
 

Safety chief: Honda must do more to fix
dangerous air bags
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In this May 4, 2016 file photo, National Highway Traffic Safety Administration
administrator Mark Rosekind speaks during a news conference to announce the
addition of tens of millions of Takata air bag inflators to the largest automotive
recall in history in Washington. Honda must do more to track down owners of
300,000 cars with highly dangerous Takata air bag inflators and make sure they
are repaired, the nation's top auto safety regulator said Wednesday, Nov. 2. (AP
Photo/Evan Vucci)
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dangerous Takata air bag inflators and make sure they are repaired, the
nation's top auto safety regulator said Wednesday.

Mark Rosekind, head of the National Highway Traffic Safety
Administration, says the agency has talked to Honda about hiring private
investigators to track down owners, sending notices in different
languages, or even taking service trucks into neighborhoods to repair
cars on the spot.

"There's a whole series of things that we want to see," Rosekind said at
an auto industry parts supplier conference Wednesday in Detroit. "It's
just not happening fast enough for anybody."

Tests show that air bag inflators in 313,000 older Hondas and Acuras
have up to a 50 percent chance of rupturing in a crash and shooting
shrapnel at the driver. NHTSA and Honda issued an urgent warning to
the vehicle owners in June, but so far only 13,000 of the cars have been
fixed.

The cars date to 2001 and have a type of inflator that is more prone to
explode than others made by Takata. They are so dangerous that the
government told owners not to drive them unless going to a dealer to get
repairs done. Honda says replacement parts are available for these
vehicles.

The warning took on even more urgency after Delia Robles, 50, of
Corona, California, died when the inflator ruptured on her 2001 Honda
Civic after being hit head-on by a pickup truck Sept. 30.

Takata uses the explosive chemical ammonium nitrate to create a small
explosion that inflates air bags in a crash. But the chemical can
deteriorate when exposed to prolonged humidity and high temperatures.
So far as many as 11 people in the U.S. and 16 people worldwide have
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been killed by Takata air bag inflators.

The problem has touched off the largest auto safety recall in U.S. history
with more than 69 million inflators under recall. Another 30 million are
under recall worldwide. In the U.S., about 11.4 million air bags have
been repaired, with relatively scarce replacement inflators first going to
high-humidity areas around the Gulf of Mexico.

Honda said Robles bought the car in mid-2015 and was sent multiple
recall notices. The car was first recalled in 2008, and since then, Honda
has sent the four registered owners 20 letters, the company said.

There's no way for Honda to verify if Robles received the letters. Her
son, Jose Contreras, said she never mentioned them to him.

Honda spokesman Chris Martin said previously that it's not practical for
Honda to visit all the owners with super-dangerous inflators.

But Rosekind says there will be changes to quicken the pace of repairs.
Honda would have to pay for private investigators or any other measures.

"Anytime we lose a life it means we're not doing enough," he said.
"We've got to let people know, no cost, get it fixed. You're in danger."

Vehicles with the highly dangerous inflators include 2001 and 2002
Honda Civics and Accords, the 2002 and 2003 Acura TL, the 2002
Honda Odyssey and CR-V, and the 2003 Acura CL and Honda Pilot.

So far 17 auto and truck makers are shouldering the cost of the recalls,
but they eventually will try for reimbursement from Takata. That is
causing the Tokyo-based company to look for buyers and could drive it
into bankruptcy.
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Rosekind says he isn't worried about Takata's finances or a potential
bankruptcy because automakers ultimately are responsible for the recall
repairs. Also, bankruptcy laws have safeguards to make sure such safety
recalls get done, he said.

© 2016 The Associated Press. All rights reserved.
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