
The trucking industry, the backbone of the United States economy, is currently navigating 
through an unprecedented and challenging period. What was once a path to significant 
entrepreneurial success for many owner-operators and small carriers has become a tightrope 
walk, with razor-thin margins and, often, sustained losses. This guide aims to shed light on the 
stark financial realities of running a semi-truck today, based on current market dynamics and 
typical operational costs. 

 

The Harsh Realities of Running a Semi-Truck: A Financial 
Deep Dive 
For a commercial carrier, particularly small and medium-sized operations and owner-operators, 
keeping a truck on the road and turning a profit has become an uphill battle. The market has 
shifted dramatically, leaving many struggling to simply break even. 

The Baseline: What a Driver Needs to Make Just to Break Even 

To simply cover the fundamental expenses of operating a semi-truck (excluding profit), a driver, 
on average, needs to earn between $2.10 and $2.25 per mile. This baseline varies depending on 
the specific tractor-trailer configuration, the type of freight hauled, and the average weight of 
loads. However, this range represents the critical floor below which every mile driven starts 
accumulating losses. 

The Market Rate Collapse: A Race to the Bottom 

The trucking industry has seen a dramatic shift in freight rates. Before the current market 
conditions, it was common to see loads paying roughly $3.00 per mile or even higher. Today, 
the landscape is vastly different. The average load on spot markets is often priced at $2.00 per 
mile or even below. This sharp decline is the core of the profitability crisis facing many carriers. 

Breaking Down the Gross Expenses: Where the Money Goes 

Let's dissect the primary cost components that contribute to the overall gross expenses of 
operating a semi-truck today. 

1. Fuel Costs: The Lion's Share 
o Current Reality: With the national average diesel price hovering around $4.10 

per gallon, fuel remains the single largest operating expense. 
o Per Mile Cost: For a semi-truck averaging 6.5 miles per gallon (MPG), the direct 

cost of fuel alone is approximately $0.63 per mile ($4.10 / 6.5 MPG). 
o Diesel Exhaust Fluid (DEF): This critical fluid for modern diesel engines (to 

reduce emissions) adds another layer of cost. While consumed at a lower rate, it's 
not negligible. With DEF averaging around $3.25 per gallon nationally and 
consumed at approximately 1 gallon of DEF per 40 gallons of diesel, this adds 



about $0.02 per mile (calculated as: $3.25/gallon DEF / (6.5 MPG * 40 gallons 
diesel/gallon DEF) = $3.25 / 260 DEF miles per gallon = ~$0.0125/mile, rounded 
up). 

o Total Fuel Cost: Combining diesel and DEF, the total fuel-related expense 
averages $0.65 to $0.80 per mile. This effectively consumes 35% to 40% of a 
truck's gross income. 

2. Driver Wages: 
o Current Reality: The average market wage for a truck driver today is about 

$0.60 to $0.75 per mile. This is what the driver actually takes home. 
o Impact: This significant expense must be covered regardless of the load rate, 

cutting deeply into the carrier's margin. 
3. Truck and Trailer Costs (Depreciation & Financing): 

o Current Reality: Covering the purchase, financing (loan payments or lease 
payments), and depreciation of the truck and trailer typically runs $0.25 to $0.40 
per mile. 

o Variables: This highly depends on whether the equipment is new or used, the 
loan terms, interest rates, and the value of the assets. 

4. Insurance: A Skyrocketing Fixed Cost: 
o Current Reality: Commercial truck insurance premiums are volatile and 

significantly high. They average $0.10 to $0.20 per mile, but this is just an 
average. 

o New Carriers' Burden: New carriers frequently face annual quotes as high as 
$20,000 to $31,000 per year, with substantial upfront payments (e.g., $7,000 
down) and high monthly installments (e.g., $2,000/month). 

o Rate Volatility: Insurance companies can drastically change rates overnight 
based on any claim. Renewals often see increases of $5,000 to $10,000 per year, 
sometimes hiking overall rates by 25-35%. This puts immense pressure on cash 
flow, especially if a carrier doesn't have the lump sum for the first and last 
month's payments at renewal. 

o Mandates for Small Carriers: Increasingly, smaller carriers are being mandated 
to hire a dedicated safety manager to qualify for or retain insurance, adding 
another significant overhead. 

5. Tires and Maintenance: 
o Current Reality: Maintaining a semi-truck and trailer, including regular 

preventative maintenance and tire replacements, costs $0.15 to $0.25 per mile. 
o Variables: This cost is heavily influenced by the age, make, and model of the 

equipment (older trucks generally require more maintenance), as well as the type 
of terrain and loads. 

o Increasing Costs: The price of parts and labor for services continues to rise, 
pushing these maintenance costs higher. 

Other Factors Driving Up Operating Costs (Beyond the Per-Mile Basics): 

• Toll Booths: Vary wildly by route but can add significant, unpredictable costs. 
• Permitting the Truck:  



o IRP (International Registration Plan): This is an agreement among U.S. states 
and Canadian provinces that allows for "apportioned" registration fees based on 
the percentage of total miles a fleet operates in each jurisdiction. Instead of 
buying separate full-price registrations for every state, you pay a single fee that is 
distributed. Annual IRP costs can range from $2,000 to $3,000 just for the 
plates each year. 

o IFTA (International Fuel Tax Agreement): This simplifies fuel tax reporting 
for carriers operating in multiple jurisdictions. Instead of filing separately in each 
state, you report all fuel purchases and miles driven to your base state, which then 
calculates and distributes the taxes. While simplifying reporting, it doesn't 
eliminate the tax itself. 

o Other Permits: State-specific permits (e.g., New York Highway Use Tax (NY 
HUT), Kentucky Weight Distance Tax (KYU), Oregon Weight Mile Tax), UCR 
(Unified Carrier Registration), and HVUT (Heavy Vehicle Use Tax Form 2290). 
These add to the annual burden. 

• Factoring or Factoring the Loads: Many small carriers use factoring services to get 
paid immediately instead of waiting 30-90 days for brokers/shippers to pay. This comes 
at a cost, typically 2% to 5% of the invoice value. 

• Dispatch Services: If a carrier uses an external dispatch service, this is usually a 
percentage of the load's gross (e.g., 5-10%). 

• ELD Services: Monthly subscription fees for Electronic Logging Devices are mandatory. 
• Load Board Subscriptions: Essential for finding freight, these are monthly fees. 

The National Average Loss: A Symptom of an Unhealthy Market 

The current economic environment for trucking is dire. While the baseline break-even is around 
$2.10-$2.25 per mile, and the average operational cost for a truck (including all factors listed 
above) is reportedly around $1.93 per mile for large carriers, small and medium-sized 
carriers often face much higher per-mile costs due to lack of buying power. 

This means that, on average, trucks are actually losing $0.10 to $0.30 per mile when running at 
current spot market rates of $2.00 per mile or below. This scenario is unsustainable. 

Factors Causing the Crisis: A Perfect Storm 

1. Too Many Trucks (Supply/Demand Imbalance): The market is oversaturated with 
available trucks, giving shippers and brokers immense leverage to drive down rates. 

2. Shippers Driving Rates Down: Shippers are well aware of the oversupply and are 
relentlessly pushing rates "into the ground." This forces carriers into a desperate situation 
where they underbid just to keep their trucks loaded, even if it means operating at a loss. 

3. Spot Market Collapse: The "spot market," where loads are booked for immediate 
transport rather than long-term contracts, has effectively collapsed for many. Load boards 
are showing "bottom barrel rates" that are not moving. 

4. The Danger of Not Moving the Truck: Some might suggest simply parking the truck 
when rates are low. However, fixed costs (truck and trailer payments, insurance, permits, 
ELD, subscriptions) continue to accrue daily, regardless of whether the wheels are 



turning. This rapid accumulation of debt while idle can quickly drive carriers out of 
business. 

The Great Divide: Big Carriers vs. Small & Medium Carriers 

The current market disproportionately harms smaller operations, while larger carriers can often 
weather the storm, even if their profits are reduced. 

• Big Carrier Advantages:  
o Lower Operating Costs: A large fleet's immense buying power allows them to 

negotiate significantly lower prices on fuel, tires, parts, and even new equipment. 
This enables a big carrier to operate profitably at rates as low as $1.60 per mile. 

o Dedicated Rates on Cheaper Lanes: Many large carriers secure long-term 
contracts with shippers on specific lanes, offering stable, dedicated rates. As long 
as these rates cover their operational costs and provide a profit margin, they can 
continue to run hard without being as exposed to the volatile spot market. 

• Labor Strategies of Big Carriers:  
o Lower Driver Pay: While the average market for drivers is $0.60-$0.75 per mile, 

big carriers often pay their company drivers around $0.40 to $0.55 per mile. 
o Student Drivers: Many large carriers operate their own training academies or 

have partnerships, allowing them to utilize student drivers who typically start at 
lower pay rates. 

o Foreign Labor & Lease-Purchase Programs: Many big carriers use foreign 
labor and often promote "lease-purchase" or "lease-rental" programs. These 
programs, while advertised as a path to ownership, are often deceptive and 
predatory.  

 The Deception: The carrier takes a substantial percentage off the top of 
the gross revenue (often 25% to 28%), leaving the driver with only 72% 
to 75% of the gross. Out of this remaining percentage, the driver is then 
responsible for all the truck's operational bills (fuel, maintenance, tires, 
insurance, truck payments, etc.). This leaves the driver with very little or 
nothing at all in actual profit, effectively trapping them in a cycle of debt. 

Specific Pain Points & The Transparency Problem 

1. Insurance is a Fixed Cost Nightmare: 
o High Upfront & Renewals: As mentioned, new carriers face immense 

premiums. Any claim, no matter how minor, can trigger significant rate increases 
(25-35%, sometimes even $5,000-$10,000 annually) at renewal, even mid-policy. 

o Cash Flow Strain: The requirement for large upfront payments (first and last 
portions) at renewal can put a carrier out of business if the cash isn't immediately 
available. 

o Safety Manager Mandates: Smaller carriers are now being pressured by 
insurance companies to employ or contract a safety manager, adding another layer 
of fixed overhead. 

2. Fuel Prices (Still on the Rise): 



o Dominant Expense: At $4.00 per gallon and 6.5 MPG, fuel alone costs $0.62 per 
mile for diesel, plus the cost of DEF. This does not even account for other 
operational fluids. 

o Downtime & Maintenance: Fuel costs are exacerbated by increased maintenance 
costs (parts and services continually rising) and downtime (breakdowns, 
preventative maintenance). When the truck isn't moving, it's not earning, but fixed 
costs continue, and the cash drain for repairs is real. 

3. The Broker Transparency Problem: 
o Undisclosed Margins: There is a significant lack of transparency regarding what 

brokers are truly taking off the top of a direct shipper's rate. 
o Broker Margins Explained: A broker margin is the difference between the rate 

the broker charges the shipper and the rate they pay the carrier. For example, if a 
broker charges a shipper $3,500 for a load but only pays the carrier $1,500, the 
broker has taken a $2,000 margin. This leaves the carrier, who bears all the 
upfront investment (truck, fuel, driver wages, insurance, maintenance, tolls), with 
the smallest piece of the revenue pie. 

o Impact of NDAs: Non-disclosure agreements (NDAs) and a general lack of 
regulation around rate transparency protect brokers' ability to maintain large, 
hidden margins, often at the carrier's expense. 

4. The Cash Flow Crisis: Receivables vs. Payables: 
o Upfront Expenses: Carriers pay all expenses (fuel, tolls, driver wages, repairs) 

upfront. 
o Delayed Payment (Receivables): They often don't get paid by brokers/shippers 

for 30-90 days, leading to a significant gap between outgoing payments 
(payables) and incoming revenue (receivables). 

o Factoring Costs: To bridge this gap, many rely on factoring services, which 
immediately pay the carrier (minus a fee of 2-5%) in exchange for the invoice. 
This solves the immediate cash flow problem but further reduces the carrier's 
already tight profit margin. 

o "Ghosting": Shockingly, some carriers report being "ghosted" by brokers after 
providing services, meaning they complete the load but never get paid. This 
represents a complete loss of all operating expenses and revenue for that load. 

o Widening Gap: As load rates drop and expenses rise, this gap between 
receivables and payables widens, making it impossible for many small carriers to 
sustain operations without sufficient cash reserves or affordable credit. They are 
literally running on credit until they get paid. 

The Unforeseen Costs (beyond the mileage calculation): 

• Downtime: This is a silent killer. Breakdowns, preventative maintenance (PMs), waiting 
for loads, or even simply waiting at shippers/receivers means the truck isn't earning. 
While fixed costs continue to accrue. 

• Increased Maintenance Costs: Beyond per-mile averages, the cost of parts and skilled 
labor continues to rise, exacerbating the impact of any necessary repairs. 

• Tolls: While specific to routes, they can be substantial for certain lanes. 



 

The Financial Equation: A Snapshot of Average Losses 

Let's use the mid-range of the provided per-mile costs to illustrate the current financial reality for 
a typical small carrier operating at current spot market rates. 

Average Gross Revenue Per Mile (Current Market): $2.00 

Average Operational Costs Per Mile: 

• Fuel (Diesel + DEF):  
o Diesel: $4.10/gallon / 6.5 MPG = $0.63/mile 
o DEF: $3.25/gallon / 40 gallons diesel per DEF gallon = ~$0.01/mile (for DEF 

consumed at 2.5% of fuel) 
o Subtotal Fuel: $0.64 / mile 

• Driver Wages: $0.68 / mile (mid-range of $0.60-$0.75) 
• Truck & Trailer Costs: $0.33 / mile (mid-range of $0.25-$0.40) 
• Insurance: $0.15 / mile (mid-range of $0.10-$0.20) 
• Tires & Maintenance: $0.20 / mile (mid-range of $0.15-$0.25) 
• Toll Booths: (Highly variable, let's estimate a modest $0.02 / mile average for common 

routes) 
• Permitting (IRP, IFTA, UCR, 2290, etc.): $2500/year (mid-range for IRP) + other 

annual fees. Assuming 100,000 miles/year: $2500 / 100,000 miles = $0.025 / mile 
• Factoring (if used, 3.5% of revenue): 3.5% of $2.00 = $0.07 / mile 
• Dispatch Services (if used, 7.5% of revenue): 7.5% of $2.00 = $0.15 / mile 
• ELD Services: (Typically $25-$50/month) = ~$45/month / 8,000 miles/month = $0.006 / 

mile 
• Load Board Subscriptions: (Typically $100-$200/month) = ~$150/month / 8,000 

miles/month = $0.019 / mile 

 

Total Calculated Average Operational Cost Per Mile: $0.64 (Fuel) + $0.68 (Driver) + $0.33 
(T&T) + $0.15 (Insurance) + $0.20 (T&M) + $0.02 (Tolls) + $0.025 (Permitting) + $0.07 
(Factoring) + $0.15 (Dispatch) + $0.006 (ELD) + $0.019 (Load Board) = $2.29 / mile 

 

Current Market Revenue vs. Costs: 

• Average Revenue Per Mile: $2.00 
• Average Total Costs Per Mile: $2.29 
• Net Per Mile: -$0.29 (Loss) 



Conclusion of Itemized Statement: Based on these national average figures, the typical semi-
truck operation is currently experiencing an average loss of $0.29 per mile. This directly 
illustrates the complaint that trucks are losing $0.10 to $0.30 per mile on average. This represents 
a significant challenge for profitability, particularly for owner-operators and small to medium-
sized carriers. 

 

The Unchangeable Truth: An Indispensable Industry 

These are indeed challenging times for the trucking industry. While the current conditions make 
survival extremely difficult for many, especially those without the massive buying power and 
dedicated contracts of larger fleets, it's crucial to remember a fundamental truth: this situation is 
not sustainable. 

The trucking industry is an absolutely vital, indispensable part of the United States economy. 
Without trucks, the nation's infrastructure collapses. Goods cannot move, shelves empty, 
factories halt, and essential services falter. Simply put, without trucks, we have nothing. The 
flow of goods that supports every aspect of American life depends entirely on the tireless 
movement of these vehicles. 

This current downturn, driven by an imbalance of supply and demand and aggressive rate 
compression, will eventually change. The market will, by necessity, have to rebalance to ensure 
that the vital function of moving freight remains economically viable for those who undertake it. 
While the path ahead is difficult, the enduring necessity of trucking ensures its eventual 
resurgence. For those who can weather this storm, a more sustainable future for the industry 
awaits. 
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