statement was "misleading and inaccurate,” the agency said. "This matter is not closed."

The effect on Toyota's business is already being felt. Its sales in the United States in January are expected
to drop 11 percent from a year earlier, and its market share in the United States is likely to fall to its lowest
point since 2006, according to Edmunds.com, an automotive research Web site.

The company has not yet projected the cost of its recalls and lost sales. But a prolonged slowdown in sales
could substantially hurt a company that once minted profit.

Toyota's handling of the problem is a story of how a long-trusted carmaker lost sight of one of its bedrock
principles.

In Toyota lore, the ultimate symbol of the company's attention to detail is the "andon cord," a rope that
workers on the assembly line can pull if something is wrong, immediately shutting down the entire line. The
point is to fix a small problem before it becomes a larger one.

But in the broadest sense, Toyota itself failed to pull the andon cord on this issue, and treated a growing
safety issue as a minor glitch -- a point the company's executives are now acknowledging in a series of
humbling apologies.

"Every day is a lesson and there is something to be learned," Yoshimi Inaba, Toyota's top executive in
North America, said at the Detroit auto show in January. "This was a hard lesson."

In Davos, Switzerland, on Friday, Akio Toyoda, the grandson of Toyota's founder who now heads the
company, told a Japanese broadcaster that he was "deeply sorry” for the problems.

Toyota's safety problems may prove to be a hard lesson for the N.H.T.S.A., as well. Six separate
investigations were conducted by the agency into consumer complaints of unintended acceleration, and
none of them found defects in Toyotas other than unsecured floor mats.

In at least three cases, the agency denied petitions for further investigative action because it did not see a
pattern of defects and because of a "'need to allocate and prioritize N.H.T.S.A.'s limited resources’
elsewhere, according to agency documents.

The investigations, and Toyota's handling of the problem, will be the subject of Congressional hearings.

But the publicity surrounding the accident near San Diego, and Toyota's repeated inability to quell
consumer concerns with a definitive solution, has also prompted a flood of lawsuits reminiscent of the
litigation a decade ago arising out of the rollovers of Ford Explorers equipped with Firestone tires.

In addition to cases related to individual accidents, several class-action suits have been filed against
Toyota. The cases are expected to focus on why the government and the carmaker were unable to identify
problems beyond the floor mats, despite mounting instances of runaway cars.

David Ennis, a Washington lawyer, said he was working on three lawsuits that had been in the works for
five months. "Over the last 24 hours, everybody's a Toyota lawyer now," he said last week.

Toyota now believes that the trouble with its cars is twofold -- @ combination of loose floor mats that can
interfere with accelerator pedals, and a pedal that itself can stick when a driver depresses it.

Toyota has told its dealers that it will announce its fix for the faulty accelerators on Monday, but has yet to
release details. The CTS Corporation, the supplier of the pedals used in recalled models, is making
replacement parts. But Toyota is also expected to try to repair or modify the pedals in some vehicles.

Before last August, Toyota had issued three limited recalls to replace floor mats and change an interior part
that could catch on accelerator pedals.

But after the fatal crash near San Diego, and the public release of the 911 tape, Toyota was forced to, as it
said in the fall, "take a closer look."

That crash, said Clarence M. Ditlow, executive director of the Center for Auto Safety in Washington, "was a
watershed event."
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