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Vehicle Safety Experts Submit Side Air Bag Test Procedures

Washington, D.C. – Industry safety experts today submitted to the National Highway Traffic Safety Administration a comprehensive set of test procedures for side air bags.  The Technical Working Group, composed of experts in occupant crash protection, safety testing, the biomechanics of injury causation, and restraint system design, met many times over the past year to develop standardized voluntary test procedures.

“We have identified a comprehensive set of test procedures to measure and further reduce the already low injury risk from side air bags while still providing air bags that are effective,” said Adrian Lund, chairman of the Side Air Bag Out-Of-Position Injury Technical Work Group (TWG) and Senior Vice President of Research at the Insurance Institute for Highway Safety (IIHS).  

Lund also noted that, “Real world experience with side air bags has been very positive, but these recommendations were necessary to assure that all manufacturers were aware of and using the very latest information about out-of-position injury risk as side air bag systems become more and more common.  We all want the experience with side air bags to stay positive.” 

In May 1999, the NHTSA Administrator requested that manufacturers prepare a specific industry-led plan to develop test procedures for assessing out-of-position occupants and side air bag interactions.  Vehicle manufacturers agreed, and asked the IIHS to chair a technical working group (TWG) in July 1999.  The Automotive Occupants Restraint Council joined automakers and IIHS in sponsoring this important safety project.  After reviewing TWG members’ extensive research and testing on side air bags, the TWG circulated a draft document to safety groups and stakeholders for comments and held a technical review session in June 2000, which was cosponsored by the Society of Automotive Engineers Strategic Alliance.    
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“The TWG’s document is a groundbreaking endeavor by automakers and others concerned with vehicle safety in establishing safety guidelines for the development of new technology,” Lund said.  “This unprecedented action has ‘set the ball rolling’ towards ever safer side air bags in far less time than would have been required to complete federal regulatory action.”

“While groups like the Society of Automotive Engineers and the International Standards Organization typically develop standard test procedures, the technical working group went further.  We also set very stringent injury risk criteria – called ‘reference values’ -- that manufacturers have agreed to take into account in their designs,” said Lund.  

The goal of the TWG was to help assure that even in the rare event that an occupant is out-of-position when a side air bag deploys, the risk of serious injury is very low.  The procedures submitted to NHTSA today are comprehensive and rigorous in that they:
· Assess side air bag and occupant interactions in 15 different positions covering all known side air bag systems (7 positions for seat-mounted systems; 5 positions for door-mounted systems; 3 positions for roof rail systems);

· Define a number of standard worst-case positions, including a young child playing peek-a-boo from between the front seat and the door pillar with a sibling in the back seat and a small woman with her chest against the location of the side airbag;

· Use a family of test dummies that is representative of the of the out-of-position at-risk population (young children, adolescents, and small adults); and

· Assess all regions of the body potentially at risk from deploying side air bags (head, neck, thorax, abdomen, pelvis and forearm), with stringent injury reference values for those areas at greatest risk of severe injury (head, neck, and thorax).

The TWG will continue to monitor real world side air bag performance and will reconvene in one year to assess whether the test procedures should be modified.

TWG participants included motor vehicle safety experts from Transport Canada, members of the Alliance of Automobile Manufacturers, the Association of International Automobile Manufacturers (AIAM), the Automotive Occupants Restraint Council (AORC), the Insurance Institute for Highway Safety, and academia.  Although not formal members of the TWG, the National Highway Traffic Safety Administration also participated in its meetings to keep the TWG informed of the agency’s real-world crash experience and to alert the TWG to information the agency might have about OOP occupant injury risk.
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