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Why they do it, how they do it, and why it’s a bad idea.
Recently, there has been a lot of buzz surrounding the phrase “Chameleon Carrier”. First, what is
it? A Chameleon Carrier is a carrier who’s operating authority has been affected by the DOT,
when they receive bad safety scores, a Conditional rating, fail their DOT Audit, or receive large
amounts of fines. They change the name of the company, get a new DOT Number, and
essentially, the same company is still operating with the same management, trucks, drivers, and
bad habits. The whole point of the safety fitness determination is so the agency can put people in
categories according to their safety behavior, and if the agency puts you in one basket you are
not supposed to climb out and get in another basket. Imagine if your company’s stock was a
D-grade investment and you advertised yourself as an A-rated company. That’s fraud, right? The
difference is, this rating is given by the federal government so it’s a federal crime. If you get
caught, it’s curtains. But a lot of people do it, thinking they won’t get caught. Kind of a corporate
version of drinking and driving. Sometimes I encounter rebranded companies in my work, and
sometimes they are historically really bad actors who are gradually trying to go legit. We get the
call all the time, wanting to know if we can help them with the new company so they don’t have
any interaction with the DOT. What’s even worse is that there are consultants, lawyers, brokers,
insurance agents, etc, that recommend for the company to do this.
Obviously, the company is operating illegally. Especially if they were previously shut down by the
FMCSA, they would be operating under an Out-of-Service Order. There are also carriers who
create “Shelf Companies” to keep on the back burner, just waiting to be shut down so when they
start the next day under the next DOT Authority, it appears they’ve been operating/ in business
for longer than it actually has been. Sometimes, there is an empty office with not even a single
filing cabinet, just waiting for the DOT letters to arrive, another tactic to dodge the DOT.
A Conditional Safety Rating can hurt the company almost as bad as an Out-Of-Service
Order. A Conditional Rating is the FMCSA’s way of telling the company they need to work on
their safety program and correct issues that could cause accidents. A company with a
Conditional Safety Rating could face scrutiny from business partners and have trouble keeping
contracts to haul freight. They could also be burdened with higher insurance rates. What I’m
getting at here is that the cost of doing business is higher and the profit margins are shrinking.
The only thing left do is either face the issues and beg the DOT to come back and grant a
Satisfactory Safety Rating (which is harder than pulling teeth), or get a new DOT Number and
start fresh.
Here’s what I always say to people about this topic: “If you ever think this might be a good idea,
think again. If you know someone who is thinking of doing this, and if they are your friends, give
them some good advice; don’t do it. It’s a federal crime. Yes, it is hard to run a business when
the DOT has labeled you substandard, and yes it is really hard to get that replaced with a
SATISFACTORY score, but if you take the easy way and fraudulently re-invent your business,
you are taking mediocre success or lack of success and converting it into a federal crime.”

One of the ways to avoid all of this is to get a Mock Audit or take training on what’s entailed in a
DOT Audit. First, you must understand what the Critical & Acute Violations are. Then, you must
be sure that your company is not committing any of those violations. Second, you must have
some interaction or training with your drivers regarding Roadside Inspections, because that’s
where your SMS scores are generated, through driver violations on the Roadside. Third, you
must do what you can to avoid accidents and injuries. Once you do those three things, you
should be confident that you can pass a DOT Audit. Not only should you be confident that you
can pass the audit, you are increasing your profit margin.
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