https://truckstop.com). You will need active USDOT and MC numbers,
insurance on file, W-9, and a voided check or ACH info. Tip: Start with
one or two boards, not all of them.

Brokers require a carrier packet before assigning loads. Typical packet
includes W-9, Certificate of Insurance, authority letter, and banking
information. Before hauling for a broker, confirm payment terms (30, 45,
or 60 days), ask about quick-pay options, and confirm detention and
layover policies. Always check broker reputation before accepting a
load. Use FMCSA SAFER (https://safer.fmcsa.dot.gov/) and broker credit
tools (DAT/Truckstop ratings). Red flags include slow-pay history, no
online presence, pressure to haul immediately, and unclear rate
confirmations. Rule: If payment history looks bad, pass.



Step 4: Understand Dispatch Options and Know Your
Rate

Step 6: Review the Rate Confirmation and Build
Relationships

Stop Checkpoint (Critical)

Common Operational Mistakes and Next Steps

You can self-dispatch (highest control, no fees, time-intensive), use an
independent dispatch service (saves time, charges a percentage, must
still follow your compliance rules), or operate a hybrid model. You are
always legally responsible—even if you use a dispatcher. Before saying
yes to any load, calculate cost per mile, fuel cost, deadhead miles, and
detention risk. If the rate does not beat your break-even, decline. If it
barely beats break-even, negotiate.

Never roll without a signed rate confirmation. Confirm pickup and
delivery locations, rate and accessorials, payment terms, cargo
requirements, and insurance limits. Rate confirmation errors lead to
disputes and delayed payment. Over time, build direct relationships with
repeat brokers and shippers and develop regional freight lanes.
Consistency and reliability lead to better rates, faster pay, and fewer
surprises.

Before running loads consistently, confirm: Load board access active;
broker vetting process in place; rate-per-mile known; dispatch strategy
chosen; rate confirmations reviewed every time; payment tracking
system established. If any item is missing, slow down.

Common mistakes include taking cheap loads to stay busy, skipping
broker checks, ignoring deadhead costs, rolling without signed rate
cons, and chasing volume instead of margin. These mistakes destroy
good businesses quietly. Once operations are running smoothly, the
next risk is growing too fast—or at the wrong time. Next section: Section
11: Growth & Long-Term Profitability. A moving truck is not success. A
profitable truck is success.



Section 10:
Growth &
Long-Term
Profitability



How to Scale Without Blowing Up
What You’ve Built.

Step 1: Confirm You’re Actually
Ready to Grow

Step 2: Add Trucks Slowly and
Intentionally

Purpose of this section: Growth is optional. Survival is not. This section
shows you when to grow, when to wait, and how to protect profit, safety
scores, and insurance costs as you scale. Growth amplifies problems. If
your systems are weak, growth will expose them fast.

Before adding trucks or drivers, confirm you have consistent, repeat
freight; positive cash flow, not just busy weeks; the ability to cover 90+
days of operating expenses; solid compliance systems; and predictable
insurance costs. If any of these are unstable, do not grow yet. Growth
should be boring—not desperate.

Each additional truck adds financing or lease obligations, insurance
premium increases, compliance complexity, and maintenance exposure.
Before adding equipment, confirm financing terms, quote insurance
before purchasing, ensure dispatch capacity exists, and confirm
maintenance resources. Many carriers fail by adding trucks before
adding margin.



Step 3: Hiring Drivers and Managing CSA

Step 5: Control Insurance Costs and Review Operations
Quarterly

Stop Checkpoint (Growth Decision) and Common
Mistakes

What Comes Next

Hiring drivers changes everything. You must expand DQ files, increase
drug & alcohol testing, add workers’ compensation, improve safety
oversight, and adjust insurance underwriting. Washington enforcement
is strict on driver classification, pay rules, and workers’ comp coverage.
One bad driver can wreck CSA scores and insurance pricing. Actively
manage CSA: review monthly, address violations immediately, pre-audit
compliance quarterly, and train drivers continuously. CSA Portal:
https://ai.fmcsa.dot.gov/sms/.

Insurance should be reviewed at renewal, before adding trucks, before
hiring drivers, and when changing freight types. Ways to reduce long-
term cost include a clean safety record, controlled growth, higher
deductibles (when cash allows), bundling coverages, and annual market
reviews. Every 90 days, review cost per mile, revenue per load,
maintenance trends, cash reserves, compliance status, and insurance
impact. If margins shrink, pause growth, fix systems, and re-price
freight.

Before expanding, confirm: consistent freight secured; cash reserves
exceed 90 days; insurance quoted for expansion; compliance systems
scalable; CSA score monitored and stable; maintenance capacity
confirmed. If any item is missing, delay growth. Common mistakes
include adding trucks too fast, hiring unvetted drivers, ignoring
insurance impact, chasing revenue instead of margin, and assuming
more trucks equal more profit. Most failures happen after early success.

You now have everything needed to launch, operate, and grow
responsibly. The final step is to tie it all together. Next section: Final
Startup Checklist. Final takeaway: Small and profitable beats big and
broke—every time.



Final Startup
Checklist:
Your Ready-
to-Roll
Verification



Purpose of this checklist:

Section A: Reality & Financial
Readiness

Section B: Business Formation
(Washington State)

This checklist confirms that your trucking business is legally formed,
federally authorized, state compliant, insured, financially prepared,
operationally ready, and audit-defensible. If every box below is checked,
you are ready to operate. If even one is missing, stop and fix it before
hauling freight.

☐ At least $20,000–$30,000 in startup capital available

☐ Able to survive 60–90 days without steady income

☐ Personal living expenses accounted for

☐ Break-even cost per mile calculated

☐ Cash-flow plan in place

☐ Business entity formed with WA Secretary of State

☐ Business name matches all registrations

☐ UBI number issued

☐ Washington State business license active

☐ EIN obtained from IRS

☐ Business checking account opened

☐ CPA consulted or engaged



Section C: DOT, FMCSA & Federal
Authority

Section D: Washington-Specific
Registrations

☐ USDOT number issued;

☐ MC Authority granted (if for-hire/interstate);

☐ 21-day protest period completed

☐ BOC-3 process agent filed

☐ UCR registration completed

☐ MCS-150 filed

☐ Biennial update reminders set

☐ Intrastate vs interstate operation confirmed

☐ IRP plates issued (if interstate)

☐ IFTA account active (if required)

☐ HVUT (Form 2290) filed

☐ WA labor & employment rules reviewed

☐ State insurance requirements confirmed



Section E: Safety & Compliance
Systems

Section F: Equipment &
Maintenance

☐ Driver Qualification (DQ) files created

☐ Drug & Alcohol Testing Consortium enrollment active

☐ ELD installed and functioning

☐ Hours of Service procedures established

☐ Maintenance records system in place

☐ CSA score access confirmed

☐ New Entrant Safety Audit readiness confirmed

☐ Lease vs buy decision finalized

☐ Equipment matches freight type

☐ Pre-purchase inspection completed

☐ Insurance quoted on VIN(s)

☐ Maintenance schedule established

☐ Repair and downtime budget planned



Section G: Financing & Cash Flow

Section H: Insurance & Risk
Management

Section I: Accounting, Taxes &
Recordkeeping

☐ Equipment financing secured (if applicable)

☐ Fuel card(s) active

☐ Business credit card active

☐ Factoring decision made (if applicable)

☐ Weekly cash-flow review process planned

☐ Auto Liability active and filed (BMC-91 / 91X)

☐ Cargo insurance active and filed (BMC-34)

☐ Physical damage coverage in place

☐ General liability added (if required)

☐ Trailer interchange added (if applicable)

☐ Workers’ comp or occupational accident correctly structured

☐ Certificate of Insurance (COI) process understood

☐ Accounting software selected

☐ Mileage tracking active

☐ Fuel purchase tracking active

☐ IFTA reporting process understood

☐ Quarterly tax planning scheduled

☐ Weekly/monthly financial review habits established



Section J: Operations & Freight

Section K: Growth Readiness
(Optional but Critical)

Final Go / No-Go Decision and
Reminder

☐ Load board access active

☐ Carrier packets prepared

☐ Broker vetting process established

☐ Dispatch strategy chosen

☐ Rate-per-mile calculation used before every load

☐ Signed rate confirmations required before dispatch

☐ Payment tracking system in place

☐ Consistent freight secured

☐ 90+ days of cash reserves available

☐ Insurance impact reviewed for growth

☐ CSA score stable

☐ Compliance systems scalable

☐ Maintenance capacity confirmed

☐ All applicable sections completed;

☐ No outstanding filings or approvals;

☐ No assumptions or we’ll fix it later items



What You Now Have

•

•

•

•

•

A legal trucking business

Federal and state compliance

Insurable, financeable operations

Audit-ready systems

A foundation built to last

GO: You are ready to operate legally and profitably.

NO-GO: Fix missing items before hauling freight.

Final Reminder: Most trucking failures are not caused by bad driving.
They are caused by missed steps, rushed decisions, and ignored
systems. If you follow this checklist exactly, you are already ahead of
most new carriers.

Welcome to the road — do it right, and it can change your life.



About the Contributors — Industry
Partners & Resources
This guide draws on insights from experienced owner-operators, safety
managers, compliance consultants, insurance agents, and Washington-
based accountants who have helped dozens of new carriers launch
successfully. Their combined expertise ensures that the steps outlined
here reflect real-world requirements, sequencing, and pitfalls faced by
carriers in Washington.

Resources: FMCSA (registration, Safety Planner, Clearinghouse),
Washington Department of Licensing Prorate & Fuel Tax, Washington
Department of Revenue Business Licensing Service, IRS (EIN, Form
2290), and reputable industry associations and safety councils. When in
doubt, verify requirements with the originating agency and retain
confirmations in your records.

Disclaimer: This ebook is for educational purposes only and does not
constitute legal, tax, insurance, or compliance advice. Regulations and
policies change; always consult qualified professionals and official
agency guidance before making decisions. You are responsible for
ensuring your operations comply with all applicable laws and
regulations.


