
Sticky Subject 
Industry Finds Devil 
In the Details of Plan 
For Bolder SUV Labels 
New Warnings Highlighting 

Risk of Rollovers Inspire 
Exercise in Deconstruction 

The Fate of the Dangling Man 
By ANNA WILDE MATHEWS 

WASHINGTON.-For 25 years, auto 
makers and federal safety regulators have 
wrangled over how to solve the deadly 
problem of vehicle rollovers. but-for now, 
a t  least-it all comes down to a choice a1 
words. pictures and colors. 

Both sides have deployed armies of cn- 
gineers, consultants and lawyen to study 
the problem. They have flipped cars and 
trucks in tests and amassed mountains 01 
data on what models may he more iikeiy to 
roll over on sharp turns. But they have yet 
to devise a remedy, even as auto maken 
Sell sport-utility vehicles nationwide in 
record numbers-2.8 million in 19% alone, 
according to War& Automotive Heport. 
That's of particular concern because many 
experts believe certain STJVs. because of 
their height and relative narrowness, are 
moreprone toroilovers than other vehicles. 

Now, federal regulators are preparing 
to unveil as early as this week their mosl 
pointed message yet about the danger. Bul 
not before they have answered this pivotal 
question: Are motoris& more inclined tc 
heed a yellow warning than a red one? 
Deceptively Complex 

Such are the issues that have framed 
the debate in recent months. On the sur 
face. the governmenys task looks like a 
simple one: It involves no more than re 
placing the densely worded, lkyear-at  
warning the National Highway Traflh 
Safety Administration requires on man) 
SUV models with a terse and more eye 
catching rendition. 

The new label would place blame for 
mllovers on no one and cost auto maker: 
next to nothing. Yet the agency's effort ti 
raise the profileof an unobtrilsive label ha! 
become a minor flash point in the mllovei 
debate. And it shows how the complexi 
ties-and. Sometimes. the inanities--o 
auto safety can defy regulatory solutions. 
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failed aliemptd to a&e a i a  benchmarl 
for identifyinp those vehicles that were 

rollovers by changing drivers' behavior. 
That approach proved palatable to th( 

auto industry, which contends roiiooer 

Label option No. 3 ~ _ _  
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I That aivvaac< o&ed oaiatabc to the 

Label option No. 3 
have more to do ,with careless drivers and 
difficult drivingconditions than faulty vehi- 
cles. "Vehicles just don't flop overina park- 
ing lot," says George F. Ball. managing 
counsel for American Suzuki Motor Corp. 
"You need an initiator." 

The Current labels. usuallyaffixed io the 
vehicle's sun riwr, caution drivers of sucn 
models as the Jeep Grand Chemke and lhe 
Toyota RAV4 that lheir "multipurpose pas- 
senger vehicle will handle and maneuver 
differently fmm an ordinary passenger 
car."Th? required n-word block of text we9 
On to warn that the vehicle "may mil over or 
may go oul of mnimlandcrash if thedriver 
makes sharp t u r n  or abrupt maneuvers. It 
refem the driver to his owner's manual for 
guidance and ends with an admonishment 
1o"Wear YourSeat Bells AtAll Times." 

But two years ago, the NHTSA con- 
cluded that many drivers were ignoringils 
low-key warning. And it embarked on an 
effort lo design a new label, With fewer 
words, bright colors. bigger lettering and 
accompanying graphics. 

Last April, the agency proposed three 
label options. all of which warn specifically 
that the affected vehicle poses a " h igh  or 
"higher" rollover risk. One, topped by a 
hiack-and-orangc "WARNING," slluws B 
Seat belt being buckled and an SlJV tilling 
as it NundS a curve: "High Risk of 
Rol lover , " i t ad~ . '~~ways  Wear Your Seat 
BeW and "Avoid Didden Stops And Sharp 
Turns." Asemndversion has "WARNWG: 
U G H  RISK OF ROLL0W.R" splashed 
aCNSS the top in yellow and black, with big- 
gerillustrationsof theseatbeitand the l i t -  
ing vehicle hut the Same advice about 
stops, Sha rp  lurns and seat belts. 

The third option puts ''WARNING ii 
red and white. On opposite sides, the labe 
depicts a seat belt and an weupant hang 
ingPrecariouSiy fmm the window of a tip 
ping SUV; the label warns in smaller let 
teI'ingof''HigherRo1loverRisk andcoun 
Sels "Always Buckle Up." 

Not suryrisingly, the dangiingpassen 
ger graphic wasn't a hit with auto rnakcrs, 
who deluged the NHTSA with comments or 
the threeoptions. lsuzu Motors 1,td:s reac 
lion was tmical of most: Isuzu Yeels tht 
depiciiun of an occupant being ejected 
fNm the window should be deleted. Ejec 
tion frnm a vehicle is primarily caused h j  
nonuse or improper use of Seat bells." 

The industry, fearful of iitigdtion, alsr 
submitted piles of pages parsinr the defin 
itionsof eaehwordpmposed lor the new la 
bels, objeclingstmngly to the phrase "high 
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