
Is Motor Truck Cargo Insurance Required for
Truckers?

The trucking and freight transportation industry is the backbone of modern commerce, moving everything
from food and clothing to electronics and construction materials across cities, states, and international
borders. With so much value at stake in every shipment, the question of insurance—particularly motor truck
cargo insurance becomes central to how companies operate. For many carriers, the first question is whether
this type of coverage is mandatory. The short answer is that in most jurisdictions, cargo insurance is either
required by law, regulation, or contract, but the specifics vary widely depending on where a trucking business
operates and the nature of its operations.

This article explores the regulatory landscape, the reasons behind cargo insurance requirements, and why it
remains a vital component of financial protection for both trucking companies and their clients.

What Is Motor Truck Cargo Insurance?

Motor truck cargo insurance is a form of liability coverage that protects trucking companies against financial
losses if the goods they are transporting are lost, stolen, or damaged while in transit. Unlike auto liability
insurance, which covers bodily injury or property damage caused by a truck in an accident, cargo insurance
specifically addresses the value of the freight being hauled.

For example, if a carrier is transporting $200,000 worth of electronics and the cargo is destroyed in a
highway accident, cargo insurance would cover the loss up to policy limits. Without this coverage, the
trucking company would be responsible for paying out of pocket, which could be financially devastating.

Federal Requirements in the United States

In the United States, the Federal Motor Carrier Safety Administration (FMCSA) sets minimum insurance
requirements for interstate trucking operations. Interestingly, cargo insurance is not universally required for
all motor carriers under federal law. The FMCSA mandates cargo insurance primarily for carriers that
transport household goods for hire in interstate commerce. These carriers must maintain cargo insurance with
at least $5,000 per vehicle and $10,000 per occurrence.

However, for carriers transporting general freight, the FMCSA does not impose a federal cargo insurance
requirement. Instead, companies must meet minimum liability coverage requirements for bodily injury and
property damage, but cargo insurance is left to contractual arrangements or state laws.

That said, many shippers and brokers will not contract with a trucking company unless it carries cargo
insurance, making it a practical necessity even when not federally mandated.

State-Level and Regional Variations



Outside of federal rules, individual states may impose their own cargo insurance requirements. Some states
require intrastate carriers, those that operate solely within state borders to maintain cargo insurance
regardless of the type of freight.

For example, states with robust agricultural or industrial economies may require cargo insurance to protect
local producers shipping high-value goods. Requirements can vary significantly, and carriers must be aware
of both interstate and intrastate regulations that apply to their routes.

In Canada, cargo insurance requirements are more explicit. Many provinces mandate that carriers obtain a
minimum level of cargo insurance to legally operate, ensuring that shippers and consumers alike are
protected against potential losses.

International Considerations

For carriers engaged in cross-border transportation, such as U.S. trucking companies operating into Canada
or Mexico, compliance with foreign regulations is essential. Canadian provinces often impose cargo
insurance requirements, while Mexico requires proof of insurance before goods can be transported across the
border.

These international requirements highlight the importance of understanding not just federal law, but also
state, provincial, and foreign regulations that may apply to specific routes.

Shipper and Broker Requirements

Even when government agencies do not explicitly mandate cargo insurance, business realities often make it
unavoidable. Shippers particularly those moving high value products routinely require carriers to maintain
cargo coverage before awarding contracts. Brokers, too, often stipulate minimum cargo insurance
requirements in their agreements with carriers.

From a shipper’s perspective, cargo insurance provides assurance that their goods are financially protected if
an accident or theft occurs. From the carrier’s perspective, carrying cargo insurance allows them to remain
competitive and build trust in an industry where reputation and reliability matter deeply.

Why Cargo Insurance Matters for Trucking Companies

1. Financial Protection

Cargo losses can be catastrophic. A single truckload of pharmaceuticals, electronics, or machinery can easily
exceed hundreds of thousands of dollars in value. Without cargo insurance, a carrier facing such a loss could
be bankrupted by a single incident.

2. Regulatory Compliance

For certain operations, particularly household goods carriers in the U.S. and most carriers in Canada,
maintaining cargo insurance is not optional—it is a legal requirement. Noncompliance can result in fines,
suspension of operating authority, or other penalties.

3. Business Relationships



Shippers and brokers are unlikely to work with uninsured carriers. Even when not mandated, cargo insurance
is often the key to securing contracts and building long-term business relationships.

4. Risk Management

Trucking involves inherent risks: accidents, weather events, theft, and even natural disasters can disrupt
supply chains. Cargo insurance helps mitigate these risks and provides peace of mind for carriers and clients
alike.

Common Exceptions and Exclusions

It is important to note that cargo insurance policies often come with exclusions. Many policies do not cover
certain high-value items, such as jewelry, precious metals, or live animals, unless additional riders are
purchased. Other exclusions may apply to losses caused by improper packaging, acts of war, or strikes.

Trucking companies must carefully review their policies to understand what is and is not covered. In many
cases, customization is required to align coverage with the type of freight being transported.

Costs and Considerations

The cost of cargo insurance varies depending on several factors, including:

The value and type of cargo being transported
The distance and routes traveled
The carrier’s safety record and claims history
Policy limits and deductibles chosen

While premiums can be a significant expense, they are typically far less costly than absorbing the full value
of an uninsured loss. Carriers must weigh the cost of premiums against the potential financial devastation of
a catastrophic event.

Is It Mandatory? The Final Word

So, is motor truck cargo insurance mandatory for trucking businesses? The answer is nuanced:

Yes, it is mandatory in some jurisdictions and for specific types of carriers, such as household goods
movers in the U.S. or most carriers in Canada.
No, it is not always legally required for general freight carriers in the U.S. under federal law, though
state rules may differ.
Practically, yes—because shippers and brokers often require it as a condition of doing business.

In other words, even when not explicitly mandated by law, cargo insurance is a de facto requirement for
trucking businesses that want to remain competitive and financially secure.

Motor truck cargo insurance occupies a unique space in the trucking industry. While not universally
mandated under U.S. federal law, it is often required by states, international jurisdictions, and—most
importantly by shippers themselves. For carriers, carrying cargo insurance is less about meeting a narrow
legal threshold and more about ensuring financial protection, building trust with clients, and safeguarding
long-term business viability.



In a business where margins can be tight and risks are ever-present, the cost of cargo insurance is far
outweighed by the security it provides. For most trucking businesses, it is not just a wise investment—it is an
essential part of doing business in today’s transportation landscape

Email: info@cannabisriskmanager.com | Phone: +415-226-4060

© Copyright 2025 Cannabis Risk Manager. All Rights Reserved


