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Rollover Worry Plagues Utility Vehicles

Memos Outline

Safety Concerns
Of Jeep’s Maker

By JonN R. EMSHWILLER
Staff Reporter of THE WALl STREET JOURNAL

For nearly a decade, the National High-
way Traffic Safety Administration has
been !ooking Into charges that Jeeps and
other so-calied utllity vehicles tlp over too
easity.

§o far, it's done little but look.

All NHTSA has to show for its efforts
is a 1984 requirement that such vehicles,
whick are designed for use both on and off
the road, prominently display labels warn-
Ing that they don't handle the same as cars
and coyld roll over in certain maneuvers.

Qnly last summer, a recommendation
by top agency officials about setting fed-
eral rollover standards was vetoed by Di-
ane Steed, NHTSA's administrator, accord-
ing to recently obtained Internal agency
docwments. {NHTSA declines to comment
on grounds that the matter invelves pri-
vate agency discussions.}

Amid a’l the inactivity, however, com-
plaint about the problem is mounting —as
is evidence. Documents have lately come
to light indicaling that engineers at Ameri-
can Motors Corp. ilself. whose Jeep has
been the centerpiece of NHTSA's investiga-
tions, have raised guestions about the sta-
bility and safety of certzin Jeep models.
A 'Great Travesty'

The faifure to do more about the roll-
over problem is "one of the great traves-
ties of auto safety,"” says Benjamin Keiley,
a former federal auto-safety officlal who is
now president of the institute for Injury
Reduction, a reseaich group founded by
plalntitfs' iawyers.

Adding urgency to the issue is the fact
that utility vehicles are among the hotlest
autormollve sellers nov:, claiming about 6%
of the markel, up frem less than 2% a
‘decade ago. Currently, thare are some five
miliion utllity vehicles on the road.

A recent NHTSA study estimales that
such vehicies are involved in rollover acci-
dents two o three times more frequently
than passenger cars. Moreover, while 24%
of all deaths In cars occur in roilovers, the
rate is 66% In utility vekictes. This repre-
sented more than 600 fatzlitles in 1986, with
thousands more injured. L

Several vehicles have drawn criticism.
For example, NHTSA recenily recelved a
petition from the Center for Auto Safety, a
private Washington-based watchdog group,
requesting a defect investigation into the
Suzuki Samurai, a hot-seiling new utllity
vehicie from Japan. Suzukl Motor Co.'s
11.S. sales arm strenuously dentes any sta-
bility problem.

And a study released earlier this month
by Leon Robertson, a private researcher,
suggests that Ford Motor Co.’s Bronco I
and General Motors Corp.’s S-10 Blazer
and Jimmy utillty vehicles, have relatively
high rollover rates. A GM spokeswoman
says the compary hasn't reviewed the
study but adds that the two vehicles meet
all applicable federat safety standards; a
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Rising Utility Vehicle Sales: How Big a Risk?

Fatalities due to rollovers
ROLLOVER % OF FATAL

DEATHS  ACCIDENTS
Toe PERBINCLEY ADLbeERS
Small car 68.7 26%
Large car 26.6 21
Small van 4718 31
Standard van 54.4 40
Small pickup 1217 . 45
Standsrd piekup 30.8 45
Utility vehicle 155.7 66

1977 '78 78 '80 51 62 ‘B3 B4 'B5 86 87
Sourte: Chrysler Corp.

Souree: A 1988 report by the Natimal Highuniy Traffic
Safety Adminutrziiom. based on 1289 fatnlity date

Ford spokesman says the Broneo 11 1s a
“well-designed™ and safe vehicle.

NHTSA's main focus, however, has
heen (he most famous—and to some, the
worst—alleged tumbler: the Jeep. Though
the models most suspected of preblems,
the CJ-5 and CJ-7, went out of production
in 1986, about 450,000 are still in use, and
they remain at the center of the rollover
dispute. :

Indeed, Jeep CJ's were specifleaily
mentioned as a possibie target [or recall In

the petition from Sen, Timothy Wirth (D., ,

Colo.} thal prompled NHTSA's delibera-
tions last summer. Besides asking for min-
imum stability standards for all new utility
vehicles, Sen. Wirth wanted the agency to
look ar recaliing older vehicles that didn't
meet the standard.

Four major NHTSA departments, in-
cluding the cne for rule making. favored
granting the Wirth petition, the Internal
agency documents show, Even after Ms,
Steed's decision, the research-and-develop-
ment department contlnned arguing within
the agency for the measures.

Over the years,
which was purchased Jast year by Chrysler
Corp., has vigorously defended the Jeep as
safe and, like other auto makers, argued
against such efforts to set federal rollover
slandards.

In-House Concerns

But internal Amerlcan Motors docus
ments—-including memos, charts and meet-
ing minutes--cast doubt on the company's
safety claims. Some of these documents
have been used in a handfuyl of the more

. than 1,000 Jeep rollover lawsuils to date.

" While Chryster offtcials discount the im-

portance of the documents, they agrea that
Jeeps and other utllity vehicles tend to be |

less stable than standard automobiles,
Since a utllity vehlcle has to be able to go
over rocks and through gullies, It is rela-
tively narrow and sits high off the ground.
As with any object, the higher the center of
gravity and the narrower the base, the
easier it is to tip over.

But the stability difference s small and
doesn't really matter, aulo-company offi-
cials contend. “'In the typical accident,
there Is more than enough energy to roll
over any vehicie,"" says James Thernton, a
former direclor of Jeep engineering.

Chrysler offictals add that the rollover
statistics [for utllity vebicles may be

American Motors,

skewed by factors that have nothing to do
with design. Jeeps, they argue. may be
driven In places and in ways that expose
* them to more rollover risks. Due to Insuffi-
- clemt data, “a vaiid rellover study can't be
done,” asserts Kent Joscelyn, a Chrysler
attorney.

These officials dertde as "junk science™
the Jeep iesting dene by critics, In which
rollovers have occurred at speeds as low
as 22 mlles an hour. The lests are run un-
der artifleial cenditlons that don’t occur in
the real world, coimpany offlclals maintaln.
{See accompanying story.)

American Motors In 198] hired an out-
slde contractor lo put Jeeps through some
maneuvering lests. The contractor con-
cluded the Jeeps weren't susceptible to
rollovers unless subjected to steering
maneuvers that “greatly exceed" those
used by “average drivers."”

Yel in those lests, a Jeep rolled onto its
side while taking a turn at about 22 miles
an hour—confirmation, critles say, of lts
Instability. Kenneth Gluckman, a Chrysler
assistant general counsel, dismisses that
mishap as a case where the driver “Just
steered guickly and was golog too fast,"”
and says the same result could have oc-
curred with other vehicles.

More damaging to the Jeep's defense,
though. were discussions going on Inside
American Motors.

Qver the Limit?
Among the documents that have sur-
laced in lawsuits is one written in 1979 by

American Motors' department of advanced
vehicie engineering, citing ““deficiencies to

" be corrected” tn the CJ-5 and CJ-7. Tap-

_ping the list are “handling, stability, roll-
over characleristics.” In another 1979
memo, Dennls Rennéker, then the depart-
ment’s director, wrote that the CJ-7 wauld
“probably roll over quite easily” in a test
in which the typical car would just skid.

Mr. Renneker aiso wrote in the same
year that the Jeep CJ-7 failed to mest the
“true safe design iimlt"" agalnst roilovers,
Mr. Rennexer recommended giving the ve-
hicles a wider track and a lower center of
gravity. “While not a cure for rollover, 1
believe ithis) would make a significant im-
provemenl,” he wrole,

Another major area where private rec-
ords conflict with public pronouncements
invelves the rell bars instailed.on open-iop
CJ's 10 keep passengers [rom being
crushed in rollovers. Chrysier offlcials say

Jeep roli bars are so strong that they offer
more protection than a car roof.

As long agoe as 1973, however, doubts
about Jeep roll bars were being raised
within the company. In a memo receatly
obtained by this newspaper, D.C. Mallet?,
an American Motors safety engineer,
wrote to the director of Jeep engineering
at the time that the “Integrity’”” of the roll
bars “appears 10 be questionable” and
““doesn’t appear to meet Jeep englneering
requirements."*

" Mr. Mallett asked for testing to "estab-
lish that the roi) bar will provide a cus-
tomer the protection he thinks he is buying
and, in fact, will not cause further severe
injury.” Roll-bar Integrity was 2/so on the
1979 “'deflciencies to be corrected'” list..

Perhaps most telling were some 1980
maneuvering tests of the CJ-5. American
Motors acknowledges that it decided the
verston being sold to the public didn't offer
encugh pretection for the test driver In the
event of a rollover. So it added reinforce-
ments te the roll bar and window [rame of
the test vehicles. Critics say the company
didn’t make significant stability and crash-
protection Improvements in production
models uatil 1986, when it replaced the CJ
serles with a new vehicle, the Wrangler.

The internal decuments apparently
have begun cnsting Chrysler. In 1986, a
Jjury In 8t. Lucie County (Fla.) Stale Court,
which saw some of the docnuments men-
tioned above, awarded $19.5 niillion 10 2 29-
year-old woman who was left quadriplegic
after a rollover accident. Chrysler ap-
pealed, but earlier this month it settled the
case for §11.5 miliion.

In another 1986 rollover case, heard in
Santa Clara County (Calt.) State Court,
attorney David Rude says internal com-
pany documents were ‘‘criticai’* (o his win-
ning a $550,000 verdict fer his clients,
“They established to the point of overkill
that the company knew it had a serious
roilover problem.” says Mr. Rude.
Chrysler Is appealing the verdict.

‘We Can Neutralize Them'

The documents are “extremely damag-
ing when first shown," concedes Mr.
Gluckman, the Chrysler lawyer. “But if we
get a fair hearing, we can neutralize
them." The company says that it has won.
four of the seven cases where the docu-
ments were used.

He and other company nfficials say the
documents aren't evidence of safely prob-
lems. For Instance. Mr. Renneker, now an
engineering director with Chrysler, says he.
never belleved the Jeep CJ's were unsafe. "
His documents were just “'talking papers”
to stimulate dlscussion on new vehicle de-
signs, he says, adding, “'Some of the things
I wrole may not have been worded as well
as they should have been."

And adding roll-bar reinforcements in
the 1980 tests wasn't meant Lo signat a lack
of faith in the Jeep's crashworthiness,
Chrysler officials maintain. It was merely
that the test driver was going to be ex-
posed to some ‘“very danmgerous silua-
tions," says Mr. Gluckman.

Nor, the company points out, did it try
te hide documents crilicizing the Jeeps.
Chrysler officials say the existence of the
1973 roil-bar memo wasn't disclosed be-
cause they didn't know it existed until con-
tacted by this newspaper. The officials dis-
miss the memo s merely the observations
of one engineer.
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Study of utility-vehicle rollovers
prompls call for new regulations

By Heten Kahn
WASHINGTON BUREAU CHIEF

Two new studies of utility-vehi-
cle rollovers have prompted a con-
gressman to call for recall of and
new government regulations for
the vehicles. :

The papers were published by
former_associates of the Insurance
Institute for Highway Safety. One,
by A Benjamin Relley, details rol-
lovers and injuries of the Jeep ClJ.
The other, by Kelley with Dr. Leon
S. Robertson, is on rollover fatali-
ties in general.

One finding is that the CJs and
the pre-1978 Ford Broncos (the
models given the lowest stability
values) had rollover-induced fatal
crash rates many times greater
than other models: 16 per 100,600
registered vehicles compared with
0.6 to 4.7 for all other modelis.

Another finding: The lowest sta-
bility values are associated with
the highest crash rates. About 65
percent of the variation in percent
of rollovers is explained by varia-
tion in stability, according to the
authors.

"This finding is unaffected by the
age, sex or condition of driver,

weather, time of day, speed, traffic
conditions or road surfaces.

To make the fatality rate of the
CJ or pre-1978 Bronco like that of
other vehicles, it would take males
driving an average of about 123,-
000 miles each year — more than
could be reasonably expected, the
authors conclude.

At a press conference in Denver,
Rep. Tim Wirth, D-Colo., said he
plans to ask the National Highway
Traffic Safety Administration to
investigate whether utility vehicles
should be recalled and modified to
reduce the likelihood for rollovers
and to lower their death and injury
rales.

Wirth specifically mentioned
using a rollcages and requiring
drivers to wear helmets and har-
nesses.

A spokesman for American
Motors noted that Wirth is running
for re-election. “The whole thing is
a nutty idea,” he said. The Jeep, he
said, is safe when it is driven in a
responsbile fashion.

Wirth said that he will also re-
quest that NHTSA start to write
standards for the future design of
all on-off road utility vehicles to
minimize the danger of rollover.



