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Richard Boyd, Chief
Mediom & Heavy Duty Vehicle Division
Office of Defects Investigation
National Highway Traffic Safety Administration
400 Seventh Street, S, W.

Washington, D.C. 20590

Re: NHTSA Flle PEO4-008
Mr. Bowd:

This information i in response to yvour March 26, 2004 letter regarding Freightliner LLC
subsidiary Thomas Built Buses, inc. {Thomas) buses buikt on General Motors and Ford
cutaway chagsis.

1. Purnish the totel mamber of Thomas buses built on General Motors and Ford cutaway
chassia manufactured for sale or lease in the United States.

ANSWER: Thomas mamfactured 6465 Thomas Mmotour buass on Ford and
GM cutewny chamis and 543 CL-100 buscs on Ford cutaway chassis doring the
period of 2000 through 2002,

2. Furnish the mumber of and copies of all cwner complaints and field reports, studics,
surveys, ar investigations from all souttces which have been recefved or authorized by
Thomas, or of which Thomas is aware, pertaining to the alleged defect in the subject
letter. Separate the number and copies of owner complaints from other sources. Also, if
Thomas has issued any service or technicai bulleting, advisories, or other
comammications to daalets pertainmg to the alleged defect in the subjeet vehicle, provide
a copy of each docoment. If no such documents have been issusd, so state.

ANSWHR: Thomas performed one investigation that may pertain to the allegad

defect, A copy of the resulting report is attached. Thomas has issued no service
or technical communicatipns pertaining to the alleged defict.

3. Identify and deacribe all accidents, subrogation claims, or lawsnits known to Thomas
pertaining to the allaged defect (where Thomas is or was a defiendant or codefendamt).
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Provide Thomas analysis of each item, clearly identifying the vehicle {model year and
VIN}, the vehicle owner and any injuries or property damage which may have occurred.

ANSWER: Thomas is not aware of any accidents, subrogation claims or lawsnits
pertaining 1o the alleged defect in the snbject vehicles.

4. Identify and deseribe all significant modifications or changes that could reiste to the
alleged defect in the manufacture of the subject vehicles. The following information
must be included for each modification or change:

a. thereason for the modification or chenge

b. a description of the modificetion or chenge

c. the spproximate calendar date an which the modification or change was
incorparated inta production, and

d. state whether the modified or changed companents could be interchanged with
earlier production companents.

ANSWER: Thomas does not significantly modify or change engine compartrment

components sapplied by Ford or GM.

5. Fumish the mmber of warranty claima velsted to the allsged defect on the subject
vehicles by model series code, calendar month, and problem code. Bach problem claim
code must be idemtified.

ANSWER: Thomas hay one warrenty claim for a Minotour bas bailt on a 2000

model year Ford E450 chassis. The Feb. 2003 claim is for the valne of the bus
due to the fire identified in the answer to question nymber 2 above,

If you have any further questions, please do not hesitate to contact ma.
Sincerely yours,

Timethy Blubengh

Ce:  Jolm O'Leary
Ken Dodson

Jmn Freiburger




7855 Gross Pownt R, G5

SkokiE, IL 860077

TEL: 847/874-8650

- FAX(: BAT/874-9853

E-MaL probainc@woricnet att. nat
WEBSITE: www.prabaino.oom

Mr. James W, Fralburger
Senior Staff Engineer
Thomas Buit Busass, Inc.
PO Box 2450

1408 Courtesy Road
High Folnt, NC 27260

RE: Laldlsw Transkt Inc.
Washinalon, DC

Dear Mr. Frelburger:

At appraximately 8:43 am on Monday, June 3, 2002 a fire occured Ina
2000 Ford Econolina FE45050/Thamaa Bullt Minotaur school bus owned by
R o ~ochington, DC while the vehicle was being driven in
Washington, DG. The vahicle had been In cparation for approximatedy thres hours,
and the drive was an routa to a fus| stop afisr delivering all of her passengers. On
Cotober 21, 2002 you raquesied that wa investigate this occurance and
determine, K possible, the origin and causa of the fire. This report describas our
obsarvations and findings In as brief a manner &8 possible.

Our fisld Inveetigation was conducted by John K. Maurus of Probe, Inc. on

QOctober 30, 2002, when the vahicle was sxamined on the cutdoor lot of the

.
I« bocy shop manager, provided access to the vehicle, which was
Identified by meaans of lts Vehicla Identification Number (588 balow). Our




Investigative wiork consiated of examining, diagramming, and photographing the
vehicle, and interviewing by telephone Mr. S ecity In
Washington, DC telephoneihiisddatiien order to obtaln Information on
circumstancas surrounding the loss. To facllitate further understanding of this
repart, 8 schamatic plan view of the vshicls and thirty-ning digltal photographs
taken in the course of the Investigaion sre appendad aa Exhibiis A & B,
raspecthaly. Exhibit B consists of the photographs In digltal JPEG format on a
compact disc, and a descriptive Index acocompanying the raport text.

The sublect vehicle was a 2000 Ford Econoline FS4505D/Thomas Bullt
Minotaur achaol hus with Viehicle Identification Number (VIN}
1 FDXE4SF2 I serial no. AS2441). Tha VIN was ascertainad by means of
the metal VIN plate at the lower left edga of the front windshield. The Ford
Econdling incomplote vehlcle {(chasals) was manufactured In January 2000 at the
Lorain, Ohlo plant of Ford Motor Company. The completed vehicle was

manufscturad at tha High Paint, Nerth Carolina plant of Thomas Built Buass, Tha

purchasing cusiomer wes [
I The vehicis was domiclled at the Laldiaw facilty In
Washington, DC. Thalllllllaseat numbear wae 219210; flaat number was

BE3288. Tha cdometer reading at the tima of the fira was 21749 milss.




The vahicie was squipped with a stesl bady on the cab, stes| frame and
aluminum body on the coach, 20-passenger capacity (10 saats), Navistar 7.3 Iter
vB mrhnmﬂnd diegal angine, automatic transmission with a column-mounted
shifter, rear drive, 4X2 wheel/drive configuration, hydraylic drum brakes, siesl
wheels, axhaust systam taerminating along the right side at the rear, fuel fillar along
the laft sida near the resr, power brakes, power stearing, cab gir conditioning,
auxiliary ¢coach air conditioning, and a battery In the right front of the sngine
compartment.

According to Mr. I weather conditions at the time of the fire were good.
The wehicls was running at the time, and had heen driven from approximately 8:40
am on Monday, June 3, 2002 untll appreedmetely 8:43 am whan tha fire oecurrad.
Tha wehicls was cperatad continuously throughout that timea pariod. The driver had
pickad up and delivered all of har passengers, and was on her way to a fusl siop,
when the lights In the dashboard went out, the sngine quit, aha smalisd rubbar
buming, and than obsarved amoke coming through the air conditioning register on
tha dashboard, and also under he angine hood.

The repair history for the vehicle was unavaliable at the time of this
Investigetion.

Exterior examination of the vehicls revealed that heavy damages exdencded

from the upper front part of the engine compariment o the rear of ths coach. The
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haaviest overall damages wera on the bodywork sumounding the upper part of the
engine compariment and upwand across tha windshield area at the front of the
coach. On the front grlll, heavy damages occurmad at the upper right. and
decreasaed in Intensity iowerd the center and left Tha front tires ware moderately
damaged by the fira, and thers were also moderats damages within the front wheet
wells. The demages exiended acroas virlually all of the coach bodywork, but these
damages wers of lssser Intansity than these which occurmed sumounding the
engina compartmeant. Thene wer no damagas along the underside of ths vehicla
and It was concluded that the fire did not originate baneath or eerior to the
vehicle.

On the Interior of tha vehicla, the heaviest overall damagas occurred In the
uppar right front part of the angina comparimaent. The damagea dacreacad In
Imtensity toward the left, rear, and lower parts of the engine compartment. There
was fire axtansion Into the cab, where heavy damages occumed In the front
deahboard area and acroza the uppar part of the coach. The damages were {ess
intanae In the lower part of the cosch. As a point of referenca, tha slechic
fusairalay panal on tha floor In the right front cormner of the cab wes only damaged
by smoke. This pansl had a stes] ractangular cover, which was moat haavily

damagad atong Hs front surface, with only smoke damage along tha rear and sidea.




Examénation and svaiuation of the flame and heat damage patterns
described above, both on the exterior and interior of the vehicla, and giving
consideration to the observations of the driver, |t was concluded that tha fire
originated In the upper right front part of the engine compartment, ad/scent to the
left rear comer of the battery, as denoted by & cross In Exhiblt A and shown In
Figures 27-30 of Exhiblt B. Tha fira than spread through the upper part of the
engine compartment, and slso extendad rearward Imto the cab and coach via the
bulkhead, engline cowt, and windshleld.

The fire was caused by an electric fault or short circuit along a powar
cable with a siranded copper size 8 AW conductor which ran from the positive
battery terminal to the electric relay/distribution pansl on the floor in the right
front comer of the cab. The fault sccurmed at a point appraxdmately twelve
inches along the cable from the battery terminal, whare the powar cable was
baadad and ssverad, as shown In Figures 32-36 of Exhibit B. The power cable
also showed additional evidence of fault activity along a length of approximataly
fiva inchas upstream of the point whers the cable faulted and severed, and also
along tha right sids of the angine adjacent to the valve cover. Due to the extant
of firs damage in and arcund ths fira arigin ares, and posHire disturbance of the
power cable, it could not ba determinad whare the cable faulted to a grounded
componsant, Enargy ganeratad by the alactric fault was sufficlent to meit, bead,




and savar the power cable, and to ignits naarby combustibia materials, including
the cable Insulation, convoluted tubing aurreunding the cable, other plastics, and
grease and dirt accumulations.

The proximats cause for the fire, |.e. the reason the electric fault
occumed, was ebresion and damags to the power cable Insulation In such a
manner that the live cable conductor came Inte fault or shart circult contect with
a grourdied component. Dus {0 tha extent of damags In and arourd the fire
origin anea, It could nnt be determined wheather the powar cable was secured by
any brackets or clamps, howaver the cable appsaned to be approximately twalve
Inchaa longer than nacassary to accommodeta s routing to the electis
ralay/distribution pansl. Thare wara no Thomas Bullt examplar vehicles
availabla at tha Lakilaw faciity for compariaon purposes.

Other sources of natural and accidental activation anargy and
incandlarism wara aliminatsd from congideration as causative agants for tha fire,
Theaa included the batiery, other parts of the sleciric distribution system and
accessores, other power cables, the altemator, the AC comprassor, beit
slippags, ovarhaating of the angina and fransmission, the exhaust system, tha
brakes, fuel and fluid leakagse, misuss of sSmoking materials, apontaneoua

Ignition, providential acts, and an intentionally sat fire.




In summary, cur concluslons regarding fivs occurrence may be siatad,
within a reasonable degree of fire Imvestigation certalnly, aa follows:

1. At approvdmately 8:43 am on Monday, Juns 3, 2002 a fire occumed In
a 2000 Ford Econoline FS45080/Thomas Bullt Minotaur school bus
cowned while the vehicle
was baing driven In Tha vehlcls hag baan In
cparation for approcdmately thres hours, and the drive was en route
to a fuel stop after delvering all of her passengers.

2 The fire originatad In the upper right front part of the engine
compartment, adjacant to the Ieft rear comer of the battery, as
densted by a cross In Exhiblt A and shown In Figuras 27-30 of
Exhibit B.

3, Tha fire was causad by an slactric fault or short circult along a
power cabis with a stranded copper size 8 AWG conductor which
ran from the posiive battery termingl to the aleciric
relay/distribution panel on the fieor in tha right front comer of the
cab. The fault occurrad at a point approximately twelve inchas
along the cable from the battery terminal, where the power cable
was beadad and asverad, as shown In Figures 32-36 of Exhibit B.

4, The proximata cause for the fire, Le. the reason the electric fault
occumed, was abrasion and damage to the powswr cable Insulation
In such a manner that the ive cable conductar came Into fault or
ghart cireuit contact with a grounded component.

5 Other sources of natural and accidental activation enengy and
Incendiariam were eliminated from conslderation as causative
agents for the fire.

No physical evidence was removed from the vehicle by this investigator.




Should there ba any quastions regarding this Investigation or the findings, or
i wa may be of further asslstance, please feel fres jo contact us.

Respecifidly submitted,
PROBE, INC.

aax-—- . Mewrees

John K. Maurus, CFi
Dirsctor of Fire and Explosion Analysis
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EXHIBIT B
PHOTOGRAPHS

Tha following photographe were taken by John K. Maurus of Probe, Inc.
on October 30, 2002 In tha coursa of axamination of the vahicle.

Figure 1 — Exterior view of vehicle with camera facing from left front
oblqua.

Figure 2 = Exterior view of vehicle with camera facing from front

Figurs 3 — Exterlor view of vehicle with camea facing from right front
obliqus.

Figure 4 — Exteror view of vehicle with nam!u facing from right.
Figura & — View of VIN plata at lowear laft adqa of front windzhield.

Figurs & — Extarior view of angins mpﬂmm and forward part of ceb
with camera facing from lefl, showing heat signatures on bodywork.

Figure 7 = Extarior view of engine :x:mpmm and forward part of cab
with camera facing from right, showing hutpignaﬂrusnn bodywork.

Figure 8 - Etwvhnnffmntandofmlaw’rh camera facing from
front, showing grill aree and engine compariment. Fleass note that
damagas are haaviast at the right eand {shmm &t left In photograph).

Figurs 9 — Extarior view of uppar front part ﬁmb with camara facing from
front

Figurs 10 — View of coach Interior with cameea facing from front.

Figursa 11 & 12 = Views of cab with mmurajfanlng from left and right,
respoctively.
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Figures 13 & 14 -Views of dashboand arsa in front of cab with camara
facing from left.

Figures 15 & 18 — Views of dashboand area In front of cab with camera
facing from right.

Figure 17 = View of lower right front comar of cab with camera facing from
right, showing stesl cover over electric relay/distribution panel.

Figure 18 — View of slectric relay/distribution panel on floor in right front
part of cab with camera facing from right.

Figure 19 - View of wire hameasases leading o electric relay/distribution
panel, at isft end of panel, with camara facing from right. The innarmast

hamess In convoluted tubing contained the main power lead from the
batkery.

Figure 20 — View of electric relay/dstribution panel on floor in right front
part of cab with camera facing from right, showing connaction of powar
cable from tha battary.

Figure 21 = View of angins compariment with camera facing from front.
Figurs 22 - View of angins compartment with camera facing from left
Figurs 23 ~ View of engine compartment with camera facing from right.

Figura 24 - View of |eft part of engine compartment with camera facing
from front.

Figure 25 -Viaw of laft cantar part of angine compariment with camera
facing from front, showing AC comprassor.

Flgure 26 -Visw of right center part of englne compartment with camera
facing from front, showing altiemator.

Figura 27 -View of right part of engine compartment with camaera facing
from front, showing battery, and the fire origin area.
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Figures 28-30 ~ Views of fire origin area In upper right part of engine
comparment with camara facing from right front oblique, et front obliqus,
and right, respectivaly.

Figure 31 — View of part of the posithve battery terminal, with camera
Tacing from front, showing slze 8 AWG sirandad conducior connected to
the terminal. This conductor was a pert of the power cable leading o the
alectric relay/dstribuion panal on ths floor in the right front part of the
cab.

Figures 32-36 — Views of evidence of electric faulting which was
causative of the fire, along tha powear cable lsading from the positive
terminal on the Battary to the eleciric relay/distribution panel on the flcor
in the lowar right front part of the cab.

Figures 37 & 3B -Views of right sida valve cover on engine, showing
where power cable laading from the positive battery terminal to tha
alactric relay/diatribution panel hag fused against the velve cover.

Figure 38 -View of engine cowl In lower front cantar pert of cab with
caman facing from right, showing where the fine has bumed part way
through the coml.
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