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Chlysler shot down suggestion
for better seats, ex-worker says

TPLALY DEALER AT £ 1541
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he had a good idea:

Chrysler lnuld make its seats
- much, much stronger.
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199 They decided that

med 1o take the
when it introduced
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Imcll lulumaken like
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team felt that 207 was “vir-
irrelevant” when it came to
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d, Sheridan said.
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seat-back issue.

“By demanding we
round up meeting
minutes and destroy

them, that is a very
strong message.”

PAUL V. SHERIDAN, former
leader of Chrysler's Minivan
Safety Leadership Team

“But by demanding we round
up lmetmg minutes and destroy
them, that is a very strong mes-
sage,” he said. “It had to be the
rudest awakening of my career at
Chrysler.”

Sheridan contends that the
team’s suggestion posed a legal
problem for the automaker be-
cause the core of Chrysler's de-
fense in some cases was claiming
that its seat backs were safe be-
cause they met or exceeded Stan-
dard 207,

“I got my brains kicked in for
saying that regulatory compli-
ance is not the mame of the
game,” Sheridan said.

He said Chrysler also was argu-
ing that there was a safety advan-
tage in having a seat back give
way because that would help ab-
sorb energy and protect the occu-
pant. To satisfy the safety team's
curiosity, Shendan said, he once
went to the engineers responsible
for seating and asked to see those
specifications.

“The engineers just laughed at
me. Chrysler has no such spec.
‘There was no t for any such
specification,” said Sheridan, who
now lives in Dearborn and often
testifies against DaimlerChrys-
ler

Dmmler(‘hwsler officials de-
clined to respond to Sheridan's
charges in detail, instead provid-
ing a written statement noting
that he was fired from sler
and that the team he was
doing work related to marketing
and advertising, not en,

But Sheridan provided a series
of letters from Chrysler officials
in which his job performance was
praised — until he began raising
safety issues.
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As a Chrysler employee, Paul V. Sheridan argued that DaimlerChrysler should start milm much

nhlnr seats in its new minivans.
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As the newly appointed leader
of Chrysler's Minivan Safety
Leadership Team, Paul V. Sheri-
dan thought he had a good 1dea
Chrysler should make its seals
much, much stronger.

So Sheridan met with his team
in March 1993, They decided that
if Chrysler wanted to take the
lead in safety when it introduced
its redesigned 199% minivan, it
should match automakers like
Mercedes-Benz.

The idea was that the seats
psed on the next minivans should
gignificantly exceed Federal Ve-
‘hicle Motor Safety Standard 207,
which specified minimum re-
quirumnnta for seat-back

T!uteamfeluhm 207 was “vir-
tually irrelevant™ when it came to

protecting consumers in real-
world crashes, he said.

‘Minutes of the meeting were
sent to Chrysler executives. who
quickly ordered that every copy
be retrieved, Sheridan said

‘ figured that meant
notto pursue the seat-back issue.

“By demanding we
round up meeting

minutes and destroy
them, that is a very

strong message.”

PAUL V. SHERIDAN, former
leader of Chrysler's Minivan
Safety Leadership Team

“But by demanding we round
up meéeting minutes and destroy
them, that is a very strong mes-
sage,” he said. “It had to be the
rudest awakening of my career at
Chrysler.”

Sheridan contends that the
team’s suggestion posed a legal
problem for the automaker be-
cause the core of Chrysler's de-
fense in some cases was claiming
that its seat backs were safe be-
cause they met or exceeded Stan-
dard 207,

“1 got my brains kicked in for
saying that regulatory compli-
ance is not the name of the
game,” Sheridan said.

He said Chrysler also was argu-
ing that there was a safety advan-
tage in having a seat back give
way because that would help ab-
sorb energy and protect the occu-
pant. To satisfy the safety team's
curiosity, Sheridan said, he once
went to the engineers responsible
for seating and asked to see those
specifications.

“The engineers just laughed at
me. Chrysler has no such spec.
There was no testing for any such
specification,” said Ehﬂ'ﬁdd[]. who
now lives in Dearborn and often
testifies against DaimlerChrvs-
ler.

DaimlerChrysler officials de-
clined to respond to Sheridan's
charges in detail, instead provid-
ing a written statement noting
that he was fired from Chrysler
and that the team he headed was
doing work related to marketing
and advertising, not engineering.

But Sheridan provided a senes
of letters from Chrysler officials
in which his job performance was
praised — untll he began raising
safety issues.

s C
g e

KATHLEEN WAYT [ ASSOCIAT

As a Chrysler employee, Paul V. Sheridan argued that DaimlerChrysler should start using much

stronger seats in its new minivans.
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SEAT BACKS

FROM 1-H

Auto seat-back safety
remains an issue

“There is no reason on God's
green earth that we cannot design
against that sort of thing. I per-
sonally feel the North American
[auto] industry has been some-
what " said Frank
Navin, a p r of NEETINg
at the University of h Co-
lumbia who has studied and writ-
len about seat-back strength,

“It is mot that they can't do it; it
will simply cut inte the profits of
& vehicle if they do it,” Navin
said.

The U.S. and Japanese auto-
t:uken are “more than capable”

g seats that could pro-
ndn § | improvements in
E-nm:hm according to Douglas

Romilly, an associate mt‘m
of mechanical engineering and
seat-back researcher at the Uni-
versity of British Columbia.

A decade of delay

In 1989, two salety researchers
who worried that too many seats
were breaking, causing injuries,
asked the National Highway Trafs
fic Safety Administration
{NH'I‘SM to do something about

In particular, they asked for
im ements in Féderal Motor
Vehicle Safety Standard 207,
which governs the strength of
seat backs and had received no
update since 1972.

One of the researchers was
Alan . Cantor, chairman of
ARCCA, & Penns Park, Pa., con-
sulting and engineering firm spe-
ctalizing in aviation and automo-
tive crash safery that sometimes
provides testimony in civil soits
agains! automakers.

“1 was astounded by the num-
ber of seat-failure cases I‘wa.s
seeing . . . with massive injuries. [
looked at the standard [207], and

it was a joke,” Cantor said.

Early in 1990 the agency
agreed to consider a change, but
muore than a decade later the 1972
rule remains intact,

MHTSA says it is still consider-
ing what, il anything, to do. That
doesn't mean it has not worked on

the issue. The ag undertook
studies and reque advice and
information from the automakers.

For the most part, the auto
companies told the NHTSA that
the existing seats were pretty
good. They said that rear-impact
collisions were not a major prob-
lem and that there wasn't enough
information on how to make seats
stronger without possibly posing
other dangers to consumers, such
a8 neck injuries.

In & written statement to The
Piam Dealer, DaimlerChrysler

i e
ﬁadgmd “wirtually to-
s automobile seats” and
“yield in & controlled fashion to
absorb and dissipate the encrgy
of an accident.”
pany officials declined to
explain Whl!ﬂlﬂr such vielding
could include a seat hack that col-
lapses so far as to almost touch
St e L
ently what in the cases
of Cnmalllmd%oma

In suits filed on bahal_f of
Thomas and Comella, Cleveland
lawyer James A. Lowe argued
that those seats failed catastroph-
ically and that the asutomaker
knew ar should have known that
they were nol - siropg enough.
DaimlerChrysler —officials  de-
clingd o comment on the cases
because they were settled out of
Lourt. .

NHTSA's position 15 that it does
not want to change the seat-back
standard if there is a chance that
it will cause other problems and if
experts disagree over what, if
anything, should be done.

“If the auto industry resists
something strongly, the agency is
very reluctant to do anything,”
said Clarence Ditlow, director of
the Washington, D.C.-based Cen-
ter for Auto Safety, a group Ralph
Nader founded.

Standard goes unchallenged

Cantor contends that the
NHTSA has been “scared to
death” to change the seat-back
standard, fearing that if any prob-

lems occur with the new sests the

agency will be eriticized.

The agency already has been
through the second-guessing
meat grinder. After it reguired
air bags, it discovered that de-
ployment could kill or injure im-
properly restrained children or
frail adults. Horrified and embar-
rassed, the NHTSA had to modify
the regulation.

The best light that can be put on
the agency's inaction is that, with
limited resources, it has focused
on the problems that cause the
most injuries or deaths, Ditlow
said,

“That meant the top priority was
frontal impacts, which D;esult in
the largest percentage of serious
injuries and deaths.

In 1999, about 1 percent of fa-
A e e
cts; 26 percent invalved sl

MIH pacts; and 6 percent involved

i’mplm according’ to
HHTS!’L

But rear impacts played &
larger role in crashes resulting in
Imjuries,

Direction of impact

Twenty-two percent  of the
crashes causing injuries were
rear impacts, almost matching
the 23 percent of side-impact
crashes, Fifty-three percent of
the injury crashes were frontal
impacts.

It appears that no single agency
or group keeps track of how many

Charlottesville, Va., who has
studied seat-back strength and
warked for NHTSA, the Univer-
gity of Virginia and George Wash-
ington University.

“Just because 8 small number
are injured doesn't mean you
ghouldn’t do something. For those
people who are tmjured, it is very
important,” he said.

The caollapse of a front seat can
do more than injure its occupant.
There have been cases of chil-
dren seated in the back seat being
killed or injured when a front seat
broke, launching an adalt missile
into the back seat.

A farcical standard?

Standard 207 was adopted in
1968, based on a 1963 report is-
siied by the Society of Antomotive
Engineers. It was modified
slightly in 1972,

The standard is simply not
based on “any meaninglul assess-
ment” of what happens to & seat
in & rear impact, according to Ro-
milly.

Part of the standard states that
the seat should be able to suppart
20 times its' own weight. That is
not & very strong seat, according
to some safety researchers.

In addition, automakers are
trying to make their wvehicles
lighter to achieve better fuel

But if they make the
unﬂlt&t:r that means a weaker
seat back, according to a 1993
study by safety researchers from
the University of British Colum-
bia.

Measuring the force

The standard also calls for the
seat back to withstand & force of
3,300 inch-pounds. Many other
countries, inchding Japan and
Canada, have adopted that part of
Standard 207. But the European
Community has insisted that the
saat be about 40 percent stronger.

One of the most controversial

unusual for those seats to break,
researchers have reported.

That means Standard 207 is
simply not very valuable, said re-
searcher Digges.

Lowe, the Cleveland lawyer
who répresented Comells and
Thomas, is more blunt: “This
whole thing is such an absolute
farce. It is one of the last, great
hidden [automaotive] dangers.”

Going beyond

Generally, automakers have
told NHTSA that the seating stan-
dard shouldn't be changed be-
cause making stronger seats is
uncharted territory.

But while they talk about the
extraordinary difficulty of de-
signing seats to meet a tougher
standard, some have gone ahead
gnd built far stronger seats.

Safety leaders, including Volvao,
which has encouraged NHTSA to
explore a stronger seat-back reg-
ulation, routinely dice seats
of the kind researchers like Can-
tor, Digges, Romilly and Navin
like to see.,

These are seats that not only re-
sist collapsing in @ rear fmpact
but also absorb energy to mini-
mize the chance of other injuries,
including whiplash.

“Seat strength | . is important.
If the seat is collapsed, vou have a
mtally  uncontrolled  sitoation.
Therefore it is important to keep
the integrity of the seat” said
Christer Gustafsson, semior safety
engineer at Volvo Car Corp,

Mercedes-Benz also builds ro-
bust seats. “Our position is that
our seats have to absorb energy
bt cannot collapse up to an im-
paet . . . of 30 mph from the rear,”
a Mercedes spokesman said.

Far bevond the Standard 207
measure of 3,300 inch-pounds,
Volve's seats sre rated to with-
stand about 24,000 inch-pounds,
Cantor said.

*You are talking eight times the
standard,” he said.

ler Sebring convertible, wi
uses such an “integrated” sh
der belt front seat, 15 ratel
more than 20,000 inch-pounds

General Motors also has 5
integrated-belt seats on somi
its models, including the 1
Oldsmobile Aurora and Ba
the LeSabre amd Park Ave
and many of its full-size try
and sport-ufilities.

But don't expect to see such
per seats in every vehicle, T
are heavier and more expen
than conventional seats
would reguire some enginee
changes to add to existing v
cles,

What can consumers do’

The problem for consumer
how to find the safest seal.

One could buy a Volvo, a N
cedes or a vehicle m&l saagl
ing: integrated seat belts.
than that, there is no way for ¢
sumers to know how well 1
would bg ted in a n
impact crash.
*You are in g real dilemma .
consumer, There is no sourcy
information for this," said Can

Sitting o & nursing hal
Comella wishes he had kng
enough to consider seaf-by
strengih when he ‘bought
minivan. *1 intentionally bou

what 1 it was a m&ll
maie car.
dreamed ﬁlf_-' seat back wuuld
so° faulty. People should kno
he said.

Thatmjum one aflua dreami

“Often at night.. .
when | dmam, 1 am nutal'ﬂ
cripple, and it is wonderful. Tk
1 wake up, and the reality sets:
he said in a taped interview d
as part of his case against Da
lerChrysler.

“1 can't allow myself to
sorry for myself. I have a resg
sibility to my family, | am st
husband, a father. T want to do
best | can.”



“I was astounded by the num-
ber of seat-faillure cases | was
seeing . .. with massive injuries. |
looked at the standard [207], and
.. it was a joke,” Cantor said,

Early in 1990 the agency
agreed to consider a change, but
more than a decade later the 1972
rule remains intact.

NHTSA says it is still consider-
ing what, il anything, to do. That
doesn’t mean it has not worked on
the issuie. The agency undertook
studies and requested advice and
information from the automakers.

For the most part, the @uto
companies told the NHTSA that
the existing seats were pretty
good. They said that rear-impact
collisions were not a major prob-
lem and that there wasn't enough
information on how to make seats
stronger without possibly posing
other dangers to consumers, such
as neck imjuries,

In & written statement to The
Plain Dealer, DaimlerChrysler
expressed belief that its seats are
designed like “virtually all of to-
day’s automobile seats” and
“yield in & controlled fashion to
absorb and dissipate the energy
of an accident.”

Company officials declined to
explain whether such vielding
could include a seat back that col-
lapses so far as 10 almost touch
the seat behind it. That is appar-
ently what happened in the cases
of Comella and Thomas.

In suits filed on behalf of
Thomas and Comella, Cleveland
lawyer James A. Lowe argued
that those seats failed catastroph-
ically and thast the automaker
knew or should have known that
they were not strong enough.
DaimlerChrysler  officials  de-
clined to comment on the cases
because they were settled out of
court.

NHTSA's position is that it does
not want to change the seat-back
standard if there is a chance that
it will cause other problems and if
experts. dissoree over what if

“If the suto industry resists
something strongly, the agency is
very reluctant to do anything,”
gaid Clarence Ditlow, director of
the Washington, D, C.-based Cen-
ter for Auto Safety, a group Ralph
Nader founded.

Standard goes unchallenged

Cantor contends that the
NHTSA has been “scared to
death™ to change the seat-back
standard, fearing that if any prob-
lems occur with the new seats the
agency will be criticized.

The agency already has been
through the second-guessing
meat grinder. After it required
air bags, it discovered that de-
ployvment could kill or injure im-
properly restrained children or
frail adults. Horrified and embar.
rassed, the NHTSA had to modify
the regulation.

The best light that can be put on
the agency's inaction is that, with
limited resources, it has focused
on the problems that cause the
mﬂ:?‘._ injuries or deaths, Ditlow
said.

That meant the top priority was
frontal impacts, which result in
the largest percentage of serious
imjuries and deaths.

In 1999, about 61 percent of fa-
tal car crashes involved [fontal
impacts; 26 percent involved side
impacts, and & percent involved
rear impacts, according to
NHTSA

But rear impacts played @
larger role in crashes resulting in
imjuries,

Direction of impact

Twenty-two percemt of the
crashes causing imjuries were
rear impacts, almost matching
the 23 percent of sidé-impact
crashes. Fifty-thrée percent of
the imury crashes were frontal
Impacts.

It appears that no single agency

Charlottesville, Va., who has
studied seat-back strength and
waorked for NHTSA, the Univer-
sity of Virginiaand George Wash-
ington University.

“Just because a small number
are injured doesn't mean you
shouldn't do something. For those
people who are injured, it is very
important,” he sard.

The collapse of a front seat can
do more than injure its occupant.
There have been cases of chil-
dren seated in the back seat being
killed or injured when & front seat
broke, lsunching an adult missile
into the back seat;

A farcical standard?

Standard 207 was adopted in
1968, based on & 1963 report is-
sued by the Society of Automotive
Engineers. It was modified
slightly in 1972.

The  standard is simply not
bosed on “@ny meani AB3ERS-
ment” of what happens to a seat
ina rear impact, according to Ro-

milly.

Part of the standard states that
the seat should be able to support
20 times its own weight. That is
not & very strong seat, according
to some safety researchers.

In addition, sutomakers are
frying to make their vehicles
lighter to achieve better fuel
economy. Bt if they make the
nm:tl&ﬂr,thnt means a weiker
seat back, according to a 1993
study by safety researchers from
Lhc University of British Colum-

I,

Measuring the force

The standard also calls for the
seat back to withstand & force of
3,300 inch-pounds. Many other
countries, including Japan and
Canada, have adopted that part of
Standard 207. But the European
Community has insisted that the
seat ba about 40 percent stronger.

unusual for those seats to break,
researchers have reported.

That means Standard 207 is
simply not very valuable, said re-
searcher Digges.

Lowe, the Cleveland lawyer
who represented Comella and
Thomas, is mare blunt: “This
whole thing is such an absolute
farce. It is one of the last, great
hidden [automotive] dangers.”

Going beyond

Generally, auotomakers have
told NHTSA that the seating stan-
dard shouldn't be chanped be-
causs making sironger seats is
uncharted territory.

Bat while they talk about the
extraordinary difficulty of de-
signing seats to meet a tougher
standard, some have gone shead
and built far stronger seats.

Safety leaders, incloding Volvo,
which has encouraged NHTSA to
explore @ stronger seat-back reg-
ulation, routinely produce sesats
of the kind researchers like Can-
tor, Digges, Romilly and Navin
like to see.

_These are sedts that not only re-
gist collapsing in a rear impact
but also absorb energy ‘to mini-
mize the chance of other imjuries,
including whiplash,

IFEN ntwnh gﬁlm is important.

the seat d, you have a

tatally
‘Therefore it is important to keep

the integrity of the seat” said
Christer Gustafsson, senior safety
engineer &t Volvo Car Corp.

Mercedes-Benz dlso builds ro-
bust saats, "Cur position is that
our seats have to absorb energy
but cannot collapse up to an im-
pact , . . of 30 mph from the rear,”
a Mercedes spokesman said.

Far bevond the Standard 207
miasure of 3300 inch-pounds,
Volve's seats are rated to with-
stand about 24,000 inch-pounds,
Cantor saud.

“You are tolking eight limes the

ler Sebring convertible, which
uses such an “integrated” shoul-
der helt front sest, is rated at
more than 20,000 inch-pounds.

General Motors also has such
integrated-belt seats on. some of
its models, including the new
Oldsmobile Aurora and Buick,
the LeSabre and Park Avenue
and many of its full-size trucks
and sport-utilities.

But don't expect to see such su-
per seats in every vehicle. They
are heavier and moré expensive
than conventional seats and
would reguire some engineering
::{:mnges to add to existing vehi-
Cles.

What can consumers do?

The problem for consumers is
how to find the safest seat.

One could buy a Volvo, a Mer-
cedes or a vehicle with seats ws-
ing integrated seat belts. Other
than that, there is no way for con-
sumers o know how well they
would be protected in & rear-
impact crash.

“You are in & real dilemma as a
consumer. There is no source of
information for this,” said Cantor,

Sitting. in & n home,
Comella wishes he had known
enough to consider seat-back
S T
minivan, "I inten
what T thought was a quality-
made American car. 1 never
dreamed the seat back would be
so. fauity. People should know,”
hesaid.

That is just one of his dreams.

“Often at night . . . I dream, and
when T dream, I am not a blind
cripple, and it is wonderful. Then,
I 'wake up, and the reality sets in,"
he said in a taped interview done
ag part of his case against Daim-
lerChrysier.

“T can't allow myself to feel
sorry for myself. 1 have a respon-
sibility to my family. [ am still &
Frasmbvmrred :

2a Fatbee J m_ntmdn_tln.-. -



Ihe US and Japanése aoto-
miakers are “more than capable”

of designing sests that could pro-

vide substantial improvements in

tection, according to Douglas

. Romilly, an associate proféssor

of mechanical engineering and

seat-back researcher at the Uni-
versity of British Columbia.

A decade of delay

In 1989 two safety researchers
whoe worried that too many: seats
were breaking, causing injuries,
asked the National Highway Tral-

fic Safety Adnunistration
{NHTSA) to do something about
it.

In particular, they asked for
improvements in Federal Motor
Vehicle Safety Standard 207,
which poverns the strength of
seat backs and had received no
update since 1972,

One of the researchers was
Alan Cantor, chairman of
ARCCA, a Penns Park, Pa., con-
sulting and engineering firm spe-
cializing in aviation and automo-
tive crash safety that sometimes
provides testimony in civil suits
against automakers.
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In a written statement to The
Plain Dealer, DaimlerChrysler
expressed belief that its seats are
designed like “virtually all of to-
day’s automobile seats” and
“ymeld in & controlled fashion to
absorb and dissipate the energy
of an accident "

Company officials declined o
explain whether such' yielding
coild include a seat back that col-
lapses so far as (o almost touch
the seat behind it. That is appar-
ently what happened in the cuses
of Comella and Thomas,

In suits filed on behall of
Thomas and Comella, Cleveland
lawyer James A, Lowe argued
that those seats failed catastroph-
ically and that the automaker
knew or should have known that
they were nol strong encugh.
DaimlerChrysler officials  de-
clined to comment on the cases
because they were settled out of
court.

NHTSA's position is that it does
not want to change the seat-back
standard if there is & chance that
it will cause other problems and if
gxperts disagree over what, if
anything, should be done,

e Pog A LG,

The best light thiat can be put on
the agency's inaction is that, with
limited resources, it has focused
on the problems that cause the
most injuries or deaths, Ditlow
aaid.

That meant the top priority was
frontal impacts, which result in
the largest percentage of serious
injuries and deaths.

In 1999, about 61 percent of fa-
tal car crashes involved fromtal
impacts; 26 percent Involved side
impacts; and 6 percent involved
rear lmpacts, according to
NHTSA,

But rear impacts played &
larger role in crashes resulting in
injuries.

Direction of impact

Twenty-two percent of the
crashes causing injuries were
rear impacts, almost matching
the 23 percent of side-impact
crashes. Fifty-three percent of
the injury crashes were frontal
impacis.

It appears that no single agency
or group keeps track of how many
injuries or deaths are caused by
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seat-back failures. Some research
papers say the number of such
accidents 18 small, but others ar-
gue that many cases are kepl
quiet.

Serious cases usually involve
lawsuits, which Insurance compa-
nies and automakers often setile
out of court. Normally a condition
of these settlements is confiden-
tiality, including court orders that
incriminating documents be kept
secrel.

The number of such accidents
may be small, but the injuries can
be so devastating that something
needs to be done, said Kennerly
Digges, s safety researcher from

all LNy M aF 5o

The standard is simply not
based on “any meaningful assess-
ment” of what happens (o o seat
in & rear impact, according to Ro-
mlly.

Part of the standard states that
the seal should be able to support
20 times its own weight. That is
not a very strong seat, according
to some safety researchers.

In addition; sutomakers are
trying to make their vehicles
lighter to achieve better [uel
economy. But if they make the
peats lighter, that means a weaker
seat back, according to a 1993
study by safety researchers from
Ll]e University of British Colom-

4.

Measuring the force

The standard also calls for the
seat back to withstand a force of
3,300 inch-pounds. Many other
countriés, including Japan and
Canada, have adopted that part of
Standard 207. But the European
Community has insisted that the
seat be about 40 percent stronger,

One of the most controversial
agpects of Standard 207 is how
automakers prove they meet it
The sest is tested without the
weight of a human, which some
critics say is unrealistic, if not ri-
diculous.

Seats that pass 207 and have
the NHTSA stamp of approval of-
ten hreak during tests reguired
under & federal standard called
3R, which some safety re-
searchers see as a better indica-
tion of real-world performance.

The 301 R test examines the pe-
sistance of the fuel tank to leak
aftér a rear impact. In that test
the wvehicle, with two dummies
strapped in the front seats, is hit
from behind at 30 mph. Tt is pot

AFER LY RRAREL L T &5

- Sinfem bl (o -
which has encouraged NHTSA 10 ing integrated seat belis
than that, there is no Wiy o

explore a stronger seat-back reg-
ulation, routinely produce seats

-]

of the kind researchers like Can- would be protected o B8

tar, Digges, Romilly' and Navin 4
Itke to see.

These are séats that not anly re-
sist collapsing in & Tear impact
but also ahsorb energy to mini-
mize the chance of other infuries,
ineluding whiplash. i

“Spat strength . . . 16 important.
1f the seat is collapsed, vou have &
totally  uncomtrolled  situation,
Therefore it is important to keep
the integrity of the seat,” said
Christer Gustafsson, senior safety
engineer at Volvo Car Corp.

Mercedes-Benz also builds ro-
bust seats, “Our position 15 that
our seats have to absorb energy
but cannot collapse up to an im-
pact . .. of 30 mph from the rear,”
a Mercedes spokesman said.

Far beyond the Standard 207
measure of 3,300 inch-pounds,
Volvo's seats are rated to with-
stand about 24,000 inch-pounds,
Cantor said.

*You are talking eight times the
standard,” he said.

Volvo's Gustafsson said he
knows the aostomaker has “a very
high standard” but could not im-
mediately verify Cantor's assess-
ment.

A safer standard

A seat that 1s rated at 20,000
inch-pounds will protect people
in the majority of rear-end colli-
sions, Cantor said.

In some of the safest American
seats, the shoulder belt is part of
the seat instead of being
anchored to the roof pillar,
aceording to safety researchers,

Cantor said his research has
shown that the seal on the Chrys-
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Researchers debate
designing safe seat!

“Rear impacts resolt mow
few fatalities and serious
imju res,” and NHTSA sho
concentrate on other areas, B
ert H. Munson, Ford's head ol
tomotive safety, wrote inm 8 ¥
letrer,

Chrysler's safety chief, Dakt
Dawking, told NHTSA that
entific knowledge has not §
gressed to the point of being @
to set quantifiable seat- hack |
formance objectives.”

But University of British
lumbia professor Frank N@
finds it impossible to believe £
the auto industry could not mi
sigmificantly safer seats.

“Far the life of me I canmty
why an industry that can des
guch a fine mechanical device

acar...can't design a seal™s
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ently what happened in the coses
of Comella and Thomas,

In suits filed on behalf of
Thomas and Comella, Cleveland
lawyer James A, Lowe argued
that those seats failed catastroph-
ically and that the auiomaker
knew or should have known that
they were not strong enough.
DaimlerChrysler  officials  de-
clined to comment on the cases
because they were settled out of
court

NHTSA's position is that it does
not want to change the seat-back
standard if there 18 & chance that
it will cause other problems and if
experts disagree over what, if
anything, should be done.
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Impacts; 26 percent myvoived side
impacts; and 6 percent invalved
rear  impacts, according’ to
NHTSA.

But rear impacts plaved a
larger role in ¢rashes resulting in
injuries.

Direction of impact

Twenty-two percent  of the
crashes cHusing imjuries were
rear impacts, almost matching
the 23 percent of side-impact
crashes, Fifty-thrée percent of
the injury crashes were frontal
impacts,

It appears that no single agency
ar group keeps track of how many
injuries or deaths are caused by
seat-back failures. Some research
papers say the number of such
accidents is small, but others ar-
gue that many cases are kept
quiet.

Serious cases usually involve
lawsuits, which insurance compa-
mies and sutomakers often settle

| out of court. Normally a condition

of these settléements is comfiden-
tiality, including court arders that
incriminating documents be kept
secrel

The number of such accidents

| may be small, but the imjures can

be so devastating that something
needs to be done, said Kennerly
Digges, & safety researcher from

lighter 1o achieve Detter Iuel

ecanomy, But if they make the

seats lighter, thal maans a weaker

seat back, according w a 1993

study by safety researchers from

EI}E Umiversity of British Colum-
H.

Measuring the force

The standard also calls for the
seat back to withstand & force of
3,300 inch-pounds. Many other
countries, including Japan and
Canada, have adopted that part of
Standard 207, But the European
Community has ingisted that the
seat be gbout 40 percent stronger.,

One of the most controversial
aspects of Standard 207 is how
automakers prove they meet it
The seat is tested without the
welght of & human, which some
critics say is unrealistic, if not ri-
diculous.

Seats that pass 207 and have
the NHTSA stamp of approval of-
ten break during festa reguired
under a federal standard called
JOR, which some safety re-
searchers gee as g better indica-
tion of real-world performance.

The 301K test examines the re-
sigtance of the fuel tank to leak
after a rear impact. In that test
the wvehicle, with two dummies
strapped in the front seats, is hit
from behind at 30 mph. It is not
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Athe seal |5 callapsed, you have a
ttally  uncontrolled ' situation.
Therefore it is important to keep
the integrity of the seat,” said
Christer Guataf=son, senior safety
ergineer at Volvo Car Carp.

Mercedes-Benz aiso builds ro-
bust seats. “Our position is that
our seats have to absorb ehergy
but cannot collapse up to an im-
pact . . . of 30 mph from the rear,”
i Mercedes spokesman said.

Far beyond the Stapdard 207
measure of 3,300 inch-pounds,
Volvo's seats are rated to with-
stand about 24,000 inch-pounds,
Cantor said.

“NYou are talking eight times the
standard,” he said,

Volvo's Gustafsson said he
knows the automaker has "a very
high-standard™ but could not im-
mediately verify Cantor's agsess-
ment.

A safer standard

A seat that is rated at 20,000
inch-pounds will protect people
in the majority of rear-end colli-
gions, Cantor said,

In some of the safest American
seats, the shoulder belt is part of
the seat instead of being
anchored to the roof pillar,

according to safety researchers.
Cantor said his research has
shown that the seat on the Chrys-

mimivan. “1 imentionally bought
what [ thooght was & gquality-
made Amencan car. | never
dreamed the seat back would be
a0 faulty. People should know,”
he said.

That i just one of his dreams.

“Often at:night . . . I dream, and
when | dream, I am not a blind
cripple, and it is wonderful. Then,
I wake up, and the realjty sets in,"
he said in a taped interview done
as part of his case against Daim-
lerChrysier.

“1 can't allow myself to feel
sorry for myself. I have a respon:
gihility to my family. 1 am still a
hushand, a father. [ want to do the
best I can.™

E-mail: cjensa
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Researchers debate
designing safe seats

“Rear impacts result in very
few fatalities and serious :
imju ries,” and NHTSA should
concentrate on other areas, Rob-
ert H. Munson, Ford's head of au-

. tomotive safety, wrote in a 1993
| letter.

{:hrys].er's safety chief, Dale E.
Dawkinsg, told NHTSA that “sci-
entific knowledge has nol pro-
gressed to the point of being able
to sel quantifiable seat- back per-
formance ohiectives,”

But University of British Co-
lumbia professor Frank Navin
finds it impossible to believe that
the auto industry could not make
significantly safer seats.

“For the life of me 1 cannot see
why &n industry that can design
such a fine mechanical device as
& car . ..can't design a seat,” said
Navin, who has studied and writ-
ten aboul seat-back safety. “Youl
can't tell me they dont have
enough analytical skills to sl
down and analyze & seat.”
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A QUESTION
OF STANDARDS
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The seats in the 1992 Plymouth Voyager owned by Thnm-ﬁ Comella collapsed in a crash which left the former mayor of Highland Heights paralyzed and
blind. Some experts contend auto seat backs, built to a}tnndnrd devised in 1968, are not strong encugh and collapse too easily.

Critics, automakers debate the correct remedy
for devastating collapses of auto seat backs

By CHRISTOPHER JENSEN [ PLAIN DEALER AUTO EDITOR

either Victoria Thn;ua;v; nor Thomas Comella ever imagined that the backs of their car
seats would collapge in crashes, but then they never imagined they would spend the
rest of their lives paralyzed, either.
On the afternoon of Aug, 17, 1997, 19-year-old Thomas was driving her 1996 Dodge
Neon near Marion when she hit a puddle and skidded out of control. It struck a pole with an

impact that caused it to slow by about 11 miles per huur. according to consultants working for
Thomas' lawyer.

Almost two years later, on June 25, 1999, Comella decided to take advantage of owning his
own business and treat himself to a day off to enjoy some nice weather.

He was driving his 1992 Plymouth Vovager on Inter-
state 90 in Wickliffe when a motor home changed lanes
to avoid a vehicle that was merging. The motor home
came up too quickly on Comella’s minivan and hit it
[‘rtim the rear. Comella was without fault, a witness rold
police,

“It felt like the old days at Euclid Beach when | was
in the Dodgem. It did not feel like I got hit that hard,*
Comella, now 52, said.

In each crash, the seat back collapsed, allowing each
driver to be thrown backward, even though both were
wearing seat belts. Their heads hit the rear seats, alﬂ
they su%fered spinal injuries.

Thomas' legs were paralyzed. L

Comella, the father of two teenage girls and the for-
mer president of the Highland Heights City Council,
suffered nerve damage that left him blind and para-
Iyzed except for the extremely limited use of his arms.

Comella and Thomas won the nightmare lottery.

Accidents like theirs apparently are not common. But
when they happen, they are unrelentingly cruel,
and some safety researchers say Comella and
Thomas were the victims of an almost 30-
year-old federal safety standard that
i5 too weak to protect consum-
ers properly.

SEE SEAT BACKS | 4-H
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FIGHTING AN UPHILL BATTLE:

A former Chrysler worker contends co mpa;i

officials dismissed his suggestion to build
seats for its vehicles. 4H,

e e Wy

Researchers debate
how to design
a safe seat back

By CHRISTOPHER JENSEN

PLAIN DEALEH ALTTE ETHTOR

Safety researchers have reached no
consensus on exactly how to improve
auto seats.

Some researchers sav that one cannot
simply make a seat incredibly stiff. If a
seat is too rigid, it could cause serious
neck or back injuries in a rear impact,
particularly if it has a pogrly designed
head restraint, they contend.

Safety researcher Alan Cantor says
that- concerns about making seats too
stiff are overstated and that there i3 no
excuse for not making seats stronger and
safer,

“They are trying to make an excuse for
the seats that are out there,” said Cantor,
the chairman of ARCCA, a Penns Park,
Pa., consulting and engineering firm.

Generally the automakers have told

"W the National Highway Traffic Safety

Administration that the standard

W should ot be changed without more

careful deliberation because there
W doesn't seem to be a big prob lem
W with such crashes.

SEE DEBATE | 4-H
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U.S. Department
of Transportation

National Highway
Traffic Safety

Administration BEC | 0 |996

Mr. Paul V. Sheridan
22357 Columbia
Dearborn, MI 48124-3431

400 Seventh Street, S.W.
Washington, D.C. 20590

Dear Mr. Sheridan:

In response to your letter of December 9, 1996, I have enclosed a
copy of the trip report that NHTSA investigator Julie Abraham and
I prepared after we interviewed you on April 11, 1995 in Detroit.
We prepared no other documents reflecting the contents of that

interview.

Please note that the enclosed copy 1s taken from the public file

that NHTSA maintains on the Chrysler Minivan Liftgate
Investigation, EA94-005. Some information has been deleted from

this version of the report pursuant to a request for
confidentiality that Chrysler Corporation filed under NHTSA'’s
regulations at 49 CFR Part 512 governing the protection of
confidential business i1nformation obtained by the agency. The

deleted portions appear as blank spaces 1in the copy being
furnishing.

If you have any questions concerning this matter, feel free to
contact me at 202-366-5238.

Sincerely,

Coleman R. Sachs
Staff Attorney

Enclosure

2 -@% AUTO SAFETY HOTLINE
— ¢it 109 (800) 424-9393

Ge
SAFETY BELTS SAVE LIVES Wash. D.C. Area (202) 366-0123



At one of the first meetings of the SLT, Mr. Sheridan played a
videntapa of 8 "AN Minvres® gegment on geatheck failure to
introduce the coacept of automotive safety (video attached as
Exhibit 6). This video was of interest to Mr. Sheridan
because he had experienced seatback failure while
participating in a stock car race. The video featured a
number of wvehicles, including the Chrysler minivan.

Mr. Sheridan expressed the belief that there should be a
dynamic test standard for seatback strength. He said that he
agrees with the substance of the 60 Minutes segment, and that
probably everybody else in the industry, including Chrysler,
does alzso. Az described by Mr. Sheridan, the segment
highlights the fact that seat belts do not restrain occupants
during rear impacts, and that the only restraint in that crash
mode is the seat back. If the seat back is not designed to
withstand certain moderate acecelerations, Mr. Sheridan stated
that the risk of injury, or even death, increases, since
occupants may be ejected from under the belt, or they may fall
backwards, breaking their necks and backs. After showing the
video, Mr. Sheridan was told not to mention the seatback issue
again. He understood that this direction came from Francois
Castaing, Chrysler’'s head of Engineering, who was upset that
Mr, Sheridan was showing the video.
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