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(OFFICIAL BULLETIN OF THE OHIO STATE TROOPERS ASSOCIATION)

OCTOBER 4, 2006

COLUMBUS, OHIO

FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE

GALLIA COUNTY CVPI TRIPLE FATALITY

It’s been seven days now since Trooper Josh Risner and Sergeant Dale Holcomb were killed by the fire and explosion that followed a crash involving their 2005 Ford CVPI and 2004 Chevrolet Silverado. Killed as well in the explosion and fire was 32-year-old Lori Smith of Vinton. The OHP continues to conduct what it has called an “In-depth Examination” of the vehicles that has included observers from the OSTA as well as “experts” from Ford Motor Company and others.  The OHP has announced that “preliminary results” of the investigation will take “at least” ten days. We have received many inquiries from Troopers and Sergeants in the field as to the facts surrounding this horrible tragedy.  Our members are entitled to know what the Union knows following the crash in the early morning hours last Thursday.   To the extent that the ongoing in depth investigation by the OHP adds to what we already know, everyone will be simply further informed and made more knowledgeable. Since, however, our Troopers and Sergeants drive the Ford CVPI daily; it is understandable and important that they be informed of what we know when, and as, we know it.  

This is what we have strong reason to believe to be true regarding the crash: 

1. Early information, furnished to the media by the OHP, reported that Ms. Smith’s Silverado might have struck the CVPI from the rear. That is not what the evidence supports. 

2. The evidence almost immediately pointed to the fact that the CVPI struck the Silverado in a ‘head on’ collision while crossing into the Silverado’s lane of travel. 

3. The confusion of damage to the rear of the CVPI and the front of the Silverado is due to the fact that the CVPI spun out of control (hydroplaned) while traveling east on Jackson Pike.

4. In so doing it continued to travel eastbound but with the rear portion of the CVPI   then leading its forward movement.  

5. Ms. Smith’s Silverado was struck in the front end by the rear of the CVPI still moving eastbound, albeit not in a straight line. 

6. The force of the collision ruptured the gas tank of the CVPI and a resulting spark ignited the gasoline. The ensuing explosion and fire engulfed both vehicles. 

7. Ms. Smith survived the initial crash but was killed by the fire resultant from the ruptured CVPI tank. 

Without commenting on issues of activated emergency lights and siren being operated prior to the accident, nor any of the additional operational facts that preceded the accident, we believe that what we have reported above is accurate and should be shared with our members. 

Our hearts go out to the families of Trooper Josh Risner and Sergeant Dale Holcomb. The out pouring of sympathy was further exemplified by the arrival upon short notice of scores of Troopers from adjacent states as far away as New Hampshire, California and even the Ontario Provincial Police. The OSTA was proud to be able to arrange their transportation, see to their housing and provide for their personal needs while they were here in a wonderful demonstration of solidarity.  

Finally, other than seeing that an appropriate Memorial is erected to the memory of our brother officers by the State of Ohio, there is little we can now do for our departed brothers. What we can do and will do will be directed to the living. To our brothers and sister officers who daily depend upon the Ford CVPI and the safety of its performance we pledge the following:

We will leave no stone unturned to guarantee that the Ford Crown Victoria Police Interceptor, exclusively used by the OHP is made as safe as possible from experiencing ruptured gas tanks that can burst into flames and take the lives of Ohio’s Troopers. The issue of the CVPI and the location of its gas tank to the rear of the rear axle between the rear axle and the rear bumper (in a natural “crush” zone) is a safety issue we have long argued to the OHP Command. Twenty of our fellow law enforcement officers across the country have burned to death in the CVPI following being struck in the rear at highway speed while stopped at the side of the road at a traffic stop.  While there have been after market fire suppression units on the market for some time (the City of Dallas equipped its entire fleet with such units) Ford had continued to argue the safety of the CVPI. However in 2005 Ford developed for production on its new CVPI a factory installed passive fire suppression system. It was not made standard equipment but offered as optional equipment at an added cost of $2,500.00 per vehicle. Currently the State of Arizona purchases only new CVPIs with factory installed fire suppression units. The State of New York also purchases only new CVPIs with the factory installed fire suppression units. The State of Connecticut has passed legislation making it mandatory that all its Troopers vehicles have factory installed fire suppression units.

While the facts of the crash that took three lives in Gallia County a week ago tomorrow are different from a rear end collision that usually attends the rupture, fire and explosion of the CVPI, the result in loss of life is all too familiar. The investigation may well conclude that a factory installed fire suppression unit would not have saved the lives of Trooper Risner and Sergeant Holcomb. We would be surprised if such a conclusion was not the result of the examination and investigation.. But in reality, we don’t know what a passive fire suppression system would have done for Trooper Risner or surely for Lori Smith.  We don’t know because the OHP has determined not to purchase after market fire suppression units nor install as standard equipment for its new CVPI cruisers the Ford designed engineered and factory installed fire suppression system.  

OSTA Union President Larry Phillips spoke for the entire leadership of the Union when he declared that the Union would not leave the bargaining table this year without a commitment for the Factory Installed Fire Suppression Unit being standard on each and every CVPI ordered and delivered. “If it means we go to impasse and Fact Finding that’s what we’ll do”, said Phillips. “If it means we reject a Fact Finders Report and proceed to Conciliation, that’s what we will ask our members to do. We are not waiting for bargaining either’, said Phillips, ‘on an issue of safety of this magnitude, we are seeking the introduction of legislation mandating that all Ford CVPI’s purchased include the factory fire suppression system. In relative importance to the safety of our officers and as seen in the Gallia County tragedy, in the interest of the safety of the public as well, the risk/benefit cost analysis of equipping our CVPIs with the factory fire suppression systems has to far outweigh other discretionary spending on the part of the OHP. I’m committed to seeing this happen during my term as OSTA President”, said Trooper Phillips. “You can bet on it.” 

-30-

PAGE  
1

