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Preface 
 

The PRISM Law Enforcement Training Manual was developed to fill the PRISM Law 

Enforcement requirement where states are required to provide PRISM training to their 

officers.  It is specific to the PRISM Program and, although useful to a motor carrier 

inspector, it is not MCSAP Training and does not reference trailers, equipment, or 

regulations pertaining to equipment. 

 

The purposes of this training are to instruct motor carrier inspectors how to identify 

FMCSA Out-of-Service carriers and vehicles in Interstate Commerce, FMCSA Out-of-

Service carriers and vehicles in both Interstate and Intrastate Commerce, and PRISM 

Targeted vehicles for inspection.  This training emphasizes the identification of carriers 

that are using their vehicles in Interstate commerce while an FMCSA Out-of-Service 

Order is in effect.  It also trains the officer in the areas of interpreting a PRISM power 

unit registration cab card and how to identify the motor carrier responsible for safety and 

those vehicles targeted for inspection by FMCSA. 

 

When a state enters the PRISM program, the vehicle registration system is enhanced to 

collect and validate USDOT Numbers for the carrier responsible for safety of all vehicles 

associated with its USDOT Number.  Additional tools are also provided for law 

enforcement to use at the roadside to identify carriers and vehicles under a Federal Out-

of-Service Order or targeted for inspection at the roadside.  Moreover, registration 

sanctions may be taken against the motor carrier responsible for safety based on their 

safety performance.   

 

This manual describes the various technologies available to access information at the 

roadside.  The State will need to customize these sections by eliminating any sections for 

a technology that states do not use.  Lastly, the State must customize the section on what 

to do when the State has stopped a vehicle at the roadside to match the laws/authority of 

each State. 

 

To be sure you have the most current information, check the PRISM section of the 

FMCSA website, available at http://www.fmcsa.dot.gov/safety-security/prism/prism-

resources.aspx  for the latest version of this training package.
 

 

 

 

  

http://www.fmcsa.dot.gov/safety-security/prism/prism-resources.aspx
http://www.fmcsa.dot.gov/safety-security/prism/prism-resources.aspx
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1. What is PRISM? 

 

The Performance and Registration Information Systems Management (PRISM) program 

was developed to meet the challenge of reducing the number of commercial vehicle 

crashes of a rapidly expanding interstate carrier population.  It has increased the 

efficiency and effectiveness of Federal and State safety efforts through a more accurate 

process for targeting the highest-risk carriers.
1
 

 

The PRISM program requires that motor carriers improve their identified safety 

deficiencies or face progressively more stringent sanctions up to the ultimate sanction of 

a Federal Out-of-Service Order and concurrent vehicle registration suspensions by the 

States.  The PRISM program has proven to be an effective means of getting motor 

carriers to improve their compliance and performance deficiencies. 

 

PRISM links the commercial vehicle registration process with motor carrier safety to 

achieve two purposes.  The first is to determine the safety fitness of the motor carrier 

responsible for safety (MCRS) prior to issuing license plates, and the second is to 

influence the carrier to improve its safety performance through an improvement process 

and, where necessary, the application of registration sanctions. 

 

The PRISM program includes two major processes - the Commercial Vehicle 

Registration Process and Law Enforcement, which work in parallel to identify motor 

carriers and hold them responsible for the safety of their operation.  The PRISM program 

improves the performance of unsafe carriers through a comprehensive system of 

identification, education, awareness, data gathering, safety monitoring, and enforcement 

sanctions. 

Registration 

 

The International Registration Plan (IRP) commercial vehicle registration process of the 

states provides the framework for the PRISM program.  Registration is the initial point of 

contact in the PRISM process between the motor carrier responsible for safety and the 

government. 

 

Registration establishes a system of accountability.  The state collects and validates the 

carrier’s USDOT Number to ensure accountability, as the state will not plate a vehicle 

that has not identified an entity that is responsible for its safe operation during the 

registration year.  Using the USDOT number, the State can check the safety fitness of 

each carrier prior to issuing vehicle registrations.  Those motor carriers that the Federal 

Motor Carrier Safety Administration (FMCSA) has prohibited from operating in 

interstate commerce may have their ability to register vehicles denied by the State.  The 

                                                 
1
 Safe, Accountable, Flexible, and Efficient Transportation Equity Act: A Legacy of Users (SAFETEA-

LU). PRISM program funding for fiscal years 2013-2014 is authorized by the Moving Ahead for Progress 

in the 21
st
 Century Act (MAP-21) (Public Law 112-141, Sections 32602 and 32603). Authorization for 

PRISM funding by MAP-21 is done through amending current law: SAFETEA-LU. 
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use of registration sanctions also provides powerful incentive for unsafe carriers to 

improve their safety performance. 

 

In addition to denying registrations to carriers under a Federal Out-of-Service Order, 

PRISM States also barcode their cab cards.  Barcoding improves the accuracy of 

information recorded at the roadside and speeds up the inspection process resulting in 

improved efficiencies for roadside enforcement officers as well as the motor carrier 

industry.  

Enforcement 

 

The key requirement for Law Enforcement in PRISM States is to identify carriers and 

vehicles operating on the highway while under a FMCSA Out-of-Service Order and 

identify vehicles targeted by FMCSA for inspection.   

 

Check EVERY vehicle, EVERY time for Federal Out-of-Service! 

 

In addition to issuing Federal Out-of-Service Orders, FMCSA identifies carriers that are 

high-risk with potential for future crashes.  The high-risk carriers and drivers are 

determined by using the Safety Measurement System (SMS), which is the primary 

component of the Compliance, Safety, Accountability (CSA) program that was 

introduced in 2010.  

 

The SMS quantifies the on road safety performance of carriers and drivers to identify 

candidates for interventions, to determine the specific safety problems exhibited by a 

carrier and its drivers, and to monitor whether safety problems are improving or 

worsening.  The SMS replaced SafeStat in the Operational Model.  The Carrier SMS uses 

a motor carrier’s data from roadside inspections, including all safety-based violations, 

State-reported crashes, and the Federal motor carrier census to quantify performance in 

seven Behavior Analysis and Safety Improvement Categories (BASICs).  

 

The BASIC categories are the following: 

 

 Unsafe Driving 

 Hours-of-Service Compliance 

 Driver Fitness 

 Controlled Substances/Alcohol 

 Vehicle Maintenance 

 HM Compliance 

 Crash Indicator 
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PRISM Law Enforcement Requirements 

 

There are 6 requirements, listed below, for Law Enforcement in PRISM States.  The 

focus of this training manual will be on requirement 2, Identifying FMCSA Out-of-

Service and PRISM Targeted vehicles at the roadside.  This manual is also provided to 

help fulfill requirement 5, PRISM Law Enforcement training. 

 

1. Seek legislative authority to stop and inspect vehicles without probable cause 

2. Identify FMCSA Out-of-Service and PRISM Targeted vehicles 

3. Coordinate with FMCSA to pick up Registration Plates 

4. Implement procedures to correct safety events 

5. Provide PRISM Law Enforcement training 

6. Improve Data Quality  
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2. Identify the Motor Carrier Responsible for Safety (MCRS) 

 

Since PRISM is a data driven program, the quality of the SMS rankings is only as 

accurate as the carrier safety data.  Therefore, it is crucial that States make every effort to 

assure current, correct safety data and account for all events.  It is important to identify 

the USDOT Number of the Motor Carrier Responsible for Safety.  Make sure to enter the 

proper USDOT Number into CMV inspection reports, crash reports and traffic citations.   

Registrant vs. Motor Carrier Responsible for Safety 

 
At the time of vehicle registration, the IRP office collects information for the following 

two entities: the Registrant and the Motor Carrier Responsible for Safety.  It is important 

for all Law Enforcement officers to understand the difference between a Vehicle 

Registrant and a Motor Carrier Responsible for Safety.   

 

What is a Registrant? 
The entity that pays for the vehicle registration plate.   

 

(Note: As of September 2012, a Registrant-Only company (not a Motor Carrier) is no 

longer required to provide a USDOT Number for vehicle registration in PRISM States.) 

 

What is a Motor Carrier Responsible for Safety? 
The Motor Carrier that is responsible for the safe operation of the vehicle.  This entity 

must be an “Interstate Motor Carrier.”  The Motor Carrier Responsible for Safety is 

issued the USDOT Number, and this USDOT Number should be displayed on the sides 

of the truck.  

 
Approaches to Identify the MCRS 
 

To identify the MCRS, the inspector should start with the side of the truck and query the 

USDOT Number displayed to see if it matches with the cab card information.  If it does 

match the cab card, then the MCRS should be properly displayed and included in the cab 

card, as shown in the examples on page 5-7.  If the USDOT Numbers are not consistent, 

keep on looking.  Check the shipping papers, lease agreement, and interview the driver to 

identify his/her employer/carrier.   

 

If the power unit is registered in a PRISM State, then check the cab card to determine if a 

MCRS is listed.  If it is listed, it was not expected to change during the registration year.   

Keep in mind this is the best information available at the time of registration.  This could 

change.  If the motor carrier name is listed and therefore not expected to change, look at 

the registrant name.  If they are the same, then MCRS is most likely what is listed on the 

card. 
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Short Term Leasing 

 
Inspectors will encounter vehicles whose MCRS changes frequently and this is due to the 

carrier being located usually near sea ports and rail heads and owner operators are 

contracting with Brokers/Shippers to move freight on a short time basis.  These lease 

agreements, some for as short as days or weeks should include MCRS information and 

the USDOT Number of the MCRS, which should be displayed on both sides of the 

vehicle.   

 

The MCRS changes every time a new lease is issued and a PRISM certified cab card 

issued at the time of registration should indicate that the MCRS is expected to change. 

Inspectors should be careful to ascertain the correct MCRS by asking to review the lease 

agreement so that the crash or inspection is credited to the proper USDOT Number.  
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3. PRISM IRP Compliant Cab Cards 

 

One of the requirements for the registration offices in PRISM States is to modify their 

cab cards with two major additions.  The first is to include the MCRS information on the 

cab card, in addition to the Registrant. This helps the law enforcement officer at the 

roadside to identify the USDOT Number of the MCRS. 

 

The second change is to include a barcode.  The barcode contains the information 

displayed on the cab card in a data format that can be easily captured by barcode readers 

and imported into systems such as ASPEN.  Barcoding improves the accuracy of 

information recorded at the roadside and also speeds up the inspection process. 

 

The following pages include three samples of Cab Cards for different scenarios: 
 

◦ Registrant and Motor Carrier Responsible for Safety are the same 

 

◦ Registrant and Motor Carrier Responsible for Safety are different – Not expected to change 

 

◦ Registrant and Motor Carrier Responsible for Safety are different – Expected to change 

 

 

Notice of Caution:  When using the information displayed on a cab card to determine the 

motor carrier responsible for safety, be advised that not all jurisdictions that barcode 

information on their cab cards are PRISM Compliant and predetermine the motor carrier 

responsible for safety.  Some of the states that are not PRISM Compliant are barcoding 

their cab cards with the registrant information, which may or may not also be the MCRS. 
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Cab Card Example 1 

    Registrant and MCRS are the same 

 

In this case, the Registrant and MCRS are the same company.  If the MCRS is not 

expected to change during the registration period, the card will contain the carrier 

information in the barcode. In addition, the cab card displays the name, mailing address 

and USDOT Number for the MCRS.  
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Cab Card Example 2 

Registrant and MCRS are Different - MCRS is NOT Expected to Change 

 

In this case, the Registrant and MCRS are different.  If the MCRS is not expected to 

change during the registration period, the card will contain the carrier information in the 

barcode.  In addition, the cab card displays the name, mailing address and USDOT 

Number for the MCRS.   
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Cab Card Example 3 

Registrant and MCRS are Different - MCRS is expected to change  
 

If the MCRS field is blank, or displays a message that the MCRS is expected to change, 

then the lease arrangement at the time of registration was not expected to remain in effect 

for the entire registration year.  You should also check the shipping papers and driver 

logs as well as a lease agreement, if present, to determine the MCRS. 
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4. Identifying FMCSA Out-of-Service Vehicles 

 

FMCSA will place a carrier under a Federal Out-of-Service order for the reasons listed in 

the table below. 

 

*Note:  Imminent Hazard and Unsatisfactory/Unfit Carriers are ordered to cease and desist in both 

Interstate and Intrastate Commerce.  See Example letters in Appendix ‘A’. 

 

There are multiple methods available to obtain targeted carrier and vehicle information.  

In the figure below, four common methods are identified along with information on the 

timeliness of each method.  As you will see, Query Central provides up-to-the minute 

information on Federal Out-of-Service Orders.  ISS information provides adequate 

information for determining whether to perform an inspection; however, because ISS is 

updated only monthly, check Query Central before enforcing an OOSO to be sure it is 

still in effect.  

FMCSA Tools to Identify Out-of-Service
2
 

 

Tools Available  Access  Data Timeliness  

Query Central Online via FMCSA Portal  Real-Time  

Nlets State ACQ/AVQ Queries  Up to 24 hrs.  

ISS Download from InfoSys  Monthly  

CVIEW State CVISN System  Up to 24 hrs.  

Note: The public SAFER Web site will provide real-time OOS information for Active USDOT numbers 

only.  If the USDOT number is Inactive and OOS, the SAFER Web site will not display the OOS alert 

message. 

                                                 
2
 State access to the FMCSA Portal is contingent upon State agreement with the FMCSA’s “Rules of 

Behavior”. 

FMCSA OOS Reasons 

*Imminent Hazard 

*Unsatisfactory/Unfit Motor Carrier 

Failure to Pay Fines due to Safety Violation 

New Entrant Revoked - Expedited Actions  

New Entrant Revoked - Failure of Safety Audit 

New Entrant Revoked - Refusal of Safety Audit 
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Query Central 

 

Query Central provides inquiry capability by USDOT Number, Carrier Name, VIN 

Number, and Plate Number/State.  Query Central uses the SAFER-PRISM database for 

much of its data and also uses the FMCSA’s Motor Carrier Management Information 

System (MCMIS) database for OOSO information.  Query Central requires connection 

through the FMCSA COMPASS Portal. 

 

Note: The red “Alert” on the top line is for the OOSO.  Query Central has the timely, up-

to-the minute information on OOSO directly from MCMIS.   
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Located beneath the red alert bar for a Federal Out-of-Service carrier, there is a link 

named “Click here” to review a reference to the applicable section of 49 CFR.  Use this 

link to bring up the list of OOS 49 CFR cites for all the OOS reasons. 
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To obtain the list of targeted vehicles associated with this OOS carrier, click on the 

PRISM link from the menu bar at the top of the screen.   

 

The Carrier PRISM Summary screen will then be displayed, as shown in the screenshot 

below.  Information about the targeted vehicles is displayed in a list, containing the VIN, 

License Plate Number, State, Make, Registration Dates, and Status.  The Status column 

will provide State suspension notices and also display whether the vehicle registration is 

active or inactive, as seen in the next section.  

 

 
 

 

  



 

14 

State Vehicle Registration Suspensions 

 

A new Alert message was added to Query Central in May of 2011.  This is for a vehicle 

that has been suspended by the State due to a Federal Out-of-Service Order.  This red 

alert message will appear on the PRISM Vehicle Summary page. 

 

 
 

The status column at the far right side has been added to the PRISM Vehicle information.  

The status may indicate a State suspension, or show whether the vehicle’s current 

registration is active or inactive.  The message ACTIVE indicates that the registration is 

current, while the INACTIVE message indicates that the registration is expired.  

 

Active Vehicle Registration 

 
 

 

Inactive Vehicle Registration 
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Check Operating Authority 

 

Query Central can also be used to check for proper Operating Authority.   First determine 

if Operating Authority is required: 

 

 Interstate for-hire carriers of regulated property & passengers require Operating 

Authority (An ACTIVE MC number) 

 Operating Authority Not Required for: 

o Intrastate Transportation 

o Private Property Transportation 

o Transportation of Exempt Commodities 

  

If Operating Authority is required, the MC/MX# in the Carrier Summary screen should 

have a value.  If not the carrier is operating without proper authority.  If there is a value, it 

provides a link to the License & Insurance Summary Screen.  This screen should be used 

to determine if the proper authority is present and if it is active. 
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PRISM Nlets Query 

 

In addition to the Nlets vehicle queries already available to law enforcement, PRISM 

provides inquiry capability by USDOT Number for a Carrier Status Request (ACQ) and 

either VIN or License Plate and State for Vehicle Status Request (AVQ) for targeted 

information.  Nlets uses the PRISM Target File for both Carrier and Vehicle inquiries. 

 

Carrier Status Request (ACQ) by USDOT Number and  

Vehicle Status Request (AVQ) by Plate & Jurisdiction or VIN 

 

All Nlets Carrier Status Response Messages provide the exact same data elements.  The 

differences will be noticed in the Heading that appears above the data fields.   

 

Nlets-PRISM Queries only return data when the Carrier is under a Federal OOS or the 

vehicle is targeted for inspection.  If a “NOT ON FILE” response is returned, always run 

an ACQ query by USDOT Number to determine if the Carrier is Out-of-Service or 

targeted for inspection. Remember the Nlets information is not updated in real time.  

Confirm if an OOSO is still in effect using Query Central. 

 

Nlets Carrier Status Response Sample 

PRISM Carrier Data 

 

 

Officer does a Carrier Status Request (ACQ) and enters USDOT Number 9999999 

 

MSG FROM NLETS 3745 

ACR.AVLIC0000.    TO:DEST PA07710B5 

*MRI0056917. 

TXT  

                         CARRIER IS UNDER FEDERAL OOS. 

                 IMMINENT HAZARD.  

 

DOT/9999999. 

NAM/ABC CARTAGE INC. 

ADR/25 MAIN STREET. 

CITY/PITTSBURGH.ST/PA.ZIP/15204. 

CAR TARG-HIST IND/T.MCSIP STEP/54.MCSIP DATE/07252012. 

PAGE/01 OF/01. 

 

 

  

PRISM Target File 

Alert Message 
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Nlets Vehicle Status Response Sample 

PRISM Carrier and Vehicle Data 

 

Officer does a Vehicle Status Request (AVQ) and enters License Plate Number 99AF9M 

Jurisdiction of MA.  In this example, the DOT Number 8888888 is under a Federal Out-

of-Service order for Unsat/Unfit Motor Carrier.  

MSG FROM NLETS 3639 

AVR.AVLIC0000.    TO:DEST MA07710B5 

*MRI0055497. 

TXT 

 

CARRIER IS UNDER FEDERAL OOS  

UNSAT/UNFIT. 

 

DOT/8888888. 

NAM/JJJ TRANSPORT INC. 

ADR/55 CAUSEWAY STREET. 

CITY/BOSTON.ST/MA.ZIP/02114. 

CAR TARG-HIST IND/T.MCSIP STEP/55.MCSIP DATE/09282012. 

VMA/FORD.VYR/2007.VIN/1FDXW99P90ED62000. 

LIC/99AF9M.LIS/MA.REG EFF DATE/07222012.REG EXP DATE/07222013. 

VEH TARG-HIST IND/T. 

PAGE/01 OF/01.  

 

 

In addition to OOS data, the Nlets ACQ/AVQ queries also check the PRISM Target File 

to see if the vehicle is “Targeted” for inspection.   

 

 

 

CARRIER IS TARGETED FOR INSPECTION. 

 

 

DOT/9999999. 

NAM/JJJ TRANSPORT INC. 

ADR/55 CAUSEWAY STREET. 

CITY/BOSTON.ST/MA.ZIP/02114. 

CAR TARG-HIST IND/T.MCSIP STEP/7.MCSIP DATE/01282012. 

 

VMA/FORD.VYR/2007.VIN/1FDXW57P85ED627000. 

LIC/99BF9M.LIS/MA.REG EFF DATE/05012011.REG EXP DATE/05302012.  

VEH TARG-HIST IND/T. 

PAGE/01 OF/01.  

 

  

PRISM Target File 

Alert Message 

PRISM 
CARRIER 

DATA 

PRISM Target File 

Alert Message 

PRISM 

VEHICLE 

DATA 

PRISM 
VEHICLE 

DATA 
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ISS 

 

The Inspection Selection System (ISS) contains motor carrier data on all Interstate motor 

carriers.  The ISS data file is made available on a monthly basis and can be downloaded 

from the FCMSA Portal.   

 

 
 

 

Note: Remember the ISS information is not updated in real time.  Confirm if an OOSO is 

still in effect by using Query Central. 
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5. Place the Vehicle Out-of-Service 

 

It is imperative that the safety status of every commercial motor vehicle encountered be 

checked via an authoritative source to ascertain if it is being operated under a Federal 

Out-of-Service Order. 

 

Check every vehicle, every time, for Federal Out-of-Service!! 
 

The CVSA Out-of-Service Criteria provides authorized roadside enforcement personnel 

with the ability to place vehicles Out-of-Service (OOS) that are operating under the 

authority of a motor carrier that was issued a Federal OOSO.  If a valid OOSO is 

discovered and verified, enforcement personnel must place only the power unit OOS, and 

should indicate the appropriate FMCSR section that pertains to the OOSO on the 

inspection report (and citation, if issued.)  The inspection report should include 

instructions to the carrier (MCRS) to contact FMCSA at the number in the OOSO 

document they received previously.  The enforcement official should also inform the 

driver that this OOSO is a carrier violation and will have no bearing on his/her driving 

record.  

 

What if the OOS Order cannot be verified? 
 

If an OOSO cannot be verified at the time of inspection, the vehicle should not be placed 

OOS but the enforcement official should make copies of pertinent paperwork (e.g., bills 

of lading, driver CDL, log book, receipts, etc.), if possible, to demonstrate that the carrier 

was operating in interstate commerce at the time of the inspection.     

 

Evidence of violation of the OOSO may include the FMCSA document prohibiting 

interstate operations and a copy or facsimile of the inspection or crash report indicating 

interstate activity.  Enforcement personnel should forward the information as soon as 

possible to the appropriate FMCSA Division Office for follow-up to determine the 

carrier’s actual operating status at the time of the inspection.  If the FMCSA Division 

Office determines that the (MCRS) carrier was operating while a valid OOSO was in 

effect, then the Division Office may initiate an enforcement case.  The carrier is OOS 

until the Federal OOSO has been officially rescinded by FMCSA.  

 

The FMCSA Enforcement team issues and rescinds all Federal OOSOs.  In order to 

verify that FMCSA has rescinded the OOSO, the State enforcement official will need to 

either utilize the above listed Federal databases or contact the appropriate FMCSA 

Service Center to obtain the status of the OOSO. 

 

Be vigilant and take every opportunity to identify Out-of-Service 

vehicles and take appropriate action.  

 

The safety of all users of the highway is affected when  

Out-of-Service vehicles continue to operate. 
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6. Import Barcode Data to ASPEN 

 

The PRISM program is a strong advocate of using barcode readers to enter accurately the 

USDOT Numbers and vehicle information into inspection and crash reports. The barcode 

on the cab card can assist the inspectors in completing the ASPEN inspection report in a 

timelier manner.  If the carrier responsible for safety (MCRS) remains the same as that 

printed and barcoded on the cab card, it will be faster and easier to complete the MCSAP 

inspection forms.  The following pages show how barcoding can assist.  

 

From the main toolbar within ASPEN, click on the “Barcode” menu option, and select 

“Import Barcode Data,” as shown in the screenshot below. 

 

 
 

Scanning the Cab Card with the “Import Barcode Data” window open will import the 

Vehicle Data into the window, as seen below in this screenshot. 
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Query Central Carrier Data to ASPEN 

 

Another option for importing data into ASPEN is using Query Central.  This is another 

way to ensure accurate data is being populated into inspection reports.  The following 

screenshots show the process for downloading and importing carrier or vehicle data from 

Query Central into ASPEN.  

 

To import carrier data from Query Central to ASPEN, first perform a carrier search by 

entering a USDOT Number and then click on the “Search” button. 
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Next, click on the “Download Data for ASPEN” button.  A pop-up will inform the user 

that the download is complete. 
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Next, from within ASPEN, click on the “Query Central” option in the top menu bar and 

select “Import Carrier Data” from the drop-down list. 

 

 
 

 

Click on the Carrier Tab, and the information that was downloaded from Query Central is 

now populated in ASPEN. 
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Query Central Vehicle Data to ASPEN 

 

To import vehicle data from Query Central to ASPEN, first perform a vehicle search by 

entering a VIN or Plate/State combination and then click on the “Search” button. 
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From the VEHICLE SUMMARY screen, click on the “Download Data for ASPEN” 

button.  A pop-up will inform the user that the download is complete. 
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Next, from within ASPEN, click on the “Query Central” option in the top menu bar and 

select “Import Vehicle Data” from the drop-down list.  

 

 
 

 

Click on the Vehicle Tab, and the information that was downloaded from Query Central 

is now populated in ASPEN. 
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1. APPENDIX A – Sample OOS Letters 

 

Sample 1 – Unsat/Unfit OOS – Interstate and Intrastate 
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Sample 2 –Imminent Hazard – Interstate and Intrastate 
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