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NHTSA Turns Down
Petition Seeking

Stability Ruling

Diane Steed, National Highway Traffic
Safery Adnanintration (NHTSA) administra-
tor, has turned down Senator Timothy
Wirth's pelition secking a rule Lo limit the
tollover propensity of pickup trucks, utili-
ly vehicles, and automobiles.

Basing a rule on a velicle's *'stability fac-
tor” alone “is tov narraw and inappropriale
an approach,” Steed ruled. The stability fac-
tor 1s the ratio of one-half the track width
divided by the vehicle's cenler of gravity
heiglil.

Track width and center of gravity height
alone, without taking into account other fac-
fors, are “not an accurate predictor of
rollover invelvement,” NHTSA says.
However, the agency’s own sludy does con-
firm that “a high degree of correlation ex-
ists between tie risk of velnele rollover anl
the velucle rollover stabiity Factor.”

In a Federal Register notice rejecling
Wirth's petition, the agency stated the
stability factor is an accurate predictor of
a vehicle's propensity for rollover if il
becomes involved in i single vehicle crash.

“Wihat shoutd be al issue .0
whether or not a rule could
reduce the likelihood that crashes
become rollovers, which have
serious consequences.’’

The agency says, however, it won't make
a rule to Yimit the Yikelihood of rollovers
because the factur canuiot be used lo predict
whettier a driver will hecome involved in
a single vehicle crash.

“Whether ur nol the stability factor
predicts the likelihood of wvolvement in
single vehicle crashes is irrelevant,” says
Brian O'Neill, president of the Insurance
Institute {or Highway Safety. “What should
be al issue for rulemaking is whethier or
not a rule could reduce the likelihood that
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Leon Kobertsun: “Rolfover appears o be dargely u function of veliele stabiity.”

crashes become rollovers, which have
serious consequences. Clearly, preventing
the sale of vehicles with poor stability fac-
tors would du that.”

In fact, NHTSA's own study concluded:
“Statistical confirmation of the important
relationsiip between vehicle roltover stabili-
ly, as defined by the ratio of half-track wiith
to cemter of gravity heght, and rollover nisk,
has been establishied.” Muoreover, e
researchers performed an analysis of a
number of variables that could intluence
rollover incidence and found that although
driver age and sex “‘was shown {0 be con-
sistentiy significant across all data sets, the
overwhelming variable in explaining rodt-
over rate variations as a function of vehi-
cle make/model designation, s the vehi-
ce rollover stability factor.”

The NHTSA analysis was based on a
study of single vehicle crashes in Texas and
Maryland during 1984 and 1985, and in
Washington during 1983 through 1985,
Nearly 5,000 single velucle rollover crashes
were studied and contrasted with almost
41,000 single vehicle crashes. Twenty
forcign and domestic avlomobiles were
evaluated along with eight utility vehicles.

fn a petition fifed in September [986,
while still a Member of the House and chair-
man of the Commerce Committee’s subcom-
miltee overseeing NHTSA, Wirth suggested
the agency establish a stability factor of 1.20
“as the minimwn standard acceplabhe Jevel
of stability.” Wirth selected the value based

on a study conducted by Leon Robertson
and Ben Kelley that found vehicles with a
range of values of LOI to 110 ta he ex-
cessively involved in rollover-initiated fatal
crashes. The study showed that utility
vehicles with a narrow track width and high
center of gravity—the Jeep CJ-5, CJ-7, and
Ford Broncos built before 1978—had
rollover rates far in excess of uther vehicles.
(See Status Keport, Vol. 21, No. 10, Aug.
23, 19865

Separately Wirth also petitioned NHTSA
to open a delect investigation of cars, utili-
ty vehicles, and pickup trucks whose stabili-
ty lactor is less than a minimum standard.
He also urged NHTSA to obtain and publish
wformation ou the stability factor and
rollover crash rates, and to warn owners
of vehicles with high likelihood of rollover
of the operational limils of their vehicles.

Steed denied the defect petition and
declined to publish infermation on vehicle
stability, saying the safety agency's infor-
mation boaklet on utility vehiele eperation
is an exanple of its efforts to improve utility
velicle safety.

Separately, Robertson reported his latest
study of utility vehicle roflovers at the [988
SAFE conference in Washington. The new
analysis of Fatal Accident Reporting Syslem
data irom 1982 through 1987 shows
“rollover appears to be largely a function
of velicle stability, the hugher the stabili-
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ty, the lower the fatal rollover rate.”

NHTSA says it has delayed regulatory ac-
tion hecause vehicie stability is a continuous-
ly distributed variable and an arhilvary
number would have to bhe selected,
Mareover, the agency says a required point
"might induce manufacturers to lake ac
tions that in some instances could have a
net adverse effect on safely. Such an order
cenld even resull in ontlawing all or most
of an entire vehicle type,” the notice states,

However, many of the presenl vehicle
salety standards are based on continuous
variables, notes O'Neill. *'For example, the
injury criferia confained in Federal Motor

Design solutons . . . are sinple
and relatively inexpensive for the
most dungerous utility veliicles.

Vehicle Safely Standard 208 are continvous
variables and values are chosen above which
a vehicle is considered Lo have failed.”

Design solutions, morcover, are simple
and rclatively inexpensive for lhe mosl
dangerous utility vehicles, says Robertson
and researchers for the {nsurance institute
for Highway Safety. Smaller diameter tires
would reduce the height of the cenfer of
gravity and wheels also could be offset to
widen the {rack, as has been done wilh the
redesigned Jeep Wrangler,

Under orders from Congress, NHTSA has
outlined rescarch on pickup truck rollovers,
handling and braking tests of ulifity vehicles
and light trucks, and a major Maryland study
of 2,800 single vehicle rollover crashes. (Sec
Status Report, Vol. 23, No. 5, May 7, 1988.)

CORRECTION

The May 7, 1988 issue of Status Report
reported that lowa enacted a new law per-
mitting the removal of front brakes on large
trucks manufaciured after July 25, 1980.
The story should have read manufactured
hefore July 25, 1980. However, vehicles
with two or more [ront axles must be
equipped with brakes on one of the axles,
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Chairman Jim Flono discuey crasht damuage costs with Brien O Vot

Insurance Cldims: Losses Rise Dr

The cost of repairing cr
risen dramatically, the Higpgray Loss Dala
Institute (HLIM) recently t§fd Congress.

Neither the frequency of Qutomobile in-
surance claims, nor the sevdhity of crashes
has increased in recenl yearsf Brian O'Neill,
president of HLEH and 1he finsurance In-
shitute for Highway Safely (IHS), told Rep.
Jim Fiorie, New Jersey Demebral and chair-
man of the Subcommitice & Commerce,
Consumer Protection, and C@mpetitiveness.

"What has changed dranatically is the
cost of insurance claims, thefeost of repair-
ing the damage to people andfproperty from
crashes.” He points out 1hafa decade ago,
HEDL, an insurance rescard® orvanization
aftiinted with 1S, repgged that the
average frequency of colfigon coverage
claims for 1976 models wisf10.1 per HH
insurcd vehicle years. For §936 models, the
corresponding figure s P4 n addition,
the average frequency ofgngurance injury
claims lasn'l changed mudh: £1.1 per 1,000
insured vebicle years inQUEF 6. compared
with 22.4 for 1986 moidgs

On the other hand, {he Jvprage logs pay-
ment for vehicle repairs rds§ from 3637 in
PITG 1 almost $1.800 in§ BRG.

Imported  spocts and Jsgecralty  cars
gencrate especially high iifsulgnce Josses,
he notes, and such cars afe mare papular
in some parts of the countgy than in others.
Far example, Calilornia Whs a mely larger
proportion of insured small and sport/
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specially cars than goes the rest of the
United  States. Geodraphic loeation also
caunts heavily hecaugh in mare urban areas
the frequency of loge speed collisions 15
mucl higher than if rural areas. Eighty-
five percent of the cffrs in New Jersey are
lacated in densely populated cittes and
sulrbs, Tie notes, fcounting for part of
the state's lugher igsurance lnsses,

Frederick Cripe, af Allstate insurance ac-
tuary, lold Congrefs that aute thefl ac-
counted for 45 pefeent of its paid com-
prehensive losses {r noncollision, physical
damage in 1987, "JThe total bill to Allstate
policyhelders as § result of auty thelt s
nearly $400 millign per year,” Cripe says.
“The tolal valug of property stolen as a
resull of aute thel counteywide in TG was
nearly 37 hillion § . .. To put this is perspec-
tive, if auto 1IN were a company, its
revenues wouldfhave placed it 5% in the
Fortune 500, jud ahead of Umon Carbide.™

LI Robert F. Moryan, of the auto crime
division, New Yaltk City Police, reparied that
there are about B2 million aute thefts an-
nually, with b5 jfreent of all vehicles stolen
hy organized ofime for resale as parts.,
i of thefts are the result
ud, he says.

State Farm ffpresentative Pete Ingham,
says his compahy pad oul §440 million in
aulo theft clatdhs Tasl year. Separalely, he
nles, He company has worked 1o promole
competition in the crash parts industry lo
lower claims costs.




