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BACKGROUND INFORMATION 

This past September (9/6/00), the key players in the Firestone drama, Bridgestone/Firestone CEO 
Masatoshi Ono and his Ford counterpart , Jac Nasser, appeared before the U.S. Congress. "I come 
before you to apologize to you, the American people and especially to the families who have lost 
loved ones in these terrible rollover accidents," said Ono. "I also come to accept full and personal 
responsibility for the events that led to this hearing." This may be regarded by many as a case of "too 
little, too late." In October, Firestone voluntarily recalled 6.5 million 15-inch ATX, ATX II and 
Wilderness AT series tires used mainly on Ford's Explorer SUV. The companies had allegedly known 
of problems with the tires for several years, but did not alert federal safety agencies. Even as Ford 
was recalling tires last year on vehicles sold overseas, American consumers were being killed in 
crashes attributed to failures of the same tire models. 

The hearing marked the first attempt by Congress to grapple with the policy implications of the 
Firestone recall. Lawmakers said reforms could range from criminal penalties for auto companies that 
fail to report problems, to upgrading 30-year-old tire safety standards that predate radials, to 
launching a major federal effort to reduce the risk of rollover crashes for sport-utility vehicles. Sorting 
out the ideas and enacting some of them into law could take months. 

Nasser sought to distance Ford from what he termed as "a tire issue, not a vehicle issue." Ford 
executives testified that the company had received repeated assurances from Firestone that tires 
used in the United States were not experiencing problems. Firestone said it believed tire failures in 
Saudi Arabia, Venezuela and more than a dozen other countries were the result of harsh local 
conditions and misuse by consumers. 

Bridgestone/Firestone Inc removed chief Executive Masatoshi Ono on October 10 and replaced him 
with its No. 2 executive, John Lampe. He becomes the first American since 1991 to head the U.S. 
subsidiary of Japanese giant Bridgestone Corporation. Lampe immediately announced a restructuring 
plan for the company and expressed regrets for the auto accidents involving Firestone tires and 
mostly Ford Explorer sport-utility vehicles that have killed at least 101 people. 

He also suggested that the Ford Motor Company's Explorer may itself be partly to blame for the 
crashes. "I think anybody who's looked at the statistics, anyone who's reviewed the government data, 
understands that only a very small percentage of Ford Explorer accidents or rollover accidents have 
been attributed to tires, whether it's our tire or others-a very small percentage. To say that our tires 
are the only reason for the Ford Explorer accidents, the rollovers, is very unfair." 

Analysts said the promotion of an American to run a Japanese-owned firm was a significant move. 
"When you look at everything that's going on in the Japanese business community between Renault 
and Nissan, and Ford and Mazda, it does seem that finally there's integration of Japanese companies 
to the global arena," said David Andrea, an auto analyst at CSM Worldwide in Northville, Michigan. 
Takashi Tomioka, senior automotive analyst at Daiwa Institute of Research America in New York, 
said: "I think it's a public relations move to make clearer to Americans that it's an American company." 

Lampe was the first Bridgestone/Firestone executive to admit in congressional testimony that the 
company had produced defective tires. He said he is assembling a new management team and 
instituting new methods of collecting and analyzing field data. The company has been criticized for 



lackadaisical collecting of accident and other claims data, and for not knowing what to do with it. "We 
will not rest until we have determined the root cause or causes of the accidents, continuing to work 
with government agencies and outside experts to ensure that a situation like this never happens 
again," Lampe said. 
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