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Mr. Chairman, at your invitation I am appearing today to discuss existing automotive
technologies for reducing or eliminating occupant injuries in motor vehicle crashes, and the
availability — or lack thereof — of such injury-reducing technologies to the motoring
public. The Insurance Institute for Highway Safety, of which I am a senior vice president, is
an independent, nonprofit, public service organization dedicated to reducing the losses —
deaths, injuries, and property damage — resulting from crashes on the nation’s highways.
Supported directly or indirectly by companies writing most of the motor vehicle insurance
in the United States, the Institute conducts research involving a wide range of pre-crash,

crash, and post-crash factors that contribute to the huge losses resulting from highway
crashes.

Each year, crash injuries kill thousands of people and damage the brains and spinal
cords of many thousands more. Millions of people are injured less severely, and the
economic toll of all this mayhem is in the billions of dollars (1,2). The detailed figures are
well known to this subcommittee. They describe, in sum, one of the worst public health
problems in America.

If technological approaches exist to substantially reduce this carnage and economic
waste — which they do, and have for years — it defies sound health policy and good
economic sense (not to speak of compassion for the sufferers of crash injuries and their
loved ones) that those technologies still are unavailable to the car-buying public, even as
options. Yet that is the case today, whether because of marketplace malfunctioning, regula-
tory incompetence, or both.

The fact is that, from a safety standpoint, all but a handful of the tens of millions of
new cars offered for sale to the American public during the past decade were obsolete the
moment they rolled off the assembly line. The same is true of every car being sold in this
country today, in spite of clear, continuing evidence that Americans want safer cars and are
willing to pay the additional cost, if any, they involve. (Attachment 1 summarizes the find-
ings of more than 20 public opinion polls concerning occupant crash protection.)

The importance of injury-reduction technologies can best be understood in the context
of the automobile as a crash package — a moving container holding precious human cargo.
In a violent impact, the likelihood of damage to that cargo will increase or decrease depend-
ing on how the package was designed in the first place. Properly designed, the package will
minimize the likelihood that the people inside will be injured.

® First, it will reduce the chance of occupant compartment intrusion.
Strengthened occupant compartments, better resistance to side
impacts, and generally improved energy absorption by the structure
surrounding the occupant compartment are essential, technological-
ly possible and, in the marketplace, generally unavailable.

® Second, it will reduce the chance of occupants being thrown into
hostile interior structures. Ways to automatically restrain occupants
in frontal crashes — the deadliest kind — from contacting hostile
interior structures in all but the most violent crashes have been
known for years. Yet here again, the motoring public generally is
unable to buy these technologies on new cars.
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Meanwhile, according to the Department of Transportation, belt use in America is just
over 10 percent (3), and small, inherently less crashworthy cars are increasing in number
on the highways (4). In large part because of the role of the small car as presently designed,
the Department expects crash deaths to reach 70,000 a year by 1990 (5). The technologies
.to counteract many of these deaths and injuries have been in existence for years, as a result
of both industry and government developmental efforts. But tragically, the public still
cannot buy them.

To demonstrate the ease with which crash protection and other safety technologies
could be incorporated into the design and production of fuel-efficient, attractive, and rea-
sonably priced small cars, the U.S. Department of Transportation completed in 1979 a Con-
gressionally mandated development activity called the “Research Safety Vehicle” (RSV)
program (6). More accurately, the program was carried out with the Department’s funds by
private-sector contractors using privately developed technologies. Prototype RSV cars were
developed in the program — one by an independent research group, Minicars, which pro-
duced a group of safe, efficient cars designed from the ground up, and the other by
Calspan, working in conjunction with Chrysler and Simca to fashion such cars on the basis
of an existing Simca design.

The following film clip highlights the sorts of crash protection features for small cars
that the RSV project identified — features that still are not available in the U.S. or Canadian
marketplaces.

FILM CLIP NO. 1, RESEARCH SAFETY VEHICLE
CRASH TESTS, FRONT AND SIDE (7)

The Department followed up development of the RSVs with a vigorous program, in
1979 and 1980, to alert the car-buying public that such injury-reducing technologies existed
and, through regulatory requirement or public demand in the marketplace, could be incor-
porated into future new-car designs at reasonable cost. The Department also attempted to
persuade car manufacturers to offer for sale at least some new cars with crash-protection
performance levels approaching those of the RSV. To those ends, the Department held
numerous press conferences and public displays to bring attention to the cars. It conducted
crash and handling tests of RSVs for car manufacturers here and abroad, and it made pro-
totype RSVs widely available for inspection and exhibit by interested organizations in the
private sector. Typical of efforts to let the public know about RSVs and their life-saving
potential was this public service television message distributed by the Department in 1979.

FILM NO. 2, RESEARCH SAFETY VEHICLE PUBLIC SERVICE
ANNOUNCEMENT, NARRATED BY LORNE GREENE: Introducing the
revolutionary new RSV, the car of tomorrow, today. Designed for beauty and
economy with outstanding gas mileage and a no-nonsense price tag. But, what
makes the RSV totally unique is its safety. Watch it bounce back from a wall with
no damage. Now a 50 miles-an-hour crash. In a crash like that its air bags will save
your life. The RSV has been attacked, crashed, smashed, and rolled. In each test,
the driver and passengers would have walked away. The RSV — stylish, easy to
handle, economical, and absolutely the safest automobile ever created. But there’s
one slight catch: you can’t buy it. Someday soon a car like the RSV could be a
reality. To find out how, call 800-424-9393, anytime (8).
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Within a few months of its first appearance on television, that message reportedly had stim-
ulated more than 10,000 people to call for more information about the RSV.

By mid-1980, the Department had completed an investigation to determine how
consumers would feel about RSV-type cars and safety features once they were informed
about them — in other words, to determine whether, by continuing to tell the public about
the RSV, a climate could be created for increased demand in the marketplace for crash-
protective cars. The results were encouraging. Once informed about RSVs and shown films
of their performance capabilities, some 25 percent of the interviewed panelists expressed a
“sincere interest in buying the RSV if it were on the market in the next 30 days” (9). Most
of those respondents were young married adults with children.

Not long after this, however, the Department apparently curtailed its efforts to publi-
cize RSVs. Both the cars and the public service television announcements disappeared
from public view. The administrator of the National Highway Traffic Safety Administration
was quoted in the Los Angeles Times as stating that the RSV’s technologies “could not
reasonably be employed” in new cars (10). In its recent television documentary, “Decade
of Delay,” the Canadian Broadcasting Corporation asked this question about the RSV:
“Why is the safest vehicle in the world hidden away here [in an underground government
garage] when the cars we drive are so unsafe?” (11). Since the RSV was put in the
basement and public service messages about it were discontinued, a principal means of
informing the public that safer cars are possible has for all practical purposes evaporated.

One of the most important injury-reducing features of the RSV is its air bag system.
Air bag development, of course, did not begin with the RSV program; it began and was
completed years earlier, by private suppliers working with the support of General Motors
and Ford (12). The following excerpt from a film made in 1969 by Eaton, Yale, and Towne,
then a Ford contractor for air bag development, tells the story as of 14 years ago.

FILM CLIP NO. 3, FROM “PEOPLE SAVER”: With more than 60 years experience
supplying the automotive industry, Eaton, Yale, and Towne, a diversified multinational
company headquartered in Erieview Tower, Cleveland, Ohio, has now come up with a
revolutionary new crash restraint system, ‘“autoceptor.” Twenty miles an hour,
simulating the action with parents and an unrestrained child. Thirty miles an hour at 30
degrees. Slow motion reveals the occupants were thoroughly protected. Throughout
most of autoceptor’s development, Eaton, Yale, and Towne worked closely with Ford,
General Motors, Chrysler, and American Motors, as well as many foreign car
manufacturers. Over two million miles of testing subjected autoceptor to repeated series
of jolts and vibrations. Autoceptor will deploy only after a frontal collision, and then
only at speeds above eight miles an hour. A minor fender-bender will not set it off. In
the future, it will be applied to non-frontal collisions, trucks, and buses (13).

General Motors also was moving forward on air bag development, through contracts
with Allied Chemical. By the early 1970’s, GM had decided, on its own initiative and apart
from prospective regulatory requirements, to offer air bag systems in large volumes, first as
optional and then as standard equipment. GM made public a firm timetable for introducing
the air bag, including promotion and sale of “approximately one million 1974 model
General Motors cars.” The automaker then said the air bag “would be made standard
equipment on all 1975 model General Motors passenger cars” (14). To market the air bag
option, which it called the “air cushion restraint system,” GM made a short film planned

for showing at dealerships across the country. Here is an excerpt of that film made for Buick
dealers.



4

FILM CLIP NO. 4, FROM “BUICK PRESENTS THE AIR CUSHION RESTRAINT
SYSTEM™: The GM air cushion restraint system [ACRS] senses that a frontal crash is
occurring and activates the restraints. To accomplish this, the system uses a bumper im-
pulse detector. A second crash sensing system is mounted beneath the instrument
panel. A third detector is activated in more severe frontal crashes. The passenger air
cushion inflates and extends from the steering wheel to the right door. The entire se-
quence of a 30 mile-per-hour barrier crash is completed in about 1/8 of a second, from
instant of contact through car rebound from the barrier. The in-car switches respond to
direct frontal impacts and angular frontal impacts, left or right of the car’s direction of
travel, but are not affected by simple side or rear-end impacts. The parts and the system
have been evaluated in thousands of the pre-production tests. Various car collisions
were staged, and over 100 human volunteers tested the system. Naturally, years of re-
search and testing have gone into the development of the air cushion restraint. The
Southwest Research Institute in San Antonio ran tests using volunteers under con-
trolled conditions. We asked them to find out how people would react if there were an
inadvertent firing. The driver is a middle-aged woman. She knows that we can trigger
the ACRS, but she doesn’t know when: what did you think of the sound ... did the noise
bother you ... startled me, yes ... were you able to maintain control of the car at all times
... no problem at all; it was just a moment, and then you could put the bag right down
and see. Even when your passenger is just a tot, the belt, the love seat, and the ACRS
provide security. The ACRS offers freedom and comfort to owners and passengers, and
meets all federal requirements for occupant protection (15).

Had GM actually promoted that film — had it marketed the crash-protection benefits
of its air bags even half as aggressively as it markets stereo cassette decks, vinyl roofs, and
“convenience packages” — it is hard to think that it could not have created a demand for
air bags on the part of many car buyers. But instead, GM failed to distribute the film to its
dealers. It spent virtually none of its $350 million annual advertising budget on air bag
marketing. And instead of manufacturing millions of air bag-equipped cars during the
1974-1976 period, it produced for sale only about 10,000 such cars. Meanwhile, Ford
dropped its program after making fewer than 1,000 air bag-equipped cars for testing
purposes.

The predictable result was that GM sold what it made — about 10,000 air bag-equipped
cars. GM claimed that consumers didn’t want air bags (a claim it continues to make even
while its engineers praise the reliability and effectiveness of air bag restraint protection).
According to a Wall Street Journal investigative article in November 1976, GM “failed to
push” air bag sales, gave the technology “no wholehearted promotion,” and instead, along
with its dealers, “actively discouraged sales.” (Attachment 2 is a chronicle of GM’s failure
to provide air bag technology to the public. Attachment 3 is the Wall Street Journalarticle.)

One of those interviewed by the Department of Transportation during its study to
determine possible consumer interest in RSV-type cars said this:

... until now, car manufacturers haven’t been building cars to be safe and
advertising it. So consumers are naive about auto safety compared to fuel
economy, styling and comfort. Once safety is introduced and consumers
get involved, then the marketplace will dictate the level of safety
consumers want (16).

That observation is not a new one, nor is the failure of car companies to provide safer
cars so as to gain a competitive edge. Senator Norris Cotton (R-N.H.), ranking minority
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Committee), announces that in response to a
subcommittee request, GM has reluctantly turned
over to him four internal GM consumer surveys.
The studies—carried out in 1971, 1975, 1978, and
1979—all show very strong consumer demand
for air bags in new cars.

March 1980: Mercedes-Benz announces that
it will equip all 1982 model cars sold in the
United States with air bags—including cars not
covered by the DOT standard. It thus becomes
the first manufacturer to give such protection to
Americans on a routine basis—and possibly the
only one offering air bags to buyers in 1982 at all.

March 1980: GM informs NHTSA that, its
earlier commitments to the contrary, it “does
not plan to offer inflatable restraints on medium-
or small-size cars” in the 1982-1986 model years,
but may still offer them on full-size 1982 cars.

March 1980: An informal survey of dealer
showrooms by the [IHS reveals a dearth of cars
available with Chevrolet’s highly touted auto-
matic safety belt.

April 1980: A GM memo circulated on the Hill
in support of the Stockman Amendment says the
company plans to “accommodate” a level of air
bag demand in 1982 models involving about
250,000 full-size car purchasers, a reduction from
previous plans to produce 400,000.

June 1980: GM announces that it has can-
celled plans to provide air bags as options in its
large 1982 models—despite having promised to
do so only a few months earlier both in its 1980
Public Interest Report” and in a filing with
NHTSA. This means that GM will offer no air
bag-equipped cars in the 1982 model year. Some

100 companies supplying air bag components to
GM stand to be affected so severely that they
may. not be able to stay in the business.

June 1980: At a breakfast meeting with re-
porters at the National Press Club, GM Chairman
Murphy estimates that GM would save $20 mil-
lion by delaying optional air bags from the 1982

I have always thought it would be easier
to redeem a man steeped in vice and
crime than a greedy, narrow-minded piti-
less merchant.”

—Albert Camus

to 1983 full-size cars. He is then asked by a re-
porter for Newhouse Newspapers, “What about
the 7,000 lives?” Murphy responds:

Well, the 7,000 lives, that's when you put air-
bags in every car. So, we're only talking about
one year, one year. They're talking about air
bags . . . when the air restraints are on every
vehicle on the road. When is that going to
happen? As | keep trying to remind you, it
isn’t going to happen for probably 15 years.
You're not going to replace all those other cars
on the road.

Had GM honored its pledge made in 1970 to pro-
vide airbags first as options and then as standard
equipment on all its cars by the 1975 model year,
a substantial majority of all GM cars now on the
road would be equipped with air bags. |
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Saga of the Air Bag,
Or the Slow Deflation
Of a Car-Safety Idea

*
GM F aileid to Push Device;
Dealers Discouraged Use;
Case of a ‘Biased’ Buyer

(-

By ALBERT R. KARR
Staff Reporter of THE WALL STREET JOURNAL

WASHINGTON~-It seemed bizarre, as
buying a car goes.

There I was, eye to eye with a salesman
in the showroom of Congressional Oldsmo-
bile, a dealer in suburban Washington, ea-
ger to make a purchase. But I insisted on a
car equipped with an air bag, the automati-
cally inflating device that protects front-seat
occupants in a crash. It was a 3315 optional
item.

Did the salesman jump at the prospect of
the lucrative sale? Not at all. Instead, after
conferring with an associate, he told me how
much it would cost to repair the car “if the
air bag goes off” and said he didn't even
know if I'd be able to buy one.

When 1 persisted, the salesman agreed to
inquire at the dealer’s zone office. It then
took a week to find ot if T could even order
an Olds with an air bag—and all the time
the dealer was risking the loss of a sale.

Eventually, I managed to buy the car--
with an air bag. But my experience wasn't
unusual. Indeed, a number of other people
had considerably more difficuity trying to
buy an air bag-equipped car while this op-
tion was offered on most full-size 1974-76
model Cadillacs, Buicks and Oldsmobiles.
(The option is no longer offered.) Some cus-
tomers, in fact, failed after months of
trying.

A ‘“‘Biased” Buyer

One of these is Dr. Arnold Arms. a Kan-
sas City physician, who survived an October
1975 crash into a bus without injury because
his Olds air bag functioned as intended, cu-
shioning him and shielding him from shat-
tered windshield glass. When he tried to buy
a new Olds with an air bag, the dealer re-
peatedly put off delivery; half-a-dozen tries
through July of this year were of no avail,
and Dr. Arms never did get a new air-bag
car.

General Motors, the only manufacturer
to offer the air bag to the public, has its an-
swers to complaints about such difficuilties.
A GM spokesman says the company has
found that most buyers simply don’t want an
air bag, and it contends that Dr. Arms is un-
usual because he is “biased’ in iiking the
device. “*Anybody whose life has been saved
by the air bag would be biased in favor of
it,”’ the GM man explains.

The company’s relationship with this
safety device has actually been an cn-and-
off atfuir, an odd episode in the annals of
auto marketing. Former GM President Ed-
ward Cole played a large role in the air
bag's development. When it first offered the

alr bag, the company showed some enthust-
asm about selling it. And William Buxton,
sales vice president, contends that “we gave
it one hell of a try.” In three years. GM
says, it was able to sell only 10,294, and so it
has dropped this option on its 1977 models.
But a Wall Street Journal survey of car
buyers, GM dealers and some close watch-
ers of the auto scene shows that the air bag
recelved no wholehearted promotion: in-
stead, the company and its dealers actively
discouraged sales. The survey turns up evi-
dence that many dealers, like many people

_in general, know little about the air bag, did

little to make buyers aware of it or whet
their interest in it, and often sought to pour
cold water on any interest that customers
showed.

Picking Up “Vibrations”

Much of the resistance apparently sprang
from salesmen’s doubts about the reliability
and effectiveness of the air bag, but they
may well have taken a cue from coolness at
GM. My salesman says he and his col-
leagues picked up ‘“‘vibrations’” from critical
factory pronouncements about the device. In
recent public statements, GM has ques-
tioned whether the air bag really gives
added protection to car occupants.

The question of public reaction to the air
bag has special significance now. Transpor-
tation Secretary William Ccleman is prepar-
ing to decide whether to order that all new
cars be equipped with air bags or with simi-
lar ‘‘passive-restraint’” protective devices
that require no ‘‘active” step such as buckl-
ing seat belts.

One point being considered by Mr. Cole-
man is whether people want the air bag in-
stalled {n their cars or will at least zccept it.
Crucial evidence could come from answers
to the questions: How did people react to the
air bag when GM was selling it, and what
sort of marketing promotion did it get? The
Transportation Department plans to do
some field work aimed at answering those
very questions.

Mr. Coleman will also be influenced, of
course, by reports of the air bag's effective-
ness. The cars so equipped have travelled
over 320 million miles. Government and GM
legs show that the air cushion has deployed
ahout 100 times and that the occupants al-
maost always escaped death or severe injury.
But in some instances, the car was so
crushed that nothing would have saved the

river or passengers.

Allstate Insurance Co., a big backer of
the air cushion, calculates that the fatalities
in air-bag cars work out to one for every 80
million miles of travel, against one fatality
for each 37 million in other cars.

Still, there is widespread skepticism
about the effectiveness, reliability and cost
of this safety device. Public comments re-
ceived by the Transportation Department
run about four to three against requiring the
air bag in new cars. But its advocates note
that the government already requires auto
buyers to pay for many other safety fea-
tures, such as seat belts. They say public
worry over such hazards as inadvertent de-
ployment of the air bag reflects misinforma-
tion: there have heen few such occurrences,
and they haven't affccted the driver’s con-
trol or caused injury, air-bag advocates

note. They say public concern has been fed
by auto makers’ disparagement of the de-
vice, People wouldn't buy any new option,
the proponents add. if auto manufacturers
and dealers didn't give it a good *'sell.”’

Mr. Cole, the former GM president, says
an auto maker must ‘‘create a desire on the
part of the user' to buy an option like the
air bag. Did the company do that? Mr.
Cole's reply: **No.”

To begin with, air-bag availability was
limited. GM offered this option on less than
a fifth of its production. The air cushion
couldn’t be bought till December 1973. two
months into the 1974-model season. This was
after most customers who traditicnaliy go
for new options, at the start of a model run,
had done their buying. So in the tirst year,
the 1974 Cadillac, Buick and Olds sales bro-
chures didn’'t mention the air bag.

Yhen it came to buying an air-bag car,
many people found the task difficult. Ivan
Gordon, general manager of Gloray Knitting
Mills, in Robesonia, Pa., says it took him
three months to get a 1975 Cadillac, and he
succeeded only after overcoming stifi dealer
objections. (The normal wait is around four
weeks.) Alex Cohen, a New York City pub-
iisher, tussled with two dealers before get-
ting a 1976 Cadillac delivered in May of this
year, seven months after he first tried to
buy one.

Other customers, like Dr. Arms, gave up
on buying an air-bag car after various frus-
trations. Among the disappointed: Mike Mc-
Crarry, chairman of a Dallas truck-insurance
firm; Stephen Goldspiel, a staff lawyer for
the American Bar Association in Chicago;
and Calvin Troudt, operations director for
the Colorado Safety Association in Denver.

Alistate Insurance recently questicned
some car buyers on the air bag, and of 65
who said they had inquired about the device
at their dealers, 38 reported a ‘‘discour-
aging’’ respons=, while 16 said the reaction
was ‘‘encouraging.”

Customers recite a number of arguments
they have been given for not buying an air--
bag car. Dr. Ludwig Klein, a New York
physician, says seven Buick and Olds deal-
ers he talked to told him variously that the
air bag was too expensive; that it might
suddenly pop out in his face, causing him to
lose control of the car (a view not justitied
by the device's tests and field perfor-
mance); and that it wasn't soid on a Buick
LeSabre, the model he was interested in this
call to GM’s Tarrytown, N.Y., office proved
that to be false).

“*Usually, if I mention an option, they’re
delighted to sell it to me,”” Dr. Klein says.
But in this case. he adds, “‘it was obvious
that the comnpany didn't want to sell the air
bag.”” He finally got one anywayv.

(Continned on back ....)



Many dealers concede they have been
unenthusiastic about selling the air bag. Sil-
van Colove, {ormer owner of Colove Cadtllac
in Robesonia, Pa., says he was ‘leery”
about the device. “*We actuadly never tried
to sell it.”" An Ohio Buick dealer says: "I
stayed away from it, and so did my dealer
colleagues. We wouldn't touch it with a 10-
foct pole.’” My own Olds salesinan says a
“majority’’ of car dealers didn't mention the
device to the customer when they were tick-
ing off options as they made up the sales
agreement unless he brought up the subject
himself. (A market survey for GM showed
that 56 of 1975-Olds buyers were little
aware or totally unaware that the air bag
was available:)

“It salcsmen presented (the air bag)
properly, it would sell,” says Ed Brown,
sales manager for Ladensdorf Oldsmobile in
Das Plaines, Ill. *“The increase over what

was actually sold would be astounding,”” he
says.

Dealers find that the air bag's $315 price
on 1976 models hay deterred sales. "'If the
2ir bag were priced within reason, I think
tuere'd be more interest,’’ says Tom Scolan,
fleet sales manager for Wiel Oldsmobile in
Libertyville, Il

GM insists it has sold the device at a big
Joss. But John De Lorean, a former GM ex-
ecutive now doing consulting work, contends
that on the same cost-figuring basis used by
the company, the air bag should sell at
around $100, assuming mass production.
And at that price, according to a survey
made for GM by Market Research Group
Inc. of Farmington Hills, Mich., one-third ot
the 1975-Olds buyers interviewed expressed
a great deal of interest in purchasing a car
with an air bag; the proportion was far
lower when the price was higher.






