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$3 million death suit
' By Marcia Myers the TiTst €6 g to wiat challenging
Buacon Jeurnal viaft writer , the safety of & controverslal seat-
On a sunny Thursday after- belt system that -has been:-in-

,noOgain August 1982, Dr. Willlam stalled .in .most American-made.

C. Baird I, a prominent Akron ° cafs since the-late.1970s, - . -
neurosurgeon, completed a medi- ~ The case, belng tried . before
cal consultation at Robinson Me: ‘Judge David D: Dowd Jr.-in U.S.
morial Hospital in Radvenna, District Court in Akron, is now in

—clitmbed—int Hac-Grand—thehandsofthejury.
Am, (asteried his seat belt-and,  Critics of seat bels featuring
headed for his Sllver Lake home, - the “window-shade” feature; llke.

* Less than a mile from his des-  the one in the Bairds’ 1979 Ponti-
tinatfon, the car ran off the'road. - ac, say the-bells allow'a danger-.
The 63-year-old physician was ous amount of slack to accamu-
Kkilled as the cary_sﬁc_k a maple~late in the shoulder harrless and
tree In a front Vard on Graham " ean leave passengers with Mttle
Road. - ., .- - - ar nd protection in an accident,
* His widow, Lois, believes her The. window-shade feature is so.

_.husband; who she says always. named because the shoulder har.
wore a seat belt, would be alive ness can be tightened.or: loosefied
todaymad the car been equipped * by pulling down on it slightly, in.
with Wedifferent type of seat belt ‘{he'same way a window ‘shade I
Her- $3 million lawsuit against adjusted. JPaul Lewis, a resfarch

General Motors Corp. and its
Pontlac diviston is belleved to be.
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Cowtlawed frem puge Al
comsultant [n automoblle ltiga-
thon, has kept close watch natlon-
ally on lawsuity that blame the
window-shade feature for accl-
dent-retated Injuries. He belleves
the Baird sult ks the first such
case to go to trial Its outcoms,
he sald, coald indicale the direc-
tion of future sults. '
“l's a sltuation where all the
Amdrican-marnulactured automo-
blles have the same or similar
device, so it's a [alrly common
problem, although Lt may not be
recognized by people,”” Lewls

sald.
Some critles of the window-

“lence™ “feature that allows

passengess more range of move-
ment. General Motors’ Intentlon
in desigulng the .gystem was (o
encourage moré people to Wear
thelr p=at belts, he sakl.

Robert Sinke,; manager of sale-
ty and crash-worthiness systems
for General Motors, sald the ays-
tern was carefully reviewed
many company ngineers.

* The henelits of the window-

" shade feanre far outwelgh the

-disbenefits,” Sinke sald.
Although the potentlal for ex-

cessive sttck In the seat belt’

created an addltlonal risk, Sloke
sald, "there's a risk In any safety

by -

showed that lack of comlort was
not responsible for low seal-belt
use, the englneer cajd.

Olficlals at General Motors
sald they could not commen
about any [acet of the
shade deslgr or critlcism it
because It was the subject of
lawsults.

Pontiac owner manuals have_
contalned warnings about the po-
tantial danger of excessive slack
ln the -seat belts- since tension-
relieving. belts weve Introduced In
1974,

problem s, they dom’t
tell anyone what {5 excessive
stack,” Timothy Scanlon, Mrs.

Xe auto ve feature we put in the vehicle." Balrd's attétney, told jucors.
gla:tl; cmsummlnta’.n:l[;v?d BLI:;?ls!ay Opponents of the window-shade Paul Pohl, an attormey repre-
they expect injurles related to the Dr. system dispute the argument that  senting General Motors, replied

" destgn to become apparent very . dies in Pontla the beils pase only a Limlted risk.  that the defindtlon of “excessive
s00T & MoTe States enact manda- fe ntiac wManulacturers will tell you is not 6o easlly determined. . -
" tory seat:belt laws, O . Administration {NHTSA), ——they put iLIn ‘there foc additional __“How much siack Ly excessive
sThe remson Lhese Injurles Attorneys for General Motors  comfort and convenlence to get  siack really mieans: HOW [AS{aTe

were nol showing up s because
so [ew people were wealing thelr
seat belts,” Biss sald. “Naow be

contend that the window-shade
destgn had “essentlaly no role™
in the Balrd accldent.

more people to wear the belts,
but they've told NHTSA the exact
oppesile,” sald a former NHTSA

you golng when You hit some-
thlng and need the seat belt”
Pohl sald. i

1o see people belng seri- General Motors engineers tes engineer, who did.not want to be Testimony estlmating the

ousty injured with thelr seat belts  tiylng (n the Balrd case sald that  Identitied. *‘The window-shade speed of Balrd car at Lhe time of

on .although there Is a potentlal for feature violates jl! tha basic engl- the accident has ranged from 30
European car manufacturers t00 much lack to accumulate, neering principlés about properly  to 48 miles an hour.

are nol permitted to inswall seal
belts with the window-shade de-
sign becguse It Is considered uo®
sale, according to Lhe Natlonal
Highway Transportallon Safety

typical movernent-la not likely 1o
causge Lt. ’

GM éngineer Carl Savage les-
ufied that the window-shade de-
sign [s a "comfort and conven-

performing seat belts. It's
dumb feature." .

A 1982 letter to NHTSA from
GM's diréctor of automollve safe-
ty englneering sald studles

_ General Motors also Is under
fire in the Baird case for the
alteged fallure of the car’s lefl
rear axle.

Mrs. Baird clatms an axle fabl-
ure was responsible-for her hus-
band iesing control of the car,
which loft Graham Road In a
siraight, disgonal line and trav-

than 200 feet ore

. siriking tree.

Accldent Investigators testilied
that they found no evidence that
Halrd (rled to brake the car ot

_ steer off that dlagonal course.

General Motors argues that
the axle broke as a result of the
colllsion. GM attorneys say Baird
might Have lallen asle¢p, lost
consclousness or become Inatten-
tive before, the car went off the
road. . *

An autopsy produced no evi-
dence indlicating the doctor =ul-
fered any medical problem, such -
as a heart-attack or siroke, that
could ‘have caused him to 1
control of the car. There also
no evidence of drugs or alcobol in.
his system.

Baird was alone ia the car, but’
other drivers who witnessed the
accldent have tesiified that he
a to be awake and alert
as the aceident occurred.
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