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Auto Vs. Mobile Equipment

I thought that I would comment on this subject again, as I have had several phone calls and emails lately.  
What is an “auto” and what is “mobile equipment” has always been difficult to ascertain at times, but with 
the ISO changes the past 12 years, it can get confusing.

The changes started with the December, 2004 edition General Liability revision that ISO promulgated in 
that year.  This form has been approved in almost all the states (including Minnesota).  Its major change 
was the revised definition of what an “auto” is:

 “Auto means: 
  1. A land motor vehicle, trailer or semitrailer designed for
   travel on public roads, or
  2. Any other land vehicle that is subject to a compulsory
   or financial responsibility law or other motor vehicle
   insurance law where it is licensed or principally
   garaged.”

The change in the definition is the underlined words above.  Notice how broad the language is: “any 
other land vehicle”.  This could be an all-terrain vehicle, a bulldozer, a forklift, an excavator, etc.  The key 
here is whether the land vehicle is subject to any kind of motor vehicle law in a particular state.  For 
example, in the state of New York, any motorized vehicle that is used on a New York street or highway is 
considered an “auto”.  So, what we have previously considered to be a piece of mobile equipment may 
now be an auto (in certain states) and must be insured under the Business Auto Policy.

So, how do we proceed from here?  Since the 2006 ISO Business Auto policy was published, this policy 
provides us with the necessary tools to cover these troublesome land vehicles.  The policy introduced a 
new symbol - Symbol #19, Mobile Equipment Subject to a Compulsory or Financial Responsibility or 
Other Motor Vehicle Insurance Law Only.  Its definition is: “Only those autos that are land vehicles and 
that would qualify under the definition of Mobile Equipment under this policy if they were not subject 
to a compulsory or financial responsibility law or other motor vehicle insurance law where they are 
licensed or principally garaged”.  

The definition of “Mobile Equipment” was also changed in the 2004 General Liability Policy.  The 
entire definition stays the same in the General Liability policy until you will notice that a final 
paragraph has been added:  “However, mobile equipment does not include land vehicles that 
are subject to a compulsory or financial responsibility law or other motor vehicle insurance 
law where it is licensed or principally garaged.  Land vehicles subject to a compulsory or 
financial responsibility law or other motor vehicle insurance law are considered autos”.  This 
makes the cycle complete – if it is an auto, it cannot be mobile equipment.  This was done 
to make sure we don’t cover certain vehicles in both the Business Auto and the General 
Liability policies.
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So, how do we know when a “land vehicle” should be covered as an “auto”???  ISO has not provided us 
with a list of states, so we will have to do some digging ourselves.  Here are two web sites that will assist 
you in making the determination of where to cover a land vehicle.

 www.legis.(or legislature.)state.__.us  (fill in the 2-letter state  abbreviation)

 www.capitol.state.__.us (fill in the 2-letter state abbreviation)

 You can also try a Google/Ask/Bing search.  Use the words “Motor Vehicle”, not “Automobile” in  
 your search.

Each state will be different.  At this time, Minnesota is not a problem state yet, so we should see no 
significant difference in our procedures here in Minnesota.  Unfortunately, our clients will be operating all 
over the United States, and that is where the difficulty will set in.  The two web sites above will help, but 
be sure to take enough time to do a thorough search for each state.

And don’t forget to “fix” your Umbrella/Excess policies, in case you are using an older (pre-2006) Umbrella 
form.
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