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The opinions, findings, and conclusions expressed in this publication are those of 
the authors and not necessarily those of the National Highway Traffic Safety 
Administration. 
 
The crash investigation process is an inexact science which requires that physical 
evidence such as skid marks, vehicular damage measurements, and occupant 
contact points be coupled with the investigator'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 performance 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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INDIANA UNIVERSITY 
TRANSPORTATION RESEARCH CENTER 
REMOTE NON - TRAFFIC SURVEILLANCE 

HYPERTHERMIA INVESTIGATION 
CASE NUMBER - IN16033 

LOCATION - KANSAS 
VEHICLE - 2002 E150 ECONOLINE VAN 

INCIDENT DATE - JULY 2016 
 
 

BACKGROUND 
 

This report documents the remote investigation 
of the heat stroke death of a 19-month-old female 
who entered a parked, unoccupied 2002 Ford 
Econoline van (Figure 1) and was unable to exit 
the vehicle. This incident investigation was 
initiated by the National Highway Traffic Safety 
Administration on September 28, 2016. This 
investigation was assigned on December 6, 2016, 
following preliminary investigation by the 
Special Crash Investigation (SCI) Team at the 
Indiana University Transportation Research 
Center, in which the police incident report was 
obtained and the victim’s mother was 
interviewed. Police on-scene photographs were 
subsequently obtained on December 28, 2016. Attempts to arrange an inspection of the involved 
vehicle and incident scene were unsuccessful and a remote investigation was conducted. This 
incident occurred in a residential driveway in July 2016 between 1400 and 1800 hours in Kansas 
and was investigated by the local police agency. 

 
This incident occurred in a remote, rural farm area in the driveway of a single-family residence. 
The Ford was parked unlocked with the keys in the ignition in the driveway behind the residence 
following the return of the 10-member family from church. It was determined based on the 
available information that between the hours of 1400 and 1800 the 19-month-old female victim 
and her 3-year-old brother exited the residence. It is believed that the brother opened the right 
rear door of the vehicle and the two children entered the vehicle. The brother then exited the 
vehicle and closed the door leaving the victim in the vehicle where she died of heat stroke. 

 
INCIDENT SUMMARY 

 
Incident Site: This incident occurred between 1400 and 1800 hours in a remote, rural farm area 
in the driveway of a single-family residence. The Ford was parked in the driveway facing south 
behind the residence (Figure 2) between an unknown year Dodge Durango and an unknown year 
inoperable Pontiac Montana. The Ford was located an estimated 15 m (50 ft) east of the back 
entrance to the residence. The vehicle was not shaded by trees or buildings during the time that 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure  1: Police photo of the 2002 Ford E150 
Econoline Wagon Van; view northeast 
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the incident occurred. The weather conditions 
during the time range that the incident occurred 
were clear with 16 kilometers (10 miles) visibility 
and south-southeast to southeast winds at 16 to 26 
km/h (10 to 16 mph). The temperature range 
was 33.3 to 36.1 °C (92 to 97 °F) with a heat 
index of 37.8 to 41.7 °C (100 to 107 °F),  
humidity of 46 to 52 percent, and a dew point of 
22.2 to 22.8 °C (72 to 73 °F), according to local 
weather reports. The incident diagram is 
included at the end of this report. The Not-in-
Traffic Surveillance data forms are attached to 
the end of this report as Attachment. 

 
Pre-Incident: The family consisted of the 
pregnant1 40-year-old mother, 39-year-old father, and eight children ranging in age from 19 
months (the victim) to 12 years. The family traveled to church in the Ford on the morning of the 
incident and returned home at approximately 1100 hours. The Ford was usually locked, but on 
this day the keys were left in the ignition and the vehicle was left unlocked since the mother was 
planning to go to a convenience store later in the day to buy ice. The family had lunch at 
approximately 1230 hours. Following lunch, the children played and did chores. Between the 
hours of 1330 and 1400 the father read a story to all the children in the living room of the 
residence. The mother stated during the SCI interview that she would usually put the victim 
down for a nap in the afternoon but did not recall doing that following the story. She also stated 
that sometimes one of the older children would help out by putting the victim down for a nap, 
but again she did not recall if that occurred. The police incident report, which included 
interviews with the father and mother and some of the children, gave no indication that the 
victim was put down for a nap. The available information suggested that the victim probably 
played with the other children after the father read them the story. At an unknown time 
following the story, the father went upstairs and took a nap and the mother also took a nap while 
watching television. The police incident report stated that the last time any of the family 
members remembered seeing the victim was at 1400 hours. 

 
Incident: At 1800 hours the family realized that the victim was missing and a search ensued 
inside and outside of the residence. The deceased victim was found by the father in the driver’s 
seat of the Ford after an approximate 10-minute search. 

 
It was revealed in the police incident report through interviews with family members that the 
victim and her 3-year-old brother enjoyed playing together. The victim was described as the 
brother’s “side kick” by the mother. It was also reported that the 3-year-old liked to pretend 
driving a vehicle and had done so previously in the inoperable Pontiac (no indication this 
occurred on the day of the incident) that was parked next to the Ford. It was also reported by the 
father that “the children liked to play with the keys.” The 3-year-old was capable of opening the 
side doors to the Ford and demonstrated this to police during their investigation. He was also 
capable of opening the doors to the residence. According to the mother, the victim was capable 
of entering the Ford on her own by climbing onto the step in the door frame (Figure 3) and then 

 

1 The mother was reported as being 36 weeks pregnant in the police incident report. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 2: Police photo of incident scene; arrow shows 
incident vehicle; view south toward garage; residence 
to right 
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climbing into the vehicle. It was determined that 
the 3-year-old was outside the residence during 
the time the victim went missing since the father 
reported seeing him enter the residence while the 
father was in the kitchen just prior to the 
discovery that the victim was missing. The 
available information indicated that at some time 
after 1400 hours the victim followed her 3-year- 
old brother outside to play as she was known to 
do. It is believed that the 3-year-old opened the 
right rear door to the Ford and they entered the 
vehicle. The right rear door was considered the 
most likely door of entry since the victim’s and 
brother’s child restraint systems were located in 
the second row seat. Therefore, the right rear 
door was likely the normal door through which they entered the vehicle. At some point after 
entering the vehicle, the 3-year-old exited the vehicle and closed the door leaving the victim in 
the vehicle who subsequently succumbed to heat stroke. 

 
Post-Incident: The father removed the victim from the vehicle and attempted cardio-pulmonary 
resuscitation (CPR) while his 12-year-old son called 9-1-1. Emergency medical service received 
notification of the incident at 1807 hours according to the victim’s autopsy report. The police 
were dispatched at 1817 hours and the first officer arrived at the scene at 1826 hours. The 
autopsy report stated that the victim was pronounced deceased at 1900 hours. At 2020 hours the 
victim was transported by mortuary vehicle to a local funeral home. 

 
2002 FORD E150 ECONOLINE VAN 

DESCRIPTION 

The Ford was a rear-wheel-drive, 8-passenger, van having the VIN 1FMRE11L32Hxxxxxx, 
equipped with a 5.4-liter, V-8 engine, 4-speed automatic transmission, 4-wheel antilock brakes 
with electronic brake force distribution, and driver and passenger frontal air bags. The vehicle 
was not equipped with child safety locks. 

 
2002 FORD E150 ECONOLINE VAN OCCUPANT CHILD 

OCCUPANT DEMOGRAPHICS 

The 19-month-old female victim’s height and weight were reported as 79 cm (31 in) and 12 kg 
(26 lbs) in the autopsy report. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 3: Police photo showing step in right rear door 
frame 
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CHILD OCCUPANT INJURIES 
 

Injury 
No. Injury AIS 2015 Involved Physical Components 

(IPC) 

IPC 
Confidence 

Level 
1 Hyperthermia2 resulting in early 

decomposition and pale 
musculature, diffusely 

010200.1 Heat casualty Certain 

Source: Autopsy records. 
 

The autopsy report listed the time of death as 1900 hours. The autopsy report also stated that 
there were no indications of “antecedent physical trauma or inadequate physical care.” 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

2 Child discovered in their family van, obviously deceased. Findings are consistent with hyperthermic death and postmortem 
thermal insult; there is no indication of antecedent physical trauma or of inadequate physical care. 



 

 

 
Incident Schematic 
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