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Special Crash Investigations  
Remote Non-Traffic Surveillance Hyperthermia Investigation  

Case Number: DS16022 
Vehicle: 2011 Ford Fiesta  

Location: Idaho 
Incident Date: June 2015 

 
BACKGROUND 
 
The interest of this Remote Non-Traffic Surveil-
lance Hyperthermia Investigation is the heat-re-
lated death of an unattended 3-year-old child who 
died while occupying a 2011 Ford Fiesta (Figure 
1). The incident was identified during a review of 
a web page that tracks hyperthermia-related child 
fatalities. The web page includes incidents where 
children enter vehicle and remain inside the vehi-
cles because they cannot self-extricate. The web 
page does not include incidents where a child is 
forgotten and left alone in a child safety seat in a 
vehicle by a parent or caregiver. The Special 
Crash Investigations (SCI) team obtained the po-
lice report and images for the case and it was initi-
ated by the SCI group of the National Highway 
Traffic Safety Administration on November 21, 2016. 
 
This incident occurred during June 2015 at approximately 1245 hours at a private residence in Idaho. 
The 23-year-old female owner of the vehicle was the child’s mother. On the day of the incident, an 
adult male of an unknown age who lived in the residence came home and went to sleep at ap-
proximately 0430 hours. Later that morning after returning home from her work on a night shift, 
the mother turned on the television for the child to watch. She then went to sleep at approximately 
0830 hours, intending only to take a 1-hour nap. While the two adults slept, the child exited the 
residence and entered the vehicle on his own, along with two dogs belonging to the family. The 
dogs historically accompanied the child when he went to play outdoors. 
 
The adult male woke up at 1030 hours and discovered the child and the two dogs were missing. He 
observed an exterior door of the residence was open. He began to look for the child and then woke 
up the mother at approximately 1200 hours. The mother then began looking and found the child in 
the vehicle where he and both dogs were unresponsive at approximately 1245 hours. The child was 
found lying on the console between the front row seats with his head on the center instrument panel 
and his feet in the second row. The mother called 911 and attempted to revive the child. Responders 
arrived at 1257 hours and were unable to revive the child. He was declared deceased at 1300 hours. 
It is unknown whether the vehicle was locked prior to the child entering it. Police found the car 
keys on the front seat during their investigation and the mother insisted the vehicle had been locked. 
The Ford was configured with either integrated keyhead transmitters (IKTs) or intelligent access 

Figure 1. 2011 Ford Fiesta, looking 
southwest (police image) 
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(IA) keys. The vehicle had power door locks and either key configuration had remote locking/un-
locking capability. The type of key used by the child to unlock the vehicle on the day of the incident 
is unknown. 
 
SUMMARY 
 
Incident Site 
The incident occurred in the driveway of a private 
residence located near an unpaved county road in 
a rural area in Idaho (Figure 2). The driveway was 
unpaved, hard-packed ground and scattered grass 
with a mostly level profile. It was generally oval 
in shape originating and ending at the roadway 
that fronted the south edge of the residential prop-
erty. The Ford was parked in close proximity and 
south of the residence. The child had a clear path 
from the residence to the vehicle. The vehicle was 
visible from a doorway and three windows on the 
south side of the residence. Mature trees were pre-
sent on the property and particularly within the 
area of the driveway but a high midday sun pre-
cluded shading directly on the vehicle. During the 
time the child was inside the vehicle, the sun was 
high above the horizon and passed directly overhead.1 A detached garage was located on the prop-
erty and west of the residence. Another vehicle identified only as a white, full- size pickup was 
parked facing east on the east side of the garage. 
 
The incident ended at approximately 1245 hours when the child was discovered in the vehicle by 
his mother. Conditions at that time according to a weather history site were 26.0 degrees C (78.8 
degrees F), 32 percent humidity, 16.0 km (10.0 mi) visibility, winds west/southwest 14.8 km/h (9.2 
mph), dry, and clear. 
 
Pre-Incident 
Prior to the incident all three residents -- the 23-year-old mother, the 3-year-old male child, and an 
adult male of an unknown age who lived in the residence -- came home during early morning hours. 
The adult male came home and went to sleep at approximately 0430 hours. Later that morning after 
leaving from her work on a night shift, the mother picked up the child from a sitter and they both 
returned to the residence. The mother made the child a snack and turned on the television for the 
child to watch. She then went to sleep at approximately 0830 hours, intending only to take a 1-
hour nap. While the two adults slept, the child presumably took the keys to the vehicle and exited 
the residence through the back exterior door located on the north side of the residence. Two family 
dogs historically accompanied the child when he went to play outdoors and they did so on this day 
prior to the incident. An investigation conducted by the county concluded the child used the keys  
 

1 Source: suncalc.net 

Figure 2. Incident site looking west with sub-
ject vehicle in center and residence on right 
(police image) 
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to unlock to the doors prior to entering the vehicle. 
Following the incident, the mother found the keys 
in the front seat near the child. 
 
The adult male woke up at 1030 hours and discov-
ered the child and the two dogs were missing. He ob-
served the exterior door of the residence was open. 
He began to look for the child and then woke up the 
mother at approximately 1200 hours. 
 
Incident 
The mother began looking and found the child in the 
vehicle where he and both dogs were unresponsive 
at approximately 1245 hours (Figure 3). The child 
was found lying on the console between the front row 
seats with his head on the center instrument panel and his feet in the second row. 
 
Post-Incident 
The mother opened the front row right side door and removed the child from the vehicle, laid him 
on the ground, and called 911. She attempted to revive the child using what she thought to be 
cardiopulmonary resuscitation (CPR) techniques until responders arrived. Police were dispatched 
at 1245 and responders arrived at 1257 hours. They stated to the dispatcher the child’s skin was blue 
in color and he was not responding to CPR efforts. A medic stated the child’s clothing was soaking 
wet, so much so that he first thought the child had fallen into water. The child was immediately 
moved from the ground to the patient compartment of an ambulance, which was a shaded and cooler 
environment. The ambulance had an internal set temperature of 18.3 degrees C (65.0 degrees F). 
In the ambulance, responders observed the child’s eyes were open, dried, and cracked. Approxi-
mately 10 to 13 minutes after their arrival, responders obtained an ear tympanic temperature from 
the child of 41.1 degrees C (106.0 degrees F). The child exhibited no pulse and efforts to revive 
him were unsuccessful. The child was declared deceased at 1300 hours. He was transported by am-
bulance to the county coroner’s office. An autopsy was performed by a neighboring county agency 
and the report was obtained. 
 
Vehicle Data 
The 2011 Ford Fiesta four-door sedan was identified by the police incident report and photos. The 
Vehicle Identification Number, date of manufacture and odometer reading were unknown. The 
vehicle exterior color was black and the interior color was dark gray and black. The interior was 
configured with cloth upholstery seating for five occupants. The front row was configured with 
bucket seats separated by a center console. The second row was configured with a bench seat. A 
child restraint system (CRS) was located in the second row right position. The CRS was not in use 
at the time of this incident. Police images indicate all the windows in the vehicle were closed. 
Police images show the side glazing to be lightly tinted and the windshield and backlight to be clear. 
The doors were closed and unlocked prior to the child being discovered inside. 
 
Hyperthermia Discussion 
The term hyperthermia describes a state in which core temperature is increased above normal limits. 
Two factors make children more prone to hyperthermia than adults. Children have a greater surface 

Figure 3. Interior front row, 2011 Ford 
Fiesta (police image) 
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area to body mass ratio than adults and a child’s thermoregulation is less efficient than an adult’s.2 
Consequently, a child’s body warms at a rate 3 to 5 times faster than an adult’s.3 Heat stroke occurs 
when a person’s temperature exceeds 104 degrees F (41.4 degrees C) and the thermoregulatory 
system is overwhelmed.4 Heat stroke symptoms include dizziness, disorientation, agitation, con-
fusion, sluggishness, seizure, hot dry skin that is flushed but not sweaty, loss of consciousness, 
rapid heartbeat, and hallucinations. A core body temperature of 107 degrees F (41.7 degrees C) is 
considered lethal as cells are damaged and internal organs shut down. 
 
The 3-year-old male decedent in this incident had an ear tympanic temperature of 41.1 degrees C 
(106 degrees F) taken 10 to 13 minutes after the arrival of medical responders. Core temperature 
measurement via the ear is considered by some to be subject to error and inaccuracy unless the 
sensor is inserted deeply enough into the ear canal as to measure the temperature of the eardrum, 
which is representative of core temperature. The specific method used to measure the child’s tem-
perature following the incident is unknown at the time of this report. 
 
The length of time the child spent inside the vehi-
cle on the day of the incident is unknown. His 
mother was last aware of his presence in the home 
at 0830 hours and the adult male was discovered 
the child and dogs absent from the home at 1030 
hours. This suggests the child was possibly inside 
the vehicle from at least 1030 to 1245 hours. At 
1030 hours, the ambient air temperature at the in-
cident site was 22.0 degrees C (71.6 degrees F). At 
this moderate temperature, on average interior ve-
hicle temperatures will increase 1.7 to 1.9 degrees 
C per 5 minutes (Figure 4). Within 30 minutes 80 
percent of the temperature increase is  accounted for 
and within 60 minutes the vehicle has reached 
peak temperature.  
 
The data suggests that at 1130 hours the vehicle’s interior temperature had reached at or above 
45.0 degrees C (113.0 degrees F). At 1130 hours, the ambient temperature at the incident site was 
24.0 degrees C (75.2 degrees F). The data suggests the vehicle’s interior temperature at 1230 hours 
was at or above 47.8 degrees C (118.0 degrees F). The vehicle’s interior color is a significant factor 
in intensifying interior temperatures. The interior color of the Ford was 
 
 
2 McLaren, C., Null, J., & Quinn, J. (2005). Heat stress from enclosed vehicles: moderate ambi-
ent temperatures cause significant temperature rise in enclosed vehicles. Pediatrics, 116:109- 12/ 
 
3 Null, J. (n.a.) Hyperthermia Deaths of Children in Vehicles (Web site of the Department of Me-
teorology & Climate Science, San Jose State University). San Jose, CA: San Jose State Univer-
sity. Retrieved from www.noheatstroke.org 
 
4 Doerr, S. (n.a.) Hyperthermia and Heat-Related Illness (Web site). Retrieved from a subsidiary 
of WebMD at www.medicinenet.com/hyperthermia/article.htm#1DS16022 

Figure 4. Representative vehicle 
temperature rise over time2

 

 

http://www.medicinenet.com/hyperthermia/article.htm#1
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dark gray and black, suggesting the interior temperatures increased to a peak greater than aver-
age. 
 
During the vehicle inspection detectives took a series of temperature measurements. The outside 
temperature in direct sunshine near the vehicle was 30.5 degrees C (87.0 degrees F). After opening 
the front door several temperatures were taken in various locations. The temperature on the front 
passenger floorboard was 50.0 degrees C (122.0 degrees F). The temperature of the center console 
and front passenger seat was 68.8 degrees C (156.0 degrees F). These were surface temperatures 
and would be higher than ambient temperatures. The temperature in the back seat was 55.0 degrees 
C (131.0 degrees F). 
 
Non-Motorist Data 
The 3-year-old male child (89 cm/35 in, 13.6 kg/30 lbs) was located in the vehicle lying supine on 
the center console between the front row seats. The child was wearing a cotton, short-sleeved T- 
shirt, short pants, leather sandals, and a diaper. He was pronounced deceased at the incident site at 
1300 hours, approximately 15 minutes after being found in the vehicle. An autopsy was conducted 
and indicated that the cause of death was hyperpyrexia. 
 
Non-Motorist Injuries 

Inj. 
No. 

Injury Injury 
Severity 
AIS 2015 

Involved Physical 
Component 

IPC 
Confidence 

Level 

1 Hyperpyrexia ≥ 41 degrees 
C (105 degrees F) 

010206.5 NA/Hyperthermia Certain 

Source: Autopsy report 
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Incident Site Schematic 
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Incident Site Satellite View 
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