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DISCLAIMER 
 
 
This document is disseminated under the sponsorship of the Department of Transportation in the 
interest of information exchange.  The United States Government assumes no responsibility for 
the contents or use thereof. 
 
The opinions, findings, and conclusions expressed in this publication are those of the authors and 
not necessarily those of the National Highway Traffic Safety Administration. 
 
The crash investigation process is an inexact science which requires that physical evidence such 
as skid marks, vehicular damage measurements, and occupant contact points are coupled with 
the investigator's expert knowledge and experience of vehicle dynamics and occupant kinematics 
in order to determine the pre-crash, crash, and post-crash movements of involved vehicles and 
occupants. 
 
Because each crash is a unique sequence of events, generalized conclusions cannot be made 
concerning the crashworthiness performance of the involved vehicle(s) or their safety systems. 
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NOT-IN-TRAFFIC SURVEILLANCE 
CALSPAN REMOTE HYPERTHERMIA DEATH INVESTIGATION  

SCI CASE NO.: CA08027 
VEHICLE: 2001 GMC YUKON XLT 

LOCATION: VIRGINIA 
DATE OF INCIDENT: JULY 2008 

 
BACKGROUND 
This remote investigation focused on the 
hyperthermia death of a 21-month-old male non-
motorist who was left unattended in a closed vehicle 
for an extended period of time during daylight 
summer hours.  The vehicle was a 2001 GMC Yukon 
sport utility vehicle that was pewter in color with a 
beige leather interior.  The rear door, quarter 
windows, and backlight utilized OEM deep tint 
glazing.  All the windows were closed during the 
incident.  The non-motorist was restrained the full 
duration of the incident in a forward-facing Child 
Restraint System (CRS) that was secured in the 
second row left position of the GMC.  He was found by a co-worker approximately 9.5 hours 
after the 49-year-old male driver had parked his vehicle at his work place (Figure 1).  The child 
was pronounced deceased at the scene. 
 
This incident was identified by the National Highway Traffic Safety Administration (NHTSA) 
through media coverage of the incident.  The notification was forwarded to the Calspan Special 
Crash Investigations (SCI) team on July 10, 2008 and assigned for remote follow-up.  Telephone 
contact was initiated immediately with the investigating police department.  The Public 
Information Officer and the investigating detective that was assigned this case were interviewed.  
Details of the incident were provided to the SCI team; however, due to pending criminal charges 
against the driver, images and reports for this case could not be released.  The driver was 
subsequently charged with involuntary manslaughter.  The release of the requested images and 
the Incident Report were delayed by the prosecutor and the police department for various reasons 
associated with the criminal aspects of the case.  This hyperthermia death was classified by the 
police as a non-reportable incident and was documented on an internal report.  The SCI 
investigation involved detailed interviews with the above referenced police officers and the 
acquisition of images of the vehicle, incident site, clothing of the non-motorist, and of the CRS.  
The detailed internal police report was obtained that contained numerous interviews.  The images 
and the details of the police report provided the basis for this remote level investigation.  The 
driver would not consent to an interview. 

Figure 1.  View of the parked GMC at the site 
of the incident.   Image provided by the 
investigating police. 
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SUMMARY  
   Incident Site 

This incident occurred in a commercial parking lot 
during daytime hours (Figure 2).  The parking lot 
consisted of a driving aisle with a single row of 
perpendicular parking spaces located on each side of 
the aisle.  The parking lot was surfaced with asphalt 
and the parking spaces were delineated with white 
paint markings.  Commercial office buildings were 
adjacent to the parking spaces with concrete 
sidewalks located between the buildings and the 
parking spaces.  Landscaped areas were located at the 
corners of the buildings that provided minimal shade 
to the parked vehicles.  The GMC was parked front first in a designated parking space with a 
“No Parking Zone” painted adjacent to the left of the vehicle.  The police measured the heading 
angle of the parked GMC at 285 degrees.  The office building located forward of the vehicle’s 
parked position was a single story building that was built on a berm, thus elevating the height of 
the building in relation to the parking lot.  The driver worked in this building.  A schematic of 
the incident site is attached as Figure 9.  
 
Local weather forcasters indicated the weather was overcast with reports of scattered clouds to 
partly cloudy skies over the duration of this incident.  There was no precipitation.  The 
temperature was recorded at 21.6 degrees C (71 degrees F) with relative humidity of 81 percent 
at the time the driver parked the GMC in the parking lot.  The temperature elevated to an 
afternoon high of 32.2 degrees C (90 degrees F) at 1452 hours, a time that was approximately 
three hours prior to the discovery of the non-motorist in the vehicle.  The temperature at the time 
of discovery was 31.1 degrees C (88.0 degrees F) with 48 percent humidity.  The winds varied 
from a south-southwesterly direction at 16.7 km/h (10.4 mph) to calm at mid day, to 11.1 km/h 
(6.9 mph) at the 1532 hours.   
 

   Vehicle Data  
The vehicle involved in this hyperthermia death was 
a 2001 GMC Yukon SLT, 4-door sport utility vehicle 
(Figure 3).  The GMC was identified by Vehicle 
Identification Number (VIN): 1GKEK13T31J 
(production number deleted).  The GMC was 
powered by a 5.3 liter, V-8 engine linked to 4-speed 
automatic transmission with a column-mounted shift 
lever.  The GMC was equipped with OEM alloy 
wheels and all-season tires.  Although the specific 

Figure 2.  Overall view of the incident site and 
the parked position of the GMC.   

Figure 3.  Front right oblique view of the 2001 
GMC Yukon.     
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tire size is unknown, the tires and wheels appeared to be of the manufacture’s specified size of 
P265/70R16.  Additional exterior features of the GMC included step bars mounted below the 
sills, a sunroof, and a roof rack.  The exterior color of the GMC was pewter and was in a clean 
condition.    
 
The interior of the GMC was surfaced in leather and 
was beige in color (Figure 4).  The seating 
configurations consisted of front bucket seats and a 
split rear three passenger bench seat.  The four 
outboard seating positions were equipped with 
adjustable head restraints.  The front seat head 
restraints were in the full-down positions.  The 
second row head restraints appeared to have been 
removed from the vehicle.  It is unknown if the 
Yukon was equipped with a third row seat.   
 
The window glazing of the GMC was OEM tinted.  The windshield and the front door windows 
were OEM solar tint.  The rear door, rear quarter windows, and backlight glazing were OEM 
deep tint (AS3).  All of the exterior glazing was clean at the time of this incident.  All of the 
operable door windows were closed at the time of the incident.  An interior image of the left rear 
door glazing showed numerous smears to the glazing, indicative of finger marks.  The police 
department conducted a Tint Meter test of the GMC’s glazing.  The front door windows recorded 
a 72 percent light transmittance and the rear door and quarter windows recorded a 17 percent 
light transmittance.         
 

   Driver Data 
The driver involved in this hyperthermia death was a 49-year-old male with a height of 185 cm 
(73 in) and a weight of 104 kg (230 lb).  He was described by his co-workers as a hard working 
manager in a fast-paced office environment.  On the day of the incident, he was dressed in 
corduroy pants for a hot July day and was described by co-workers as disheveled and “out of 
sorts”.  The driver was usually at work at 0700 hours.          
 

   Non-Motorist Data  
The non-motorist was a 21-month-old male.  He was adopted by the driver and his wife 
approximately three months prior to this incident.  The height and weight of the non-motorist 
was not reported.  The driver assumed the responsibility of caring for the non-motorist in the 
morning as his wife departed for work at an early time.  The driver’s responsibilities included 
awaking the non-motorist, feeding and dressing him, and transporting him to full-day, day care.  
On the morning of the incident, the driver dressed the non-motorist in a white short-sleeve T-
shirt, orange polyester shorts, a diaper, socks and shoes.   

Figure 4.  Interior view of the GMC.  
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   Daycare Facility  
The non-motorist was enrolled in a full-day program, 5-days per week at a daycare facility that 
was located 33.8 km (21.0 miles) from the driver’s residence.  The non-motorist had been 
enrolled in the daycare program three weeks prior to the incident.  The daycare facility was 
located along the driver’s route to his work place, 17.4 km (10.8 miles) from his office.  The 
daycare facility had a policy not to follow-up with the parents of a child if the child was absent 
for a single day.  The facility would contact the parents if the child was absent for two 
consecutive days.  The non-motorist was at the daycare facility on the day prior to this incident.   
 
    Incident Sequence  

Pre-Incident 
On the morning of the incident, the driver awoke the 
non-motorist, and prepared him for his day at the 
daycare facility.  This included changing his diaper 
and dressing him in the pre-described clothing.  It was 
not reported if the non-motorist was provided 
breakfast prior to leaving for daycare.  The non-
motorist was placed in the GMC by the driver and 
secured in a forward-facing Britax Marathon 
convertible CRS (Figure 5) that was positioned in the 
second row left position of the vehicle.  He was 
secured in the CRS by the integral 5-point harness 
system.  The CRS was secured to the GMC by the vehicle’s 3-point lap and shoulder belt system.   
The belt system was routed through the forward-facing belt path.  Based on images of the 
installed CRS in the GMC, the CRS appeared to be compressed into the seat cushion indicating 
the installer compressed the CRS and tensioned the belt system at the time of installation.  The 
internal harness straps of the CRS were adjusted to the lowest of the four adjustment slots.  A 
neighbor to the driver reported to the investigating officer that the driver started the GMC, 
backed from the driveway, and pulled back in as though he forgot something.  Within a few 
minutes, the driver exited the driveway a second time and initiated his morning commute.   
 
While en route, the driver used his cellular telephone to converse with an undisclosed party.  He 
continued toward his destination without stopping at the daycare facility.  The police ran a check 
of his electronic toll system and reported that he passed through a toll booth that was located 
approximately 9.6 km (6.0 miles) from his office location.  The time of this entry was 0727 
hours.  The driver continued to his work place and parked the GMC with the front of the vehicle 
facing the building.  In this position, the vehicle was facing in a westerly direction.  The GMC 
was parked the approximate distance of one parking space to the north from being directly in line 
with the front doors and the reception windows of the office building.  A solid wall of the 
building was directly opposite the parked position of the GMC. 

Figure 5.  Installed position of the CRS 
within the GMC Yukon.   
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  Incident 
The driver exited the GMC and locked the doors using the key fob.  All of the windows were 
closed.  The GMC remained in this parked position during the full duration of this incident. 
 
The driver and a co-worker exited the office building for lunch at 1330 hours, walked along the 
sidewalk directly in front of the GMC to the co-worker’s vehicle and drove a short distance to 
get lunch away from the office.  While at lunch, the driver briefly mentioned his son, the non-
motorist.  The conversation continued about work-related activities.  On return to the office, the 
co-worker parked his vehicle a short distance away from the GMC.  The driver and the co-
worker again walked past the front of the parked GMC and entered the office building.   After 
his return, the driver and his wife conversed on the telephone, however, according to the police, 
the conversation did not involve discussion of the non-motorist.   
 
 At 1650 hours, another co-worker walked out of the 
office building and walked along the left side of the 
parked GMC.  He entered his vehicle and left the 
parking lot en route to his destination.  As he was 
leaving the parking lot, this co-worker called the 
receptionist at the office building and asked her to 
check the GMC as he noticed what appeared to be a 
jacket or a doll in the GMC.  The receptionist 
immediately exited the building and observed the non-
motorist in the CRS.  Figure 6 is an interior view of 
the CRS within the GMC.    She ran back into the 
building and yelled for the driver.  He immediately exited the building, opened the doors and 
removed the non-motorist from the GMC.  The non-motorist was unconscious with discoloration 
of the exposed skin and skin slippage.    
    

Post-Incident  
The driver carried the non-motorist into the office building.  A co-worker received the non-
motorist from the driver as the driver began to lose his composure.  The T-shirt was removed 
from the non-motorist and Cardio-Pulmonary Resuscitation (CPR) efforts were initiated.  The 
emergency response system was called to report the incident and request Emergency Medical 
Services (EMS).   Paramedics arrived to the site within minutes of the call and continued the 
CPR efforts.  They evaluated the condition of the non-motorist and determined that continuation 
of CPR was not required as he was deceased.  The non-motorist was placed in the ambulance 
while the EMS waited for the arrival of the police.   
 
The police conducted their on-site investigation.  The investigation involved obtaining witness 
statements and photographing the incident site, the GMC, and documenting the position of the 

Figure 6.  Interior view of the position of 
the CRS within the GMC.   
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vehicle in relation to its heading with respect to north.  The GMC was subsequently towed from 
the incident site to the impound facility of the police department.  The driver was transported to a 
local hospital for evaluation.  He was subsequently transferred to the police station for a detailed 
interview.  The driver was later transported back to the local hospital for observation.  The police 
investigation also included a search of the driver’s residence, interviews with neighbors, co-
workers and his wife. 
 
An autopsy was performed on the body of the non-motorist.  Several abrasions were noted to the 
back and to the extremities.  There was no trauma noted to the body.  Several areas of skin 
slippage were noted to the exposed tissue of the extremities.   The cause of death was 
hyperthermia.           
 
   Police Reconstruction 
The investigating officers conducted a temperature study of the GMC over a five day period to 
determine the approximate interior temperature of the GMC through the daytime hours.  This 
was accomplished by parking the GMC in the same 285 degree heading that the vehicle was 
parked in at the time if the incident.  An analog thermometer was clipped to the mid aspect of the 
CRS with the dial facing the left rear door window.  The windows and the sunroof of the GMC 
were opened to positions noted at the time of the incident.  Key temperatures throughout this 
study were as follows:  
 

Time Outside Temperature GMC Interior  Temperature 
Day - 1 0900 Hours  23.3 degrees C (74 degrees F) 21.1 degrees C (70 degrees F) 
Day - 1 1500 Hours 31.6 degrees C (89 degrees F) 49.4 degrees F (121 degrees F) 
Day - 2 0900 Hours 26.6 degrees C (80 degrees F) 26.6 degrees C (80 degrees F) 
Day - 2 1500 hours 33.3 degrees C (92 degrees F) 55.5 degrees C (132 degrees F) 

 
The following figures (Figures 7 and 8) depict the low and high temperatures recorded above.  

       
 
 
             
      
 
 
 
 
 Figure 7.  Lowest temperature recorded 

during the police reconstruction of the 
interior temperatures within the GMC.   

Figure 8.   Highest temperature recorded during 
the police reconstruction of the interior 
temperatures within the GMC.     
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 Figure 9.  Incident Schematic 
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