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DISCLAIMER 

 

 

This document is disseminated under the sponsorship of the De-

partment 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 publica-

tion are those of the authors and not necessarily those of the Na-

tional Highway Traffic Safety Administration. 

 

The crash investigation process is an inexact science which re-

quires that physical evidence such as skid marks, vehicular damage 

measurements, and occupant contact points be coupled with the in-

vestigator's expert knowledge and experience of vehicle dynamics 

and occupant kinematics 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 per-

formance of the involved vehicles or their safety systems. 

 

This report and associated case data are based on information 

available to the Special Crash Investigation team on the date this 

report was published. 
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Special Crash Investigations 

Remote Non-Traffic Surveillance Hyperthermia Investigation  

Case Number: DS16023 

Vehicle: 2005 Dodge Neon  

Location: California  

Incident Date: April 2014 

 

 
BACKGROUND 
 

The interest of this Remote Non-Traffic Surveil-

lance (NTS) Hyperthermia Investigation is the 

heat-related death of an unattended 5-year-old 

child who died after occupying a 2005 Dodge 

Neon (Figure 1). The incident was identified 

during a review of a web page that tracks hyper-

thermia-related child fatalities. The web page 

includes incidents where a child enters a vehicle 

and remains inside the vehicle because the child 

may not be able to self-extricate. In these inci-

dents the child is alone in the vehicle. The Spe-

cial Crash Investigations (SCI) team obtained the 

police report and images for the case and it was 

 

 
Figure 1. 2005 Dodge Neon (police photo) 

initiated by the SCI group of the National Highway Traffic Safety Administration on November 

22, 2016. 

 

This incident occurred in April 2014 at approximately 1717 hours near a private residence in 

California. At the time of the incident, there was a 42-year-old male, a 36-year-old female, an 

adult female of unknown age, and three male children age 3, 5, and 7 present in the residence. 

The three children had just had their hair cut. They were playing and watching cartoons. The 42-

year-old male went into the bathroom to get his hair cut and was asked if he knew where the 5-

year-old went. The 5-year-old was severely autistic and liked to go on car rides. The 42-year-old 

male first looked in the back yard and then went to the front yard. He saw the 5-year-old sitting 

in the second row of the Dodge. He opened the vehicle and noticed that the child was unrespon-

sive and had shallow breathing. He removed him from the vehicle, took him into the residence, 

and called 911. The child was transported to a local trauma center by ambulance. As his condi-

tion worsened he was transferred to the pediatric intensive care unit of a second hospital. He was 

hospitalized for three days before being declared brain dead. The cause of death was consistent 

with heat stroke. 

 
SUMMARY 

 

Incident Site 

This incident was reported at 1717 hours and the conditions were clear and dry according to local 

weather reports. Sunset had occurred at 1647 hours and dusk at 1714. Weather data for the time 

prior to the reported incident time is presented in the table below. 
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Time Temperature Dew Point Relative 

Humidity 

Pressure Heat Index 

°C °F °C °F °C °F 

1554 30.0 86.0 1.7 35.1 16 30.05 28 83 

1654 30.0 86.0 2.7 37.0 18 30.01 28 83 

1754 30.6 87.1 2.2 36.0 16 30.02 29 84 

 

The incident occurred in the driveway of a pri-

vate residence in an open area without shade, 

with the vehicle facing east toward the residence. 

The driveway was located west of the residence. 

The driveway could be accessed through the front 

door of the residence and a metal gate. It could 

also be accessed via a chain link gate adjacent to 

the attached garage. The Dodge was parked on 

the left side of the driveway. The child’s mother 

stated that the vehicle was locked but the win-

dows were rolled down. It is not known if the ve-

hicle’s second row child safety locks were in use. 

A Cadillac DeVille of unknown year was parked 

in the same driveway to the right of the Dodge 

(Figure 2).  A schematic of the incident site is 

provided at the end of this report. 

 

 

 
Figure 2. Overview of incident site, look-

ing east (police photo) 

 

Pre-Incident 

At the time of the incident, there was a 42-year-

old male, a 36-year-old female, an  adult female 

of unknown age, and three male children age 3, 

5, and 7 present in the residence. The three chil-

dren had just had their hair cut. They were play-

ing and watching cartoons. The 42-year-old male 

went into the bathroom to get his hair cut and 

was asked if he knew where the 5-year-old went. 

The 5-year-old was severely autistic and liked to 

go on car rides. The child knew how to open 

gates, residence doors, and vehicle doors. The 

child’s mother stated that the child would climb 

in through the window and sit in his safety seat 

when he wanted to go for a ride. The adult male 

indicated that the child probably opened the side 

gate to access the driveway and vehicle. 

 

 
Figure 3. Second row, 2005 Dodge Neon 

(police photo) 
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He estimated that the time between he last saw the child until being asked about the child was 5 

minutes. It appears that the child climbed in the open window of the locked vehicle. 

  

Incident 

The adult male first looked in the back yard and then went to the front yard. He saw the 5-year-

old sitting unrestrained in the second row of the Dodge in the right-hand child restraint system 

(CRS), an Evenflo Big Kid High-Back booster safety seat (Figure 3). He opened the vehicle and 

noticed that the child was unresponsive and had shallow breathing. He estimated that the time 

between beginning to look for the child and finding him was 5 minutes, and indicated the total 

amount of time the child had been in the vehicle was 10 minutes. 
 

Post-Incident 

The 42-year-old male removed the 5-year-old from the vehicle, took him into the residence, and 

called 911. The child was transported to a local trauma center by ambulance. He arrived with a 

core temperature of 42.0 degrees C (107.6 degrees F). A physician reported to the police that the 

child had swelling throughout his head and possibly had a stroke. There were no skull injuries 

present. The physician stated the child’s condition was consistent with heat stroke. As his condi-

tion worsened he was transferred to the pediatric intensive care unit of a second hospital. He was 

hospitalized for three days before being declared brain dead. The cause of death was consistent 

with heat stroke. 
 

Vehicle Data 

The 2005 Dodge Neon 4-door sedan was identi-

fied by the Vehicle Identification Number 

1B3ES56C35Dxxxxxx. The Dodge was 

equipped with a 4-cylinder 2.0-liter gasoline en-

gine and front-wheel drive. The vehicle’s exteri-

or was gray in color and the vehicle was not con-

figured with a sun roof. It does not appear that 

any of the glazing was tinted. The doors were 

locked and the windows were fully open during 

the duration of the incident. It is not known if the 

vehicle’s second row child safety locks were in 

use. The interior was dark gray. Two forward 

facing CRSs were installed in the second row 

(Figure 4). 

 
 

 Figure 4. Second row, 2005 Dodge Neon    

(police photo) 
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During the police inspection efforts were made to obtain interior temperatures at approximately 

the same time of day as the incident. The temperatures were taken while the vehicle was parked 

in a hospital lot. The doors and windows of the vehicle were closed prior to the temperature be-

ing taken, then the rear doors were opened and the temperatures taken. It is unclear if the police 

knew the windows were down at the time of the incident. The police used a General Model 

IRT206 infrared thermometer and took the temperatures at a distance of 60.9 cm (24.0 in) from 

each of the second row CRSs. The CRS on the left measured 63 °C (145 °F) and right measured 

49 °C (120 °F). 

 
Hyperthermia Discussion 

Hyperthermia is defined as an increase in body temperature. A child’s thermoregulatory system 

is not as efficient as an adult’s and a child’s body warms at a rate 3 to 5 times faster than an 

adult’s.1 Heat stroke occurs when a person’s temperature reaches 40 °C (104 °F) and the ther-

moregulatory system is overwhelmed. Heat stroke symptoms include dizziness, disorientation, 

agitation, confusion, sluggishness, seizure, hot dry skin that is flushed but not sweating, loss of 

consciousness, rapid heartbeat, and hallucinations. 

 

Non-Motorist Data 

The 5-year-old male (107 cm/42 in, 18 kg/39 lbs) was the nephew of the adult that found him in 

the vehicle. He was located unrestrained in the CRS located in the second row of the vehicle. 

The child was transported to a local trauma center by ambulance. He arrived in critical condition 

and presented with a non-traumatic cerebral infarction consistent with heat stroke. His condition 

continued to deteriorate and he was placed on ventilation therapy. Three days later the first of 

two brain-death pronouncements was made. The following day the second brain-death pro-

nouncement was made. He remained on a ventilator pending organ procurement. After the child 

died, 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 

Confidence 

Level 

1 Hyperpyrexia ≥ 41 °C (105 °F) 010206.5 NA/Hyperthermia Certain 

Source: Autopsy report 
 

 

1Null, J. (n.a.). Hyperthermia Deaths of Children in Vehicles (Web page of NoHeatStroke.org, 

Department of Meteorology & Climate Science). San Jose, CA: San Jose State University Re-

trieved from http://noheatstroke.org/ 

http://noheatstroke.org/
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Incident Site Schematic 
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Satellite View of Incident Site 
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