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Administration 

On November 20, 1975, about 6:45 a.m.,  a 47-passenger, 1974 AM General 
bus  opeiated by t h e  Washington Metropolitan Area Trans i t  Authori ty  (METRO) 
caught f i r e  and burned i n  t h e  bus/carpool lanes  of I n t e r s t a t e  95 (1-95) i n  
Alexandria,  V i r g i n i a .  The bus,  car ry ing  about 65 passengers ,  was t r a v e l i n g  
about 55 mph when t h e  f i r e  was discovered. 
f i r e  and repor ted  it t o  t h e  busdr iver ,  who stopped t h e  bus and evacuated 
t h e  passengers without i nc iden t .  The d r i v e r  attempted t o  ex t inguish  t h e  
f i r e ,  loca ted  a t  t h e  l e f t  r e a r  wheels and wheelwell, with a 5-pound C02 
f i r e  ex t inguisher  c a r r i e d  on t h e  bus,  but t h e  ex t inguisher  was inope ra t ive .  
F i r e  ex t inguishers  used by t h e  d r i v e r s  of following buses were i n e f f e c t i v e ,  
because t h e  f i r e  had spread t o  t h e  i n t e r i o r  of t h e  bus and could not  be 
con t ro l l ed .  F i r e  u n i t s  from nearby s t a t i o n s ,  responding t o  a c a l l ,  a r r ived  
a t  t h e  f i r e  about 6:55 a.m. By t h a t  time, t h e  i n t e r i o r  of t h e  bus was 
f u l l y  ablaze and t h e  f i r e  could not  be con t ro l l ed  u n t i l  t h e  combustible 
ma te r i a l s  had been consumed. 

A passenger not iced  t h e  e x t e r i o r  

Inves t iga t ion  showed t h a t  a wheel bear ing i n  t h e  l e f t - r e a r  wheel 
assembly had f a i l e d .  This f a i l u r e  r a i sed  t h e  opera t ing  temperature of 
t h e  wheel hub beyond t h e  a u t o i g n i t i o n  temperature of t h e  wheel bear ing 
lub r i can t ;  f i r e  ensued and r a p i d l y  spread t o  the  t i r e s  and o ther  components 
underneath t h e  bus. The f i r e  had entered t h e  bus' i n t e r i o r  through t h e  
f ibe rg la s s - r e in fo rced  p l a s t i c  wheelwell cap above t h e  l e f t  r e a r  dual t i r e s ,  
i g n i t i n g  t h e  plywood underside and back su r face  of  t h e  long i tud ina l  s e a t  
and t h e  s idewal l  ma te r i a l  d i r e c t l y  above t h e  wheelwell. 
pene t ra ted  t h e  r e s t  of t h e  bus f l o o r ,  which was cons t ruc ted  of  metal and 
plywood. 

The f i r e  had not  
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The wheelwell caps were made of  f ibe rg la s s - r e in fo rced  p l a s t i c  and 
were formed t o  f i t  over t h e  bus wheels, separa t ing  t h e  wheels from t h e  
bus' i n t e r i o r .  R e  underside of  t h e  wheelwell caps,  as wel l  as o t h e r  
components under t h e  bus,  were coated with a spray-on, combustible po 
re thane  ma te r i a l  t o  deaden sound. 

Another bus wheelwell i nc iden t  has been brought t o  t h e  a t t e n t  
t h e  National Transpor ta t ion  Sa fe ty  Board. 
revealed t h a t  on J u l y  30, 1975, i n  J acksonv i l l e ,  F lo r ida ,  a t i r e  had b l o  
out  on a 1974 Flex ib le  t r a n s i t  bus opexated by t h e  Jacksonv i l l e  Coach 
Company. 
wheelwell, which caused i n j u r y  t o  bus passengers.  

Inquiry i n t o  t h e  inc iden t  

Pieces  of  t h e  t i r e  pene t ra ted  t h e  f ibe rg la s s - r e in fo rced  p l a s t i c  

Ti re  and brake fixes a r e  not  uncommon and may involve both t i r e s  i n  
a s e t  of dual  t i r e s ;  t h i s  f r equen t ly  leads  t o  veh ic l e  l o s s ,  as was t h e  
case i n  t h e  Novembei 20, 1975, i nc iden t .  A t i r e  blowout, a s epa ra t ion  of  
a recapped t i r e  t r e a d ,  a lockr ing  r e l e a s e ,  ox a fore ign  ob jec t  propel led  
by t i r e  r o t a t i o n  can c r e a t e  loading s i t u a t i o n s  i n  which t h e  s t r u c t u r a l  
i n t e g x i t y  of  wheelwell components is v i o l a t e d ,  a s  i l l u s t r a t e d  by t h e  J u l y  30, 
19 75 i n c i d e n t .  

I'o provide more t ime between t h e  i n i t i a t i o n  of  a t i r e  o r  wheelwell 
f i r e  and t h e  complete involvement of  t h e  veh ic l e ,  wheelwell components 
should be made of  noncombustible ma te r i a l s .  T h i s  would inc rease  t h e  s a f e  
margin f o r  v e h i c l e  occupants,  provide a g i e a t e r  oppor tuni ty  t o  ex t inguish  
any f i x e  t h a t  begins i n  t h e  wheel a r ea ,  and prevent  l o s s  of  an expensive 
veh ic l e .  I n  add i t ion ,  wheelwell components must be s t r o n g  enough t o  r e s i  
pene t r a t ion  by t y p i c a l  o b j e c t s  p iope l l ed  a t  r e l a t i v e l y  high v e l o c i t i e s .  

Therefme,  t h e  National Transpor ta t ion  Safe ty  Board recommends t h a t  
t h e  National Highway T r a f f i c  Sa fe ty  Adminis t ra t ion:  

Develop and i s s u e  a Federal  Motor Vehicle Sa fe ty  Standard t o  
insuxe t h a t  wheelwell components can withstand fires and r e s i s t  
pene t r a t ion  by o b j e c t s  pxopelled by wheel r o t a t i o n .  
(Recommendation H-76-7) (Class 111, Longer-Term Followup) 

TODD, Chairman, McADAMS, THAYER, BURGESS, and HALEY, Members, concurred 
i n  t h e  above recommendat? 

THIS RECOMMENDATION 

.on. 

BY: 

I S  TO BE RELEASED 

Chairman 

TO THE PUBLIC ON THE DAT 
ABOVE. NO PUBLIC DISSEMINATION OF THE INFORMATION CONTAINED THEREIN SHOUL 
BE MADE BEFORE THAT DATE. 


