
NHTSA Turns Down
Petition Seeking
Stability Ruling

Diane Steed, Natiolal ll i[hway'l'raffic
Salcly,\dlrilrir,trdljon (NH LSA) adrninistra-
t0r, has turrl(.d dowl S{:nator 

'l inxlthy

Wirth's pt:litiurr scckil( a rub to linrit thr:
rulluvtr proprrrsity u[ pir:kup trucks, util i-
ty  rc l i icLr ; , , ind automobi les.

lhsjn{ a rule on a v{'ltich's "stabjlity f^c-
tor" alo[e "is tm narrow and inappropriate
an approatt," Stced rulr:tl. l'hr: stability fac-
tor i5 lhr rlti0 of onc-hall lht triL( k wi{lth
dividt:d by tlur velticlc's ccntrr of 1;r vity
hei ( l r t .

'Lrack width and ftnter oI gravity hrilht
al0lr, withoul taking i to arcOult olhrr [lc-
tors, arc "rot n ar(rrrirt(' prrxii(tor 0f
rollcver involvtrnent," NH'l'SA says.
Howtver, thr agcncy's owl slu(ly does fl)n-
firn tlrtt "ir hi(ll d('grn: oi rurn'lirltutt rx-
isls h{.tweer llrc risk of velrir'L.rolkrver aul
lhr vr:lrrrje rollovrr 5llUJily lndor."

In a lrtderal Registrr noticc rejecting
Wirth's prtition, thr agency slitttid the
stability lactor is an acruralr prcdictor of
a vchirfu s prr.rpensity lor rollovtr jf il
becolres ir:vr-'lvld in a single vehicle crirsh.

" II ltttl slt, 'ttlJ ,r' rll aJUr' . . /.{
u:ltl ltff t)r th)l tt rul( (oulLl

relurc the lihdilnud tltut crusln's
bt:utne rollrsaers, nhich haoe
serious consequences. "

' [ht 
atrncy says, howtver, it won't nrake

a rule to limit thc likcliboitd of rollovtrs
betiruse lhe lackrr r:ar ot lx) usL'd to predicl
whirth{rr a drivcr will lrc{rot})L' lnvolved in
a sin(le vehi{:b crash.

"Whrthcr or n0t thc stability factor
pledds thr likelihood of iuvolvemcnt in
singlc vrhl:le cr$hes is irrelevant," says
Brian 0'Neill, presitlent of the lnsurance
Institutr,[or Hithway Safety. "Wlral slx)uld
br  nt  issur . i r r r  ru l t r r rak i t tg  is  whcl l t t : r  or
nut a rI|1. c(]uld rttlur:t lht likelihood that
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Lutt lrolrtl:;utr. liollot\:t ultlt\tts lo ht' Iu

crashes become rollovers, which have
serious t:rtrrsr:rlut:nces. Cltarly, pr('v0nlin{
lhc saie ol vririclcs with poor stirbility lac-
t0rs woul{l (lo that-"

In fact, NH'I'SA's 0wn study concluded:
"Statistical colfirmation of the import nt
rel troIship l]tlwrx, 

 

vehiclt roll0ver stilbilF
ty, ;r,s drlirrrrl liy tlrc ralio oI halftrack wirltlt
lu ccnler ol grirvity lu:iglrl, iuul rollovur risk,
hus brtrr cslablislrcJ. Nlot!ovcr, Lllc
researchrrs pt:rlormed an llralysi$ ol a
numbrr o[ variablcs that could influcnce
rollnvcr jncidr:ncr ald found that although
driver agr and sex "was shuwn t0 be con-
sistrnlly signiiicant acniss all <iata scls, ll lt:
overwhrirrring variable in rxplaining roll-
ovrr ratt variations as a funt:lirtlt ol vcht-
cle nrakc/urudt:l designatron, r5 tlrr vclll-
cle rol!-rvcr stirbili ly Iact0r. "

The NH'I'SA analysis wrs based on a
study rl singlc vehiclc cr,lshcs in'l'exas and
Maryland dLrring l9lt.l and 1i85, attd in
Waslrirrgtor during ll)li lt throu(h I9lll '.
Nearly 5,000 sinlh vehttlt rollovt:r criurhtrs
wiirr sl[dii 'd urd contrast(]d with alnost
4t,000 silrglt vehiclt crashr:s.'l 'wcnty
foreign anrl doIrestic auto )obilcs wtrt
evaluaied along with eight [ti l ity vchiclts.

ll) a pctition filed irr Septtnrber 1986,
while still a lllernber of the Hou$ atld chiur-
man of the Conlmcrce Comntitttt's subcont-
mittcr: ovcrsceing NH'I'SA, Wirth su{(cstt'd
the iqlut(y establish a slability latlor ul 1.20
"i$ tl{' nioi||rulrr slatrdard at:t t;tlabh' Jr:vt:t
of stability." Wirth srbdcd the vitlu(: bilscd

t

on a study c0nducted by hon Roberhon
and Rurr Kel[:y that f0und vehick's with a
rarrgr: of va/ucs cf l.0i lo I.l0 ta lJt ex-
cessively involvcd in rr-rLlover-iuitiattd fat:d
crashrs. 

' l 'he study shuwed that util ity
vehirk:s with a narrow lrack widtll and high
crntr:r ol gravity-the Jecp U-5, Cl-?, and
Irorrl llroucos built |ltfore l97li-ha<l
rollov(:r rlir,s far in txu'ss ol ulhtr vr:lticlcs.
(SrLr Sartrii ktpirt,t ' iol.2l, No. 10, Aug.
23, r9116.)

Separately Wirth also petitioned NHTSA
to oprn a dclect investigation of cars, utili-
ty vchiclcs, ald pickLrp trucks whose stabili-
ly litctor is hrss lha0 ii Dininlum sla d rd.
lle also urgcd Nlll'.lA l0 obtain and publirh
iufornratiou 0I thc stability litck)r and
rullovcr crash ratts, and to wnln o$,ntrs
of vchick's with high tikclihood uf rollovcr
of thr 0pcrati0rlal Iimjts 0[ thcir vehicles,

Stced denjed thc defect petjti0n and
declined to publish inl0rmation on vehiclc
stability, slyilg the safrty agency's infor-
nratiun bouklt:t 0n utility vehitfu operation
is iur exanrplt 0f ils efforls t0 itnprove utility
vclticle sattty.

Scparatrly, Robertson reported his latcst
sludy 0f utility vchide roll0vers at the lli8li
SAll rcnft:rentc in W;rshington. 1'hc ncw
alalysis of l'atirl Accidc[l Reporting Syslcnl
data from I982 through l$ll7 shows
"rollover appears to lte largely a function
of vrhicle stability, the highcr tle slabili-

'liollot\:t 
ulryt\trs h ht' lun:t l.t ,t Iuttdion ol t dlt lL' sltlhtlilr"



ty, the lower lhe lalal rollover ratc.'

NIITSA says il has rlllayrrrl rclulatory ac.
{i0n hr("lrsc vchirlc slability is a continrrous
ly distribrrkrrl varilbk: and an arhitrary
nlmbcr would have to he sclectcd.
Moreover, the agcmy says a rcquircd point
"mi(ht induce manrfaclurers kr lakr: ac'
tions that in somc instances could have a
nct advcrsc cffctl on safely. Such an order
corld cvcn resull in orrtlawinrl all or most
of an cntirc vchicle tiTc," the notice st;rlcs.

Howcver, nany of thc prcsent vchicle
saftrty slandards arc basul on con(iruous
varirhles, nolcs 0'Ncill. "lirr cxamplc, lhr
inlrrry r:rilt:ria conlainr.tl in lrrdcr;rl 1\,lrrlor

I)tian sitrlnns. . . un' st:ttrl (
und rtluli','l-v irtr,xlu'nsin' hr llu'
rn(,Jl (lunUU(tus tttiIrt.t rthid|s.

Vr:hiclr Safcty Standard 2()fl arc conlinlorrs
variabk:s and valur:s arc choscn abovr whirlr
a vr.hich is considrrr:d lo ftavc faik:r1."

Dcsign sOluti rs. lnorsovcr, arc simple
and rclativcly incxpensivc for thc mosl
dangcrous utility vehitlcs. says R0brrts0n
and researchers for lhc Insnrance Instilute
for tliqhway Safcty. Snraller diamctcr tires
would rcduc0 thc hr:irthl of thc ccnler of
(ravity and whcr'ls;rlso muld be olfsr:l lo
widt:n lht'{rark, as h;rs brcn done wilh the
rtxlcsignrd .ltt 'p Wranqhrr.

tlnder orders lrom Congress, NI{TSA has
outlinnd rescarch on pickup truck rollovcrs,
handlinq and braking lcsls of util ity vr:hicft:s
and light trucks. and a major Maryland study
of 2,1100 singh vr:hir1c rollover r:rashrs. (Srr
Status k:ryrt,Yol.23, No. 5, May ?, l9tll i.)

CORRECTION
The May 7, )988 issue o, Slorur Reporr

reported that lowa enacted a new law per.
milting thc rcrDoval of front brakes on large
trucks manulacturcd attcr July 25, 1980.
The slory should have r{}ad manulaclurcd
bekre ,luly 25, l9ll0. However, vehicles
wilh lwO 0r morc fronl axlcs rnust bc
equipped with brakes on one of the axles.
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Chuinrutn Jin Fktno

lnsurance
Ih ' .  cos l  o f  n 'p r t r in (

risr:n dramatically, the H
Inslitulc (ll l, l)l) rccently

Ncither the lreqUencv
strmnr: r 'c la ims,  nor  lhr  sr
has incrlay'd i l rr:u:nl vlr

Congrrss.
tomobilc in-
I ofcrashcs

lJriar: ()'Ncill,

corrnts hrnvily
lho [rr,qrrcncy o[
mudi hi{hr:r lh,rn
fivc perctnt of thr
kx;rlrxl in dcnsr:ly
st t l r t r rbs,  l rc  nolcs,
lh l  s la t l  s  h l l l r r . r

aphic localion also
In more   lan arcas
spmd collisirtns is

il nrr.rl ,rreas. Iri4hly-
s in Ncw ,lers{ry arc

lcd cilir)s and
rrling lor pnrt of

cmsh tlunnr( cotls tritlt llnu O Null.

s: Losses Rise tically
dlna{c ftas spcr:ialtv crrs than the rrst trf the

l,oss l)ata Unik 'd  Sla lcs.  f i

pr ls i r l ' t t l  r r l  l l l , l ) l  l n r l  lh r
slitulr [ur ll iqltw;ry Sa[cty
. l r t n  l  l ' r r r , ,  N lw . i  r . i l y

man o[ tho Subcommitlrc
Consumcr Protection, and

"Whal  Ias chan(ed
cosl of insLrrance claims,
in{ lhc rlanra4c lo peopkr
crashrs. lfu points orrl I

insurrd vchick: ycars. Iror
mrrrspondinq fiqrrrc is

0n lhc o lhcr  hand,  lh l
ment for vdriele rr:pairs
I l lT t i  to  a lnror l  $ l , l l00 i

lmport{:d sports afld
ucnr:ratr cspt:cially hirlh r
hc nolcs, ,rnd srrch cars;r
in sonrf plrls o[ lhr] rolnl
l:rrr r:;tarnpl', ( i;r l i lorrri;r

proportion of insurcd

trrld Rcp.
antl rlrair-

rnotlels, the
ln addi t ion,

l,rss pay.
trom $1i37 rn
l l{ i .

l han  in  r r lh t rs .
n ltIIr ' l t lrr{fr

n n { r ' l n -

f t n f t ' lDss { ) s .

Clnm'.rcc. frcdcrir'lt Cripr,
htary. lold

Allstate insurance ac-
lhat .?Ut0 lhr'[l a(-

is  lhe cnrrntcd lor 45 of its paid com-
prr:hcnsivc losses
dana(r' in ll)87. '

nonlollision, phvsical

rlsull of aull t l tr:[ l  is
pcr yc;rr, " (lr ipe says.

of proprrly slok'l as a
countrvwklo rn ll)lt(j was

. . . To put this is perspec-

of repair-
rlv lrom

di 'aadi: aqo,

o r l , i l n iZA t i on

;xllic1'hlldr:rs as

l l l , l )1 ,  an insurancr :  rcscr nr.;rrly $4tl(l mrl

aftil iakrd wi(h lll l.5, rd  t l ta t  lhe
"'fhe lolal

averaqe lrrqrrency of c n cov0ra(e rosull of l l( '  I

clains for 1976 nrodcls l { } . I  pcr  100 noarly $7 bill ion

h l  to la l  b i l l  l o  A l l s ta te

l i ve ,  i I  a r r lo  I werr n rompany. ils
r{tv(:DtJl_.5 plar:cd il 59th in thc
Forlunc 5lX). ahcad u[ l]nion Carbidr:. 

'
thc avtraqc frrqrrenr:y ran(c InJUrv

) .1 pr  1,000claims ltasn l chan{cd
insrrrul vr:lr it l : yelrs itt 6, comparctl
wi lh  22.4 for  l98f ;

Ll. Robcrl l ' .
t l ivisiort, Ncw Y
lhlrl ;rrl ahorrl

Cily lhlice, rcyrrlrd that
r,'rn. o[ lh{r rulo rrime

frlr rrsale as parts.

. ,1  n i l l ion auto th( ' [ ls  an-
nt ra l l v .  w i t l l  55
hv or{anizcri

oI all vr:hiclts slolcn

AhoLrt  25 p l rcr I o[ lhr'[ts are lhc result
o[ insurancf I lr0, ne says.(;ars

r r '  r '  l ossr .s , Stalc [rarm

: nrorl poprrlar stys hrs
ivc Petc lnqham.

paid out  $440 n i l l i r tn  in
lnsI  vear .  Scpara lo lv ,  hear r lo  lh { ' I l

nolcs, l lrc r rrrtrpany hrts rvorkr'rl l t) pronrol{'

cornpr : l r t i0n  in  l l l ( ' c ras l l  par ls  i Id Is t ry  to
krwtr rlainrs cosls.

sntall and sport/


