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Turner Yarbrough drove his 18-wheeler into Dallas one afternoon in August 
2004, hauling a load of medical waste. A 15-year veteran of the road, he was 
a crack cocaine user with a long criminal record. At an exit on LBJ Freeway, 
he plowed into a line of cars. Three people were hurt, including a 76-year-
old man who later died. The trucker, tests showed, had cocaine in his 
system. Mr. Yarbrough may not be the typical trucker on Texas highways, 
but he is hardly unique. Faced with a shortage of experienced drivers, some 
trucking companies are turning to ex-convicts as an attractive pool of low-
cost labor. And the state of Texas is helping to train them.  
 
Of 953 truckers faulted in fatal crashes from 2000 through 2005, a Dallas 
Morning News analysis found, at least one in four had been convicted of a 
criminal offense or received deferred adjudication before the crash. In 
deferred-adjudication cases, a defendant's record doesn't reflect a conviction 
as long as probation is completed. More than 14 percent had committed drug 
or alcohol offenses prior to their accidents, and more than one in 10 were 
felons. The News' analysis also showed that at least 137 truckers had one or 
more criminal offenses in the 10 years prior to their fatal accident. At least 
72 had an offense within five years, and 28 truckers had at least one offense 
in the two years before their fatal accident. "I'm all for people rehabilitating 
themselves and getting jobs," said Tom Smith, who heads the Texas office 
of Public Citizen, a consumer advocacy group. But when it comes to putting 
felons in 18-wheelers, "clearly there should be limits."  
 
State taxpayers are helping to put some of these former criminals behind the 
wheel of big rigs through classes that train Texas prison inmates to become 
truck drivers. Over the last 10 years, a Texas Department of Criminal Justice 
program has trained more than 1,200 inmates to drive big trucks. More than 
900 received their commercial driver's licenses while in prison, state records 
show. How these drivers have performed on Texas highways is unclear. The 
state-run school district that trains inmates to be truckers said it doesn't track 



them once they leave prison. It refused to release inmate names so The News 
could cross-check them with Texas accident and driver's license records, and 
it declined a request to let reporters observe prison truck-driver training 
classes. The newspaper has asked the attorney general for a ruling under the 
Texas Public Information Act. However, The News has determined that a 
number of truckers who received their commercial driver's licenses while in 
prison were later faulted in accidents. By analyzing public records databases 
and matching names and dates of birth against the Texas Department of 
Public Safety truck accident database, The News identified 80 truckers 
faulted in accidents from 2000 through 2005 who received their commercial 
driver's licenses at the two prisons where the truck-driver training program is 
offered.  
 
The Texas Workforce Commission also is spending state and federal tax 
dollars to send former prison inmates, parolees and probationers to truck-
driving school, on the premise that it is worthwhile rehabilitation.  
 
All of this is legal. With only a few exceptions, it's also legal to hire drivers 
with criminal records. "It's like anything else: It's good if it's watched, 
regulated and there's proper training," said Dr. James Marquart, director of 
the crime and justice studies program at the University of Texas at Dallas 
and a former correctional officer in the Texas prison system. But 
government oversight groups say putting a driver with a history of 
questionable judgment behind the wheel of... 


