NHTSA car recalls and complaints Readme

Updated data received from NHTSA -- data through April 2007.

The National Highway Traffic Safety Administration (NHTSA) car recalls and complaints database is broken down into a series of tables that can be cross referenced to find out information about vehicles that have been recalled by manufacturers. It also includes consumer complaints about vehicles. This database includes records of complaints from 1995 through April 2007 and records of recalls from 1980 through April 2007.  In the recall table there are some records for 1979, but they are incomplete.  In the comp table there are complaint records from earlier than 1995 but these, too, are incomplete. 

Complaints data from 1977 through 1994 can be found in a table called arch.dbf. Please take note: the archived data has a different layout and different fields than the recent data. The layout for the archived data is in a folder called "comp_archive."
Layouts for each table are included and can be found within the Layouts folder on this CD.  More details about the tables are included below. 

NOTE: 

To open tables in Microsoft Access: Copy the data to your computer's hard drive. Open a "blank database" in Access, name it and save it to your computer.  To import data into Access, go to the file menu and select "Get External Data" and from that menu select "Import." This will bring up an import window, asking you to identify what file to import. You can only import one table at a time. After selecting a table to import, Access will take a few minutes (length of time will depend on size of database) to import. But you won't have to set any specifications.

The files COMP.dbt and RECALL.dbt hold data for memo fields in these respective tables. In order to import correctly, place these files in the same folder as the .dbf versions on your hard drive before importing. Once both versions are on your computer, you only need to import the .dbf files; Access will read the .dbt data and fill the appropriate memo fields automatically.
LAYOUT:

1. Layout for each of the four tables is located in the "LAYOUTS" folder. These Excel files include a description of the field, type and size. 

2. Layout for the archived complaints table is located in the "comp_archive" folder and the file is named "arch_layout".

DATA TABLES:

1. Consumer complaints (COMP.DBF) - contains information about the consumer complaints that have been filed with NHTSA. Complaints are entered into the database as soon as they are received. Every complaint does not lead to a car being recalled. This fact explains why the consumer complaint table is much larger than the recalls table.

2. Recalls (RECALL.DBF) - contains all the information about vehicles that were recalled by manufacturers. When manufacturers recall a vehicle they are required to file a report with NHTSA. These reports contain everything from the make, model and year of the vehicle to a summary of the recall campaign. NOTE: There may be multiple records with the same campaign number if there are different makes/models/years being recalled under the same recall campaign.

3. Service bulletins (TSBS.dbf) - include detailed information about the technical service bulletins mentioned above. The data contains information pertaining to each make, model, model year and component referenced within a bulletin. This table also includes a description of the bulletin.

4. Investigations (INVEST.dbf) - pertains to current and past investigations of vehicles, tires and equipment opened since 1972.

5. Archived complaints table (ARCH.DBF) - contains information about consumer complaints that span from 1977-1994. This table is located in the comp_archive folder.
If you have a need for more specific information on anything about these databases, you can contact these people at NHTSA.


Terry Anderson 
(202) 366-6030


Barry Ford     

(202) 366-5197

Reddy Karnati 
(202) 366-6097
More information is also available on the NHTSA Web site, http://www.nhtsa.dot.gov/.
If you have any further questions about the processing of this data please contact IRE and NICAR at (573) 884-7711.

More about the data:

Investigation table 

'CDATE': If this field is blank then the investigation is considered active, according to Terry Anderson.
'SUBJECT': The values EQ and RQ refer to inquiries into equipment or vehicle recall campaigns, respectively.
Recall table

'CAMPNO': You may notice that the recall campaign number is not unique for each product listed. This campaign number is assigned by the manufacturer that reports the recall. Terry Anderson said, "The recall database, as with our other databases, use vehicle and equipment products as the primary key.  Individual product makes, models and model years are recorded for every recall." 

Technical Service Bulletin table

'BULNO': The manufacturer assigns the bulletin number, starting with '1'. These numbers will repeat within the data because multiple manufacturers may be reporting the same bulletin number. 

'ID': The internal sequence number is a number NHTSA assigns to distinguish between service bulletins. Bulletins may reference several vehicles, however, and this is why you will find repeat IDs in the data. 

Complaints table:

'LDATE': Data prior to 1995 is archived on the ftp site: ftp://ftp.nhtsa.dot.gov/Consumer_Complaints/ Terry Anderson said the NHTSA purges older data. Currently, the oldest data on the ftp site is from 1981. NICAR has included older data in a separate table. 

'INJURED': There are some numbers in here that are very high. This information is self-reported by consumers. The NHTSA does not change any information, occasionally it may make attempts to verify it. 

'VIN': You may notice that some of the VINs in the complaints file repeat. According to Terry Anderson at the NHTSA there are several reasons for this. If there are unique ODI numbers (NHTSA internal reference numbers) for a single VIN then the defect in question was reported by several sources (owner, spouse, lawyer, etc). Another reason some VINS repeat is because one vehicle can be included in multiple alleged defects reported to NHTSA. Anderson said, "This condition is evident when multiple unique component failures are reported for a single VIN." Also, if people making complaints provide additional information, then the VIN will be repeated. Finally, duplicate records may exist in the database. 

***********************************************************************************************

The role of NHTSA in the recall process is as follows:

NHTSA does not make any recalls on its own. That is the sole responsibility of the vehicle manufacturer, which in many cases has far more information about potential problems with a vehicle than NHTSA.

Oftentimes, quality checks, preliminary safety measures or other internal checks at a manufacturing plant can lead to a manufacturer discovering a problem and issuing a recall before the vehicle is ever distributed. 

Other times, manufacturers will be contacted by dealers who have experienced an unusually high number of complaints about a vehicle or vehicle component.

Cases such as these -- where the manufacturer responds on its own to an identified or perceived problem with a vehicle-- account for 75 percent of all recalls.

In the remaining 25 percent of recalls, NHTSA must step in and alert the manufacturer of a problem with a vehicle. Many times, this process can involve some arm twisting on the part of the NHTSA before the manufacturer relents and issues a recall. However, recalls are never actually made by NHTSA.

How does NHTSA decide when to contact a manufacturer? That will usually occur after a certain number of consumer complaints about a particular problem are filed, though there is no set number of complaints. Consumers can file complaints via the NHTSA telephone hotline or they can send in vehicle owner questionnaires (VOQs) which NHTSA makes available in public places such as the department of motor vehicles.

Once received, the complaint is immediately filed in a database (regardless of its nature). A smart agent installed in the administration's database management software will alert NHTSA officials when an unusually high number of complaints accrues for a certain problem. At this point, NHTSA engineers look deeper into the problem to determine its validity and severity. NHTSA refers to these checks of problems as investigations. If the investigation yields a problem considered serious enough to issue a recall and no manufacturer has yet issued one, NHTSA will step in, contact the manufacturer and suggest one.

NHTSA also sends a copy of every VOQ it receives to the corresponding manufacturer. This informs the manufacturer well ahead of time and serves as another potential safety check. In addition, it eliminates ignorance as an excuse for manufacturers when NHTSA is forced to step in and request that a vehicle be recalled.

At times, there will be a problem that is detected by the manufacturer that is not serious enough to warrant a recall. In this case the manufacturer will send a technical service bulletin to all of its dealers. Many times these bulletins will include instructions for mechanics on how to repair the problem quickly on site.

However, for every investigation which eventually leads to a recall campaign there is a campaign number (CAMPNO field in tables) assigned. By using the CAMPNO field you can cross reference the investigation table and the recall table to find out more information about recall campaigns resulting from an investigation.

Stories from the IRE Resource Center:

Treading on Danger?

(Story #17404) 
KHOU-TV began investigating car tires that lost their tread in December of 1999 after receiving viewer complaints and a tip from a local Houston lawyer about the tire.  Through interviews with victims and lawyers, KHOU found 30 deaths that were connected to tread separation on ATX tires.  They didn't stop at Texas—instead, they started assembling a national snapshot of similar accidents in states such as New Mexico, California, Florida, Arizona, etc. for the first time. Eventually, of course, this story resulted in the Firestone tire investigation.     
Dodge Durango Investigation 
(Story #21217) 
Despite its popularity on the road, the Dodge Durango is jammed with problems in one of its wheel structure's critical components - the upper ball joints. CBS investigated this issue for stories in 2003 to discover that these joints may prematurely wear out after as few as 15,000 miles, thanks to a design defect. This wearing out can have deadly consequences due to sudden wheel collapses and separation. Following several complaints about this received by national traffic authorities, the investigation finds that the ball joint problem is actually seen more in Durango's sister model, Dakota.

Asleep at the Wheel: The Government Auto Safety Breakdown 
(Story #17282) 
In a 2000 series of news and investigative stories the Los Angeles Times "focused on how the deceptions by auto and tire companies coupled with the ineffectiveness of the nation's auto safety regulators..." Some of the major findings included that insurance companies had notified federal regulators about problems, but got no response, and that some of the biggest auto manufacturers already knew of other problems and chose not to make changes.  Some of the stories questioned the companies' practice to keep "knowledge of unsafe products out of public eye". The series raised questions about the efficiency of federal government on safety issues. It pointed out that "the National Highway Traffic Safety Administration had been thwarted for over two decades from setting or updating auto safety standards because of industry pressure and lack of funding and political support from Congress."

