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LOSS CONTROL TECHNICAL BULLETIN 
 

IMPORTANT NOTICE - The information and suggestions presented by Philadelphia Indemnity Insurance Company in this Technical Bulletin are 
for your consideration in your loss prevention efforts.  They are not intended to be complete or definitive in identifying all hazards associated 
with your business, preventing workplace accidents, or complying with any safety related, or other, laws or regulations.  You are encouraged to 
alter them to fit the specific hazards of your business and to have your legal counsel review all of your plans and company policies. 

 

Are Fifteen Passenger Vans Safe? 

Background 

On April 15th, 2001, the National Highway Traffic Safety Administration (NHTSA) reissued a cautionary warning to users of 
fifteen-passenger vans. The agency notified consumers of an increased rollover risk under certain conditions. A similar 
warning was issued in May of 2001, when the NHTSA warned motorists that 15-passenger vans with ten or more 
occupants are three times as likely to roll over in crashes as 15-passenger vans that are lightly loaded. 

NHTSA’s warned the public last year about the vehicles’ poor handling characteristics, even with the warning, accidents 
involving 15-passenger vans have continued. Most recently in April 2002, a 15-passenger van carrying day-care clients 
drifted off a Memphis interstate into a highway overpass, killing four young passengers. Public and media focus on the use 
of these large vans is currently intense. 

A National Tragedy: Repeated, High-Profile 15 Passenger Van Accidents 

According to government statistics, at least 424 persons have been killed and hundreds injured in rollover crashes involving 
the large, heavy vans since 1990. Recent, high-profile crashes in 2002 include: 

• On September 12th, 2002, 14 loggers from Honduras and Guatemala perished in northern Maine when their 2002 
Dodge 15-passenger van slipped off a one-lane bridge into a remote river, the single deadliest crash in state 
history. 

• On August 24th, 2002, in the Bay Area of California, the driver of Ford E350 on its way to an amusement park while 
on Highway 101 in Redwood City swerved to avoid a car in the lane he was changing into and lost control. The van 
turned over several times, ejecting eight riders, two of whom suffered critical head injuries. 

• In July, 2002, a Ford Super Club Wagon van carrying six cheerleaders rolled over near Birmingham, Ala. five 
passengers were ejected. Two were killed. The others suffered injuries ranging from a dislocated hip to partial 
paralysis. 

• Five firefighters from Oregon that were traveling toward a massive wildfire south of Denver, Colorado were killed in 
June when their 21-year-old colleague and driver reportedly reached for something inside the 15-passenger van, a 
Ford E-350, allowing the van to drift into the median and then overcorrected, which caused the van to roll over four 
times. 

In the first part of 2000, there were four separate crashes involving athletic teams, killing five and injuring five others. 
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Federal Regulations 
 
While the National Traffic and Motor Vehicle Safety Act prohibits the sale or lease of any new vehicle with a capacity of 
more than 10 to a school or school district, many schools still utilize 15-passenger vans by purchasing them used. There 
has been no federal action to ban the use of these vans by social service providers, camps, youth programs, or religious 
organizations. 
 

 

 
However, some states have taken action against the use of 15-passenger vans for commercial or interstate transportation 
of children. Insured’s should check with the Department of Transportation in their state, or in states through which they must 
travel, to ascertain current regulations. 
 
Safety Conditions 
 
Automobile experts claim vans have suspensions that raise them high above the road, and as a result, they have a very 
high center of gravity. In addition, many 15-passenger vans are on the same wheelbase as 12-passenger vans. This 
combination creates a vehicle that does not handle as well as a car and can be unsafe in certain conditions, particularly 
with an inexperienced driver. Because of these characteristics, in-vehicle training, which includes driving the vehicle both 
loaded and unloaded, is essential for drivers of these vehicles. 
 
The National Highway Traffic Safety Administration (NHTSA), which is investigating the Memphis accident, has urged 
states to stop schools from using 15-passenger vans. In an effort to prevent deaths and injuries during this summer’s heavy 
driving season, the head of the NHTSA recently held a news conference to remind people that vans should be operated 
only by trained and experienced drivers. The NHTSA also encourages all van occupants to wear seat belts. These 
recommendations were further underscored by a 60 Minutes II exposé on vans, which aired on CBS April 2002. 
 
Pending Action 
 
Although the National Highway Traffic Safety Administration (NHTSA) would like to take additional action to ensure 
restricted use of 15-passenger vans, its jurisdiction is limited, thus encouraging states to review the vehicles’ use. In 
addition to issuing a consumer advisory, the NHTSA is considering guidelines to require the vans to pass more-stringent 
rollover tests, which NHTSA is currently working to devise. 
 
Congress is considering H.R. 3296, introduced by Rep. Mark Udall (D-CO), a bill regarding the use of nonconforming vans 
in public schools. H.R. 3296 would prohibit the purchase, rent, or lease, of a vehicle for use as a school bus that does not 
comply with the motor vehicle safety standards that currently apply to school buses. The legislation would essentially close 
the loophole allowing schools to purchase used vehicles.   
 
In Udall’s proposal, a “school bus” is defined as any vehicle that transports more than eleven students. If passed, H.R. 3296 
would ensure that all 15-passenger vans used to transport students pass a national safety test. The proposed legislation 
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was referred to the House Subcommittee on Commerce, Trade and Consumer Protection in late December 2001, although 
a hearing has not yet been scheduled. 
 
At a local level, 29 states have taken action by ruling school districts cannot use nonconforming buses to transport children, 
and most other states have legislation pending. In addition, in Colorado, the largest insurer for public schools will stop 
covering 15-passenger vans purchased after June, and is gradually phasing out coverage of these vans over the next five 
years. 
 
Standard: (What Should You Do?) 
 
EDUCATE OUR POLICYHOLDERS! 
 
Philadelphia Insurance strongly encourages its policyholders to fully evaluate transportation programs. While it may be 
unreasonable to immediately replace 15-passenger vans now in use, all policyholders can take steps toward risk reduction. 
Such steps may include, but are not limited to the following: 

 
• Require adequate in-vehicle training for drivers of 15-passenger vans including opportunity to drive the vehicle both 

partially and fully loaded;  
 
• Plan to use experienced drivers rather than rotating driving responsibilities among many staff;  
 
• Limit the amount of weight placed in the vehicle and place weight as far forward in the vehicle as possible 

(Remember that the risk of a rollover crash is greatly increased when load is placed on the roof of the van); 
 
• Remember that the risk of rollover increases dramatically as the number of occupants increases from fewer than 

five to more than ten;  
 
• Never exceed fifteen passengers in these vehicles;  
 
• Always require seat belts to ensure passenger safety (Eighty percent of those who died in van rollovers were not 

wearing seat belts!)  
 

Driver Tips 

• Drivers must maintain a safe speed, and should be well-rested.  

• Drivers must be especially cautious on curved roads and must maintain safe speeds to avoid running off the road.  

• Train drivers in emergency maneuvers. For example, if the van’s wheels drop off the roadway, gradually reduce 
speed and steer back onto the roadway when it is safe to do so. Avoid sudden turns of the wheel.  

• Make sure the van’s tires are properly inflated and the tread is not worn down.  

• When the van is not full, require passengers to sit in seats that are in front of the rear axle.  

• Remember that these longer, wider vehicles do not respond as well to abrupt steering maneuvers and require 
additional braking time.  

In the meantime, we urge insured to develop key messages about safety in transporting passengers. If you haven’t already 
done so, establish a five-year plan for transportation that will address vehicle use, driver training, and risk reduction to 
provide the safest possible transportation for passengers and staff. 
 



 TB 4100 
Page 4 of 3  
Rev 052710 

 
 
 

LOSS CONTROL TECHNICAL BULLETIN 
 

IMPORTANT NOTICE - The information and suggestions presented by Philadelphia Indemnity Insurance Company in this Technical Bulletin are 
for your consideration in your loss prevention efforts.  They are not intended to be complete or definitive in identifying all hazards associated 
with your business, preventing workplace accidents, or complying with any safety related, or other, laws or regulations.  You are encouraged to 
alter them to fit the specific hazards of your business and to have your legal counsel review all of your plans and company policies. 

 

References 
 
Naval Safety Center 
American Camping Association 
National Highway Traffic Safety Administration (NHTSA) 
Lieff Cabraser Heimann & Bernstein ,LLP 
 


