Seat-belt verdict
may affeetdesagn
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A federal jury on Monday a‘warded
$8090,000 in damages in a sult charging that
an Akron doctor's death was due to faulty
design of a General ‘Mofors seatbelt system.
“The decision could open. the .way for similar
lawsuits and changes in seat-belt designs in
Amerfcan-made. ¢éars, according to lawyers
and car industry aralysts. . .

‘The four-man, two-woman jury agreed with-
Lois E, Baird, who claimed her husband, Dr,_
William C. Baird II, 63, a prominent Akron
neurosurgeon, died. in a 1982 accident on
Graham Road in Stow because of the defec-

. tive design of the “‘window shade’” seat belt in
the couple’s Pontlac Grand Am. .

The suit is belleved to be the first 10 go to

~trial -challenging. the controverstal—window-
_shade_desm_Cducs_sax_the_lmu_ca.u.allnw_iL

“See JURY, page Al-
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dangerous amount of slack to ac-
cumulate in the shoulder harness

- and consequently fall 1o restraln
passengers In d colllsion. ’ :

_ The window shade feature and
mimilar seat bell deslgns have
been Installed in most American:
made cars since the late 1970s.
"The Amerlean puhllc perhaps
‘has won in this, log,” Mrs. Baird
sald Iullw[ng Ihe verdicl. "'I11’.al
was my goal."”

Cencral Motors' Pontiae divi-
slon was a co-Cefendaht in the
lawsult, which was tried in U.S.
Disicict Couft [n Akron’ before
Judge David D. Dowd Jr.

*  Mrs. Baird had asked for $3
million in damages. Jurors de-
nied a secand part of her com-
plaint, which clalmed the car's
left rear axie’ was defective and
caused the accident, The speed af.
ihe Balrd vehicle at_the time of
impact was estimated at between
30 and 48 miles an hour.

GM spokeswoman Jane Moit
sald the company was disappdlnt-
ed In the verdlel and Is conslder'-
Ing an ppeal.

*Qur analys(s of the accident

Indlcated thal the comforl fealure
did not play any role In Dr.
Balrd's death In this extremely
severe impact,” My, Mott gald. *
. Paul Lewls, a research consul-
tant In automobile lugation, sald
he,belleves the decislon Is lkely
to produce “significant repercus-
slons” {n the ruto Industry.

"“Thinge llke thils make the
publle aware of problems, and
the Lltigation Is what seems Lo
produce changes as far as safety

problems are concerned,” Lewls

-sald,
The window shade design |8 so-
named because It can be ad)usted
16 add or reduce tension by pull-
ing slightly on the shoulder har-
ness, slmllar 1o the way a window

of the design sy typical move-
ment, lke turning on a cac radlo,
can creale excessive slack wsrith-
out the passenger reallzing It.

“You don't think of youl seat -

belt being a problem, and that's
one of the things I wonder
aboul,”" Lawis sald.

He sald General Molors,
through s 2-year-old Mfe-belt io-
surance program, has pald mil)-
lions of dollars In $10,000 parcels
to the esiales of peopie killed In
accidents while wearing seat
belte. The payment program, cov-
-ering only persons In GM cars,
was Introduced [n Apri] 19584 as a
methed of encouraging peop!e 19
buckle up.

Asked Lewis: "How many of
those dled as a result of that
defect in the scat belt, and did
their famllles ever think abaut 1t?
Publlc awareness wlll be the
mcﬁst significant value of the law.
-sult.”

. General Motors says It his
pald $5.4 million through the pr
gram, which paid 540 clalms m
of 1T mllilon vehleles covered.

"'This Is very low In proportic
1a the number of vehicles covere
and number of miles driven,
sald Harold Jackson, a Gl
spokesmnan.

He sald the program conclude
with the 1986 model vehicles In
cause “we belleved It had sw
cessfully completed 1ts goal
heightening people's awareness
the seat beli " .

Jack Mariens, former chief m
tomotive safety engineer f¢
American Motors, sald the relm
fance of mas| passengers lo wea
seat belts left carmakers In
"'Catch 22,

“Peaple refect seat helis I
thelr discomfort . . . so manufac
lurers try 1o deslgn a more con
fortable belt Lo encourage them,
sald Mariens. now a national col

_ sultant on auto restraint system:

He sald he belleves the ou
come of the Baled sult “ma
strike some sort of [ssue," ade
ing:

““There’s boen a question abol
this .window shade seat.belt fc
many, many years.”

__ Attarney Timothy F. Scanlon

of Akron, who represented Mrs.

Balrd In the sult, characterized

ber,tight rgainst GM a3 a “Davld
and Galiath situatlon.”

He sald he expecls that lhe
—case will have "'a polentlai signif-
icant impact™ because all Amerl-
can car manulacturers use Lhe
same kind of device. - -

"What happened 1o Dr Baird
oan happen io anyoene,’ * Scanlon
sald. *The more Imporiant thing
was for a Jury to say whal the
Balrd family always balieved.”

Jurors detérmEned that Balrd's
seat bell had excesslve slack and
was an “obvlgus hazard” when
his car hit a tree in. August 1982,
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