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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 CARBON MONOXIDE POISONING FATALITY INVESTIGATION 

SCI CASE NO: CA09011 
 

VEHICLE:  2000 DODGE CARAVAN 
LOCATION:  FLORIDA 
DATE:  JANUARY, 2009 

 
BACKGROUND 
This remote investigation focused on the 
circumstances surrounding the carbon monoxide 
poisoning-related fatalities of an 88-year-old 
male and an 83-year-old female.  This incident 
developed over an approximate 24 hour time 
period in January, 2009 at the couple’s single 
family home (Figure 1).  The single story 
dwelling had an attached garage and the 2000 
Dodge Caravan was left unattended and idling in 
the garage for an unknown extended time period.  
The fatalities were discovered by the son of the 
deceased during the evening hours after the couple failed to meet a scheduled dinner 
engagement.   
 
This incident was identified by the Crash Investigation Division (CID) of the National Highway 
Traffic Safety Administration (NHTSA) and was subsequently assigned as a remote 
investigation to the Calspan Special Crash Investigations (SCI) team on February 25, 2009.  This 
case was assigned as part of the Not-in-Traffic Surveillance data collection conducted by the 
Agency.  Calspan SCI initiated follow-up investigation and established cooperation with the 
investigating police agency.  After a lengthy delay, the incident report was released by the 
investigating police department.  A review of the incident report and interviews with the 
detective in-charge of the investigation, the police department’s media relations officer and the 
son of the deceased provided the detail that is summarized in this report. 
 
SUMMARY 
Incident Site 
This incident occurred over an approximate 24 hour period over two calendar days in January, 
2009.  The fatalities occurred within a single family dwelling in a residential neighborhood.  The 
single story house was a three bedroom/two bath home of CBS (Concrete Block and Stucco) 
construction with an attached garage.  The interior of the garage was finished with drywall and 
had a single entry door into home.  Entering the dwelling via the entry door from the garage, an 

Figure 1:  Police image of the single family home.
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individual would first enter a laundry room.  Passing through an interior door in the laundry 
room would place the individual in a hallway adjacent to the master bedroom and the kitchen 
area.  A schematic of the incident site is attached to the end of this report as Figure 4. 
 
Vehicle Data 
The involved vehicle was a 2000 Dodge Grand Caravan and was identified by the Vehicle 
Identification Number (VIN):  1B4GP44R2YB (production sequence deleted).  The 4-door, front 
wheel drive vehicle was configured on a 303 cm (119.3 in) wheelbase and was equipped with a 
3.3-liter V6 engine and a 4-speed automatic transmission.  The rear bumper of the Dodge had 
been modified and an after-market wheelchair ramp had been installed in the vehicle.  The 
manufacturer/installer of the wheelchair ramp was unknown.  The son of the deceased reported 
that at the time of the incident, the ramp could only be operated manually.  The electronic 
deployment of the ramp was inoperative.  Figures 2 and 3 are views of the parked vehicle within 
the garage. 
 

 
Victim Data 
The 88-year-old male and the 83-year-old female were a retired, married couple living 
independently in the single story dwelling.  Both individuals were found deceased within the 
home by a family member (their son).  The deceased couple did not make a scheduled dinner 
engagement which prompted the son to investigate.  The 83-year-old female was found in the 
garage adjacent to the right front door of the Dodge.  The 88-year-old male was found at the 
entrance to the master bedroom adjacent to the hallway and the entry way to the garage.  Both 
individuals were dressed in sleep-wear.  The medical examiner determined the cause of death for 
both individuals was chemical asphyxia by carbon monoxide inhalation (AIS code 919200.2,0).  
Autopsies were not conducted. 
 
In his interview, the son of the deceased indicated that his parents had some health issues but 
were very independent.  They did not need assistance for their day-to-day living.  The 83-year-
old female was the primary care-giver for 88-year-old male, who at times was in need of 

Figure 3:  Left front oblique view of the Dodge.Figure 2:  Right rear oblique view of the Dodge.
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wheelchair and/or walker assistance.  The 88-year-old male individual could “shuffle along” 
throughout the house and ambulate from the garage into the house, but he was in need of a 
wheelchair for longer distances.   
 
The son reported that typically when his parents were away from the house his father would use 
a wheelchair and/or walker.  The 83-year-old female would manually access the wheelchair ramp 
at their destination.  However, when they returned home and parked in the garage, his father 
would walk back into the house assisted by his mother.  There was no need to access the 
wheelchair ramp while the vehicle was parked in the garage.  The wheelchair ramp modification 
and its operation were not a factor in this carbon monoxide poisoning incident.  Additionally, the 
son reported that three days prior to the incident, his mother had left the vehicle idling 
unattended outside a restaurant while the couple was having dinner. 
 
Incident 
On the evening prior to the incident, it is believed the elderly couple returned home from a 
dinner engagement and the 83-year-old female drove the Dodge into the garage.  The driver 
exited through the left door, left the vehicle idling and assisted the 88-year old male into the 
house.  The couple entered the house and closed the entry door leading from the garage for the 
evening leaving the vehicle idling overnight.  Through the course of the night, toxic levels of 
carbon monoxide built-up inside the enclosed garage.   
 
The police investigation revealed that on the morning of the incident, the couple had been awake 
and had been seated at the kitchen table.  The husband’s daily medication was set out on the 
table and divided for his use.  The 83-year-old female apparently left the kitchen, walked through 
the laundry room and opened the entry door to the garage (presumably to attend to the idling 
vehicle).  She walked to the Dodge opened the front right door and turned the ignition “Off”.  
Post-incident, the front right door was found open; the fuel gauge indicated the fuel tank was 
half-empty. 
 
As 83-year-old female attempted to return to the house, the woman was overcome by the carbon 
monoxide fumes.  She was found deceased in the garage, near the entry door.  The 88-year-old 
male attempted to respond to his ill wife and approached the garage.  He entered the hallway and 
was overcome by the fumes as well.  A small dog was found on the bed in master bedroom.  The 
dog was also deceased. 
 
Post-Incident 
The deceased couple was found by their son that evening.  He reported that he had last spoken to 
his parents on the prior afternoon and had discussed dinner plans for the following evening.  He 
further indicated he had attempted to contact his parents several times the day of the incident 
regarding the dinner engagement.  He was unable to reach his parents via telephone and became 
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worried as their meeting time approached.  He traveled to their residence and entered the home 
noticing a strong odor of vehicle exhaust.  He observed his parents unconscious and deceased on 
the floor and exited the house.  He contacted the police via the emergency response system. 
 
The police and fire personnel responded to the incident site.  The responding fire department 
personnel measured the level of carbon monoxide (CO) and it was determined that it was unsafe 
to enter the home without the assistance of an air pack.  The level of CO was reported as 13 
percent.  [This reported percentage value appeared to be inaccurate based on a literature 
review.  CO concentration is typically measured in parts per million (ppm).  One ppm is 
equivalent to 0.0001%.  A 13% CO level is not possible.]  It was not known where that 
measurement was taken, but the home reportedly had been ventilated approximately 30 minutes 
prior to the reading.  The house was ventilated an additional 45 to 60 minutes prior to the entry 
of the police detective.   
 
Literature Review 
The toxic effect of CO exposure is related to both the length of the exposure and concentration of 
CO, in addition to the physical condition of involved individual.  In blood chemistry, CO tightly 
binds to hemoglobin, the molecule in the blood responsible for transporting oxygen throughout 
the body.  The binding of CO and hemoglobin form carboxyhemoglobin which does not perform 
oxygen transport.  CO’s affinity for hemoglobin is approximately 240 times greater than that of 
oxygen.  Over time carboxyhemoglobin gradually builds up in the bloodstream degrading the 
oxygen transport in the body.  The brain and vital organs of the oxygen starved body slowly shut 
down, ultimately leading to death if the symptoms of CO poisoning are not detected.  Research 
has determined that exposure to CO levels above 300 ppm (0.03%) for more than 1 to 2 hours 
can lead to death and exposure to 800 ppm (0.08%) can be fatal after an hour.  Only trace levels 
of carbon monoxide are present under normal atmospheric conditions. 
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Figure 4:  Incident schematic. 
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