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Chapter Nine

Bridgestone-Firestone, Ford and the NHTSA: State-Corporate Crime in the Tire Tread Separation Case

Christopher W. Mullins

This chapter adds to the growing body of criminological literature on state-corporate crime through an examination of the Bridgestone-Firestone tire tread separation case that emerged in the late 1990s. Specifically, I will demonstrate how a pattern of corporate wrongdoing on the part of the corporations involved, along with gross regulatory failure on the part of the US government contributed to a rash of avoidable deaths and injuries due to rollover accidents involving Ford Explorers

Widely covered in the media, and the source of scores of still unresolved court cases in the United States and abroad, the tread separation case stands as one of the largest failures of the automobile industry to protect consumer safety and well being to date. It produced the largest automotive parts recall in history, with hundreds of thousands of tires being replaced worldwide. Two major multi-national corporations, Ford Motor Company and Bridgestone-Firestone Inc., were forced to engage in major public relations damage control and to appear before both houses of the United States Congress. Further, both have been named as defendants in numerous lawsuits. 

The evidence for these claims is strong:

· Fact: As of 11-08-01 the National Highway Traffic Safety Administration credited Bridgestone Tire Tread Separations as the Cause of 271 deaths and over 800 injuries.

· Fact: Out of dozens of lawsuits filed, one has been settled by Bridgestone-Firestone. The company will pay $41.5 million, with each state, as well as Puerto Rico and the District of Colombia receiving $500,000; $10 million will go to pay state legal fees and $5 million to fund tire safety education programs. 

· Fact: The United States government failed to take action to address the problem until May of 2000 even though it was in possession of evidence of the tire problems as early as 1997.

· Fact: The first lawsuit concerning tread separation and roll over was filed on 12 February 1991. (Woodburn vs. Firestone Tire and Rubber Co, et al.). 

· Fact: To this date, neither Bridgestone-Firestone nor Ford Motor Company has admitted culpability for the accidents or defects. 

This case is unique in that it involves two corporations -- Bridgestone-Firestone and Ford Motor Company -- and it also highlights how, in a globalized economy, state-corporate crimes can flourish due to variations in regulation and controls placed on consumer items by different nation-states.  At its core, this case has two intertwined issues: 

1) Tread separation on Bridgestone-Firestone tires.  Primarily, it was Bridgestone-Firestone’s ATX and Wilderness AT tires that showed the greatest tendency to separate. Further, most of the tires that experienced separation in the US were traced to the Bridgestone-Firestone plant in Decatur, Illinois. The majority of these separations occurred on vehicles operating at high speeds in warm climates. 

2) Vehicle rollovers due to tire tread separations.  It was, primarily, Ford Explorer that appeared most susceptible to rollover while operating with Bridgestone-Firestone tires.  Although, other vehicles experienced some role-over problems, none did so with the frequency of Ford Explorers.  Due to design characteristics of Ford’s sports utility vehicles (SUVs) well before the Explorer line was developed, drivers frequently had difficulty in maintaining control of vehicles when they experienced various forms of tire failure.  The resulting crashes were responsible for numerous injuries and deaths. 


The Bridgestone-Firestone case is the product of the largest contract between an auto manufacturer (Ford) and a parts provider (Firestone) in the history of the US automobile industry, a contract that represents a century-long relationship between the two corporations.  The Explorer quickly became one of the most popular vehicles ever manufactured by Ford (or any other company for that matter).  As the sole provider of tires for the Explorer, Bridgestone-Firestone stood to make an enormous profit.  Unlike many cases of state-corporate criminality presented in this volume, the Bridgestone-Firestone case involves two huge transnational, multi-unit corporations as well as the United States government. As we will see, it is often impossible to disentangle the facts of the case from the obfuscations of the various organizations involved. 


The basics of the case have been widely reported by news media in the United States. Public Citizen (see www.citzen.org), a consumer watchdog group, constructed a detailed case history and critique of the Transportation Recall Enhancement Accountability and Documentation Act (TREAD). However, much information surrounding this case has been difficult to come by—indeed the passing of the TREAD act (see below) has made it even more difficult.
 It should be noted that some details in this case are still unfolding.  Thus, a final analysis is not possible at this time. What is provided here, however, is as thorough and accurate an examination of the case as is possible under present circumstances. 

The Tire Problem—Bridgestone-Firestone


According to its own records, Bridgestone-Firestone was aware of design flaws in the ATX and Wilderness AT tire designs submitted to them by Ford.  Despite early protests by their engineers over these inherent problems, they went forward with tire manufacture.  NHTSA (2001) claims the critical design flaw in these tires rests with the belt wedge—a strip of rubber that sits between the two steel belts of the tire near the edge.  With the Wilderness AT and ATX tires, the belt is thinner and narrower than on other models.  As this belt naturally cracks with age and usage, its design lends it to separating from the rest of the tire composition, thus allowing the steel belts to separate from the tire itself producing total tire failure.  This situation is exacerbated when tires of higher inflation pressure are used on heavier vehicles. Such conditions hasten the wear on the defective belt wedge.  Further, the potential for tread separation increases with usage, higher temperatures and faster driving speeds. 


The majority of the defective tires have been traced to the Bridgestone-Firestone manufacturing plant in Decatur, Illinois.  While other models and other Bridgestone-Firestone plants tires, as well as other manufacturer’s tires, experience tread separation, Decatur tires show substantially higher failure rates.  Decatur ATX tires at three years of age experience a failure rate of 200 per million, Wilson
 ATX tires experience a failure rate of fewer than 100 at the same age. Goodyear Wrangler RT/S tires (a leading comparable competitor) 
 do not experience a measurable failure rate at this age.  At four years of age, Decatur ATX tires have a failure rate of approximately 500 per million, Wilson ATX have a rate of just over 200 per million and GY Wrangler RT/S still have an essentially miniscule failure rate. At seven years of age, Decatur ATX tires have a failure rate of over 800 per million, Wilson ATX of just under 200 per million and GY Wrangler RT/S are still miniscule (NHTSA 2001)4. Clearly, some aspect of the problem originated within the Decatur plant5.


There was some debate within Bridgestone-Firestone as to whether or not the Decatur plant operated in an appreciably different fashion than other plants making ATX tires. When meeting with the NHTSA in 2000, investigators claimed that more lubricant was added to the rubber mixture for ATX tires at Decatur, thereby changing the nature of the compound (Strategic Safety 2001).  However, at this time Decatur was making over 50 different tires, with none of the others showing failure rates as high as the ATX model. Bridgestone-Firestone also produced documents for the NHTSA suggesting that there were no differences in processes at the Decatur plant (NHTSA 2001, Strategic Safety 2001).  What is known is that in July of 1994 Firestone workers went on strike and stayed on strike until December of 1996.  In January of 1995, 943 replacement workers were hired by Firestone to operate the Decatur plant.  However, it is unclear how this affected the tires produced by the plant and how many of the tires that separated were produced by replacement workers.  


Internal Ford documents also indicate that the Decatur plant was the source of the majority of the tires used in Ford Motor Company—Venezuela’s manufacture of the Ford Explorer for the South American market.  This production began in February 1996, and Ford imported 3010 tires from the Decatur plant until Ford Venezuela was able to begin its own tire production (Tire Recall Timeline 2001).  As I will discuss later, the failure of these specific tires lead to the only criminal charges filed to date in this case. 

All along, Bridgestone-Firestone has been vehement in insisting that it is the vehicle design flaws, not the tires that led to the numerous fatal accidents involving tread separation. When responding to the NHTSA’s investigation of the tread separations, Bridgestone-Firestone claimed that “a tread separation is not a defect” (NHTSA 2001: 25), rather it is an expected failure of any steel-belted tire.  In terms of media coverage and public relations, Bridgestone-Firestone seems to have been moderately successful in shifting the blame to Ford.  In court cases, as mentioned above, Bridgestone-Firestone has settled the only cases as yet resolved. 

The Vehicle Problem—Ford Motor Company


Ford has a well-known history of anti-consumer corporate behavior, which has been defined as criminal by some writers.  From the infamous Pinto case, to falsifying emissions records (Ditlow 2000, United States vs. Ford Motor Company 1973) to its collaboration with Nazi Germany during World War II (see Chapter Eight in this volume), Ford is often a ‘usual suspect’ in cases of corporate negligence. As Ditlow (2000: 3) claims, “cover up is a culture at Ford Motor Company.”  This case is no different. 

The tread separation cases came on the heels of Ford’s problem with stalling vehicles—a failure in the Thick Film Ignition mounted on distributors used on over 22 million vehicles sold from 1983-1995 models years (Ditlow 2000).  During NHTSA’s investigation of this case, Ford withheld information and presented false information.  Their delays allowed the 8-year statute of limitations on NHTSA’s authority to investigate expire.  In the ruling for Howard vs. Ford Motor Company (2000: 8), Ford was found guilty of “fraudulent concealment” and violating Civil Code sections 1770(a)(5) and (7).  With dust still settling from that ruling, in the early stages of the tire case, and Ford still illegally withholding information from NHTSA about faulty starters, the corporation had every reason to want to deflect another faulty product scandal. 

Internal Ford documents show that as far back as 1984, Ford knew that its Sport Utility Vehicles experienced high numbers of rollover accidents.  The Bronco was the first model to exhibit this tendency.  The primary cause is a relatively narrow wheel base in proportion to the height and weight of the vehicle.  While this was a well-known SUV problem, it went essentially unaddressed through the years as Ford has created other lines of SUVs. The exact reasoning behind this is unclear, though speculation highlights two issues. Correction would require reengineering of the entire chassis system of the vehicle line – a high-cost proposition.  Such modifications would also produce a vehicle closer in size and weight to the Chevy Suburban, which had proved to be less popular with buyers than the Explorer.  Ford executives judged that such a redesigned, safer vehicle would be less ‘sporty’ looking and less attractive to the customer base for SUVs. 

As early as May of 1987, internal Ford memos indicated problems with prototypes of the Explorer (at this time called UN46). Research and development reports stated that the Explorer was less stable than the Bronco II and it was recommended that a wider wheel base, a lower-sitting chassis and smaller tire be utilized (Public Citizen 2001).  Later evaluations raised concerns about the front suspension system on the Explorer. Problems here could contribute to poor handling of the vehicle with a tire blow out or a potential rollover.  

Throughout 1989, Ford engineers tried to correct the emerging tread separation and roll-over problems with the Explorer.  While top management recommended adopting suggested changes, it was made clear that changes would not be allowed to compromise the release of the vehicle, slated for March of 1990.  The vehicle was ready on schedule, with many of the problematic aspects of its engineering unaddressed. In management’s own words, getting the vehicle out on time was “job one” (Public Citizen 2001). 

There is evidence to suggest that Ford not only bears culpability for the roll over issue, but for the tire issue as well.  According to Bridgestone-Firestone, Ford submitted the faulty tire designs to Bridgestone-Firestone.  An internal 1987 Ford memo indicates that Ford approved the ATX tire design prior to manufacturing (Public Citizen 2001). The exact history of the tire and its design are unclear, but both companies are clearly aware of the tire issues, especially the issues of tread separation and the related potential for roll over accidents. However, neither company attempted to halt or delay the vehicles’ release. 

Vehicle failures related to these engineering problems emerged early. In 1988, Thomas J. Baughman, Chassis Engineering Manager in the Heavy Truck Division for Truck Operations of Ford Motor, was informed of tire failures on Ford vehicles in Saudi Arabia (Baughman 2000).  By 1989, there were other reports about tread failures and rollover potential.  Ford responded to these concerns by altering recommend pound-per-square-inch inflation (PSI) standards.  Ford sent several memos to its dealers and repair shops worldwide with various suggestions on tie inflation modifications.  Ford’s ultimate goal was to get the vehicles on the road with the tires in question. And in 1990, the vehicles were released. 

By 1991, lawsuits were filed concerning tread separation and rollover accidents. Between 1991 and  May,  2000 (the opening of NHTSA’s investigation into ATX, ATX II and Wilderness tires) at least 59 lawsuits related to this product failure were filed against the two companies involved (Public Citizen 2001).  Between 1990 and 1996 Ford issued memo after memo to dealers related to tire inflation pressures on the Ford Explorer.  Essentially, these documents did little other than suggest minor manipulations of inflation pressures be made on vehicles on the lots or that came in for maintenance.  There never was a concerted effort to make consumers who already owned Ford SUVs aware of these changes.  Individual citizens were not the only victims.  Many governmental agencies had contracts with Ford to provide vehicles and tires.  In June of 1996, the Arizona Game and Fish Department manager sent an email to his supervisors warning of tread separations and blowouts on department vehicles using Firestone tires.  In July 1996, the Deputy Attorney for Yuma County, Arizona, John K. White, reported the same problem on vehicles in the sheriff’s department there.

In August of 1997, Ford and Firestone were notified of the problem on vehicles shipped to and operated in Saudi Arabia.  Similar problems arose in Malaysia, Thailand, Venezuela, and Columbia, as well as other Middle Eastern and South American nations. For example, in 1997 Ford generated an internal report based on 13 separation cases (6 in Malaysia and 7 in Thailand) linking the root causes of the failure to fatigue failure accelerated by high temperatures, high speed usage, under-inflation, and synergy among these factors.  The field investigators suggested switching to the Goodyear Wrangler RT/S tire, which, once tested, did not experience failure under these conditions (Ford 1997).  No long-term actions were taken, however, even though the Field Review Committee Secretaries for Europe and North America were the principle addresses on the report, indicating that high level Ford management world-wide had been informed of the exact nature and conditions of the problems at this time. 

In 1999, another foreign market problem emerged: Explorers sold and operated in Venezuela began to experience high levels of separation and rollover.  In an email dated 11 August 1999, a Ford of Venezuela (FOV) local development manager complained about the lack of action by Ford Motor Company on the tire failures brought to their attention “weeks ago.”  A Firestone group had been to Venezuela and claimed they found no evidence of manufacturing defects in the tires. The author of the email claimed that the problems were happening only on Ford Explorers and told his North American contact -- a tire and wheel engineer -- “We are not to stand this situation any more. We want to do a campaign of change of tires to 100% Explorers in service [sic]. The problem is that we don’t know which tire to install because we don’t know the cause of failure” (Cmaron Venezuel 1999).  An email dated 19 August 1999, sent by the recipient of the above email demanded information about what tires were actually sent to FOV. He demanded an urgent response, saying,  “This whole Venezuela thing is blowing up.” Within two days, emails were sent recommending the use of Goodyear RT/S tires in the Venezuela market. 

Overall, Bridgestone-Firestone and Ford largely ignored the international cases, except for blaming faulty consumer usage for tire separation and rollover accidents.  This is the explanation that both companies continue to hold to in 2005, nearly 15 years after the problem first emerged. Bridgestone-Firestone reiterated their claim of innocence during the 2000 Senate hearings (Bridgestone-Firestone Inc. 2000).  Unsurprisingly, Ford insisted since the onset of the problem that the Explorer rollover problem was a tire issue, not a vehicle issue.  They have sought to place the entire blame on Bridgestone-Firestone despite that fact that the tires in question had been built to Ford’s designs.  In his testimony to the U.S. Senate, Jac Nasser (2000:4) went so far as to claim that “Ford did not know there was a defect with the tires until we received the confidential claims from Firestone in July of this year.” 

Such discourse was not merely a public front. In conflicts over the Venezuela separations, FOV and Bridgestone-Firestone Venezuela (BFVZ) had heated arguments over the nature of the problem and which corporation was ultimately liable. On 5 May 2000, BFVZ presented a letter to the President of FOV with their proposal for solving the tire issue. According to an internal BFVZ memo, Ford’s response was “aggressive” in wanting “to blame Bridgestone-Firestone for their problems” and demanded a “silent recall” of all the tires. BFVZ suggested suspension modifications that FOV refused (Gonzalez 2000). On 8 May 2000, another meeting occurred.  Again Ford reiterated that it would not accept a statement that the suspension of the Explorer was to blame and that all problems were to be attributed to the tires.  The corporations failed to reach an agreement (Colmenarez 2000). 

From the start, neither corporation wanted to assume liability for the problem.  Each had a ready-made scapegoat and began to construct their cases against each other in private meetings long before the case became public.  As seen in Ford USA’s responses to FOV, from the earlier separations, they clearly had a solution: switch to another brand and model of tire. When FOV complained about separations, they were given the same advice that was given in the Malaysia and Thailand cases. The problem was known, as was the solution.  Yet, the solution was only applied when individual branches of Ford demanded an alternative to Bridgestone-Firestone tires. Not only were the companies keeping crucial safety information from the public, but they were also keeping it from their sub-branches. 

Governmental Response


The National Highway Traffic Safety Administration (NHTSA), a division of the Department of Transportation, is responsible for the creation and enforcement of vehicle safety standards.  In this role it is charged with addressing problems like the Explorer tire separation and rollover accidents. In this case, however, NHTSA did nothing in the early stages of the problem and, once its investigation got underway, the agency appeared to be in no hurry to bring about a quick conclusion.  Every time the agency made demands of Ford and Bridgestone-Firestone for internal documents, it was met with stalling tactics and requests for deadline extensions.  NHTSA granted numerous waivers and extensions to the corporations regarding its demands for information.  As with Ford’s ignition case, the clear attempt was to delay the investigation as long as possible, with the hope of exceeding the eight-year statute of liability.  By the summer of 2005, neither corporation had provided all of the information NHTSA has requested. 


It should be noted that the safety standards applied to the Wilderness AT and ATX tires were established by the NHTSA in 1968.  In 1970 they were made mandatory for all tire manufacturers.  Steel-belted tires, now the industry standard, were not introduced until the 1970s.  NHTSA has never made an effort to modify its safety guidelines to account for differences in design and performance of steel-belted tires.  Today, this is the most common type of tire on the road; the tires at issue here have failed primarily due to separation of the steel belt from the main body of the tire.  


On 22 July 1998, State Farm insurance company reported 21 cases of tire failure and rollover to the NHTSA.  NHTSA’s own Fatal Accident Reporting System results for 1999 clearly displayed the problem with Bridgestone-Firestone tires and the Ford Explorer (NHTSA 2001).  On 2 May 2000, NHTSA opened an investigation into tire tread separation issues on the Ford Explorer.  At this time, there were 24 official reports of this problem that had been sent to the agency.  While that might seem to be a small number, it should be realized that NHTSA typically begins investigations with far fewer reports--as few as 2 reports can launch a full-scale NHTSA investigation (Public Citizen 2001). 


It was not until 7 February 2000, when KHUO in Houston, Texas ran a feature story on Ford Explorer rollovers due to tread separation that sufficient media attention was generated to compel NHTSA into action.  It was beginning to become a public consumer safety scandal.  More and more cases from the United States were reported in response to the KHUO story, and follow-up stories from around the nation, but particularly the south and southwest, aired.  In the collective behavior sense of the term, tread separation was now an incipient panic in the minds of the public.  Media attention not only compelled a NHTSA investigation, but also built up enough momentum to catalyze congressional hearings. 


The Senate and House held separate hearings between 6-12 September of 2000. The hearings were held by the Senate Commerce Committee and chaired by Senator John McCain.  In the House, hearings were held before the House Commerce Sub Committee and chaired by Representative W.J. Tauzin.  As discussed above, prepared statements given to the committees were released for public consumption, but no transcript of either set of hearings has yet been disseminated.   On 26 September 2000, John McCain submitted Senate Bill 3059, and on 27 September 2000, the House Telecommunications-Trade and Consumer Protection Subcommittee put forward HR 5164, also called the Transportation Recall Enhancement Accountability and Documentation (TREAD) Act.  HR 5164 passed the House of Representatives on 10 October 2000; the Senate passed it unanimously on 11 October 2000 at 12:30 a.m., approximately 18 hours after the House passed it.  The bill became law on 1 November 2000.6 

TREAD


The TREAD law itself was highly problematic.  While it directed attention to the issue, and revealed gaps in NTSHA investigation procedures, it mandated little that is not at the discretion of the Director of NTSHA.  In brief, TREAD says something should be done, but it doesn’t say what.  Further, it leaves everything up to the internal leadership of NTSHA.  The law implemented few actual changes in current procedures; it merely demands that the Secretary of Transportation determine the “feasibility” of collecting various sorts of data that can be used to assess potential changes.   

The major positive aspect of the law is that it erases the existing barrier within NHTSA from looking at data from foreign countries on automobile products manufactured or sold in the United States.  Prior to this law, such data could not be used to justify, or be included in, any investigation.  This does close one of the key loopholes that enabled the corporations and agencies involved in this case to ignore the early international data about the tread separation and rollover problem.  For instance, if TREAD had been in effect at the outset of the Explorer problem, the Saudi Arabian, Malaysian, Thai, and Venezuelan data could have been used by the NHTSA to justify an investigation into either Ford, Bridgestone-Firestone or both. However, just because information can be used, does not mean that it will be insofar as TREAD does not mandate such usage. Many other aspects of H.R. 5164 raise considerable doubt in the minds of consumer advocates. 


One major problem with the TREAD law is the veil of secrecy it draws around investigations.  Section 4 C expressly states that “[n]one of the information collected…shall be disclosed…unless the Secretary [of Transportation] determines the disclosure of such information will assist in carrying out” the requirements of the law.  This means that the early investigation processes and feasibility studies, as well as future investigations of auto and tire companies carried out under TREAD, are not subject to Freedom of Information Act requests or any other external scrutiny unless the Secretary of Transportation deems it fit to release this information.7 This places auto safety investigations in an access category comparable to classified national security information. The investment of high degrees of authority in a rather low profile and potentially industry friendly position could serve to protect corporate criminality and reduce public knowledge to a greater degree than before the law went into effect.8


Vague, corporate-friendly language within the TREAD law also weakens its power.  While the law calls for numerous measures to ensure that such problems come to governmental and public attention, Sec 4 D, the Burdensome Requirements clause, states that the Secretary of Transportation “shall not impose requirements unduly burdensome to a manufacturer” in terms of cost or time. Such language further weakens the information gathering aspect of this bill.  The precise definition of “unduly burdensome” is left to interpretation, creating further potential for collusion between an industry-friendly Department of Transportation and corporate interests.


Sec 4 B of the law provides another loophole that threatens consumer safety.  While the law establishes a set of guidelines for companies to turn over information to NHTSA, such a turnover is not required if the “information [is] not in the possession of the manufacturer.”  With the multi-national and multi-unit status of many auto and auto-parts makers, one would simply have to shift records to a sub-branch or foreign branch of their corporation to avoid turning over damaging information.  Thus, Ford Motor Company, USA could send records to Ford Motor Company Venezuela and escape the law’s requirements. 


While there was a lot of “talk”, in Cohen’s (1985) sense, about consumer safety and generating corporate compliance with new regulations, TREAD provides for no criminal sanctions for knowingly releasing a dangerous product or failing to enact a recall for that dangerous product.  Penalties specified under the law draw on existing penalties for making false statements to government bodies and agencies.  The law also contains an immunity provision that will essentially allow anyone who makes such false statements to correct them within a “reasonable time” and avoid criminal prosecution.  Again, “reasonable time” is undefined.  As with everything else in the law, criminal prosecution is at the discretion only of the Secretary of Transportation.  Not even the Attorney General can bring a case unless the Secretary first brings it to him/her.  This is a law which not only fails to address the conditions that produced the tread separations that stimulated its debate and passage, but also fails to provide a deterrent for future offenses. 

Theoretical Analysis


During the hearings in the House of Representatives and the Senate, both corporations made the issue seem like a “normal accident” (Perrow 1984). While the original problem may have arisen in this fashion, that is, there was clearly something dangerous about the combination of ATX and Wilderness AT tires and the Ford Explorer, the scope of the problem was not simply a case of negative technological synergy.  Both corporations knew of the potential problems and of the actual problem for a long period of time before they chose to take any action. Moreover, they only took action when they were forced to do so by negative publicity and subsequent investigations. As detailed above, in dealing with the early separations, Ford had an easy potential solution , change tires, which it did implement when other complaints emerged.  However, the problem had presented itself early enough and in clear enough detail to have allowed some resolution at any number of earlier junctures in the evolution of the problem. A key question arises: why would two large companies with so much at stake take such a high risk by widely marketing such a clearly defective product? 

Motivation and Opportunity


It is well established in the state-corporate crime literature that capital accumulation, the primary organizational goal of for-profit corporations, is  strong enough to be intensely criminogenic (see Barnett 1981; Matthews and Kauzlarich 2000; Michalowski 1985). Through the economic uncertainties of the 1980s and the 1990s, especially in a highly competitive field such as the automobile industry, such tensions and drives would be intensified.  Thus, a simple argument is that increased profit is a strong enough motivation to pursue a path of consumer endangerment. 


Neither Ford nor Bridgestone-Firestone had any desire to jeopardize their contract with each other. Both stood to (and did) make enormous profits from the Explorer line. The potential profit outweighed the potential losses in lawsuits and Ford had little incentive to sideline the Explorer program because of problems that might result in rollover accidents. Here we can see why Ford was reluctant to immediately switch all Explorer tires to Goodyear, reserving this solution until after a specific region experienced major tire failures. Ford’s willingness to risk future hazards in order ensure a new vehicle could be brought to market on schedule is highly reminiscent of its behavior in the case of the exploding Pinto gas tanks a decade earlier.


Both Bridgestone-Firestone and Ford were quick to scapegoat each other once the problems began to emerge.  Ford could shift the blame to the tires--as it was the tire failure that causes the rollovers to begin with; Bridgestone-Firestone could shift the blame to the vehicle--as the number of injuries and fatalities from tread separations are not nearly as common on other vehicle lines.  While each company would be on its own in the court of public opinion, each company seems to have enough data faulting the other company to weather court proceedings for years to come.  By presenting those who have brought cases against them with the counter-data blaming the other company, settlements can be forced that are more favorable to the corporation than would potentially be given in court. 

Controls and their Failure

The government clearly responded to pressures of the auto and auto-tire industries in their approach to the problem.  Ignoring the needs of the public, the TREAD law does little to help, and quite a bit to potentially hurt consumers and public knowledge about future problems of this type.  The tight intersection between the Department of Transportation and the private transportation industry blurs the line between the regulated and the regulators—an intersection made even more problematic in light of the secrecy provisions contained within the law. 


It is reasonable to ask: why would the government do so little, while claiming to do so much?  As Barnett (1981), Chambliss and Zatz (1993) and Matthews and Kauzlarich (2000) have shown, it is often the state’s obligation, at least under a capitalist economy, to protect, encourage and assist corporations in capital accumulation. Gold et al (1975) argue that the primary purpose of the state in a capitalist system is to allow the corporate capitalist economy to flourish.  Government becomes constrained by the needs and desires of major corporations.  Even a Parsonian-functionalism would predict a tight intersection between the economy and the state, with the state being in many ways subordinate to the economy.  All of these perspectives would predict little-to-no action on behalf of the state in guarding citizen safety.  On the other hand, as O’Connor (1973) also noted, the state must protect the perceived legitimacy of both the capitalist system and itself.  Thus, in the face of widespread public concerns or panic, it must take, or appear to take, effective action to minimize the source of concern. In the Bridgestone-Firestone case, this action was the passage of T.R.E.A.D, which may serve more as “symbolic legislation” (Edelman 1975) than any real inroad into the prerogatives of the automobile industry.


Neither of the dominant American political parties has shown much interest in regulating US corporations (Nader 2000). Particularly since the Conservative revolution that began with the election of Ronald Reagan in 1980, both parities have presented themselves in their rhetoric and their behavior as intensely corporation-friendly. The continued high levels of US government spending on corporate welfare are an excellent example of this (Nader 2000; Shields 1995). The TREAD act can be seen as the US government directly avoiding regulations necessary to ensure consumer safety in order to avoid imposing costly prohibitions on the auto and auto parts industries, while seeming to be sensitive to consumer needs.  Such corporate protections go beyond simple attention to preserving national economic health.


Recent work on the victimology of state crimes (Kauzlarich, Matthews and Miller 2002) highlights patterns of structural inequality, which lead disempowered groups to be more frequently victimized by such activities.  Generally, this pattern holds for state-corporate crimes as well, though there is an interesting twist when looking at this case and others in which the victims are US consumers.  When victims come from groups that wield an amount of consumer or social power, regulatory agencies are compelled to take some form of at least symbolic action.  In the case under examination here, as well as in the crash of Valuejet Flight 592 (Matthews and Kauzlarich 2000) and the Challenger disaster (Kramer 1990b; Vaughan 1996), the victims come from more privileged social strata, which catalyzes minimally symbolic responses by regulatory agencies.  SUVs are marketed to median-income and above households, households that are more likely to be politically engaged and generally have more political, economic, social and cultural capital.  This is not a population that can be readily ignored by either the US government or major US corporations.  Thus, while TREAD actually does little to alter the system of design and production that produced the tire failures and related accidents, it does satisfy middle class demands for action on an issue directly related to their interests.  Such interactions also point to the earlier silence on the issue when it was localized overseas—such populations did not posses the necessary capital to garner US media attention, much less governmental attention.  Through the exploitation of the great social distance between the earliest victims and the US residence of the corporations involved, the accidents and separations could be virtually ignored, as there was no economic or political impetus to correct the issue. 

Cultural Elements

The notion that American society and culture are organized for street crime has been thoroughly explored within sociology and criminology (Messner and Rosenfeld 2001). Institutional Anomie theory explains high levels of street crime in the United States, especially when compared with similarly structured European nations, as a function of economic dominance and an emphasis on economic success over the processes that generate that success.  While to date, this theory has found its greatest applications with street offenses (homicide specifically), it is not illogical to assume that these same cultural forces are operating within corporate and state corporate offending as well. 

Broad cultural pressures for success apply to corporate performance, as well as individuals within corporations.  As United States-based transnationals expand their economic influence over the globe, they bring the same cultural structures. These corporations, while located in other nations to utilize labor and exploit markets, export the same values that make the United States a “society organized for crime.” Thus, as we continue to see the development of an international market culture, the criminogenic forces found within United States society and culture will increasingly constitute a key cultural element of the so-call “global economy.”  This should continue to motivate corporate and state corporate crime at an international-transnational level. 

International Elements


One unique dimension of this case is not only that it involves two multinational corporations, but also that much of the early tread failures occurred in other nations. Ford vehicles operating in South American, South Asian and Middle Eastern exhibited the earliest large-scale signs of failure. Due to the multiunit nature of the corporations (Blau and Meyer 1987), corporate home offices could effectively ignore these failures. In fact, these failures became the problems of the independent foreign units to solve, not the major corporate centers.  As the South American cases show, it is the foreign subunit of the corporation that was being held legally responsible for these failures. Despite the involvement of the parent company in the generation of the defective vehicles and parts, it is Ford Motor Company—Venezuela that is facing potential criminal charges for its role in the tread separations in that nation.  These charges will not directly effect the operation of any other unit within Ford Motor Company, especially if they are levied as criminal charges against key officers of FMC-Venezuela. 

Conclusion


As corporations increasingly globalize their operations, we can expect to see more cases similar to this one.  By localizing various divisions and operations in different nations, various parts of a single corporation come under different national laws and regulations.  As we see in this case, not only does this allow defects in consumer products that are produced in one nation to go unexplored and unaddressed in others, it also allows a corporation to make a single sub-segment a “fall unit” for the problem.  Not only does this make corporate crimes more difficult to investigate and control, it increases the likelihood of levels of state complicity with corporate criminality. 


With the current state of the field of state-corporate crime, the level of complicity that the US government has shown in this case should not be surprising.  It should also surprise no one that both corporations involved have continued to point fingers at each other and avoid looking inwards.  The corporations have focused their energies on public relations, not internal workings. They seem far more concerned about reclaiming market share than preventing some social harm of this nature from happening again. Until such steps are taken to regulate the internal and international workings of business, we can expect to see a continued growth in state-facilitated corporate crimes like those associated with Explorer rollover accidents, injuries and deaths.




Notes


�. Much House and Senate testimony is now sealed and unavailable for examination in this study.  While prepared opening statements are available, no other aspects of the hearings have been released.


�. Another Bridgestone-Firestone manufacturing plant located in North Carolina





�. Wrangler RT/S tires require no tooling or modification to be used on the Ford Explorer  line of vehicles (Ford 1997).





4. It should be noted here that there is some discrepancy in the    failure rate of the Wilson, NC plant tires. In hearing before the House of Representatives, 450 failures per million were reported for Wilson plant tires after five years of usage (House of Representatives  2001).


5. It is not clear from NHTSA or Bridgestone-Firestone reports whether the design of the tires from the various Bridgestone-Firestone plants are appreciably different.


6. Hearings continued to be held by various congressional subcommittees after the passage of TREAD, but little new information was presented, no new arguments made or positions were taken by the key players in the case.


7. Hence the sealing of House and Senate testimony.


8. It should be noted that both the Secretary (Norman Mineta) and Deputy Secretary of Transportation (Michael P. Jackson) during this time had strong industry ties, both having been Vice Presidents for Lockheed-Martin.  Such ties to industry raise issues about the amount of discretion placed in the hands of this office by this bill.






