Tires safer, but not enough for Nader

Tire safety and technology have improved markedly in the past 20 years, admits
Ralph Nader. But not enough to please him.

“NHTSA has not upgraded its tire standards in 20 years,” the renowned
consumer activist said. “The present state of the art is so far ahead of the
standards that they’re now immaterial.”

“Yet tires are not as good as they should be,” he added. “Not nearly enough
attention has been paid to such factors as brake-stopping distance and
hydroplaning. We need better comparative data on those issues. There’s still a
lot of rubber on the side of the roads - the question is why.”

Since bursting into the national consciousness more than 20 years ago with his
pioneering best-seller, “Unsafe at Any Speed,” Nader has been the
acknowledged consumers’ spokesman in issues relating to auto safety.
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Throughout his career, however, he generally has been less critical of the tire
industry than of the auto industry.

Speaking in 1967 before a meeting of the Delaware Valley Tire Dealers
Association, Nader said that tire technology was better then than it had been 10
years before. But, he added, the industry had still not licked its safety problems,
and the government’s plans to grade tires - Uniform Tire Quality Grading was a
hot topic even then - would have to be enforced strictly.

Even now, acknowledging continued advances in tire technology, Nader feels the
UTQG system is not being used adequately.

“We need a more aggressive Uniform Tire Quality Grading campaign,” he said.
“Not just to have the system in place, but also to draw consumers’ attention to it
as a safety and shopping tool.”



Nader also opposes the miniature temporary spares that have become standard
equipment on new automobiles as a means of reducing weight and saving trunk
space.

“The little tire should be banned,” he said. “The spare tire a motorist receives on
his car should be equivalent to the original equipment tires. The little tires are
simply not safe.”

Another issue Nader feels has never truly been addressed is that of air pollution
in the form of rubber particulates emitted by tires.

“I corresponded with Goodyear a number of years ago on this subject,” he said.
“The particulates do come off the tire treads, they are in the air, and they are a
pollutant.”

Nevertheless, Nader is generous in assessing the tire industry’s safety record.
“It's the only segment of the motor vehicle industry that consistently advertises
safety and tries to make its products as safe as possible,” he said.

He cites the Tire Industry Safety Council as a living monument, in more ways
than one, to the tire industry’s safety record.

“I think it's hilarious that an association exists with nothing to do,” he said of the
TISC. “The industry founded it 20 years ago, expecting a deluge of attacks on
safety issues. But those all blew over after a couple of years, so the TISC
basically has had nothing to do for 18 years. Sure, they work, but it's make-work,
not must-work.”

Nader is far harsher in assessing the record of the National Highway Traffic

Safety Administration - the agency his activism helped to found - over the last
two decades.

“Basically, NHTSA has had a few spurts of activity surrounded by massive
streams of inertia,” he said. “What's needed is to wake up the agency to its
congressional mandate.”

Among the many issues Nader wants NHTSA to tackle include:

Reviving the Motor Vehicle Safety Research Project, which developed
prototype vehicles carrying the most up-to-date safety technology;

Instituting or upgrading such rules as vehicle handling, pedestrian safety, side
impact and radar brakes; and

Recalling cars - including models from Ford, General Motors and Audi - which
have had problems with sudden acceleration or with automatic transmissions
suddenly slipping from park to reverse.



Nader suggested that tire makers “for their own safety” should upgrade current
tire standards voluntarily without prompting from NHTSA or any other group.

“They should upgrade the standards, and then say, “We upgraded the standards
because we upgraded the quality.”

“If they don’t do that,” he added, “it's only a matter of time before someone does
it for them.”



