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[LS. Depagtment of Transportation

National Highway Tratfic Safety Administration
400 Seventh Street, 5. W,

Washington, N.C. 20590

Drear Madam or Sir,

On February 13® 2000, | hit a tree head-on while driving my 1996 Chevrolet Tahoe and the air bag did not deploy.
Giiven the circumstances, I feel this is gross malfunction of the critical safcty restraint system and request
intervention by your depariment.

L was driving my Tahoe with two passengers, and 1 passed out. 1 crossed the centerline and drove across a front
lawn where I struck a 30" Birch tree head-on, the tree was 10-12 inches in diameter. The tree, although sill
standing, was hit with such impact that the root ball was thrusted upwards in the frozen ground. The front
bumper af my Tahoe literaliy wrapped around the treae. The damage caused by the tree continued, crushing the
radiator and fan into the pulley system, and knocking the serpentine belt off the pulleys & aliernator. The tree’s
path into the engine compartment did not stop until it encountered the engine block. The bumper and underside of
the Tahoe was a tangled mess of metat and steet. Please refer to the photographs (Enclosure # 1) included for your
inspection. Further investigation showed that the frame and chassis were bent and damaged beyond repair. The
insurance company declared my Tahoe (valued at $21,285.95 by Amica) a totat loss,

The passengers suffered a variety of injuries as a result of the impact with the tres. The passenger in the front right
scat suffered a broken arnt abeve the elbow — which 1 understand iz quite uncemmon. He is a very muscular
individual and had his seat belt on. The passenger in the rear seat (a 200-lb. man) wag thrown into the front,
breaking the spine of the front seat before hitting and breaking the windshield. T had my seat belt on, but was stiil
thrown into the column to the left of the windshigld, suffering contusions, abrasions and bruises. All three of us
were rushed to the Hospital by ambulance. | feel there is little doubt that much of this injury could have been
avoided had the air bag deployed.

General Motors’ representative, Mr. Bob Guenthner, and [ have talked by phone on several occasions.  Mr,
Guenthner maintained that despite the magnitude of the damage to my vehicle, the point of impact was 4 away
from the sensor and there was an insufticient change in velocity te deploy the air bag (calculated by the computer).
My speed was estimated to be 30 mph at the moment of impact and the photographs show the point of impact and
damage to be at the center of the car front. Mr Guenthner sent me a letter denying any malfunction of GM’s air
bag system (Enclosute # 2). Interestingly, Mr. Guenthner indicated that roughly 60% of all of his cases deal with
air bags!

1f Mr. Guenthner's claims are accurate, then it woukd seem that GM has a poorly engineered supplemental restraint
system. Mr. Guenthner sent me a pamphlet “What You Need to Know About Airbags™ irom Automotive Coalition
for Traffic Safety, Inc. (printed September 1999},  As an explanation of what happens “When a Collision Oceurs™,
a picture is shown of an airbag deptoyed when a car hit a pole {please refer to enclosure # 3). Even though this
was brought to Mr. Guenthner’s attention, he sti]l did not see the similarity with my accident. I feet that GM should
make improvements in the number, placement and/or sensitivity of the crash sensors, since ne one “chooses” their
puint of impact in an accident.



i1

‘Car manufacturers” should make passenger safety their foremost prionty, After a day i the Hospital’s Emergency
Room, it leaves me to question the value of an airbag system in which non-deployment is justified because “she
point of impact was 4 inches from the sensor”. Mr. Gueinthner did tell me that if T had struck the sensor directly,
the air bag would have deployed.

There are sufficient unanswered questions regarding the non-deployment of the airbag in this accident. T am
writing to seek your assistance in investigating the circumstances with the hope that serious injury to other people
can be avoided For vour information, 1 have also notified the Center for Aute Safety of this problem (see
Enclosure # 4),

agsistance.
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GENERAL MOTORS BUSINESS RESQURCE CENTER

darch 10, 2000

VIN: 3GNEKI8R4ATG 104106

Dear M

Thank you for allowing us the opportunity to review the product allegation involving your
1986 Chevrolel Tahoe.

Our investigation revealed no evidence to support your product allegation. Therefore, General Motors is
unable to assume responsibility for damages and we suggest that you resolve this matter through your
Imsurames camier.

If vou have any questions or concerns, vou may contact ESIS at the address listed below,

ESIS

300 Renaissance Center
Mail Code 482 £20 D71
Detroit, MI 48265-3000

Respectfully,

Eobert W. Guenthner

Customer Relaticaship Manager
Product Allegation Resolution Team
General Motors Corporation




When
a Collision
Occurs

hen a collision occurs, the vehicle
rapidly decelerates while its
strucrute ahsorbs the majority of

the crash farces. Unbeled
occupants continue to meve forward at the
vehicle’s original speed untll rhe cars interior
{the sreering, wheel, instrunient panel,
windshicld, etc.) stops therr movement. Belted
occupants come to a more gradual stop by
being sccured 10 the vehicles serucruee. In
REVCIE C[‘EEhCE, ovell PIUP':I'[}" l.'.l'CI.ECCI. ﬂ'CCL'I._pﬂntS
may comz in contact widh the car’s inlerior

Aithags supplement the safery belt by reducing
the likelihood that the occupanc's head and
upper torsa will strike some part of the vehicle’s
interior. They also help reduce the risk of
serious infury by disributing crash forces more
evenly across the occupant’s body.

When the sensors detece a moderate to severe
frontal collision. cthey close an electrical ciceuic
and send a signal 1o the inflaroc unic wichin the
airhag module. An ignicer stares a chemical
reaction which produces harmless nitrogen pgas.
The nitrogen gas pacees through filers and fiils
the airbag which then bursts dhrough the
modale cover. Some passenger-side airbags use
argon gas stored in a high-pressure canisecr
rather than chemically generated gas. The
argen gas which fills the airbag is also harmless,

From the onser of the collision, the entire
deployment and inflation process rakes onty
about 1/20th of 1 second, faster than che blink
of an eye. Airtrags musr inflare this rapidly if
they are o help reduce the risk of the secupane
hitting the vehicle’s interior components.

Less tham 1 sec, {
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Center for Auto Safety
1825 Connecticut Ave,
Northwest, Suite 330
Washington D_.C 20009

Re: 1996 Chevrolet Tahoe
Problem; Non-deptoyment of airbag following a head-on collision with a tree

To Whom it May Concera:

On Febroary 13" of this vear, I was involved in an auto accident, where I
sustained various injurtes. I was dnving my 1996 Chevrolet Tahoe, when a medical
conditien caused me to pass out and consequently I drove off the road and hit a tree. 1
was traveling on a paved road, the tuck drifted ome someone’s front yard and struck a
birch tree 10-12 inches in diameter at about 30 mph. After recerving medical sttention at
a hospital, I was told that my driver-side airbag did not depley. 1 comacted a
representative of the General Motors Corporation, and an investigator was sent to inspect
my tmck. Pictures, measurements, and data collected from the computer in my truck was
sent to GM for analysis by their engineers. General Motor's later denied that the airbag
system malfunctioned and claimed that their product performed the way that it was
designed. The representative’s main reason for non-deployment of the airbag was
because the point of impact was 4 inches away from the center arbag sensor.

My truck was valued at close to 24,600 and due to the extensive damage, my
insurance company had no chaice but to deem my truck “a total loss™ [ feel my accident
reveals 2 gross oversight in the airbag systerm. Whether it may be the quantity of sensors,
the sensitivity of those sensors, or something ¢lse altogether, T feel something should be
done. To collide with a tree 10-12 inches in diameter, and cause such extensive damage
and injury without triggering the airbag sensor, leaves many more drivers at risk, and
some maybe not as lucky as I

Please send me information in relation to arbags, their reasons for deployment
and/or non-deployment, and anvthing in relation o the Chevrolet Tahoe, I appreciale any
and all of your assistance. | have included with this letter a picture showing the dumage
to my truck,










