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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 
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vehicles or their safety systems. 
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Non-Traffic Surveillance 

Special Crash Investigations 

Case No. CR16037  

Remote Hyperthermia Fatality Investigation 

Vehicle: 2004 Chevrolet Trailblazer 

Location: Georgia 

Incident Date: May 2014 

 

BACKGROUND 

This report documents the remote investigation 

and the circumstances surrounding the 

hyperthermia-related fatality of a 2-year-old (27 

months) female who was found inside a 2004 

Chevrolet TrailBlazer sport utility vehicle (SUV) 

(Figure 1). The Chevrolet was parked on an 

asphalt parking lot of an apartment complex. The 

child’s mother returned home with the Chevrolet 

after transporting the child and her twin sibling. 

The mother alleged that she removed the sibling 

from the vehicle and left the 2-year-old outside 

under the supervision of a family member. She further stated to the police that she left one of the 

vehicle doors open. The 2-year-old apparently climbed back in the Chevrolet and the door 

closed. She was later found in the closed vehicle unconscious. Police and emergency medical 

services (EMS) responded to the scene and initiated cardiopulmonary resuscitation. The child 

was transported by ambulance to a pediatric trauma center where she was pronounced deceased. 

The police investigation found the vehicle doors, windows, and locking systems to be in proper 

working order.  

 

The incident was identified by the National Highway Traffic Safety Administration and assigned 

to the Special Crash Investigations 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. This interview, an exemplar vehicle inspection, 

supplemental internet research and the police incident report provided the basis for this remote 

investigation. 

                                                 
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:  Exemplar 2004 Chevrolet TrailBlazer. 

(Image obtained from the Internet.) 
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INCIDENT SITE 

This incident occurred during midafternoon 

hours in the parking lot of an apartment complex 

(Figure 2). At the time of the incident, the 

National Weather Service reported the skies as 

clear with a temperature of 30.6 ºC (87.1 ºF), 

heat index of 30.5 ºC (87 ºF), 41 percent 

humidity and south/southwesterly winds of 13 

km/h (8.1 mph). The child’s family resided in a 

two-story apartment building oriented primarily 

in a north/south direction. Several large trees 

shaded the southwest corner of the multi-unit 

building. The parking lot for this apartment was located to the east of the building and was 

surfaced with asphalt with delineated parking spaces. The parking lot had full exposure to the 

sun and sky as there were no trees to shade the lot.  

 

2004 CHEVROLET TRAILBLAZER 

Description 

The 2004 Chevrolet TrailBlazer was a 4-door 

SUV with the LS trim level. Figure 3 is an 

exterior view of an exemplar 2004 Chevrolet 

TrailBlazer. The Chevrolet was identified by 

Vehicle Identification Number (VIN) 

1GNDS13S342xxxxxx. Although there were no 

images available for this vehicle, the VIN 

decoding identified the platform as rear-wheel 

drive, powered by a 4.2-liter, V-6 gasoline 

engine linked to a 4-speed automatic 

transmission. The police incident report listed the 

exterior color as black. The interior color is 

unknown. Standard features included front 

bucket seats with adjustable head restraints, a split second-row bench seat with adjustable head 

restraints in the left and right positions.  

 

Glazing 

The Chevrolet was equipped as standard with an AS1 laminated windshield, AS2 tempered front 

door glazing, AS3 second-row doors and rear quarter windows, and an AS3 backlight 

incorporated into the lift gate. Due to the lack of police images, it is unknown if the Chevrolet 

had aftermarket deep window tint on the front door glazing or a roof window.  

 

Figure 2. Satellite image of the incident site. 

North lies at the top of the image. 

Figure 3. Exterior view of an exemplar 2004 

Chevrolet TrailBlazer.  



  

3 

Power Windows 

The Chevrolet was configured with power door windows as standard equipment. The driver’s 

position contained a master console to control the operation of all four door windows. A cluster 

of four rocker switches were positioned on the horizontal and forward aspect of the driver’s door 

panel. The forward two switches operated the front row door windows while the aft two switches 

operated the second-row doors. The front row switches were configured with the auto-down 

feature that required a single push of the switch to fully lower the front door windows. The 

forward aspect of the longitudinally mounted switches controlled the down mode while the aft 

aspect of the switch controlled the power up mode. A separate lockout rocker switch was 

positioned forward of the window switch cluster and provided the driver the ability to lock out 

the functionality of the front row right and second row power door windows.  

 

The front row right and both second row door panels were configured with horizontally-mounted 

rocker switches that controlled the power window for that specific door. The power windows 

only operated with the key in the ignition and the ignition switch rotated to the accessory or run 

positions.  

 

Door Locking System 

As standard equipment, the 2004 Chevrolet TrailBlazer was equipped with a remote key fob to 

lock and unlock the vehicle’s doors and rear lift gate. The key fob was configured with a lock 

button that locked all doors on a single push of the button. The unlock feature required one push 

of the button to unlock the driver’s doors and two pushes of the button to unlock the remaining 

doors and the lift gate. It is unknown if the mother engaged the remote lock feature after she 

removed the children from the vehicle. This locking feature can still be enabled if a door is in the 

open position. 

 

The Chevrolet’s interior power locking system 

consisted of front door panel-mounted rocker 

switches (Figure 4). The switches were 4 x 2 

cm (1.5 x 0.75 in) in dimension and were 

horizontally mounted on the forward extension 

of the armrest and the integrated door close pull 

handle. A door image with a key icon identified 

the power locking rocker switch. The outer 

aspect (with respect to the vehicle interior) of 

the switch provided the locking mode while the 

inner aspect of the rocker provided the unlock 

mode. It should be noted that the power lock feature remained active and fully functional without 

the ignition energized. The second-row doors were not equipped with power lock switches. Due 

to the location of the power locking switches on the front door panels, a child could inadvertently 

Figure 4. Exemplar vehicle driver’s power 

door lock switch (arrow).   
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lock the vehicle when playing in the vehicle by kneeling on the armrest-mounted switch and 

engaging the lock function.     

 

Manual locking/unlocking of the vehicle was 

achievable by rotating the locking levers that 

were positioned directly above the hinge aspect of 

the door release levers on the interior door panels. 

These locking levers were color-matched (gray) 

to the door release levers and the trim pocket. The 

leading edge of the lever displayed a high 

visibility orange bar when rotated to the unlocked 

position (Figure 5). When rotated to the locked 

position, this orange highlight was concealed in 

the trim pocket for the door release lever. These 

levers also rotated to the respective positions by the activation of the power locking system. 

Manually rotating the locking lever would only unlock the respective door when all four doors 

were in the locked mode. In the locked mode, none of the doors would unlock by pulling on the 

interior door release levers. The locking levers had to be rotated to the unlock position to open 

the doors.   

 

Exterior Door Handles 

The exterior door handles of the Chevrolet were flush mounted in the upper aft aspect of the 

doors and required a vertical pull to open. The top-hinged handles were of polymer composition. 

Based on the SCI inspection of an exemplar vehicle, the front door handles were 97 cm (38.25 

in) above the pavement while the rear door handles were 102 cm (40.0 in) above the ground 

surface. A vertical pull force was required to unlatch the door latch with 3 cm (1 in) of vertical 

movement of the handle. A horizontal pull force is then required to open the doors. The driver’s 

door was equipped with a keyed door lock in the aft aspect of the door handle. Figures 6 and 7 

are images of the exterior door handle from an exemplar vehicle. 

 

Figure 5. Unlocked position of the manual 

rotating lock lever of an exemplar vehicle.  

Figure 6. Exterior door handles 

of an exemplar vehicle.  

Figure 7. Exemplar vehicle exterior door 

handle in the open/unlatched position.  
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The doors were configured with detents to hold the doors open at various positions. Based on the 

exemplar vehicle inspection, all four doors of the TrailBlazer were configured with three detent 

positions. These were measured from the outside edge of the seat cushion to the centerline of the 

horizontal pull handle on the interior door panels. The horizontal measurements of the three front 

door detent positions were 50 cm (19.5 in), 72 cm (28.5 in), and 91 cm (36 in). The rear door 

measured detent positions were 36 cm (14 in), 53 cm (21 in) and 61 cm (24 in).        

 

Interior Door Release Levers   

The interior door release levers of the Chevrolet were recessed into the door panels and 

positioned at the forward upper quadrant of the door panels. The levers required a horizontal pull 

force to unlatch the door latch mechanism. Figures 8 and 9 depict the interior door release 

levers, front row and second row respectively.  

 

INCIDENT  

The police investigation for this hyperthermia death was limited as they classified the incident as 

a tragic event. There were no images and the reporting was sparse. This narrative is therefore 

based on the limited information available to the SCI team. 

 

The owner and operator of the Chevrolet TrailBlazer was the child’s mother. She was driving 

with the child and her twin and returned to the apartment complex between 1300 and 1400 hours. 

The driver parked the Chevrolet in a designated parking space with the front of the vehicle facing 

in a northwesterly direction. As she exited the vehicle, she reportedly removed the twin children 

from the Chevrolet and left one of the doors open. The mother instructed a family member to 

watch the child as she carried the other child into the apartment to change her diaper.  

 

The child apparently returned to the vehicle and entered through the open door. The door was 

closed either by the child or it self-closed. The measured detents of the exemplar doors would 

have made it difficult for this 2-year-old to reach and close the door without falling out of the 

vehicle. The mother stated that at least an hour had passed since she returned home and realized 

that the child was missing. The mother and the other adult in the apartment began to look for the 

Figure 8. Front row right interior door 

release lever of an exemplar vehicle.  

Figure 9. Second row left interior door 

release lever of an exemplar vehicle.  
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child and found her in an unconscious state in the Chevrolet. The doors and windows of the 

vehicle were closed. The mother retrieved the child from the Chevrolet and carried her into the 

apartment. She placed her on the floor in a face-down position and called the emergency 

response system and reported an unresponsive child.    

 

The first police officer arrived on-scene at 1454 hours. He located the apartment and found the 

child lying on the floor. He rolled the child over and determined that she was unconscious and 

hot to the touch. The police officer did not find a pulse and initiated CPR. Paramedics arrived 

on-scene, continued the CPR activities and placed the child on a cot for ambulance transport to a 

pediatric trauma center. While waiting for the ambulance to depart the scene, the mother 

informed another police officer that the child was found in the Chevrolet. The child was 

evaluated at the trauma facility and was pronounced deceased at 1538 hours.  

 

The police conducted an inspection of the locking system and door handles of the Chevrolet 

TrailBlazer and determined that all systems were fully operational. No charges were filed against 

the mother.   

 

Based on the inspection of the exemplar 2004 Chevrolet TrailBlazer, the documented detent 

positions of the doors, it is doubtful that this child was physically able to close an open door once 

inside the vehicle. Second, the height of the exterior door handles would have prevented the 

child from opening the doors unassisted. The mother’s statement of taking one child into the 

apartment and leaving the child unaccounted for, for over an hour creates the possibility that the 

child  was left unattended in the Chevrolet for the duration of the event.        

 

CHILD DEMOGRAPHICS 

The child involved in this hyperthermia fatality investigation was a 2-year-old (27 months) 

female. Her height and weight were not reported. The child was wearing a diaper; however, her 

clothing worn at the time of the incident is unknown. CPR efforts were performed at the scene of 

the incident by the responding firefighters. She was transported by ambulance to a local hospital 

where she expired due to the complications of hyperthermia.        

 

CHILD INJURIES 

Injury 

No. 
Injury AIS 2015 

Involved Physical 

Component (IPC) 

IPC  

Confidence Level 

1 Hyperthermia 010200.1 Vehicle entrapment Certain 

Source – Police Incident Report 
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