Georgia mom questions the safety of some minivans
Her little girl shifted the gears and died
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tit's something that happens hundreds of times each
. "\Jw'-_mgc& day in our community, a parent puts one of more
: “A children into a minivan. But one young woman from
Cumming, Georgia, who recently won a $3.4 million
dellar judgement against DaimlerChrysler says there
ars things parents should know if they drive a van
made before 2001,

J The Hamby Case

i 3 3 % "If I had known my van did not have that device, I
[T 55 » 1 would never have bought it, never," Lori Hamby tells
me.

She's referring to a brake shift interlock, which requires you to press the brake pedal before you
can shift the vehicle into gear.

Hamby's 2 and a half year old daughter, Madison, was killed in the driveway of Lori's
grandmother's home on July 27, 2002. Lori and her fiance Robert were outside and Robert decided
to wash the van. He had the key in the "on" position to listen to the radio. Madison got into the
1991 Dodge Caravan and shifted it into reverse, causing the van to roll down the driveway. As the
van picked up sp=ed it careened into a ditch. At that point, the little girl fell out and was crushed
by the van as it slammed into a tree.

Hamby had just purchased the used van a few months prior to the accident.

Two Savannah attorneys, Jeff Harris and Darren Penn, sued DaimlerChrysler on behalf of Lori
Hamby. "They (DaimlerChrysler ) knew it was going to happen and yet they didn't do anything
about it," Harrris says. "They didn't put a feature in their vehicle that would have prevented this

accident and a lot of others like it."

Harris contends that lack of a brake shift interlock is the reason Madison is dead, He says a
number of other automakers installed brake shift interlocks in the mid-90's while DaimlerChrysler
didn't put them in its minivans until 2001. DaimlerChrysler says the original purpose of the device
was to stop sudden acceleration, but the plaintiffs contend it prevents child shifting, too.

Diane Owens, an attorney for DaimlerChrysler says a brake shift interlock is not a mandated safety
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feature. But she says a device that is mandated by the National Highway Traffic Safety
Administration is a key shift interlock. "It basica'ly locks the gear shift when you take the key out,"
she says. "DaimlerChrysler installed the key shift in its minivans in 1984, the first year they were

sold."

Owens says because the keys were left in the "on" position in the Hamby van, the key shift
interlock didn't work.

"We believe that the accident happened because the adults who were charged with taking care of
young Madison did not utilize the safety devices that were in the vehicle," Owens says. "This was a
child who was left playing in the front seat. The parking brake was not applied."

"If an adult had taken the key out of the car she could not have shifted the gear," Owens says.

But Harris says at trial, they established that Lori Hamby's fiance was 17 feet from the van. "He
was literally steps away," Harrls says. "And if you picture your own children, I think there are
times when every parent has been that distance from their child.”

Harris also says that the plaintiffs accepted some of the accountability for what happened. "We
basically said that Lori and Robert are accepting responsibility, that they're partially at fault here
but the problem is they didn't know what Chrysler knew."

Harris says for years, Chrysler has been getting complaints from minivan owners about child
shifting. At trial, plaintiffs introduced about 140 complaints compiled internally by DaimlerChrysler,
the complaints dating back to the early to mid 90's.

One weman said she her children were in a "near death experience when her toddler shifted their
minivan. Another woman complained she was worried "someone would be seriously hurt in a rolling
car." Believe it or not, one woman said her "two year old had shifted their minivan and a few days
later, the family dog had shifted the van into drive and the vehicle rolled into a fence." Some of the
complaints said vehicles were damaged after rolling into other cars or hitting trees. But
DaimlerChrysler says none of the complaints given to them indicated there were any serious
injuries.

DaimlerChrysler attorney Diane Owens says it cculdn't be verified that every, single complaint was
about minivans so the company did not perceive there to be a pattern of complaints. Owens says
considering the fact that there are millions of minivans on the roads, a report of child shifting Is still
rare.

"These are safe vehicles," Owens tells me.
Adrian Johnson

Adrian Johnson who lives near Atlanta tells her visitor, "this is my Ford Explorer, I don't drive a
Chrysler anymore."

In December of 2000, Johnson was warming up her late 90's model minivan and was at the back of
the van packing for a holiday trip. She heard a noise, looked up and saw her three year old boy. He
had slipped out of the house, gotten into the front seat and shifted the van into reverse.

"It rolled back and rolled completely over my body," Johnson says. "The accident knocked out all
my teeth. I have scars on the front of my face. I broke my pelvic gone. "At one time the doctor
was saying he didn't think I would be able to walk."
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Johnson has had a long struggle back but today is walking and has resumed a normal life. She
sued DaimlerChrysler and settled out of court. But she worries about this happening to someone
else, That's why Johnson testified an behalf of Lorli Hamby at her recent trial when Hamby sued the
autcmaker.

"I just think Chrysler needs to step up and make the vehicle safe for the family so that we don't
have to worry about going to a child’s funeral or even an adult's funeral for that matter,” Johnson

says,
She believes that the older model minivans n2ed to be checked and have brake shift interlock

devices Installed. At the -lamby trial, the plaintiffs presented testimony from an engineer they
hired who said he had made a part and installed it for less than ten dollars.

“For them (Chrysler) not to put a 7 to 10 dollar part in a vehicle, I think it's very unfair to those of
us purchasing that vehicle," she says. "You know they're making thelr money off of us so why not
make it safe for us."

Diane Owens, the attorney for DaimlerChrysler says mini-vans do have excellent safety records.
She says in most child-shift incidents (as in Johnson's case) the key is left in the ignition in the
"on" position.

"The ignition key lock is designed to lock the Ignition when you take the key out,” says Owens.
"Chrysler installed this in its minivans in 1984, 9 years ahead of when [t was mandated."

Kelly Powers

Kelly Powers of Savannah knew nothing abouz the Hamby lawsuit until I showed up at her house. I
stopaed because Powers had an early 90's model red Dodge Caravan in her driveway that was
almost Identical to Lori Hamby's, Powers also has a daughter similar in age to Madison Hamby.

When I asked her to test her van she thought it was an odd request but said she would go along.
She got inside and immediately depressed the brake pedal.

"Are you sure you have to put your foot on the brake,” I asked her. "Well no, I'm not actually," she
replied.

When she takes her foot off the brake she can easily shift her van into reverse and it immediately
starts rolling down her driveway.

"Obviously, this was very easy,"” she says. "It's very scary to think it's that easy to roll."

DaimlerChrysler says if you do leava the key in the ignition, it should be placed in the accessory
position.

Powers had never heard of that before. And har ignition has no markings. "I'm not familiar with
that at all," she says to me.

I show her that the accessory position Is past lock, all the way toward her. When we put he key
there, she can no longer shift it out of gear with her foot off the brake.

"That's good tc know, but I wish I had known this sooner," Powers says.

Later, I do the same test with Gigl Honeycutt in her 2001 Chrysler Town and Country which has a brake






