
Documents giving “histori
cal clues” to fatal defects
of a class of tires produced

by Goodyear Tire and Rubber Co.
were made public last Wednesday,
as a Mercer County judge ruled
that public interest in safety war-
ranted relaxing a broad protective
order in a wrongful death case.

Superior Court Judge Jack Sa-
batino ordered released, in whole
or part, 14 of 31 documents detail-
ing records of customer com-
plaints about the tires, known as
Load Range E, saying that the
safety concerns raised by a public
health interest group that inter-
vened in the case “were hardly fan-
ciful.”

“Even if the problems with
LRE tires are now being solved,
that apparent solution begs other
questions, such as why did this
happen in the first place and why
did the problem persist for so
long?” Sabatino wrote in Estate of
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NO ‘RUBBER STAMP’ FOR GOODYEAR
JUDGE MODIFIES PROTECTIVE ORDER IN FAULTY-TIRE WRONGFUL DEATH CASE,
FINDING PUBLIC SAFETY OVERRIDES COMPANY’S INTEREST IN SECRECY

Frankl v. Goodyear, MER-L-
003052-99, Sabatino did keep
sealed, however, documents de-
scribing production secrets and
“self-critical analysis,” the compa-
ny’s internal fault-finding process.

The suit was brought by the es-
tate of two people killed in Saudi
Arabia in 1997. The Air Force ve-
hicle they were driving rolled over
after the tread on one tire separat-
ed.

The intervenor group, Con-
sumers for Auto Reliability and
Safety (CARS), entered the suit
before it settled last year and de-
manded access to the documents
supplied by Goodyear in discov-
ery. CARS filed a motion to undo
a July 2000 consent order placing
the documents  under seal.

Between the time of CARS’s
motion and Sabatino’s ruling, the
National Highway Transportation
Safety Authority completed an in-
vestigation of LRE tires, finding

that 18 people had been killed and
158 injured in 87 crashes where
the tread belt had separated from
the tire’s body.

Although the NHTSA closed
its Goodyear investigation when
the company agreed to recall the
LREs, the information persuaded
the judge that the public had an
interest in learning more about the
suspect Goodyear tires.

CARS’s lawyer, staff attorney
Rebecca Epstein at Trial Lawyers
for Public Justice in Washington,
D.C., calls the ruling “a significant
improvement over many other se-
crecy cases that we’ve dealt with.
Many courts rubber-stamp protec-
tive orders and don’t take a close
look at the underlying documents
and whether they truly merit se-
crecy,” she says.

Goodyear’s attorney, Robert
Kelly of Kelly, McLaughlin &
Foster in Collingswood, did not
return a call seeking comment.
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