
The lack of good motorcycle accident research is also due, he
believes, because of a change in the motorcycle industry. The “bean-
counters,” he says, are now in charge and those industry members
who actually rode motorcycles have been retired or transferred out
of research and development at major manufacturers. Decisions are
made in terms of cost—and one of those costs is the potential of law-
suits. However, a telling comparison exists between the motorcycle
and automobile industries: The automobile industry supports at least
a dozen safety research projects in the US, while the motorcycle
industry supports none!

“There are dollar-type priorities about accidents, lawsuits and reg-
ulations at the MSF,” he says, and “there’s a lot of conflict there that
doesn’t reach the public.” The state takeovers and other issues that
have come up recently, he says, “are not just accidental—that’s part
of a deliberate plan. The industry wants to control what’s going on
for their own purposes, which may or may not match motorcyclist’s
purposes.” He says that the industry wants to promote the idea that
they are educating the public to be safe, even though no study has
shown it [training] has anything more than a temporary effect. The
United States, he says, puts a high value on education as a “magic bul-
let,” believing it will make one smarter, more employable, and safer.
“MSF has always hung its hat on that since Charlie Hartman’s days
[Dr. Charles F. Hartman, the first president of MSF]; education is
good for motorcycling,” Hurt says. “But, in the past decade or so,
there’ve been some priorities that aren’t quite compatible.”

You could use any motorcycle company in the USA as an exam-
ple. Their legal department’s nightmares, according to Hurt, “con-
sists, in great part, of someone suing the company saying ‘The
company should have trained me to avoid accidents, and they 
didn’t.’” That puts the liability on the manufacturer—and millions
of dollars could be at stake. But if there’s training offered by a cred-
ible, state-approved, industry supported organization, the responsi-
bility and liability shifts back to the rider.

MSF has built up that credible image over the years. Therefore, if
MSF is “running the whole show in states,” there’s some authority
behind it—which is good as long as, he says, “it’s not watered down.”

However, taking an MSF course, he says, weakens the rider’s
ability to sue the manufacturer or dealer, as they are no longer legally
liable for a rider’s lack of skill. Nor is MSF liable, since the state has
approved their curriculum—in fact, the onus, if any, goes on the state
for not providing adequate training. What results is layers of insu-
lation for the industry. “So, when the rider who’s been in a crash
comes knocking at the door, there ain’t nobody home! All these
companies have really smart lawyers working for them and they’ve
been developing this for years, trying to isolate the manufacturers.
This web has been spun for the past fifteen years—it didn’t happen
yesterday.” David Hough’s articles in MCN, he says, have accu-
rately described the present process and the results in various states.

The further courses the MSF wants so much for states to pro-
vide, such as experienced riding, or further practice or Advanced
Braking and Traction Management then, while they should help
riders, continues to distance the manufacturers from liability. That’s
also why MSF launched the dirt bike, ATV training and now the
ScooterSchool: Training must be offered to prevent future lawsuits
because this puts the onus on the riders—they could’ve, should’ve,
taken a course.

“Every graduate from an MSF course is a guaranteed no-law-
suit,” Hurt said. If the rider is unable to operate a high performance
machine at the end of the course, it doesn’t matter—they were duly
warned when instructors tell them they weren’t street-ready upon
graduation, that they should buy a bike they feel comfortable with,
and that they should wear gear and helmets—“It’s 100% asbestos.” 

But the liability insulation doesn’t work if training isn’t avail-
able, and that makes it critical to ensure there is training available
somewhere and somehow. If riders choose not to take the course

when it’s available, then they also assume the liability, not the man-
ufacturers. Since the states set the standards and grant a license-
waiver, the state, not MSF, is affirming the course is sufficient—
therefore MSF and the manufacturers and dealers are all the better
protected from liability.

The industry, through MSF, needs to take over state programs,
then, according to Hurt, because “they don’t want someone who
has a lot of motorcycle training experience setting authoritative
objective standards, based on good science and educational princi-
ples and practices.” Once those who don’t remember what training
used to be, could be, and should be are gone, the course can be made
easier to pass, thereby increasing the insulation against lawsuits.

However self-protective the industry is, he says rider education
is still a very good thing. “It makes MSF appear like a real ghoul,
in trying to sidestep or prevent legal actions, but there’s still some
really good motivation in there to train riders.” The concern Hurt has
is the web that’s been created is “changing the whole relationship

between rider safety and the industry itself” and that does not serve
motorcyclists’ concerns.

MOTORCYCLISTS NEED AN ADVOCACY GROUP
Hurt pointed out that there’s no independent body that stands

between the industry and the consumer to protect their interests as
there is with automobile drivers. In his opinion, the AMA doesn’t
do it and the Auto Club won’t do it. 

“For years,” he said, “we’ve believed that [organization] was the
MSF, but MSF is itself the problem.” He had hoped that “something”
would “come along to change things,” and he had “hoped it would
be the government,” but the MSF has become “partners” in a rela-
tionship with the National Highway Traffic Safety Administration
(NHTSA) to such a degree, he says, that it won’t happen.

As we left that day, we realized that, even though much has
improved since the original Hurt Study, and especially in terms of hel-
mets, Hurt was right—without a consumer watchdog group, motor-
cycle safety will get no better and may get worse in the future. What
is needed is another National Motor Vehicle Safety Advisory Group
to study the problems and make recommendations to NHTSA/DOT.
This last sentence is the way Harry wants to end the article:

“It’s your decision.”
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ble for motorcycle safety, is a “grudge match” with him, he says.
They take the MSF’s Basic Rider Course but they don’t ride after
that limited experience, and, yet, he says, they have major obliga-
tions to direct effective motorcycle accident research. He says the
same thing is happening in many motorcycle manufacturers’
research and development departments and in the Motorcycle Safety
Foundation; those in charge have little to no riding experience. This,
he says, is very different from the past, “there’s change there and it’s
not healthy.”

HPRL was contracted to do some of the quality control work for
the Motorcycle Accident In-Depth Study (MAIDS), and it con-
vinced him that the results of the study are questionable at best:
Only 18% of the investigators had significant motorcycle riding
experience, much of the data was collected long after the crash, the
rest of the quality assurance was inadequate, and, in some cases, the
data was probably contrived to meet deadlines. He stated that many
of these flaws were the result of the IMMA (International Motor-
cycle Manufacturers Association) and ACEM (Association des Con-
structeurs Europeens de Motocycles) unwillingness to pay for
adequate training for the investigators or comply with the require-
ments of the OECD standard for specific training for motorcycle
investigations. In fact, he says, there was an obvious arrogance of
the part of some of the research teams, who refused to believe that

motorcycle dynamics would require specific technical knowl-
edge beyond what they already possessed.

In some cases, the MAIDS investigators made serious
errors, such as having the motorcycle going the wrong way.
“We ended up with an extremely large number of these cases
that, despite sincere objectives and although they were done
by some very highly qualified technical people, they were
missing motorcycle experience and thus un-qualified to make
the proper responses in the data collection.” Even though
Hurt and his group informed IMMA and DRI of their find-
ings, their concerns were ignored. MAIDS then, he says,
yielded “absolutely maverick evaluations…the kind of things
you’d expect to see when non-motorcyclists reconstruct a
motorcycle accident.”

WHY HURT II WON’T HAPPEN
“The same thing,” Hurt says, “is most likely going to hap-

pen in the USA,” if NHTSA undertakes a comprehensive
study. In part, he says, because of the cost; dealing with a
large population in a research study is “a horrible expense”
because investigating even one single crash requires such an
extensive collection of data as well as thoroughly trained
investigators. 

“There’s a lot of things out there that we don’t know
about,” he says, and, “a lot of people want to [have a com-
prehensive study], but there’s no one reaching for their wal-
let to pay for it.” That would include the US motorcycle
manufacturers. Although MAIDS was funded by the manu-
facturers in Europe, in the US, we get no such support.

In 2003, HPRL sent a proposal to the Motorcycle Industry
Council and Motorcycle Safety Foundation proposing an
OECD type study that would cost roughly 1.6 million dollars,
with the costs spread out over five years—just $320,000 per
year—but received no support.

A surprising reason he doesn’t believe a new US compre-
hensive study will be done is because the results could poten-
tially increase the industry’s liability. He used the example of
sportbikes with raised gas tanks as an example: This design
is perfect for racing, as a rider can tuck-in, resting his torso
on the shape, to maximize straight-line speed. But there aren’t
many frontal collisions on the track. In real-life, though,
frontal collisions are the most common form of crash. Based

on 70 in-depth evaluations of specific cases they have already done,
they discovered that the racing gas tank design results in far more
serious pelvic and groin injuries, including the so-called “Open
Book Fracture” of the pelvis—ugly. In such frontal crashes, the rid-
ers are literally hung up on the tank with the family jewels, and their
upper legs are caught by the short rigid handlebars, resulting in
major fractures. And sportbike riders can hit their own windshields
as well—causing a variety of serious injuries even before the rider’s
body hits the other vehicle. Although he and a team of experts are
slowly researching this serious problem, he has been unable to find
external funding. He’s even tried to interest the Centers for Disease
Control (CDC) in a such a study of the problem, but the agency is
reluctant to fund motorcycle injury research when the government’s
own DOT/NHTSA doesn’t do anything.

Unless some independent agency or foundation underwrites the
research, he says, it won’t be done. The manufacturers don’t want
to pay for it because, if, for instance, sportbike gas tanks are inher-
ently unsafe, why provide this information to a plaintiff’s lawyer
who will use it to sue the company? However, he points out their
underlying fear of accident research being used to sue them is unjus-
tified; previous research has been used by most manufacturers to
defend themselves in product liability lawsuits. Blame it on the
accountants and lawyers, he says.
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After you’ve witnessed the violence of actual helmet testing, you know
a “novelty” helmet is a suicidal way to protest helmet laws. This one
didn’t protect its wearer from fatal head trauma. What appears to be a
lining is only a baseball cap and the dark stain is the rider’s blood…ugh.

Helmet smackdown—the monorail machine drops a helmet with an instrumented
headform inside it from a distance of 6 feet onto a flat anvil for the DOT standard
test. Note that the DOT 6-foot test corresponds to the 90th percentile of actual acci-
dent impacts, unlike Snell’s higher impact standards, which Hurt says were cho-
sen simply to be tougher to pass. In fact, he says, in an accident, the harder con-
struction necessary to pass Snell tests can do more damage to a rider’s head than
the softer DOT-spec helmet, and that a DOT-spec helmet can pass any government
required testing in the world.

 


