Key Points to Check on Your Trailer Before Hitting
the Road

Before you tow any trailer, a brief but thorough inspection can save you from breakdowns,
accidents, and costly repairs. The single most important factor in safe towing is how the load
sits on the trailer. That is where an understanding of trailer load distribution comes in. Get the
weight wrong, and even a brand new trailer can become dangerously unstable at highway
speed. This article walks through what to look at before you connect and pull away.

Start With the Coupler and the Connection

The coupler is the part that locks onto the hitch ball. It is a small piece of hardware that carries
the full tongue weight of the trailer. Make sure the coupler latch moves freely and snaps shut
securely. A latch that sticks or fails to close fully can release during a turn or a bump. Look at
the locking mechanism too. Many couplers use a pin or a clip that must be inserted after the
latch is closed. Without that pin, the latch can vibrate open.

Inspect the hitch ball itself. It should be free of flat spots, rust pitting, or grooves. The ball
diameter must match the coupler size exactly. A worn ball or a mismatched size puts the entire
connection at risk. Also check that the hitch is bolted to the tow vehicle with the right grade of
hardware. Loose bolts or undersized fasteners can shear under load.

Safety Chains and the Breakaway Switch

Safety chains are your backup if the coupler fails. They should cross under the coupler to form
a cradle that catches the tongue if it drops. Let the chains hang with just enough slack to turn
without binding, but not so much that they drag on the pavement. Check the hooks and links
for cracks or stretched metal. Replace any chain that shows wear at the connection points.

The breakaway switch is a separate safety system. It is a cable that pulls a pin from a switch
on the trailer frame if the trailer separates from the tow vehicle. That action applies the trailer
brakes immediately. Test that the pin slides out with moderate force and that the switch has a
fresh battery if it is an electric-over-hydraulic system. A dead battery or a corroded connection
means the brakes will not activate in a runaway situation.



Trailer Tires and Wheel Bearings

Trailer tires take a different kind of wear than car tires. They often sit for long periods between
trips, which leads to dry rot and flat spots. Run your hand over the tread surface to feel for
bulges or cuts. Check the sidewalls for cracks or bubbles. Look at the tire pressure when the
tires are cold. Underinflated tires build heat fast and can blow out at highway speed.

Wheel bearings need grease inside the hub to stay cool. Jack up each corner and spin the
wheel. Listen for a rumbling or grinding sound. Wobble the tire top to bottom to feel for bearing
play. If the wheel moves at all, the bearings need repacking or replacement. A bearing failure at
speed can lock the wheel and flip the trailer.

Lights, Turn Signals, and Electrical Connections

Trailer lights are the only way other drivers see your intentions at night or in poor weather. Plug
in the electrical connector and walk around the trailer. Check that the tail lights, brake lights,
turn signals, and clearance lights all work. Test the turn signals on both sides. A common
failure point is the ground wire inside the plug. Corrosion there can cause intermittent lights
that you might not catch until you are on the road.



Also look at the wiring for frays or exposed copper. Wires that rub against the frame can short
out and create a fire hazard. Secure any loose wiring with zip ties or wire loom.

Cargo Straps and Load Securement

No matter how stable the trailer feels, a shifting load can change the handling in an instant.
Tie-downs should be rated for the weight of the cargo you are carrying. Use at least two straps
per item, and attach them to anchor points on the trailer frame, not to the side rails or the floor
alone. Cargo straps with frayed webbing or bent ratchets should be replaced. The tension
should be tight enough that the load does not bounce, but not so tight that it crushes the cargo
or damages the anchor points.

If you are carrying loose items like gravel, sand, or firewood, a tarp and a cargo net can keep
debris from blowing out onto the road. Flying material can break windshields or cause other
drivers to swerve.

Weight Distribution and Trailer Load Distribution

This is the heart of the inspection. Trailer load distribution affects how the trailer tracks behind
the tow vehicle, how the brakes perform, and how much sway you feel in crosswinds. The goal
is to put roughly 10 to 15 percent of the total trailer weight on the hitch. Too little tongue weight
makes the trailer fishtail. Too much tongue weight pushes the rear of the tow vehicle down and
can lift the front wheels off the pavement.



To get the distribution right, think about where the heaviest items go. On a flatbed or an
equipment trailer, place heavy machinery or cargo directly over the axles or slightly forward of
them. On an enclosed trailer, load dense items toward the front wall but not so far forward that
the tongue becomes too heavy. On a car hauler, position the vehicle with the heavier end
toward the front of the trailer.

If you are unsure, drive to a public scale and weigh the trailer with the load. Weigh just the
trailer, then weigh the trailer with the tow vehicle attached to get the tongue weight. Adjust the

load until the numbers fall in the safe range. This step alone accounts for most stability
problems.

Once the load is placed, walk around the trailer and look at how it sits. The trailer deck should
be level or slightly nose-down. If the trailer tilts back, the tongue weight is too low. If the trailer
tilts forward, the tongue weight is too high. A level trailer with the correct tongue weight
handles predictably and reduces the strain on the hitch and the tow vehicle.

Brakes and Breakaway System



Most trailers over a certain weight have their own braking system. Electric brakes need a
current from the tow vehicle to activate. Check that the brake controller in the cab is set to the
right gain for the trailer weight. Too little gain means weak braking. Too much gain causes the
trailer brakes to lock up. Test the brakes at low speed in a safe area before a long trip.

The breakaway system should be tested separately. Pull the pin from the switch with the trailer
connected to the tow vehicle. If the system is working, the trailer brakes will apply and the tow
vehicle will feel a tug. Reinsert the pin before moving again. A failed breakaway test means the
trailer has no emergency brake function.

Final Walkaround Before You Pull Away

Do one last loop around the rig. Confirm that all cargo straps are tight and that no loose items
are sitting on the deck. Check that the trailer jack is fully raised and the handle is secured so it
cannot drop down. Look at the safety chains again to make sure they are connected and
crossed. Verify that the breakaway cable is attached to the tow vehicle, not to the safety chains
or the hitch itself.

As you pull forward slowly, listen for rattles or scraping sounds. Stop after a few feet and check
the lights again, especially if the connection was recently plugged in. Some plugs work loose
after the trailer moves.



Following these steps for safer trailer towing reduces the chance of a roadside issue. Many

experienced drivers have their own routine, and the exact order does not matter as long as
nothing is missed. The time spent inspecting is time well spent, especially when you consider
the cost of a breakdown or a crash.

If you are new to towing, ask someone experienced to walk through the steps for safer trailer
towing with you once. That hands-on look builds habits that stick. Over time, the inspection
becomes automatic, and you will catch small problems before they turn into big ones.

Trailer load distribution is not a one-time setup. Each load is different, and each trip may
require a shift in how you arrange the cargo. The trailer itself might be the same, but the weight
inside it changes the handling. Treat every new load as a fresh inspection. That approach
keeps you, your cargo, and everyone on the road safer.
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