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NON-TRAFFIC SURVEILLANCE 
SPECIAL CRASH INVESTIGATIONS 

CASE NO. CR16035  
REMOTE HYPERTHERMIA FATALITY INVESTIGATION 

VEHICLE: 1998 VOLKSWAGEN BEETLE 
LOCATION: SOUTH CAROLINA 

INCIDENT DATE: JUNE 2015 
 

BACKGROUND 
The interest in this remote investigation was the 
circumstances surrounding the hyperthermia-
related fatality of a 4-year-old male (57 months) 
who was found inside a 1998 Volkswagen Beetle 
(Figure 1) that was parked in the parking lot of 
an apartment complex. The child was police-
reported to have gone outside to play while being 
watched by a 19-year-old sibling who remained 
in the apartment. The child’s mother returned 
home from work and asked the whereabouts of 
the 4-year-old male. The mother and a neighbor 
began to search for the child and found him in 
the Volkswagen approximately 75 minutes after 
he allegedly exited the apartment to play. The 
child was found unconscious and was transported by ambulance to a local hospital where he was 
pronounced deceased on-arrival.  
 
The incident was identified by the National Highway Traffic Safety Administration and assigned 
to the Special Crash Investigations (SCI) group for further research in November 2016. This 
research was aimed to chronicle the circumstances of these types of incidents and provide 
direction to potential countermeasures. Approximately 700 children have died due to 
hyperthermia over a 19-year period (1998 – 2016) with 28 percent of these deaths attributed to 
children playing in unattended vehicles.1  
 
The SCI team contacted the involved police agency and interviewed the investigating officer to 
obtain the circumstances of the incident. The police incident report, police interview, police 
images of the Volkswagen, an exemplar vehicle inspection, and supplemental internet research 
provided the basis for this remote SCI investigation.  
 
INCIDENT SCENE 
This incident occurred during the mid-afternoon hours in June 2015. The National Weather 
Service reported the temperature throughout the time of the incident at 36 ºC (97 ºF) with a 
humidity level of 31 percent, resulting in a heat index of 36.6 ºC (97.8 ºF). The winds ranged 
from 14.8 to 9.3 km/h (9.2 to 5.8 mph) from the south-southwest to a variable direction. The 
overall conditions were clear and dry.  
                                                 
1 Null, J. (2016). Heatstroke Deaths of Children in Vehicles (Web page). San Jose, CA: Department of Meteorology 
and Climate Science, San Jose State University. Retrieved from http://noheatstroke.org 

Figure 1:  The 1998 Volkswagen Beetle parked at 
the apartment complex. (Image supplied by the 
investigating police department.)  
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The Volkswagen was parked on an asphalt 
parking lot in an apartment complex. The vehicle 
was unattended, unlocked, and without battery 
power. The windows and doors were closed. 
Figure 2 is a satellite image of the apartment 
complex in the area where this incident occurred. 
The apartment complex was sprawling, consisting 
of multiple buildings, sidewalks and parking lots 
that served each building. The specific location 
and orientation of the Volkswagen was not 
reported. Based on satellite imagery of the apartment complex and the areas surrounding the 
child’s residence, minimal shade was provided by the small trees that were planted at the corners 
and ends of the parking lots. The apartment buildings were typically rectangular wood framed 
structures consisting of two stories. Minimal green space was present at the complex as the 
grounds were primarily comprised of buildings, sidewalks, and parking lots. A separate pool, 
recreational, and playground areas were provided.  
 
1998 VOLKSWAGEN BEETLE 

Description 
The involved vehicle in this hyperthermia fatality 
investigation was a 1998 Volkswagen Beetle 
(Figure 3). The two-door hatchback identified by 
Vehicle Identification Number  
3VWBB61C2WMxxxxxx. On-scene police 
images identified the vehicle as black in color, 
configured with a two-tone interior consisting of 
black seating surfaces, upper instrument panel 
and upper door panels. The lower instrument 
panel and door panels were gray in color. 
Specifications for this vehicle listed the power 
train as a 2.0-liter gasoline engine and an 
automatic transmission with a console-mounted 
shifter. The service brakes were power-assisted four-wheel disc brakes with ABS. The seating 
consisted of front bucket seats with adjustable head restraints and a split back second row seat 
with a folding back.  
 
  

Figure 3. Left side view of the 1998 Volkswagen 
Beetle. Image provided by the police agency.  

Figure 2. Satellite image of the area of the incident.  
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Glazing  
The Volkswagen was configured with an AS1 
laminated windshield, operable AS2 door 
windows, fixed AS2 second row quarter 
windows, and a fixed AS2 backlight glazing 
(Figure 4). There was no roof glazing in this 
vehicle. None of the glazing panels were covered 
with aftermarket window tint. The front door 
windows were power-operable. The driver’s door 
panel was configured with two vertically-
mounted power window rocker switches in the 
forward aspect of the door panel forward of the 
door closure pull handle. These switches operated 
the driver’s and right door window. Downward 
pressure opened the window while upward switch 
pressure closed the respective window. Twelve-volt battery power with the ignition switch 
placed in the accessory or run positions was required to operate the windows. During this 
incident, with a depleted battery, the power windows were inoperative.  
 

Exterior Door Handles  
The two doors of the Volkswagen Beetle were 
equipped with pull-style exterior door handles 
(Figure 5) that required a horizontal pull force to 
open. Based on an exemplar vehicle inspection, 
the door handles were 81 to 84 cm (32 to 33.25 
in) above the pavement. The hinge point of the 
door handle was at the forward aspect. The 
driver’s door handle was configured with a key 
lock. The ignition key could be inserted to lock or 
unlock the front doors. The right front door was 
not equipped with a key lock.  
 

Interior Door Release Levers 
The interior door panels were configured with 
flush-mounted door release levers located in the 
forward-third aspect of the door panels (Figure 6). 
The interior length of the Volkswagen door panel 
was 97 cm (38.25 in) with a hinge point of the 
horizontal pull handle located 52 cm (20.5 in) 
forward of the aft edge of the door panel. The L-
shaped release lever was 8 cm (3 in) in length and 4 
cm (1.6 in) in height. Based on the SCI inspection 
of the exemplar vehicle, and other Volkswagens 
having the same door latch and release lever 
configurations, it was common for the door latch to 
release the second stage of the door latch with a fast 

Figure 4. Right plane door glazing of the 
Volkswagen. Image provided by the police 
agency.  

Figure 5. Exterior door handle of an exemplar 
vehicle.  

Figure 6. Driver side interior door lever of the 
involved 1998 Volkswagen Beetle. Image 
provided by the police agency.  
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pull of the interior release lever as the door would not “pop” open on its own. A second pull force of 
the interior release lever was required with a push force against the interior door panel to open the 
door. The police reported that the doors on the involved Volkswagen were heavy, requiring some 
force to open.  
 

Door Locking System 
The Volkswagen was equipped with a power locking system for the doors and the rear 
hatchback. A key fob was configured with separate lock and unlock buttons for remote 
operation. Based on an inspection of an exemplar Volkswagen Beetle, the locking of the door 
required a single engagement of the key fob lock button while the unlock feature would unlock 
the driver’s door on one engagement and unlock both doors and the rear hatch on two 
engagements of the unlock button.  
 
The interior door panel was configured with two 
modes of locking (refer to arrows in Figure 7). 
Both doors were equipped with a rocker power 
locking switch that would lock or unlock both 
doors with one engagement of the switch. These 
switches were located immediately forward of the 
interior door release lever and were 4 cm (1.5 in) 
in height and 1 cm (0.5 in) in width. The upper 
aspect of the rocker switch was the unlock mode 
while the lower aspect of the vertically oriented 
switch was the lock mode. Unlike the power 
window switches that had a protruding finger 
hold, the lock switches were flush with the door panel. Icons depicting an open door and a key 
designated the unlock and lock positions respectively. Vehicle 12-volt battery power was 
obviously required to operate this system. 
 
The top aft aspect of each door panels was configured with a locking stalk. These stalks were 6 
mm (0.25 in) in diameter and were 2 cm (0.75 in) in height. These stalks would recess flush with 
the top of the door panel when the power lock system was enabled. A person on the inside of the 
Volkswagen could not grasp this stalk to unlock the door. The stalk could be manually pushed 
down to lock the door in the event of a power loss or to lock the door without utilizing the power 
locking feature. 
 
The interior door release lever, when activated, would override the locking system regardless of 
battery power and the method of how the doors were locked. This would prevent a person from 
inadvertently locking themselves inside the vehicle. No additional steps were required to open a 
locked door from the inside other than pulling on the door release lever and pushing the door 
open. 
 
  

Figure 7. Locking modes (arrows) of an exemplar 
vehicle.  
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INCIDENT 
The Volkswagen was owned by a neighbor of the child and was parked on the asphalt parking lot 
of the apartment complex. The 4-year-old male child was under the supervision of his 19-year-
old male sibling. It was reported by the police that the mother was at work at the time of the 
incident.  
 
At approximately 1530 hours, the child exited the apartment to go outside to play, unsupervised 
by his sibling. The ambient temperature was recorded as 36 ºC (97 ºF) at 1600 hours. For 
unknown reasons, the child apparently opened a door to the parked and unlocked Volkswagen, 
entered the vehicle, and the door closed. It is unknown if he opened and closed the door 
unassisted.  
 
The child’s mother returned home from work at approximately 1600 hours. As she entered the 
apartment, she questioned the 19-year-old male as to the whereabouts of the 4-year-old child. He 
relayed that he went outside to play. The mother contacted a neighbor and the two went 
searching for the child. He was located in the Volkswagen at approximately 1645 hours. The 
doors and windows of the vehicle were closed. The child was unconscious and was immediately 
removed from the vehicle. The emergency response system was called and the police and fire 
department arrived on-scene at 1655 hours. The police Incident Report stated that the interior 
temperature of the Volkswagen was 48.3 °C (119 °F). The time of the temperature measurement 
was not reported. The emergency medical services (EMS) personnel initiated cardiopulmonary 
resuscitation in an attempt to revive the child. He was transported by ambulance to a local 
hospital where he was pronounced deceased on arrival.  
 
The police conducted a post-incident inspection of the Volkswagen and determined that the 
vehicle’s 12-volt battery was completely drained of charge, which had rendered the power 
locking and power window systems inoperative. The vehicle was towed from the incident site 
and was impounded for further police evaluation. The investigating officer stated to the SCI team 
that the vehicle was started using an auxiliary battery jump box. Once started, the power lock 
system was evaluated. The driver’s power lock rocker switch was found to be inoperative and 
would not lock or unlock the doors with the engine running or not running. The front right door 
power lock rocker switch was fully functional in both the running and non-running modes. These 
switches would actuate the power locking system regardless of ignition status, even with the key 
removed and the ignition switch in the off positon. 
 
The police tested the door-mounted power window switches and found the windows systems to 
be fully operational. They did report that the exterior door handles seemed awkward, requiring 
some pull force to open. It was further reported that the doors seemed heavy and required some 
force to open and close. Based on this police testing, it is unknown if the child victim was 
assisted in opening and closing the doors of the Volkswagen.  
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NON-MOTORIST DEMOGRAPHICS 
The non-motorist in this remote hyperthermia fatality investigation was a 4-year-old male with a 
police-reported height of 109 cm (43 in) and weight of 20 kg (43.5 lb). He was dressed in a white 
T-shirt and gray shorts.  
 
NON-MOTORIST INJURIES    

Injury 
No. Injury AIS 2015 Involved Physical 

Component 
IPC 

Confidence 
1 Hyperthermia  010200.1 Vehicle entrapment Certain 

Source: Police Report  
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